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CHAPTER 1 

 

ACTS 15:1-35: JUDAISM REJECTED 

 

The gospel had already penetrated deeply into Asia Minor, which is modern-day Turkey. Both 

Jews as well as Gentiles had been converted to Messiah Jesus through Paul’s preaching. How 

would the mixed churches now develop? Into a new Jewish sect with first- and second-class 

members? Or into the holy, catholic Christian church, consisting of both Messiah-confessing 

Jews and Gentiles converted to him? 

Both had been freed by the gospel from a religious prison. The first from Jewish religious 

bonds and the latter from pagan religious bonds. Would they continue standing firm in the 

freedom of Christ, or allow themselves to be put into bondage once again, this time with 

Christian religious fetters? In other words: would they continue freely and joyfully in the grace 

of the Lord Jesus, or become slaves of a new “Law”? 

These questions arose in the Jewish-Gentile church in Antioch after Paul and Barnabas had 

returned from their first apostolic journey and had reported that God had opened the door for 

faith to the Gentiles as well, apart from requiring them to observe the Law of Moses (Acts 

14:27). As a result of this, a fierce ecclesiastical firestorm erupted. In Antioch it could possibly 

have been extinguished, but since this was still during the apostolic period, it could have spread 

like a prairie fire across Paul’s entire field of labor. In order thereafter, down through the 

centuries, to flare up here and there and ignite churches into bursting flames. We are referring, of 

course, to the fire of Judaizing. 

 

1.1 Judaizers attempt to place a new yoke of slavery on the liberated Gentiles (Acts 

15:1) 

 

In Antioch, the Syrian metropolis, a large church had come into existence, consisting especially 

of converted Gentiles (see our comments on Acts 11:19-21). No wonder that Judaizing was able 

to confuse many there. 

1. The arsonists were several Jewish Christians from Judea. In Galatians 2:4, Paul 

characterized them or their sympathizers as “false brothers,” who had “slipped in to spy out our 

freedom that we have in Christ Jesus, so that they might bring us into slavery.” They led the 

Gentile believers to believe: “Brothers, if you do not follow the custom of Moses and get 

circumcised, then you cannot be saved!” For they had indeed been incorporated into Israel 

through faith in Messiah Jesus, but they still had to be distinguished from the unbelieving Gentile 

by means of the sign of incorporation, namely, circumcision. Otherwise nothing had changed. 

Apart from circumcision, they could not possibly be saved. The Judean teachers pointed with 

their finger to the Law of Moses: “Any uncircumcised male who is not circumcised in the flesh 

of his foreskin shall be cut off from his people; he has broken my covenant” (Gen. 17:14). 

Although they were laying the emphasis on circumcision, with that claim they were naturally 

requiring obedience to the entire Law of Moses. Including the food- and purity-laws of Leviticus 

11-15, along with observing the Jewish “church year” of Leviticus 23-25. Paul would later called 

this mode of action: to compel Gentiles to live like Jews (Gal. 2:14). For this phrase he used the 

Greek word ioudaizein. This is why we call these false teachers Judaizers. 

Evidently they, together with their sympathizers in Jerusalem, had formerly been Pharisees 

(cf. v. 5). At that time already, they had not been living from God’s grace or undeserved favor, 



but had been striving by means of strict observance of the “law” for well-deserved favor (cf. 

Luke 18:9-14). They had not been purified of this leaven or doctrine of the Pharisees (Matt. 16:5-

12) when they made the transition into the Christian church, but instead brought it with them. 

To be sure, they had become Christians. They accepted Jesus as the Messiah. And just as 

James in Jerusalem and other Messiah-confessing Jews, they still lived according to the Law of 

Moses. Only, they were making that Law into a “Law.” Please notice our use of quotation 

marks! These Jews were still reading that Law through Pharisaic glasses and in so doing, were 

robbing it of God’s mercy. They turned the real Law—the gospel according to the description of 

Moses!—into a religious labor contract, that they had also supplemented with hundreds of 

invented regulations. 

Not only had they gotten rid of their Pharisaic self-exaltation as God’s elect people. They 

continued to brag about their ancestry from Abraham, and they did not see that through Christ’s 

work, the wall of separation between Jews and Gentiles had been taken down (Eph. 2:14-16) so 

that uncircumcised Gentiles were now allowed to enter Christ’s church without circumcision, 

through faith in Christ alone. 

In short, these Judaizers were not satisfied that Christ’s sacrifice on the cross was sufficient 

for our salvation. They were seeking, along with it, some additional support in their own 

religiosity and stern legalistic piety. They did not know themselves to be liberated slaves of 

Christ, but like half-converted Pharisees they were still living like wage earners. Because they 

thought that for their salvation, they still had to contribute something with their strict obedience 

to the “Law.” 

The Antiochian church struggle was fundamentally about the core of the gospel: are we 

saved through faith alone, that is, through the Lord Jesus alone and through grace alone? Or must 

human religious accomplishments be added to that? Closely connected with this was the 

legitimacy of Paul’s full apostleship. The Judaizers refused to submit to his apostolic authority 

(cf. Gal. 1-2). 

 

Later designs of the Judaizing pattern 

 

The Judaizers twisted the gospel into the equation of Christ’s merits + the merits of the 

religious person. With this they were robbing converted Gentiles of their evangelical freedom 

and were bringing them once again under the slavish yoke of a “Law.” Subsequent church 

history shows how it happened gradually that human religious accomplishments were pushed 

into the foreground, so that ultimately nothing of the true gospel was left. Portrayed visually, the 

development went this way: 

 

Christ + Law 

Stated better: Christ + “Law” + 

Gradually became: “Law” + Christ 

Until finally he fell away and it became: “Law” 

 

After the apostolic period, people continued to embroider this Judaizing pattern with various 

designs. Even though what was laid upon misled believers as “Law” was not always the same, 

but it was and remained an equation of “Christ does something + we do something.” 

It began in Antioch with: Christ + circumcision. In Colossae, under Gentile influence it 

became: Christ + being unmarried + vegetarianism + total abstinence from alcohol. In the Middle 



Ages: Christ + the assistant redeemers (Mary and the saints) + the works of Roman Catholic 

worship and if possible + the monastery. After the Reformation: Christ + Protestant religious 

experience and conversion. Just ask yourself: What ancient usage, custom, agreement, and 

regulation cannot be turned by religious people into an inexorable “Law” in order for them to 

bind each other’s conscience, with all the nasty consequences of that? 

The Gospels show abundantly how the Pharisaic “Law”-obsessions had deformed its 

defenders into unmerciful, arrogant, dismissive, fierce, formalistic, and censorious extremists. 

Throughout the centuries, Judaizing has created the same climate within the Christian church. 

For wherever the gospel is juridicized into a “Law,” it invariably cracks the whip of: “it’s God’s 

will!” And because within such a sphere, people control each other’s obedience strictly, 

unavoidable disunity and domineering arise in that context, along with hatred and envy, 

quarreling and disunity, leading sooner or later to partisanship and division. 

But we must not unquestioningly equate all legalism with Judaizing. Legalism degenerates 

into Judaizing when in disobedience to its “Law,” it proceeds to strike, persecute, expel, and 

excommunicate. Legalism does not necessarily persecute, but Judaizing is bloodthirsty. Just as 

those inciting unrest in Antioch proclaimed in advance: “If you are not circumcised according to 

the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved!” 

We would refer anyone who wants to become better informed about this church- and faith-

undermining (neo-)Judaizing to the broad discussion of this matter provided in the volume in this 

commentary series on Leviticus (pp. ??-?? Du 397-473). In that excursus, the question is 

answered as to how we overcome the spirit of Judaizing. 

 

1.2 Paul and Barnabas refute the Judaizers and go to obtain the verdict of the apostles 

(Acts 15:2-5) 

 

The large Jewish-Gentile church in Antioch probably included numerous uncircumcised men and 

boys. Many of them would have listened to the Judaizing preachers with fear and trembling. Had 

none of them in fact been saved by the Lord Jesus? To be saved, did they first have to start living 

like Jews? No wonder that intense confusion and agitation arose! 

For unsuspecting listeners, the Judaizing requirement appeared to be entirely scriptural, after 

all. Was not the Law of Moses the Word of God, and did it not continue to be so? Had not God 

clearly commanded circumcision in that Law, and commanded the removal from God’s people 

of those who neglected it? (Gen. 17:9-14). And were not those who were pointing this out taking 

the way of salvation much more seriously? And were they not much more faithful to Scripture 

than such an easygoing preacher as Barnabas, who had not issued this demand when he preached 

(Acts 11:22-24)? To say nothing about that “second class apostle” like Paul. 

Among the Jewish believers as well, there would have been those on whom the “principial” 

language of the Judaizers made an impression. Intense religious language always finds a hearing. 

Indeed, what was to be done now when people were not only so easily taking the ancient, 

patriarchal customs lightly, but even the explicit Word of God? For there God had pronounced a 

curse on anyone who forsook circumcision (Gen. 17:14)! The church in Antioch was filled with 

turmoil. 

 

Paul and Barnabas offer powerful opposition 

 

2a At that point, God granted Paul and Barnabas two gifts that were indispensable in this 



situation: a capacity for making clear distinctions, and a confident heart. With the first, they 

discerned that the Judaizers had cut the heart out of the gospel, and with the second, they dared 

to oppose this error powerfully. Even though in doing so, they ran the risk of being viewed as 

liberal teachers who were not respecting God’s Word. 

The battle erupted. To be sure, Paul would write later: “The Lord’s servant must not be 

quarrelsome” (2 Tim. 2:24). But the core of the gospel was at stake here: Jesus alone, by grace 

alone, through faith alone. Here they were not permitted to remain silent for the sake of keeping 

the peace. Paul and Barnabas entered into fierce debates in defense of the truth of the gospel. 

The Judaizers were telling the Gentile believers: “If you are not circumcised, you cannot be 

saved” (v. 1). But Paul squarely opposed that and proclaimed that the exact reverse was true: “If 

you are circumcised, Christ will profit you nothing” (Gal. 5:2). For then circumcision functions 

as a contribution to your salvation. And any who wants to supplement Christ’s work with their 

own work is denying him as the all-sufficient Savior. 

In this connection he would have proclaimed the same message in Antioch that he had 

proclaimed to the Galatians: “For freedom Christ has set us free; stand firm therefore, and do not 

submit again to a yoke of slavery. . . . Every man who accepts circumcision . . . is obligated to 

keep the whole law” (Gal. 5:1, 3). 

 

Fundamentally not a struggle against flesh and blood 

 

Moreover, Paul did not stare himself blind looking at the personalities of his Judaizing 

opponents. Behind these people he saw as the actual impulse Satan himself, together with his 

fallen angels (Eph. 6:12). By means of their preaching, he and Barnabas had defrauded him of 

prey, like Sergius Paulus, the proconsul of Cyprus, and the Zeus worshipers in Lystra. Now that 

such wretched Gentiles had been led out of Satan’s dark power into God’s light, the evil one was 

trying to capture his runaway slaves again. 

These liberated Gentiles had to be tied up again with religious chains, so that their lives 

would again be ruled by fear and slavery. If that could not be accomplished in a pagan manner, 

then it needed to be done in a “Christian” manner. That was Satan’s strategy. Therefore he was 

trying to hammer home a view of Christ’s work, especially regarding the significance of the 

Law, whereby virtually nothing of the gospel would survive. 

Paul clearly discerned this supra-human background of Judaizing: “For we do not wrestle 

against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers 

over this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places” (Eph. 6:12). 

The apostle would be unable to oppose it in his own strength. This is why he wrestled so often on 

his knees, praying to God for his assistance and protection (cf. Eph. 3:14). The life-threatening 

Judaizing “gospel equation” could be opposed only with the armour of God (Eph. 6:13). 

 

To Jerusalem for consultation 

 

2b When Paul and Barnabas defended the gospel powerfully in vigorous debates against the 

Judaizing false teachers, people commissioned both of them to go together with several other 

church members to Jerusalem in order to lay this issue before the apostles and elders there (cf. 

Gal. 2:1, 9). 

Not because people in Antioch could not figure it out themselves, and were wanting the 

apostles to decide the matter. Paul did not doubt the truth of his proclamation for a moment, and 



he did not need any new light on the subject. Not even from other apostles. He wrote to the 

Galatians: “But even if we or an angel from heaven should preach to you a gospel contrary to the 

one we preached to you, let him be accursed!” (Gal. 1:8). For he “did not receive it from any 

man, nor was I taught it,” but he had “received it through a revelation of Jesus Christ” (Gal. 

1:12). Therefore, after his call to preach, he had not consulted any apostle (Gal. 1:15-17). God 

had called and commissioned him. What then could any mere man detract or provide to him? 

Moreover, the other apostles also knew that the Lord did not require circumcision for 

converted Gentiles. He had revealed this clearly through his gracious redemption of the Gentile 

Cornelius in Caesarea (Acts 10-11). So the Antiochian conflict did not involve an issue about 

which they were still ignorant. Luke tells us nothing about any earnest and fervent prayer for 

divine illumination, neither in Antioch nor later in Jerusalem. 

We can imagine that Paul may have thought that consultation with the apostles in Jerusalem 

was superfluous. The Lord had revealed himself clearly about the issue under discussion. It could 

have given the appearance that Paul was uncertain of his position. But obviously the apostle 

attached such great value to “the unity of the Spirit” (Eph. 4:3) with the other apostles that he got 

past his possible objections and humbly fulfilled his duty as a delegate from Antioch. 

If Galatians 2 is talking about the same journey as Acts 15, then Paul went to Jerusalem 

accompanied by Titus, “because of a revelation” (Gal. 2:2). Perhaps in that revelation, the Lord 

gave Paul to know that he could go in confidence, because the Judaizers would not succeed in 

sowing division among the apostles. The exegetes are not agreed, however, that Galatians 2 and 

Acts 15 are in fact dealing with the same journey to Jerusalem. 

 

En route to Jerusalem 

 

3 After the church had provided them with their travel necessities and had escorted them to 

the edge of the city, which was an act of honor, they traveled through Phoenicia and Samaria. 

Jewish-Christian churches had been founded in Sidon, Tyre, Ptolemais, Caesarea, Joppa, and 

other places. Some had been founded by Jerusalem refugees who had been scattered throughout 

the region after the death of Stephen, and at that point had proclaimed the gospel exclusively to 

Jews (cf. 11:19). 

In Caesarea they met Cornelius the centurion, to whom the Holy Spirit had shown that the 

wall of separation between Jews and Gentiles had been taken down. Would they also have seen 

Dorcas in Joppa, who had been raised from the dead? And Simon the leather worker, on whose 

rooftop terrace the Holy Spirit had taught Peter that the gospel was to be proclaimed to Gentiles 

as well? 

Everywhere they went, they reported extensively about the conversion of the Gentiles on 

Cyprus and in Asia Minor. This generated great joy among these Jewish Christians. Evidently 

they had not yet been attacked by the virus of Judaizing, for we learn nothing about critical 

investigation into the circumcision of the converted Gentiles. We read only that the report 

brought them great joy. 

 

Arrival in Jerusalem 

 

4 When they arrived in Jerusalem they were welcomed by the church and by the apostles and 

elders. What was surely an emotional reunion, especially with Barnabas who was so beloved in 

Jerusalem, occurred in a “church assembly.” In verse 6 we read about a gathering of the apostles 



and the elders. Verse 22 speaks about deliberation with the entire church. Acts 15, therefore, at a 

minimum is talking about a gathering. We would term this the convent in Jerusalem (calling it 

the apostolic convent expresses too little of the contribution of the elders and the church). 

Paul and Barnabas did not begin immediately with the church struggle in Antioch. They first 

gave a report about everything that God had accomplished through them on Cyprus, in Pisidian 

Antioch, as well as in the South Galatian cities of Iconium, Lystra, and Derbe. There the Lord 

had incorporated into his universal church, through faith, not only Jews, but also uncircumcised 

Gentiles! 

In proceeding this way, they consciously set the tone for the subsequent discussions. For in 

those discussions it was not human opinions and traditions that had to be decisive, but what God 

was doing through his Son and Spirit in the Gentile world. 

 

Here as well, Judaizers demand: Christ + the “Law” 

 

5 After the report about their journey, several brothers stood up who argued: these converted 

Gentiles must be circumcised and must observe the Law of Moses. Believing in Messiah Jesus 

by itself is not sufficient. 

This demand was being asserted by believers about whom we have already written: 

converted Pharisees who, when they came to faith in the Lord Jesus, had not radically eliminated 

the leaven of Pharisaism. Apparently they were unfamiliar with the instruction of Stephen or 

they had rejected it. They themselves evidently refused to live by God’s grace alone. 

 

1.3 Peter sides with Paul and Barnabas (Acts 15:6-12) 

 

Looking back on them, the meetings about which Luke now gives a report were historically 

important for the world church. We are affected by them every day. Do you need, in order to be 

saved, only to believe in the Lord Jesus? Or does his sacrifice require a contribution from our 

side? Concerning this a pronouncement would be made by this Convent that would be valid from 

then on. 

This assembly would decide whether Christ’s church would remain a Jewish-nationalistic 

affair or would grow into the holy, universal, Christian church. And whether the gospel would 

remain the message of God’s free grace or become deformed into a “law” or religious labor 

contract. Whether the freedom in Christ would continue to be maintained or would be replaced 

by a new form of religious slavery. 

 

The apostles and elders conduct a meeting 

 

6 In order to investigate this issue further, the apostles and elders held several meetings. In 

light of verse 22, these did not occur behind closed doors, but the church was also involved in the 

consultations. Even though the apostles and elders naturally provided the leadership. 

People have called this “the first synod,” but these meetings were unique already simply by 

virtue of the presence of the apostles. And if these elders were the former disciples of Jesus, who 

were placed on the same level as the apostles (vv. 2, 4, 6, 22-23), then this conclusion is even 

more valid still. 

Moreover, in synods many churches are represented, whereas here only two were together in 

this assembly: the young church in Antioch was engaged in consultation regarding a doctrinal 



difference. This happened apart from anyone agreeing beforehand to be bound by the decision of 

the mother church. 

 

Here, too, there was difference of opinion 

 

7a Initially the climate turned into one of a sharp verbal argument (“much disputing,” KJV). 

No wonder, since we are in the midst of a purely Jewish-Christian church! Many had been 

spoon-fed Pharisaic legalism. They had grown up around Pharisaic scrupulosity: not only 

following food laws, observing purity laws, celebrating new moon festivals, observing Sabbaths, 

but also keeping the many commands that the rabbis had added to God’s commandments. In this 

kind of legalistic climate, strong Judaizing language appealed very easily to many well-

intentioned believers. They gave the appearance of taking the Law far more seriously than Paul 

and Barnabas, what with their “now everyone need only believe in Messiah Jesus.” 

 

Peter proves that God had decided the issue a long time ago 

 

7b Then Peter stood up. Not to conduct an abstract argument about the Law, but to show that 

God had shone light long ago on the issue being debated. He had done so by means of irrefutable 

facts. For that purpose Peter reminded the assembly about what he had learned approximately ten 

years earlier on the roof of Simon the tanner’s home in Joppa about the officer Cornelius from 

Caesarea. There God himself had made clear to him that he had taken down the Law as a wall of 

separation between Jews and Gentiles (Eph. 2:14). 

After he had refused, during his vision, to slaughter unclean animals and eat them, a voice 

from heaven assured him: “What God has cleansed, you must not make unclean.” When he then 

went at the Spirit’s command to the Gentile centurion Cornelius, the Holy Spirit came down 

there before Peter’s eyes upon that uncircumcised company of people. He then baptized them 

(Acts 10). In this way, God had already decided the issue under debate. He had chosen Peter 

already from the start to spread the message of the gospel among the Gentiles, thereby to bring 

them to faith. Note carefully: to faith and not to slavery under a “Law.” 

8 When he had to give an account of that event in—again, note carefully—Jerusalem, he had 

said: “If on account of their faith in the Lord Jesus Christ God has given them the same gift he 

gave us, how could I oppose him?” (Acts 11:1-18). 

He recited these facts again to the assembly: in view of the travel report given by Paul and 

Barnabas (v. 4), God had come to the Gentiles in a far greater scale by giving them his Spirit 

while they were uncircumcised. In this way God had testified that he was accepting 

uncircumcised believers as his children too (cf. Rom. 8:16). As One who knows the heart, he was 

no longer concerned with the outward sign of a person’s circumcision and nationality, but with 

his believing heart. 

9 Since that time, God no longer makes any distinction between circumcised Jews and 

uncircumcised Gentiles (cf. Rom. 10:12). He cleanses their hearts (i.e., regenerates them) 

through faith and not through faith + slavish legalism that remains stuck in externals. In this way 

he forms a new people of God out of Jews and Gentiles together. 

10 Next Peter directed his comments to the Judaizing opponents, by asking: “Why, after this 

kind of divine testimony, do you wish to defy him now and defy his will by laying on the 

shoulders of disciples from Gentile origin a yoke that neither our own forefather nor we could 

bear?” 



With these words, Peter was certainly not speaking evil of God’s good and thoroughly 

evangelical Law (cf. Ps. 119). But that “Gospel according to Moses” (as we could call the Law) 

had, in addition to its glorious proclamation of grace, also fulfilled the task of babysitting or 

guardianship, which had to lead Israel with a firm hand to the day of Christ. That hand was 

indeed tender and kind, but simultaneously rather strict. It kept Israel “in protective custody” 

(Gal. 3:23-24). 

11 Next Peter stated his conclusion, in which he declared that Paul and Barnabas were right: 

we believe that there is but one means whereby both Jews as well as Gentiles are saved: God’s 

grace, which the Lord Jesus has earned for us through his suffering and obedience. And which is 

bestowed upon us only through faith (cf. Rom. 5:1; Gal. 2:15-16). Apart from any contribution 

through obedience to the Law, for that has been fulfilled by Christ. Even less through obedience 

to the Pharisaical “Law” with its 613 supplementary prescriptions. 

This is the last that we read in the book of Acts about the activity of the apostle Peter. From 

now on Paul occupies the foreground in this Bible book. 

 

God did signs and wonders among the Gentiles as well 

 

12 The entire assembly became quiet because of what Peter had brought to light. Indeed, 

only God could set aside divine prescriptions. Years ago, in connection with Cornelius, he had 

done just that with regard to circumcision. So Paul and Barnabas were indeed right. 

Next, both of them spoke. They didn’t know anything better to do than appeal, as Peter had, 

to God’s own deeds. They had already made a report of God’s work among the Gentiles (v. 4). 

But now they told about what great signs and wonders he had especially performed through them 

among the Gentiles. And how he had thereby confirmed that uncircumcised Gentiles were 

allowed to be incorporated into his church apart from observing the law. 

On Cyprus, the Roman governor had come to faith. And when the Jewish palace astrologer 

attempted to keep him from doing so, the Lord had protected the tender faith of that 

uncircumcised Gentile by punishing that soothsayer with blindness (Acts 13:6-12). In this way, 

the Lord had repeatedly confirmed their gospel preaching among the Gentiles through signs and 

wonders, and in doing so, he had brought many to faith in Pisidian Antioch, Iconium, Lystra, and 

Derbe (Acts 14:3). In Lystra, Paul was permitted to heal a man who had been lame from birth. 

And when he had been stoned and had been dragged out of the city as though dead, he could 

suddenly stand up again and continue traveling! 

Were these not decisive facts? Would God have done this if Paul had been an enemy of 

God’s Word? Or was he proving thereby his profound agreement with Paul’s preaching of faith-

and-nothing-else? Were these signs after signs not proofs confirming what Peter had said: with 

his grace God no longer makes any distinction? He justifies uncircumcised Gentiles as well. 

Apart from the Law. Only through faith in the Lord Jesus. 

 

1.4 James proves that the calling of the Gentiles is the fulfillment of prophecy (Acts 

15:13-21) 

 

Following the remarks of the apostle Peter, James, the half-brother of the Lord Jesus, testified to 

his support of Paul and Barnabas. As one of the preeminent elders in the church in Jerusalem, he 

enjoyed great respect and exercised significant authority. It was not for nothing that he had 

received the nickname of “James the Righteous.” Moreover, he personally observed the Law of 



Moses scrupulously (Acts 21:18-20). All the more striking, then, that he sided not with the 

Judaizers, but with Paul and Barnabas, and did so with powerful proofs from Scripture. He did 

so, however, without losing sight of the wisdom that comes from above in connection with the 

application of his argument, a wisdom that, according to his letter in the New Testament, “is first 

pure, then peaceable, gentle, open to reason, full of mercy and good fruits, impartial and sincere” 

(James 3:17). 

 

James refers to the prophecy of Amos 

 

13 After Paul and Barnabas had finished speaking, James began: “Brothers, listen to me. 

14 Simon [James calls Peter by his Hebrew name in this Jewish context!] has related how in 

Caesarea God gave his Spirit to the Gentile officer Cornelius and his house. And that God 

intended already from the start to form among the Gentiles a people who would honor his name. 

15 Well, that agrees completely with the words of the prophets. James proved this by 

referring the assembly to Amos 9:11-12. Luke provides the quotation from the Greek translation: 

16 “After this I will return, and I will rebuild the tent of David that has fallen; I will rebuild 

its ruins, and I will restore it.” For James’ Jewish listeners, this prophecy needed no further 

explanation. The wonderful building consisting of David’s unified and undivided kingdom was 

sundered after Solomon’s death and in the days of Amos was nothing more than “a dilapidated 

hut.” But Yahweh would erect it once again by providing a new “David” (Ezek. 34:23-24). 

Meanwhile these prophecies were fulfilled in Messiah Jesus. To him God had given the throne of 

his father David (Luke 1:32) and had exalted him to heaven (Acts 1:9; 2:23). 

17 But he would rule not exclusively over Israel, but also over the rest of humanity. God’s 

intentions included far more than simply Israel’s salvation. He would restore David’s fallen royal 

house, so that the Gentiles would seek him as well: “This is what the Lord says, who 

18 has made this known from of old [literally, from eternity, i.e., for a long time already]” 

(Isa. 45:21). For he had promised the calling of the Gentiles to Abraham already (Gen. 12:3). 

Already before the foundation of the Israelite world at Horeb (Eph. 1:4). With this James wanted 

to say that the issue under dispute did not fall brand-spanking new from the sky, but had been 

foretold already by the prophets, as work that God had intended already centuries before. 

 

The proposal of James 

 

19 According to James, in the light of the prophecy it was clear what the assembly needed to 

do. I myself think, he said, that we should not lay upon the Gentiles who have turned to God 

burdens that are too heavy, but should fully acknowledge their Christian freedom-from-the-law 

(cf. Rom. 3:21-22; Eph. 2:8-9). 

20 With this proposal, however, people needed to proceed with wisdom as well. For people 

were still living during that period of transition from the Old to the New Covenant (see our 

comments on 2:46). Both for believers from the Jews and those from the Gentiles, this created 

particular difficulties. Thus, there were four things that were extremely offensive for Jews in 

their interaction with Gentiles, especially with regard to eating. 

First: meat that came from the butcher shops associated with pagan temples, where the meat 

had been contaminated through being consecrated to an idol. If some converted Gentiles in 

Corinth viewed this to be an acknowledgement of another god, then so did many a Jew (1 Cor. 

8:1-13). Second: sexual immorality. In this context, this would have referred to marriages within 



varying degrees of kinship that had been prohibited by Leviticus 18:6-18 (cf. 1 Cor. 5:1). Third: 

meat whose blood had not been fully drained, for example, of animals that had died on their own, 

caught in a trap or drowned. Fourth: the use of the blood itself (cf. Gen. 9:4; Lev. 17:10-14). 

If the Gentile Christians would abstain from these things in meek wisdom, they would make 

living together on the part of the Jews with former pagans much more easy. James proposed that 

this be requested in writing from the non-Jewish Christians. Not as a new “law,” but as a few 

temporary guidelines during this difficult transitional phase they were experiencing. Or as a 

voluntary restriction of their freedom-from-the-law, which James otherwise fully acknowledged. 

21 The Christians from among the Gentiles would not have found his proposal difficult or 

strange. For many of them had for years been attending the synagogue, where each Sabbath the 

Law of Moses was read publicly. From this they had already understood that they would be 

doing a great service to their Jewish fellow believers if they voluntarily abstained from “idol 

food, blood, meat with blood, and sexual immorality (v. 29). All the more if they recalled that the 

aversion toward these among the Jews had been burned into the consciences of the Jews for more 

than thirteen centuries! Paul too could agree with these transition regulations (cf. 1 Cor. 8; 9:19-

23; 10:23-11:1). 

 

1.5 The answer of the brothers from the Gentiles (Acts 15:22-34) 

 

The words of Peter and James found widespread agreement. The demands of the believers from 

the Pharisees (v. 3) were rejected. Believing Gentiles could be incorporated as full members into 

the Christian churches without getting circumcised and observing the Law of Moses. 

22 As we remarked in connection with verse 6, this was not a pronouncement of the first 

“general assembly” or “general synod” or of the first “ecumenical council” of the Christian 

church, but of the apostles and the elders who involved the church in their deliberations. This 

unique gathering decided to send several delegates from its midst along with Paul and Barnabas 

in order to communicate and explain its answer to the church in Antioch. At the same time both 

of these controversial brothers could not be accused of partisan reporting. 

For this purpose people chose Judas, also named Barsabbas, and Silas, probably the same as 

the well-known Silvanus. Two leading figures from the church. Silas was a Roman citizen 

(16:37-39) and would later accompany Paul on the latter’s second apostolic journey, as well as 

be intimately involved with the letters to the Thessalonians. As a Hellenist he would have spoken 

Greek fluently. 

 

The decision in writing 

 

23 They took along a letter that began in the customary style of that day with the greeting: 

“As brothers, the apostles and elders greet the brothers from among the Gentiles in Antioch, 

Syria, and Cilicia.” The “Paul-case” had thus become known in the churches already as far away 

as Syria and Cilicia! They were accepted, however, as full brothers. An encouraging opening! 

24 “We have perceived that among you an intense confusion and uncertainty has arisen 

because several of us have told you: Unless you are circumcised you cannot be saved! They did 

this without our authorization.” With this, the apostles and elders were distancing themselves 

immediately from this extra-scriptural demand. No Judaizer would be able to appeal to apostles 

in his own defense. 

25 Next the committee was instructed to communicate: “Having heard about the unrest and 



confusion that was caused among you, we have unanimously decided to choose two men to send 

along with our beloved brothers Barnabas and Paul, 

26 who have surrendered their lives (together with everything dear to them) on behalf of the 

name of our Lord Jesus Christ.” With these words both of these brothers who had been suspected 

of heterodoxy were cleared of every suspicion. Barnabas and Paul despised the law? The 

apostles viewed them as beloved brothers! Thereby they acknowledged the “unity of the Spirit” 

(Eph. 4:3) in which they with them were proclaiming the gospel. 

27 “So we delegated Judas and Silas; they will communicate to you the same message 

verbally.” 

28 The declaration regarding the disputed issue did not simply rest upon the authority of the 

apostles and elders. For they wrote emphatically: “It seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us to 

lay on you nothing more than what is strictly necessary.” We have already seen how the Holy 

Spirit had spoken and how this assembly knew that its decision comported with the Holy Spirit’s 

thinking. 

First, Peter had recalled that the disputed issue had been decided in Caesarea already. There 

the Holy Spirit had descended on Cornelius and his household with audible signs (Acts 10:44-

46). In this way he had made known that he thought it was good that uncircumcised believers 

were now to be included in the church. 

Next James had opened Holy Scripture, the Book of the Holy Spirit. In that book, the Spirit 

had already prophesied that in due time God would extend the kingship of David’s great Son to 

the Gentiles. So in the Word of God the issue had been decided long ago. In this way the Holy 

Spirit had made known his thinking in that assembly, (1) through Peter’s recollection of what the 

Spirit had done, and (2) through what according to James the Spirit had said in his Word. 

From this we should especially avoid concluding that since that time, all ecclesiastical 

gatherings have, by definition, spoken in the name of the Holy Spirit. Because he “would lead 

them into all truth.” For the Lord did not promise this to such assemblies in general, but to his 

apostles, and he did so with a view to their future work (John 14:25-26); 16:13). Nowadays 

ecclesiastical bodies can appeal to the leading of the Holy Spirit only if they can declare, with 

their finger pointing to the Scripture passage involved: “It seemed good to the Holy Spirit in his 

Word—and therefore also to us . . .” (cf. 1 Cor. 4:6; 1 Pet. 4:11). 

29 What request did the Jewish brothers in Jerusalem direct toward their Gentile brothers in 

order to be able to live together with them in peace? The letter whispered not a word about the 

disputed circumcision! Nor was observing the Sabbath demanded (cf. Col. 2:16-17). The 

Gentiles were asked only to restrict temporarily their freedom-from-the-law by abstaining from 

idol food, blood, strangled animal meat, and sexual immorality (cf. v. 20). “If you abstain from 

these, then everything will be fine. You will do well!” 

It is well-known that Gentile Christians did indeed abstain from these things that offended 

the Jews. When later unbelieving Gentiles blasphemed Christians by claiming that they ate their 

children, the woman martyr Biblias from Lyon cried out that this was impossible, “because they 

were not even allowed to enjoy the blood of irrational animals.” 

Nevertheless, people did realize that this arrangement had a provisional and temporary 

character. Growing insight among the Jewish believers regarding the fulfillment of the Law by 

Jesus Christ would eventually place the request of Jerusalem in the archives. In the sixteenth 

century, in his Baston de le Foi (1555), Guido de Brès appealed to this provisional character of 

the Jerusalem decisions for the purpose of fighting against the judicial authority of later 

ecclesiastical regulations under which the believers of his time were groaning. 



 

Judaizers lose a battle, but are not defeated 

 

With this, Satan had lost the battle for the main front in Jerusalem. He had been unable to 

seduce the apostles and elders to make Christ’s church an exclusively Jewish church. The 

Judaizing idolatry of the “Law” was rejected, the gospel of pure grace was confirmed again, the 

unity of the universal church was secured. Those Gentile churches that had already been planted 

were encouraged (15:31; 16:4-5). The proclamation of the gospel could proceed in the same 

manner. 

The importance of the Jerusalem Convent can hardly be overestimated. It was one of the 

most courageous and most generous in all of church history. All true believers still enjoy the 

fruits of it each day. 

But with this, the Judaizing devil was not defeated. The apostles had indeed rejected his 

erroneous teaching and had exonerated Paul. But like a swarm of hornets the Judaizing heretics 

would later chase him during every one of his journeys. Like a terrible cancer, their anti-gospel 

would attack congregational life everywhere, by metastasizing in the churches in Rome, Corinth, 

Philippi, Colossae, Ephesus, and Galatia. How this heresy has been clothed with different 

garments, and how it has assaulted the Christian churches in subsequent centuries, we have 

already discussed. 

 

Joy and relief in Antioch 

 

30 After people had bid them farewell, Paul and Barnabas departed, together with the 

Antiochian brothers (v. 2) and Judas and Silas, for Antioch. There they called the church together 

and read the letter. 

31 When it had been read, the Gentile believers were extremely joyful with the encouraging 

and comforting content. Many uncircumcised man and boy had been shocked and confused by 

the Judaizing demand: Without first being circumcised and living according to our “Law,” 

believing in the Lord Jesus profits you nothing. You can well understand that such Christians 

were relieved immensely by what the apostles and elders in Jerusalem had written to them. 

Anyone who himself has ever been set free from the constraints of such a “gospel of addition” 

(Jesus + “Law”) can well imagine the joy of these believers. 

With intense joy, Theophilus too would have read Luke’s account and the conclusions of this 

letter. He was personally and directly affected. He did not have to be drawn in at all by this 

Judaizing propaganda. As a non-Jew, he could be saved only by believing in the Lord Jesus, 

without circumcision and without having to live according to the Law of Moses! 

32 Judas and Silas, who themselves were also prophets (cf. 11:27; 13:1), talked for a long 

time with the brother. They encouraged and strengthened the Gentile believers in their belief in 

Jesus’ all-sufficient redemption and his fulfillment of the Law. In the spirit of Galatians 5:1, they 

would have spurred them on: “For freedom Christ has set us free; stand firm therefore, and do 

not submit again to a yoke of slavery.” 

33 After Judas and Silas had spent some time in the church in Antioch, the brothers allowed 

them to return to Jerusalem. But not without having requested them to bring their hearty 

greetings of peace to the apostles and church that had sent them. 

34 [But Silas decided to remain there (only Judas went to Jerusalem),] This verse is missing 

from older manuscripts. It is possible that a later copyist added it in order to explain Silas’ 



presence in Antioch (v. 40). Or at the last moment was it too hard for Silas to leave this church? 

35 But Paul and Barnabas remained in Antioch. They provided instruction in the faith and 

proclaimed the Word of the Lord together with many others. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



CHAPTER 2 

 

ACTS 15:36-16:10: PAUL’S SECOND APOSTOLIC JOURNEY (1): SYRIA, CILICIA, GALATIA, TROAS 

 

 

Now we will follow Paul on his second apostolic journey, which according to most estimates 

lasted about three years. On this trip he would establish churches in Philippi, Thessalonica, 

Berea, and in the former metropolises of Athens, Corinth, and Ephesus. In the world harbor city 

of Corinth he would stay no less than eighteen months. Certainly not as a salaried evangelist, for 

frequently he had to earn his keep as a tentmaker (18:3; 2 Cor. 11:9; 1 Thess. 2:9). 

For us as well, this would become a very important journey! For on this journey he would be 

reaching with the gospel what we now call the west coast of Turkey and the east coast of Greece. 

In doing so, he would begin proclaiming the gospel in Europe and the historical prologue of our 

own sanctification would begin. For by means of Paul’s preaching, the Spirit of Jesus will lay the 

foundation of the Christianizing of our continent. 

To be sure, Paul’s contemporaries saw modern-day Turkey simply as part of the unified 

Greco-Roman world. But we are reading the book of Acts today in the twenty-first century. 

Given our understanding, Paul crossed over from Troas to pre-Christian Europe, where our 

distance ancestors lived. For the sake of convenience, we will discuss this second apostolic 

journey not in one, but in several chapters. 

It all began with a painful conflict. 

 

2.1 Paul and Barnabas separate on account of Mark (Acts 15:36-40a) 

 

Who could ever have thought: Paul and Barnabas embittered toward each other! A mystery made 

all the more profound when we note the prehistory of their friendship. 

The good man Joseph, surnamed Barnabas (comforter), who had sold an entire field in order 

to support the poor with the proceeds (4:36-37), was the first one to look at Saul when this 

convert returned from Damascus to Jerusalem (9:27). Together they had accomplished so much 

for the name of the Lord Jesus since that time. 

For years they had proclaimed the gospel together, first in Syrian Antioch, later on Cyprus 

and in Asia Minor. They had traveled together, eaten, preached, prayed, and suffered together. In 

Pisidian Antioch the were put out of the city. In Iconium, they were almost stoned. In Lystra they 

were worshiped as gods who had come down from heaven, but later Paul had been stoned and 

dragged out of the city as one they thought was dead. 

After their return to Antioch, they were together accused by the Judaizers of heresy. They 

were supposed to have required that converted Gentiles be circumcised. Side by side they had 

responded by defending the gospel of Jesus alone, believing alone, and grace alone. For that 

purpose they traveled together to the Jerusalem Convent. What could have broken this intimate 

collaborative relationship? Not a doctrinal difference, but a policy dispute. 

 

Was Mark unfit? 

 

36 Not long after their return from Jerusalem, Paul said to Barnabas: “How are the brothers 

and sisters faring in all those cities where we brought the Word of the Lord? Shall we visit them 

to see how they are doing?” Apparently the apostle still felt responsible for them (2 Cor. 11:28). 



He envisioned an apostolic “visiting tour” or pastoral “follow-up trip,” like the one he had made 

earlier (14:21-23). But by means of the intervention of the Holy Spirit (16:6-7), this would 

expand into the second apostolic journey, during which the gospel would be proclaimed on 

European soil. 

37 Barnabas agreed with this proposal and wanted to take along his nephew John, surnamed 

Mark (Col. 4:10). This man had accompanied them on their first journey until they reached 

Pamphylia, but at that point, for reasons Luke does not mention, he returned to Jerusalem 

(13:13). 

38 But Paul was not sympathetic to that suggestion. He thought that it would be better not to 

have someone who had abandoned them and their work in Pamphylia day after day. He 

considered such a man unfit for this task. The kind and patient Barnabas evaluated Mark’s 

conduct more gently and wanted to give him another chance. But no matter how much he 

advocated on behalf of his nephew, Paul persisted. 

39 But Barnabas continued to insist. At that point, despite the love of each of them for the 

proclamation of the gospel, a sharp conflict arose between these intimate friends. It escalated so 

much that these comrades in arms broke off their collaboration and went their separate ways. The 

fact that Luke included this dark page in his book proves that he was unwilling to paint an 

idealized picture of the early Christian church. 

We do not get the impression that they drew the church in Antioch into their quarrel, 

although the church would have regretted the disunity. Barnabas was undoubtedly specially 

loved in Antioch (11:22). Nevertheless, this noble man seems not to have used his prestige in 

order to obtain support for his position. 

He took Mark along and left for Cyprus, the island from which he had come originally. 

Earlier they had worked with Paul (13:4-5) and so he was continuing according to the latter’s 

plan: to visit once again the former places. This is the last we hear of Barnabas in Acts. There 

was nothing more to it than that. Luke limits himself from this point on simply to the expansion 

of the apostolic witness by Paul. He does not mention the other apostles again. 

40 Paul chose Silvanus as his travel companion, here called Silas for short. He was a 

prominent figure in the church in Jerusalem. Like Paul, he was a Roman citizen (16:37) and 

would have spoken Greek fluently. In addition, he had the gift of prophecy (15:32) and had been 

a member of the committee that had to communicate and explain the decisions of the convent 

(15:22-29) to the church in Antioch. So he also enjoyed the confidence of the apostles. Later he 

would assist Peter in writing the latter’s first epistle (1 Pet. 5:12). Paul thought him to be a 

suitable replacement for Barnabas. As the third partner, Timothy would later take the place of 

Mark. 

After being commended by the brothers to the grace of the Lord, Paul departed from Antioch 

with his new travel companion. Still unaware of the great things that the Lord would be doing 

through him on this new journey. 

 

Instructive 

 

We are unable to determine who was right in the conflict between Paul and Barnabas. This 

episode makes one thing clear: “Let the one who boasts, boast in the Lord” (1 Cor. 1:31), and do 

not boast even in his preeminent servants, let alone in his average ones. They must all confess 

with Paul: “For I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh [my sinful nature]” 

(Rom. 7:18). 



Therefore, all too often Satan has succeeded afterward in setting Christ’s church ablaze. Has 

he been unsuccessful by means of doctrinal differences? Then he tries by means of personal 

disagreements and policy issues. With demonic cleverness he attempts unceasingly to drive 

brothers and sisters apart by escalating incidental issues into capital offenses. Therefore already 

in the apostolic period, the warning was sounded: “See to it that no one fails to obtain the grace 

of God; that no ‘root of bitterness’ springs up and causes trouble, and by it many become 

defiled” (Heb. 12:15). 

The disagreement between Paul and Barnabas shows as well, however, how the Lord can 

turn evil toward the good. For as a result of this fraternal quarrel, two teams now ventured out to 

proclaim the gospel. 

As far as the mutual relationships are concerned, in 1 Corinthians 9:6 Paul speaks about 

Barnabas with deep appreciation. The alienation between Paul and Mark would not have lasted 

all that long. During Paul’s first imprisonment in Rome, Mark was with him (Col. 4:10; 

Philemon 24). Shortly before his execution, he wrote to Timothy: “Get Mark and bring him with 

you, for he is very useful to me for ministry” (2 Tim. 4:11). Alongside Luke and Timothy, Mark 

belonged at that point once again among Paul’s trusted fellow workers. 

 

2.2 Paul and Silas trek through Syria and Cilicia (Acts 15:41) 

 

After his departure from Antioch, Paul traveled to Asia Minor not by sea, as he had done on his 

first journey, but by land. This made it possible for him to visit the Syrian and Cilician churches, 

whom the Jerusalem letter had also been addressed (15:23). But let’s first try to form a picture of 

the appearance and furnishing of travelers in antiquity. 

 

Ancient foot travelers 

 

Like most travelers in that time, Paul and his helpers would have traveled on foot. An 

energetic pedestrian traveled further than twenty-two miles (thirty-five kilometers) per day. We 

consider the international Four Days Marches an impressive accomplishment, but in that time, 

people walked for weeks, sometimes months on end. For that, sturdy footwear was the primary 

requirement, of course. 

Every traveler wore an outer mantle consisting of a long sleeveless closed cape, a kind of 

duffel cloth made of thick woolen material. For travel people always had with them a felt hat 

with wide brims, which provided protection from both the bright rays of the sun and the rain. 

When not using it, they would carry it on their back with a cord. 

The ancient foot traveler carried his hand luggage in a shoulder bag. If he had something 

more to take along, like provisions, he would use a double bag with straps attached, with one half 

hanging on his chest and the other half on his back. A staff rounded out his travel gear. 

In connection with his land travels, Paul would often have used the main Roman roads that 

were between 10-20 feet (3-6 meters) wide, whose pavement consisted of custom hewn hard 

limestone blocks. Foot travelers on these roads were as common as motorists on our roads. 

At regular intervals, travelers could find inns that offered lodging that was hardly 

comfortable and not particularly hygienic. Though while en route, Paul the tentmaker would 

often have pitched his portable tent for a night’s rest. One was better off, of course, if he could 

enjoy someone’s hospitality. No wonder that hospitality is recommended so often in the New 

Testament. 



 

Syria and Cilicia 

 

41 They trekked through Syria and Cilicia, which at the time were two Roman provinces. 

Paul’s birthplace of Tarsus was located in Cilicia. The letter from the Jerusalem convent was 

written to the churches in these regions as well (15:23). Luke does not mention when and by 

whom these churches were established, but that could have resulted from Paul’s work during his 

long stay in this region after his flight from Jerusalem (cf. 9:30; 11:25). Would he at that time 

have established a church in Tarsus as well? 

These churches were now being encouraged and strengthened by him. In that connection the 

letter mentioned earlier would have played an important role. The believers here apparently had 

also been led into confusion by Judaizers. But now they were confirmed by Paul and Silas in 

their faith in Jesus’ all-sufficient salvation and in the Christian freedom from the “law.” 

Next they trekked westward through the Cilician Gates, a dangerous pass over the ghastly 

Taurus Mountains, north of Tarsus. From time immemorial this region was made unsafe by 

ruffians. Paul would have been referring to such stretches of travel when he later writes about 

being “in danger from rivers, danger from robbers, . . . in toil and hardship, through many a 

sleepless night, in hunger and thirst, often without food, in cold and exposure” (2 Cor. 11:26-27). 

 

2.3 Derbe and Lystra. Timothy becomes a fellow worker (Acts 16:1-5) 

 

After the difficult journey through the Taurus Mountains, Paul and Silas arrived in the southern 

part of the Roman province of Galatia, where on his first journey, Paul had founded Christian 

churches in Iconium, Lystra, and Derbe. In Iconium he was almost stoned, and in Lystra he was 

actually stoned. Nevertheless he had made disciples of the Lord Jesus in these places (14:21-22). 

With delighted surprise they would have welcomed their spiritual father! (cf. 1 Cor. 4:14-15). 

1 It was likely in Lystra that the apostle met the young disciple Timothy by divine direction 

(“and behold”!). Years later he would urge Timothy: “Let no one despise you for your youth” (1 

Tim. 4:12). So when Paul arrived for the second time in Lystra, Timothy was perhaps barely 

twenty years old. He had a Greek (i.e., non-Jewish) father—a proselyte?—and a Jewish mother, 

named Eunice. Her mother was called Lois. Both of them were believing women who had 

instructed their (grand)son from his youth in the Scriptures (2 Tim. 1:5; 3:15). They had not been 

aware of the fact that in so doing, they were preparing the lad for his great future task as a close 

collaborator of the apostle Paul. 

2 He was a particularly fine Christian, for whom the believers in Lystra and Iconium had 

deep respect. In this regard he fulfilled one of the primary requirements for leaders in the 

Christian churches (1 Tim. 3:2, 10). 

3 Paul saw in him an excellent fellow worker. He was a Jew, he knew the Scriptures, he was 

fluent in Greek, and was highly esteemed among the brothers and sisters. The only thing was that 

everyone in the region knew he had a non-Jewish father. As a child of a Jewish mother he was a 

Jew according to Jewish law, but for unknown reasons he had not been circumcised and 

therefore in Jewish eyes he was an apostate. 

If Paul had taken him along in that condition, the anti-Christian Jewish propaganda would 

undoubtedly have capitalized on that: That rabbi is working together with an uncircumcised Jew 

born from a marriage forbidden by the Law!” (cf. Deut. 7:3-4). Timothy would then never have 

spoken in the Jewish synagogue and would have had no access into Jewish homes. In order to 



avoid such difficulties, Paul decided that he should be circumcised before they set out. 

 

Timothy circumcised 

 

At first glance this was a remarkable decision! Verse 3: Timothy is circumcised. Verse 4: 

they made known everywhere that circumcision was no longer necessary (cf. Acts 15). Here, 

however, it becomes evident how sensitively Paul distinguished what was at stake then and here 

(cf. Phil. 1:9-10; Ps. 119:66). For all situations were not and are not the same. 

Every Messiah-believing Jew who continued living according to the Torah was not on that 

account a Judaizer. Not all law-keeping is Judaizing. The apostle was very flexible toward law-

keeping Jews: “To the Jews I became as a Jew, in order to win Jews. To those under the law I 

became as one under the law (though not being myself under the law) that I might win those 

under the law” (1 Cor. 9:20; cf. Acts 18:18; 21:20-26). 

Therefore Paul had his new fellow worker Timothy circumcised. Because he fervently 

wanted to bring Jews to faith, in this instance he was “a Jew to the Jews.” In itself Timothy’s 

circumcision was not in conflict with the decisions of the Jerusalem convent. “For in Christ 

Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anything, but only faith working 

through love” (Gal. 5:6). 

In Lystra and its surroundings, Paul took into consideration his law-keeping brothers and 

Jews who did not yet know the gospel and for that reason also did not yet understand that 

circumcision had been dismissed. In such situations we may certainly make concessions. That is 

completely different than yielding before the Judaizing enemies of the gospel. 

But when Paul arrived in Jerusalem with his uncircumcised fellow worker Titus, and had 

dealings there with Judaizers, he did not have Titus circumcised (Gal. 2:3-4). Absolutely not. 

Because then and there it involved an entirely different situation. If the apostle had compelled 

Titus to be circumcised at that time, he would have given the appearance of exchanging Christian 

freedom for the Judaizers’ prison. 

We can learn from his course of action not to lump every situation and every fellow Christian 

together, but to distinguish carefully between times, places, and modes. What could definitely 

not be tolerated here could be regulated there with a bit of flexibility. Toward law-keeping 

believers Paul was accommodating, but toward Judaizing critics he was inflexible. Both modes 

were based on the gospel. Therefore he did not have Titus circumcised and he had Timothy 

circumcised, for the sake of the same gospel. 

 

Paul’s spiritual son 

 

Thus Paul found the fellow worker whom he would come to love so deeply that he would 

later call him “my beloved child” or “my true child in the faith” (1 Tim. 1:2; 2 Tim. 1:2). He 

would become so united in spirit with this shy young man that in his last letter he wrote: “You, 

however, have followed my teaching, my conduct, my aim in life, my faith, my patience, my 

love, my steadfastness, 11 my persecutions and sufferings that happened to me at Antioch, at 

Iconium, and at Lystra” (2 Tim. 3:10-11). Whether you had heard Paul speaking or Timothy, it 

made no substantive difference (cf. 1 Cor. 4:17). 

He often served as a delegate and substitute for the apostle (17:14; 19:22; 1 Cor. 4:17; Phil. 

2:19; 1 Thess. 3:1-2). Paul even calls him his fellow emissary in his letters to the Philippians, 

Colossians, Thessalonians, and Philemon. In all of Paul’s letters Timothy is mentioned seventeen 



times in all. And when the apostle was facing martyrdom, he longed so fervently for his spiritual 

son that he wrote to him: “Do your best to come to me soon” (2 Tim. 4:9). 

 

The South Galatian churches strengthened in the faith 

 

4 At that point Paul and Silas continued their circuit trip to the various South Galatian cities, 

together with young Timothy, who had been surrendered by his mother Eunice and his 

grandmother Lois for gospel ministry. With this, both women were making a very costly 

sacrifice, for they naturally recalled in vivid detail how after his stoning in their city Paul had 

been left for dead (14:19). Similar dangers threatened their Timothy from now on as well! 

From 1 Timothy 4:14 we know a thing or two about his commissioning. In a gathering of the 

church in Lystra, one of the prophets had addressed him. Then the body of elders had laid their 

hands on him. Did Paul also lay hands on him at that time, as a sign that the Holy Spirit would be 

at work through him (2 Tim. 1:6)? 

Their circuit travel would have taken them to the cities of Derbe, Lystra, Iconium, and 

possibly Pisidian Antioch as well. On his first apostolic journey Paul had established churches in 

these cities. Wherever they came, they reported what the apostles and elders in Jerusalem had 

decided regarding the issue that had arisen in many Jewish-Gentile churches: must Gentiles be 

circumcised before they may be called full children of God? Or is believing in the Lord Jesus 

sufficient? 

Although the letter of the apostles and elders had been directed toward the church in Syria 

and Cilicia, for Silas it must have been a delight to read it publicly in these South Galatian 

churches as well. For in that letter they could see in black and white that the apostles and elders 

in Jerusalem agreed completely with Paul: converted Gentiles could trust unconditionally in the 

atoning blood of Messiah Jesus. Silas, who himself had come from Jerusalem, could confirm this 

verbally. The only friendly request from them was to show some flexibility at several points 

toward their Jewish fellow believers (cf. 15:20, 28-29). 

5 By means of the instruction of Paul and Silas, the churches came to stand more firmly in 

their belief that apart from any merits of theirs, out of grace alone, God had imputed to them the 

complete satisfaction and righteousness of Christ, as if they themselves had rendered all the 

obedience that he had fulfilled for them. Because they had been confirmed in the faith, they grew 

in the fruit of the Spirit: love, joy, peace, patience, gentleness, goodness, faithfulness, meekness, 

and self-control (cf. Gal. 5:22). This made them attractive to outsiders, so that they not only grew 

in faith, but they also grew daily in number. 

 

2.4 The Spirit of Jesus pushes Paul toward Europe (Acts 16:6-10) 

 

From the North Pole to Gibralter, today we find in every city or village a church building with 

the Bible. And what European has really never heard about Jesus? But when Paul was traveling 

through “Turkey,” our continent was still thoroughly pagan. No one had ever heard of a God 

who had shown grace and had sent his Son to earth as Savior. 

This ignorance had radically destroyed life in every respect. In Romans 1:18-31 Paul 

describes the world of his time. The famous Greek-pagan culture resembled a cesspool from 

which the smoke of unrighteousness rose upward. The living God had been exchanged for dead 

idols. As besotted as humanity was because of this, people surrendered to the grossest excesses 

in the moral arena. 



Western Europe displayed the same picture. Our Germanic ancestors lived “without hope and 

without God” (Eph. 2:12). When they buried their loved ones, they were desperate, for no one 

had ever heard yet about Jesus, the Victor over death and the grave. People trembled before 

Wodan and Donar, for religion meant that you lived constantly in fear of gods and spirits. 

We must remember these things when we read how the Lord Jesus through his Spirit pushed 

the apostle Paul and the gospel toward Europe, and thereby made a beginning with the 

Christianizing of our continent. Nowadays, living some twenty centuries after this fact, we see 

even more clearly what a world-historical transition Acts 16:6-10 is narrating for us. All the 

more when we recall that it would also be from Europe that the gospel would spread in 

subsequent centuries across Africa, Asia, North and South America, and Australia. 

 

The Spirit of Jesus steers the apostle westward 

 

6 If it were up to Paul at that point, he would have remained with the gospel in the Roman 

province of Asia (i.e., western Turkey). The seven cities we know about from Revelation 2-3 

were located there, including Ephesus, the preeminent seaport of Asia Minor. But the Holy Spirit 

was determining Paul’s travel route, and he would make a course correction that would have far-

reaching consequences for the future course of this journey. 

With his initial intervention, he prevented the apostle from proclaiming the gospel now in the 

province of Asia. He would be permitted to do that only during his third journey. Then he would 

work for two years in Ephesus (Acts 19:10). Luke does not tell us how the Spirit made this 

course correction. By means of a prophecy (Silas had that gift), a dream, or by means of 

obstructive circumstances? In any case, he made it clear that the apostle had to continue his 

travels not toward the province of Asia, but in a northerly direction. In so doing, the three 

evangelists trekked through Phrygia and the original Galatian region, where the apostle had not 

been on his first journey, but where, according to Acts 18:23, he now established churches. 

7 When they reached the border of Mysia, they wanted to continue traveling to Bithynia on 

the coast of the Black Sea, where Nicea and Chalcedon were located, important cities with a 

large Jewish population. Paul, who was Asiatic himself, wanted to remain in Asia. If it had been 

up to him, the gospel would have passed Europe by at that time. Then a Christianized Asia 

would have resulted and Europe would have remained a mission field. But then came the second 

intervention of the Holy Spirit: he did not permit them to remain in Asia and to travel to 

Bithynia. No, Paul, you must go to Europe! 

Here Luke calls him “the Spirit of Jesus” (cf. Phil. 1:19; Rom. 8:9; 1 Pet. 1:11). This is a 

poignant expression that we seldom hear people use nowadays. Since Pentecost, the Father had 

placed his Spirit at the disposal of his Son whom he had exalted to heaven, so that from now on 

through the Spirit he could continue his redemptive work. This is why, since Pentecost, the Holy 

Spirit is called the “Spirit of Jesus.” 

Because the glorified Christ wanted to plant his church in Europe as well, he was the main 

Actor who through his Spirit let Paul know that he should not continue traveling eastward, but 

westward. Once again, Luke does not tell us how the Spirit made that known to him. 

8 So, in obedience to the leading of the Spirit, they trekked through Mysia until they reached 

the important seaport of Troas on the coast of the Aegean Sea, in the extreme western part of 

Asia Minor. In that day, Alexander the Great had stuck his spear in the ground here as a sign that 

he was going to subjugate Asia. From this same location, Paul would make a start with the 

conquering of Europe, except he would do so with the sword of the Spirit, the Word of God 



(Eph. 6:17). However, he did not yet know about this great goal of his travel when he arrived in 

Troas, for he could have gone in any number of directions. Where did the Lord want him to go? 

The Spirit made this known to him by means of his third intervention. 

9 This happened at night. While he was sleeping, Paul received a vision in which he clearly 

saw a man from Macedonia standing before him, who implored him concisely but powerfully: 

“Hey, cross over to Macedonia and come help us!” Looking back, we see that at that moment the 

Sun of righteousness was piercing with its first rays the pagan darkness of our continent, and that 

by means of this night vision the Spirit of Jesus was making a start with our historic 

sanctification in terms of European Christianity. 

 

Luke goes along 

 

10 It is remarkable that from this verse on, Luke changes his travel narrative from third 

person to first person. From this we conclude that he had joined Paul’s company in Troas, but 

perhaps even earlier. We encounter such so-called “we passages” also in Acts 16:10-17 (from 

Troas to Philippi), 20:6-21:18 (from Philippi to Jerusalem, and 27:1-18:16 (from Caesarea to 

Rome). In a modest way he is letting us know that he is describing these events as an eyewitness. 

We can only guess about how he had arrived in Troas, where he lived before then, where he 

practiced medicine, and how he had come into contact with Paul. In any case, as a believing 

physician and cultured Greek, Luke became a strong support to Paul. At the end of his life Paul 

wrote, “Only Luke is with me” (2 Tim. 4:11). 

So it happened that on the morning after the remarkable vision, four men were walking along 

the wharf of Troas, looking for a ship that would take them as quickly as possible to Macedonia. 

For, Luke writes, when we laid the facts alongside each other—since for them, divine leading did 

not exclude human calculation—all the pieces of the puzzle suddenly fit together. God had 

intentionally prevented their preaching in Asia, Mysia, and Bithynia, because he was calling us 

to proclaim the good news on the other side of the sea! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



CHAPTER 3 

 

ACTS 16:11-40: PAUL’S SECOND APOSTOLIC JOURNEY (2): PHILIPPI: EUROPEAN GATEWAY FOR THE 

GOSPEL 

 

 

It is definitely not obvious that Europe would become a Christian continent. Nor was it obvious 

that for centuries already, millions of Christians would be sitting in church Sunday after Sunday 

in The Netherlands. Or that the Bible would find a home in all those innumerable church 

buildings between Noordkaap and Gibralter, and from the Atlantic coast to the Urals, as the 

inescapable proof of God’s gracious involvement with these countries. 

The European nations did not choose for themselves this sea of divine knowledge that has 

flooded our continent. Nor do they owe this to Paul’s initiative. If it had been up to him, the 

gospel would have passed Europe by in his day, and there would have been no Christian Asia 

(cf. chapter 2). 

But the Spirit of Jesus held the reins and drove the apostle more and more toward the 

northwest, until he arrived via Troas in Philippi. This Roman city became the European port 

through which Paul entered the continent with the gospel. Via Philippi the gospel would in due 

time reach our ancestors in the Rhine region. In short, the Christianizing of Europe was 

ultimately not a work of man, but belongs to the continuing Acts of the ascended Lord Jesus 

Christ. 

 

3.1 Lydia and her house: The beginning of the Christian church in Europe (Acts 16:11-

15) 

 

No person could have perceived what a turn the Holy Spirit provided world history with when on 

a particular day, a ship sailed from the harbor of Troas heading for the mainland of Greece. 

Aboard this ship were Paul, Silas, Timothy, and Luke the physician. To all appearances, they 

were four ordinary passengers, but in fact they were the ones who laid the foundation of the 

Christian church in Europe (1 Cor. 3:10). 

11 The crossing over the Aegean Sea (about 140 miles; 230 km) took about five days (20:6). 

But Paul and his companions encountered such fine weather and wind conditions that they made 

it in two days. The first day they had already reached the island of Samothrace, and the next day 

they disembarked in Neapolis, the port of Philippi. With that, the four gospel ministers had 

landed on European soil, at the gateway to our continent which at that time was completely 

pagan. 

 

Philippi, a Roman city in the Greek world 

 

12 From Neapolis they traveled by the Via Egnatia, the great Roman road connecting east 

and west, another ten miles (16 km) to Philippi, an important cosmopolitan garrison city in that 

part of Macedonia. 

As were other cities in the Roman empire, Philippi was a colony. These cities had a 

transplanted populace of farmers and citizens located in strategic places in occupied territory. 

Many of these “colonists” were decommissioned veterans, who had led a number of successful 

military campaigns. They received a portion of land from the emperor, possessed Roman 



citizenship, and enjoyed particular tax advantages. The many Latin inscriptions found in Philippi 

lead us to assume that Latin was the predominant language. 

Administratively this kind of “Rome abroad” was organized according to Rome’s model. The 

highest authority rested with the so-called “triumvirate,” who had the rank of praetor. In public 

they were accompanied by a bodyguard of “praetorian guards,” who also supported them in 

maintaining public order. 

 

The mustard seed of European Christianity 

 

As they made exploratory tours through the city, the four evangelists saw the temples of 

various pagan gods, but they found no synagogue. Apparently so few Jews were living in 

Philippi that the ones who did live there had no church building. In AD 49, emperor Claudius 

had expelled the Jews from Rome. Had the Roman colony of Philippi perhaps followed that 

example? 

13 Nevertheless, Paul saw it as his calling here as well to proclaim the gospel first to the 

members of the ancient covenant people. When those few Jews in Philippi met together 

somewhere under the open sky, it seemed logical to look for that place of prayer along the river, 

because there water would be available for the purifications that the law of Moses had prescribed 

(Ps. 137:1). Therefore on the Sabbath, they left the city and did indeed find a Jewish place of 

prayer along the river. 

There Paul began the Christianizing of Europe. But definitely not with a mass meeting. For 

they encountered only a few women and not one man (for an official Jewish worship service, ten 

Jewish men were required). On such a small scale, European Christianity began: just as 

unimpressive as a mustard seed, the smallest of all seeds. “But when it has grown,” Jesus said, 

“it is larger than all the garden plants and becomes a tree” (Matt. 13:32). Just as we can see! 

14 One of those women listened with special attention. She was a businesswoman who dealt 

in purple materials, a costly luxury item that was highly sought after by wealthy Romans on 

account of its royal color. Therefore it was obvious that she was a capable woman who lived in a 

large house. Later she would provide lodging for the four gospel ministers, and provide a 

meeting place for the church (vv. 15, 40). She had been born in Thyatira in Lydia (Asia Minor), a 

city famous for its purple dye industry. Because it happened frequently that women were 

identified in terms of their land of origin, it is possible that Lydia was not her personal name, but 

her surname. 

She “worshiped God” and belonged to the numerous Gentiles who had enough of the idol 

worship, so that on Saturdays they would attend the Jewish synagogues to hear the public 

reading of God’s Word. Before she heard Paul, she was already living with the Scriptures and 

she had believed them. 

 

Opening the heart = bringing to understanding 

 

We read next that “the Lord opened her heart.” This cannot refer to the beginning of God’s 

gracious work in Lydia’s heart. As though she needed first to be regenerated by the Holy Spirit 

before she could hear and believe the gospel, for as we mentioned, she was already honoring 

God and his Word for who knows how long. 

Her faith was simply still an incomplete Old Testament faith. She knew that Israel was 

expecting the Messiah, but she did not yet know that he had already come. Or who it was. But at 



this point, the Lord Jesus brought her to a fuller understanding of this by means of Paul’s 

preaching. 

For he proclaimed to the women: “I have great news for you: the Messiah has come! It is 

Jesus of Nazareth, who was crucified, has died, and is risen for sinners.” And this is what he 

went on to show with the help of their well-known Old Testament. 

Jesus’ own disciples had until the very last moment not wanted this. A crucified Messiah? 

Then after his resurrection he had awakened them from their dream, or had “opened their 

hearts.” He did this by means of paging with them through the Law, the Prophets, and the 

Psalms, and showing them with the help of these Scriptures that the Messiah first had to suffer 

and only then could enter into his glory. In this way, “he opened their minds to understand the 

Scriptures” (Luke 24:45). 

Jesus was now doing the same thing with Lydia. Luke does write that the Lord opened her 

heart, but the words “heart” and “mind” are often used synonymously in Scripture. Opening a 

person’s heart is equivalent to opening his mind: seeing to it that the light dawns on that person 

and he obtains the correct view of something. The Lord worked this in Lydia through Paul’s 

preaching. She knew and believed the Law and the Prophets already, but now new light shone on 

them for her. Her faith-insight was illuminated and strengthened, so that she perceived that the 

Scriptures were testifying about Jesus. 

The Lord had opened her heart or mind so widely, in fact, that she held on to (better than 

“devoted attention to”) what Paul was saying. She also acted on it, for what Paul was teaching 

she began to practice. This appears in what follows. 

 

Lydia and her house is baptized 

 

15 First of all, she was baptized. Thereby she was confessing her uncleanness, her sin and 

accursedness, but also her faith that she was saved by the death and resurrection of the Lord 

Jesus. She accepted him publicly as Messiah and Mediator. 

But she did not do this as an isolated individual (God did not create such independent 

beings), but she did so in concert with her entire house. We may see here first of all a reference 

to her children, for in New Testament linguistic usage they continued to be seen as belonging to 

someone’s “house” (cf. 1 Tim. 3:4-5, 12; 5:4). Although it cannot be proved that Lydia had 

children. As a competent businesswoman, however, she would have had a number of male and 

female slaves, which leads us to assume that the children of these slaves belonged to Lydia’s 

house. Such human possessions also belonged to her house and they were also baptized. 

In so doing, they were acting entirely in line with the covenant prescription that God had 

earlier prescribed for Abraham. For the Lord had not established his covenant with Abraham as a 

religious individual but with Abraham as a patriarch. And with Abraham as a slaveholder and the 

head of a large “house” (he was able to muster an army of 318 men, Gen. 14:14). All the slaves 

who, either through birth or through purchase, belonged to Abraham’s house and possessions, 

and stood under his authority, had to be circumcised according to God’s command (Gen. 17:12-

13). Of course, this included the obligation that Abraham would teach all the members of his 

household how they were to observe the way of the Lord (Gen. 18:19). 

Entirely in line with this ancient covenant rule, all those who legitimately belonged to 

Lydia’s house were baptized, because they together with her were included in God’s covenant 

with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. In this way, the Lord was acknowledged as the God of entire 

households and families, the God who had never established his covenant of grace only with 



individual believers, but also at the same time had placed their seed and “house” under the claim 

of his promises, commands, and threats (even though the children could of course not yet accept 

with faith this situation in which they participated). 

 

Lydia’s hospitality has significant consequences 

 

Because Lydia believed that the Lord Jesus had given his life for her, she gave herself 

entirely to him. “You are convinced that I am being faithful to the Lord Jesus, otherwise you 

would not have had me baptized? Well then,” she offered to Paul and his helpers, “you may stay 

with me. Use my home for the business of Messiah Jesus” (cf. Luke 10:5-7). “And she pressed 

us to accept her invitation.” 

Presumably also because ancient inns were hardly places for pleasant lodging. They were 

dirty, dangerous, expensive, and often little more than brothels. This is why hospitality became a 

Christian virtue and duty par excellence, especially for women and overseers (cf. Rom. 12:13; 

Heb. 13:2; 1 Tim. 5:10; Titus 1:8; 1 Pet. 4:9). 

From the pressure she exerted on Paul and his companions, we get the impression that 

initially they had declined Lydia’s invitation. After all, God had called them to Macedonia, and 

that included more than the single city of Philippi. Moreover, Paul did not want to accept 

remuneration for his apostolic work. In order to prevent slanderous rumors from spreading, he 

preferred the exhausting option of paying his own expenses himself (cf. 20:33-34; 1 Cor. 4:12; 

9:15, 18; 1 Thess. 2:9, 11; 3:7-8). But he yielded to Lydia’s heartfelt urging, and that is why he 

remained in Philippi perhaps longer than he intended. And this would have significant 

consequences under Jesus’ guidance. 

For one thing led to another. Because he drove out a soothsayer’s spirit from a slave girl, 

Paul and Silas went to jail. And because of that, the jailer with his family came to faith. 

Nevertheless, it was not Lydia and this jailer who are the main characters in this episode, but 

only the Lord Jesus. The main issue was how he was establishing his church in Philippi through 

his Word and Spirit. In that context, Lydia’s name shines with honor in the Bible. 

 

3.2 Paul casts out a soothsayer’s spirit and is imprisoned with Silas (Acts 16:16-24) 

 

Lydia and her house were “delivered from the domain of darkness and transferred to the 

kingdom of God’s beloved Son” (cf. Col. 1:13). Perhaps not as the very first people, but certainly 

as the firstfruits of pagan Europe. The prince of darkness, however, was not about to tolerate this 

invasion of his territory. He embarked upon his counterattack with his two primary weapons: 

deceit and violence. 

 

Paul delivers a soothsayer from her evil spirit 

 

16 In order to eviscerate their message, Satan sent one of his demons to go after those who 

were proclaiming the gospel. This demon had overpowered a slave girl and given her a kind of 

clairvoyance. By means of her speaking, this demon disclosed so-called mysteries or future 

events (apparently he didn’t foresee that soon he would be expelled by the power of the Lord 

Jesus). The owners of that poor girl earned lots of money with her soothsaying. Whenever Paul 

and the other brothers went to the Jewish place of prayer, she came out to meet us (Luke was 

apparently with them). 



17 So she followed Paul and us, and that evil spirit in her kept on screaming one particular 

saying: “These men are servants of the most high God and they are showing you the way to be 

saved!” These notions were familiar to Gentiles as well, for they too acknowledged a “most high 

god,” from whom they expected “salvation.” It’s just that they were not thinking of the living 

God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, but on one or another of their dead idols whom was 

supposedly above all other gods and goddesses. 

18 This spectacle was repeated for days on end. At a certain moment, Paul couldn’t listen to 

it anymore. In itself, what the soothsaying devil was saying through the girl was the truth. 

Although it was remarkable that he didn’t say a word about Jesus Christ, whom he undoubtedly 

knew to be the Son of the most high God and for whom he certainly harbored a kind of demonic 

fear (cf. Matt. 8:28-29; Mark 1:23-27; Luke 4:31-37; 8:28). Led by the Holy Spirit, the apostle 

discerned that approval of this would signify an attack upon his gospel. For the impression was 

being cultivated that the soothsaying girl and Paul were drawing from the same murky fountain. 

The gospel would then come to be viewed as equivalent to the message of all those hundreds of 

soothsayers and fortune tellers, with whom the world was full, for street preachers all belonged 

to the same class of people, in the public eye. They all proclaimed a form of “salvation,” though 

not from the guilt and power of sin. But there was no equivalence or similarity between Christ 

and Belial (2 Cor. 6:15), and that had to be made clear. 

Therefore Paul turned around and spoke directly to the evil spirit in the slave girl: “In the 

name of Jesus Christ I command you to depart from this girl!” At that very moment the demon 

left his victim, by the authority of the Stronger One (Luke 11:22). She stopped screaming, and 

she was suddenly an ordinary young lady. For us this is an encouraging sign that Satan’s tyranny 

has been broken and is ending. 

 

These men are a danger to society! 

 

19 At the same moment that the slave girl was delivered from her evil spirit, she had also lost 

her ability as a clairvoyant. When her owners saw that her restoration meant the drying up of 

their rich source of income, they were enraged with Paul and Silas (cf. Mark 5:16-17; Acts 

19:23-34). They dragged them to the market, where not only was commerce being conducted, 

but where also the city council met and rendered judgment. 

20 There they brought them before the “triumvirate.” They did not need to approach these 

magistrates with a complaint about a slave girl who had lost her ability as a clairvoyant. For that 

reason they came up with an accusation that the city administrators would have to take very 

seriously: “These men are disturbing the public order in our city. They are Jews!” It is likely that 

they were making clever use of the wave of anti-Semitism that was spreading across the Roman 

empire. Perhaps they knew that emperor Claudius had commanded all the Jews to leave Rome 

(Acts 18:2). 

21 Although the Jews had received the freedom to confess only one God (“religio licita”), 

they were not for that reason allowed to disrupt the Roman social order and impose their Jewish 

morality on Roman citizens. By means of expelling the demon, Paul had disrupted the master-

slave relationship, and in so doing, had infringed upon the authority- and loyalty-relationships in 

Roman society. For that reason, Silas and he were being accused of a crime against the state: 

“They are Jews and they are propagating a religious lifestyle that we as Romans may not adopt 

or follow” (you can sense the arrogance of these world conquerors). 

Paul and Silas would not be the last ones against whom such an accusation would be brought. 



As far as that goes, the events in Philippi constitute an example of what was around the corner 

for many Christians in the Roman empire. Stated even more strongly, up until our own day, 

innumerable Christians, first here and then there, have gotten to hear the same accusation that 

Paul and Silas heard in Philippi: These people are disturbing the social order!” 

 

Flogged and locked in stocks 

 

22 Meanwhile in the market plaza, an entire crowd had come together, people who were 

supporting the accusers with their ceaseless shouting. Without further investigation, the praetors 

commanded that Paul and Silas be given a number of blows (caning). This was such a severe 

punishment that for centuries the law had forbidden this form of punishment for Roman citizens. 

Apparently Paul and Silas received no opportunity to appeal to their Roman citizenship. Their 

clothes were ripped from their bodies, and the blows were administered to their naked bodies and 

limbs. The Romans were unfamiliar with the Jewish rule of “forty-minus-one”; nobody kept 

count (cf. 2 Cor. 11:24-25; Acts 9:16). The enraged pagan public watched avidly. 

23 After they had been mauled terribly, they were thrown into the jail. More dead than alive. 

The director got orders to guard them closely. 

24 This fellow took no risks and brought them to the cell at that heart of the prison. Was he 

afraid of someone who could expel a spirit? For good measure, he fastened their feet in the stock. 

Probably spread widely apart, an unpleasant posture that soon led to unbearable pain. 

 

3.3 Paul and Silas are freed and the jailer comes to faith (Acts 16:25-34) 

 

When in 1 Thessalonians 2:2, Paul recites this terrible experience with horror, he mentions that 

they “had already suffered and been shamefully treated at Philippi.” 

25 They must have suffered terrible pain throughout that night. Nonetheless they were at the 

same time joyful, for they knew the word of the Master: “Blessed are you when others revile you 

and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account. Rejoice and be 

glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for so they persecuted the prophets who were before 

you” (Matt. 5:10-12). Paul and Silas were in this situation. They were beaten black and blue. 

Their backs had been torn open, their hands bound, their feet locked in stocks. Every movement 

increased their pain. Sleep was impossible. Nevertheless they did not surrender to self-pity and 

complaining, but around midnight they prayed with songs, hymns that they sang joyfully to the 

glory of God (Luke 6:22-23; Acts 5:41). 

In this way, the apostle put into practice what he would later write to the church in Philippi: 

“Rejoice in the Lord always” (Phil. 4:4; cf. 1 Thess. 5:16, 19). Just as he learned to know from 

his own experience, the comfort that he would put into words so strikingly in Romans 8. 

Luke does not tell us what they sang, but throughout every century God’s suffering people 

have sung the beloved psalms. Perhaps on that night they sang Psalm 42: “By day the LORD 

commands his steadfast love, and at night his song is with me, a prayer to the God of my life” (v. 

8; cf. Ps. 119:62). The tone with which they sang would have been the same as that of the Hallel 

psalms (Pss. 113-118) that the Jews sang on special occasions (Matt. 26:30) and that Paul and 

Silas no doubt knew by heart: 

 

Psalm 113: He raises the poor from the dust 

 and lifts the needy from the ash heap (v. 7). 



 

Psalm 114: Tremble, O earth, at the presence of the Lord, 

 at the presence of the God of Jacob (v. 7) 

 

Psalm 115: Our God is in the heavens; he does all that he pleases. 

 Their idols are silver and gold, the work of human hands (vv. 3-4). 

 

Psalm 116: I love the LORD, because he has heard my voice and my pleas for mercy. 

 Then I called on the name of the LORD: “O LORD, I pray, deliver my soul!” (vv. 

1, 4). 

 

Psalm 117: Praise the LORD, all nations! Extol him, all peoples! 

 For great is his steadfast love toward us (vv. 1-2). 

 

Psalm 118: The LORD is on my side; I will not fear. 

 What can man do to me? (v. 6). 

 

 

This is how both evangelists, with their GESTRIEMDE bodies, confessed their faith in the living 

God before their pagan fellow prisoners. In so doing they comforted and encouraged who knows 

how many believers coming after them. 

 

Their release 

 

26 The Lord validated their preaching in song with a new and mighty sign that was along the 

same line with the other miracles with which he confirmed the apostolic preaching (Matt. 16:20). 

Suddenly they felt a severe earthquake. It seemed as though someone was shaking the 

foundations of the prison back and forth. The entire building was shaking on its foundations. 

Immediately all the doors flew open, and everyone’s chains came loose from the walls. We get 

the impression that this happened while Paul and Silas were singing God’s praise. 

That makes us think of the walls of Jericho, which fell flat when the Israelites had prayed for 

seven days (Josh. 6:1-20). We think also of Jehoshaphat’s enemies who were also defeated while 

the Israelites were praising God (2 Chron. 20:22). For the Creator of heaven and earth, of course, 

it was a piece of cake to make the ground in Macedonia tremble in order to set two of his 

servants free. 

27 The prison director had also been shaken awake by the earthquake. When he saw that the 

prison doors were standing open, he thought that all the prisoners had escaped, and figured that 

he would be condemned to death because of that (cf. 12:19; 27:42). If that were to happen, he 

preferred to commit suicide. In a panic he drew his sword and was about to take his own life. 

28 But Paul cried out: “Do not harm yourself, for we are all still here!” Two miracles had 

happened: the prisoners were set free, but none of them had escaped! One of those whom he had 

tortured even more by fastening their feet in the stocks had even expended effort on behalf of the 

life of his guard! 

29 After he had asked for light, the shocked jailer RENDE into the prison and fell down 

trembling before Paul and Silas. In this split second he had seen in the earthquake a divine 

demonstration that these prisoners had been wrongly arrested and mistreated. These men were 



not criminals, but divine witnesses whom he ought to honor by bending his knees! (cf. Luke 

8:28, 47). A poignant sight for the other prisoners. 

 

The jailer comes to faith 

 

30 He then brought Paul and Silas inside, and with the most respectful form of address, as of 

an inferior to his superior, he asked: “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” Was he afraid that their 

God would take revenge upon him? Or had he known what the soothsayer had been crying out 

for days on end: “These men are servants of the most high God, and they are showing you the 

way to be saved,” and was he asking like a typical pagan what he had to do for that? After all, his 

idol gods constantly demanded performance in return. In any case, his question was that of a 

person overcome with guilt and at his wits’ end, someone who just a moment ago had almost 

committed suicide. 

31 The answer of Paul and Silas was as clear as crystal, and since that time, has functioned as 

one of the most striking summaries of the gospel, one that has encouraged countless hearts. The 

jailer needed to “do” nothing in order to be saved.” “Believe [place your trust] in the Lord Jesus 

Christ and you will be saved, you and your household” (John 6:29; Rom. 10:9). Not one word 

about becoming a Jew, about circumcision and living according to the Law, but only believe in 

the Lord Jesus. 

32 That same night yet, Paul and Silas with their pain-ridden bodies preached the gospel to 

the jailer, his household who had been shaken awake, and their fellow prisoners. If they placed 

their trust in the Lord Jesus, then they all could be saved eternally. Even though both evangelists 

would have talked only for about an hour, they could nonetheless have told them quite a lot 

about what God had proclaimed and done through the Lord Jesus. 

33 While Paul and Silas were talking, an even greater miracle occurred than the opening of 

the prison: the jailer and his household came to faith! They repented from their idol gods and 

turned to the God of Israel and to his crucified and risen Son. And this happened in the space of a 

few hours! The Holy Spirit was working there very powerfully. 

The faith of the jailer appeared immediately in his deeds of kindness (cf. James 2:14-17). 

Pagan cruelty gave way to Christian compassion. For that same night yet, he took Paul and Silas 

home with him. It is obvious that this home was built in typical Roman style: around an open 

inner room with running water. There he cleaned up their wounds, and then he was baptized. So 

he washed them, but he himself was also washed; they from their wounds, and he from his sins, 

as Chrysostom (c. 400) put it in a sermon. 

Together with his wife and children (if he had any children) and the possible slaves that 

belonged to his “house,” he received the sign and seal of his incorporation into the Christian 

church. 

In the Roman world, most sects and religious groups were exclusively for a select company 

of those who were initiated. Women, children, and slaves were automatically excluded. But just 

as he had done with Lydia, here as well the apostle acted according to the generous covenant 

right that the LORD had instituted with Abraham (Gen. 17:7; cf. v. 15; 11:14). If the jailer as the 

head of his “house” came to faith, the Lord would immediately lay his hand graciously upon that 

entire “house”: on his wife and children, indeed, even on his slaves and their possible children. 

We already read that some instruction preceded this administration of baptism (cf. v. 32), though 

it had not been protracted. 

34 Still being in the dead of night, the converted director took Paul and Silas, who had not 



eaten for who knows how long, into his house after the baptism. There he set a meal before his 

honored guests. For a long time now, Paul and Silas no longer harbored any objections against 

non-kosher food. With the joy of his first love, the jailer rejoiced that he with his entire 

household had come to faith in God. For the first time in his life, he knew him as the living 

Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who loves people and forgives their sins and promises eternal 

life apart from any performance on their part. 

In connection with the conversion of the jailer, would Paul have thought back to the 

Macedonian man who in a vision at Troas had appeared to him and had beseeched him: “Come 

over to Macedonia and help us” (Acts 16:9)? 

 

3.4 Paul requires a public apology and rehabilitation (Acts 16:35-40) 

 

The superstitious Romans viewed an earthquake as a frightening sign that the gods were angered. 

Would the city rulers have thought in this context of the foreigners who had been mistreated the 

previous day at their command and without any kind of trial? 

35 When day had dawned, the praetors sent the ministers of justice (lit., “rod carriers”) to the 

prison director. The previous day they had beaten Paul and Silas. Now they had to issue the 

command: “Set the men free!” Were the praetors thinking that both of these Jews would now 

have learned their lesson? At that point, Paul and Silas had first been arrested and mistreated 

without any judicial investigation and trial, and now they were being set free with the same 

arbitrariness. 

36 The jailer himself was relieved, of course, as he brought the message of the praetors to 

Paul: “We must set you free. You may leave. Go in peace!” 

37 But Paul did not simply go along with that. As he had already shown often, he was surely 

prepared to suffer injustice for the name of the Lord Jesus Christ. He did not, however, want 

Christians to sue each other in court before the worldly judge. In such a case, he wrote: “Why not 

rather suffer wrong?” (1 Cor. 6:7). But in saying this, he was not arguing that governments and 

judges may ease up when it comes to maintaining justice and law. All of Scripture testified: “The 

LORD loves justice” (Ps. 37:28). A righteous verdict is a blessing for a land (Prov. 29:4), which 

believers may use with confidence if necessary. The apostle himself did so several times (Acts 

22:25; 25:11). Only when God withholds from us the permissible means for obtaining justice 

does the duty arise for us to suffer injustice. 

In this case, according to Paul, things had not yet reached that point. The city council had 

committed a serious breach of the law by unlawfully beating someone who was a Roman citizen. 

And they had done this even in a Roman colony. But more important than his personal honor 

was for him the honor of the young church in Philippi. If he had let this grave injustice run its 

course, or amicably let it go, then after his departure people could have asked mockingly: “Was 

not the founder of this sect flogged as someone who had disturbed the public order, and after 

spending a night behind bars, was he not expelled from the city? Does the company of his 

followers also consist of such agitators?” This could have unleashed new incidents after his 

departure (on this, see Phil. 1:27-30), and could have brought reproach upon the preaching of the 

gospel. 

Therefore the apostle in this case (which was very different than the one in 1 Cor. 6:7) 

appealed confidently to the prevailing Roman law, and he answered the jailer: “They have beaten 

us publicly, uncondemned, men who are Roman citizens, and have thrown us into prison; and do 

they now throw us out secretly? No! Let them come themselves and take us out.” 



38 When the “praetorian guard” brought this to both of the praetors, terror seized them. A 

Roman citizen was never allowed to be beaten (cf. Acts 22:25), even less locked up without any 

kind of trial. They had committed a judicial crime by violating the citizenship of these prisoners. 

In so doing, it was not these arrested men, but they themselves who had endangered the public 

order in the city (cf. v. 20). The higher authorities could well charge them with a capital crime! 

(cf. 22:29). 

39 Therefore they quickly made the best they could out of a botched job. They went in 

person to the prison. After they had Paul and Silas led out (in front of a crowd?) with the 

requisite respect, they politely besought them to leave the city, apparently to prevent further 

unrest. In this way, by means of this official rehabilitation, not only the apostles but also the 

newly converted believers were cleared of any politically dangerous slander. Later Paul could 

visit Philippi once more unhindered (Acts 20:6). 

Luke would have reported this last activity of the magistrates to His Excellency Theophilus 

with satisfaction. For one of the characteristics of both of his books was the goal of persuading 

this highly positioned Roman of the truth that Christians are not disturbers of the peace, but loyal 

citizens, whom he as a high official could confidently join. 

 

Taking leave of the church 

 

40 The evangelists were prepared to honor the request of the magistrates to leave the city, but 

they did not hurry. For they wanted to prevent their departure from appearing like an 

ignominious flight. Moreover, the weak physical condition of Paul and Silas would also have 

played a role here (what an advantage it was to have Dr. Luke with them!). 

Before they left Philippi, the first went to the house of Lydia. Her dwelling had apparently 

become the meeting place of the church, for there they encountered brothers. It appears that a 

number of people had come to faith. The young house church had also endured distressing hours 

during the riot and the arrest of the apostles, also with a view to its own future. For suffering on 

account of your religion had already for centuries been a familiar phenomenon to the Jews, but 

for these former pagans it was something unfamiliar! Therefore the apostle did not leave the city 

before he had voiced encouragement to them (cf. Acts 14:22; Phil. 1:27-30). Surely also by 

means of his story that the previous night, the Lord had brought the jailer and his household to 

the faith. 

 

Philippi—Paul’s joy and crown 

 

This was the birth history of the Christian church in Philippi. The first one on the European 

continent and in the actual Roman world. We know this church from Paul’s letter to these 

Philippians, the church of Lydia and the jailer, of Euodia and Syntyche, and of Clement and 

Epaphroditus (Phil. 4). And perhaps also of the former soothsaying slave girl. 

Because Luke no longer uses the first person plural from Acts 16:17-20:6, we deduce from 

this that he remained in Philippi for a spell and performed the necessary work of building the 

church up. People like the jailer and his household had been instructed in Holy Scripture for 

barely a few hours. When about six years later Paul returned to Philippi, he meets Luke there 

once again (Acts 20:5). Had the doctor rendered shepherding labor there all that time? After 

Paul’s departure Timothy also stayed behind, but he joined the apostle again in Berea (Acts 

17:15). Meanwhile Paul had traveled with Silas deeper into Macedonia and thus into Europe. 



But just as Corinth would later become a problem child for Paul, Philippi would always 

remain his favorite child. He called this church “my joy and crown” (Phil. 4:1), whom he would 

continue to love very deeply and from whom he would receive much love for the rest of his life. 

This church was the only one from whom he accepted gifts (Phil. 4:15-18). About ten years later 

he wrote the aforementioned letter to this church from a different prison, from which we learn 

about their striking mutual affection. 

“I thank my God,” he wrote to this church, “in all my remembrance of you, always in every 

prayer of mine for you all making my prayer with joy, because of your partnership in the gospel 

from the first day until now. . . . And it is my prayer that your love may abound more and more, 

with knowledge and all discernment, so that you may approve what is excellent, and so be pure 

and blameless for the day of Christ, . . . Therefore, my brothers, whom I love and long for, my 

joy and crown, stand firm thus in the Lord, my beloved” (Phil. 1:3-5, 9-10; 4:1). 

 

  



CHAPTER 4 

 

ACTS 17:1-15: PAUL’S SECOND APOSTOLIC JOURNEY (3): THESSALONICA AND BEREA 

 

 

Thessalonica exists still today. It is now called (Tes)saloniki, and following Athens, it is the 

second largest city in Greece. In Paul’s day already, it was the most important commercial 

harbor for entering and leaving Macedonia. A city of wharfs and ships, sailors and dockworkers, 

merchants and slaves, houses, warehouses, and offices. It even had its own coinage. People 

estimate that the city had at least two hundred thousands inhabitants at that time. The apostle 

enjoyed working in such international commercial intersections, because the gospel could spread 

easily from those points. 

The Romans had connected the city to the famous Via Egnatia, the great East-West route that 

connected on the other side of the Adriatic Sea to the Via Appia, which led to Rome. These 

strategic Roman roads, paved with huge stones, were very advantageous for commerce and 

military organization, but they also served the spread of the gospel magnificently. From 

Neapolis, Paul traveled on the Via Egnatia to Philippi, and from there to Thessalonica. To this 

day, this ancient road serves as one of the main roads straight through Saloniki. It still goes by its 

ancient name: the Ignatian way. 

In antiquity, a large number of Jews lived there, who were able to find employment in this 

international commercial center. Paul did not preach there for a long time, for he was quickly 

forced to leave the city. That is why the church that he had established there was left with a 

number of questions after his hasty departure. He provided answers to those questions and 

further instruction in both of his letters to the Thessalonians. When we come to discussing Paul’s 

stay there, we will cite various examples. 

 

4.1 With much fruit, Paul proclaims Messiah Jesus in the synagogue in Thessalonica 

(Acts 17:1-4) 

 

“Come over and help us!,” a Macedonian man had called out to Paul in a vision (16:9). In 

obedience to this vision, Paul and Silas departed from Philippi in order to proclaim the gospel 

further into Macedonia. Despite his wounded back, the apostle “had boldness in our God” to 

pursue that goal (1 Thess. 2:2). 

1 With a bit of imagination we can see him walking on the Via Egnatia (or had Lydia 

supplied him with an animal to ride?). First from Philippi to Amphipolis (33 miles, 53 

kilometers). Next from Amphipolis to Apollonia (30 miles, 48 kilometers). Finally from 

Apollonia to Thessalonica (37 miles, 60 kilometers). All together a (walking) distance of about 

100 miles (160 kilometers) under the warm Greek sun. 

So it was that on a particular day Paul and Silas entered the immense port city, where 

paganism stared them in the face everywhere. In contrast to Philippi, here they did find a 

synagogue. Many “God-fearers” were living here: Gentiles who on Saturday attended the 

synagogue, there to hear the public reading from the Torah of Moses, or from the scrolls of the 

Prophets and the Psalms, But they did not yet know that those Scriptures had been fulfilled for 

several years. 

 

Paul proclaims and proves that Jesus is the Messiah 



 

2 That is, until on a given day, three foreign guests were present in the church service, among 

whom was a scribe from the famous school of Gamaliel in Jerusalem. For as the apostle was in 

the habit of doing, he turned first to the Jews, “the sons of the prophets and of the covenant” 

(3:25) and to the God-fearing Gentile synagogue worshipers. 

After the reading from the Law and the Prophets, the learned rabbi was invited to speak an 

edifying word (cf. 13:15). For that, he shared the subject of which every real Jew would have 

loved to hear about: the coming of the Messiah. What he said about that was so remarkable that 

he was invited to fill the pulpit the following week. All together, he talked with them for three 

Sabbaths—and probably throughout these weeks—regarding the Scriptures and the Messiah. 

3 What this rabbi cited from Scripture about him, however, generated great surprise among 

many in the synagogue. It was as though he was talking about fiery water or a stone falling from 

the sky. For he showed them that the imposing, insuperable Messiah-King, for whom Israel was 

looking and to whom world dominion had been promised, according to God’s decree had to 

travel first a terrible path of suffering, all the way to death! But also that afterward, he would 

arise from the dead! Paul explained and showed this by placing the Scriptures and Jesus’ life 

alongside each other. 

Just as we saw Peter and him do earlier, he could have referred in this context to Psalms 2:1-

7, 16:8-11, 110:1, 118:22, Deuteronomy 21:22-23. And certainly to what Isaiah had prophesied 

about the Messiah as the suffering servant of Yahweh. “Thus says the LORD, the Redeemer of 

Israel and his Holy One, to one deeply despised, abhorred by the nation, . . .” (Isa. 49:7). “I gave 

my back to those who strike, and my cheeks to those who pull out the beard; I hid not my face 

from disgrace and spitting” (Isa. 50:6). “He was oppressed, and he was afflicted, yet he opened 

not his mouth; like a lamb that is led to the slaughter, . . . . And they made his grave with the 

wicked and with a rich man in his death, . . . his soul makes an offering for guilt” (Isa. 53:7, 9-

10). 

These same prophecies, however, also proclaimed the exaltation of the Messiah: “Kings shall 

see and arise; princes, and they shall prostrate themselves: before the Messiah as God’s chosen 

one (Isa. 49:7). “Behold, my servant shall act wisely; he shall be high and lifted up, and shall be 

exalted. . . . Therefore I will divide him a portion with the many, and he shall divide the spoil 

with the strong, because he poured out his soul to death” (Isa. 52:13; 53:12). Of all God’s 

suffering servants, the Messiah would descend the most in order thereafter to be exalted the 

highest. 

Next Paul proclaimed that all of God’s promises and prophecies about the Messiah had been 

fulfilled in Jesus of Nazareth. Not even an Isaiah or a Jeremiah had suffered as he had suffered. 

He was crucified to death. But thereafter God had raised him and exalted him to his right hand 

and thereby appointed him as Lord and Messiah! (cf. 2:36; 26:22-23). For this testimony the 

apostle would also have cited the requisite eyewitnesses (cf. 1 Cor. 15:5-8). In 1 Thessalonians 

1:5 he reminds them that he had proclaimed the gospel to them “not only in word, but also in 

power and in the Holy Spirit and with full conviction.” 

 

Several Jews and many Gentiles come to faith 

 

4 Regrettably, most of the Jews stumbled over Paul’s preaching. For them, a crucified 

Messiah was an insurmountable stumbling block (1 Cor. 1:23). At that point, here again the 

“Israel according to the flesh” separated from the “Israel of God” (Gal. 6:16), the latter forming 



together with the believing Gentiles the New Israel. It was only a “remnant,” however, who were 

persuaded by Paul’s narrative of facts about the Lord Jesus and by the Scriptural light that he 

shone on those facts. (This is a poignant expression for believing: being persuaded!). These Jews 

were “assigned” to Paul and Silas, something that points to the “drawing” work of God the 

Father (John 6:44). 

Just as in Iconium (13:43), a large group of God-fearing Greek-speaking Gentiles came to 

faith, among whom was a large number of women from the upper classes (cf. Matt. 11:15; 1 Cor. 

1:26). Thus the church in Thessalonica consisted largely of converted Gentiles. As Paul wrote 

later, they had turned “to God from idols to serve the living and true God and to wait for his Son 

from heaven, whom he raised from the dead, Jesus who delivers us from the wrath to come” (1 

Thess. 1:9-10). 

The apostle did not obscure that divine wrath. On the contrary, he warned Jews and Gentiles 

in Thessalonica about the last judgment and God’s anger about those who would reject Jesus. 

Even today, gospel preachers who “know the fear of the Lord” (2 Cor. 5:11) will not be silent 

about this either. 

We know three brothers from Thessalonica by name: Jason, who would later be dragged 

from his house (vv. 5-7); Aristarchus, a Jew who believed in the Messiah (Col. 4:10-11); and 

Secundus, possibly a converted Gentile (Acts 20:4). Aristarchus accompanied Paul when he was 

transferred to Rome as a prisoner: “We put to sea, accompanied by Aristarchus, a Macedonian 

from Thessalonica” (Acts 27:2). Elsewhere Paul calls him his “fellow prisoner” (Col. 4:10). It is 

possible that Demas (Col. 4:14) also came from this city, for at that point he has deserted Paul 

being “in love with this present world” (2 Tim. 4:10). 

 

4.2 Jewish agitation drives Paul from Thessalonica (Acts 17:5-10a) 

 

At this point, the prophecy of Simeon regarding the Messiah Jesus was being fulfilled as well: 

“Behold, this child is appointed for the fall and rising of many in Israel, and for a sign that is 

opposed . . . so that thoughts from many hearts may be revealed” (Luke 2:34-35). 

5 Deep jealousy came to light from the group of disobedient Jews. They could not stand the 

fact that the gospel of a crucified (!) Messiah exerted so much persuasive power, especially 

among the non-Jewish ladies from the upper classes of the city. For many God-fearing Gentiles, 

who before now had been attending the services in the synagogue, joined Paul and Silas. Fierce 

religious hatred was now directed against both evangelists. 

 

The Jews put the Christians in a dangerous light as subversives 

 

Just as in Jerusalem (4:25-28; 12:1-3) and Iconium (14:5), the Jews decided to hitch the 

Roman government to their bloodthirsty wagon. In so doing, the situation was following the 

same pattern as in Psalm 2: the “nations” around Israel and “the kings of the earth” conspired 

together against God and his Anointed. They understood clearly that they did not need to 

approach the pagan government with Paul’s “deviating sentiments” about the Messiah of Israel. 

Therefore they decided to paint him as a danger to the Roman state, for then the government 

would have to intervene! 

On the basis of this accusation, the Lord himself had been crucified (Luke 23:2; John 19:12), 

and since then, this accusation was never again muted. Later the Jews in Jerusalem would 

present Paul before governor Felix as “a plague, one who stirs up riots among all the Jews” 



(24:5). Up until the present century the same slander could be heard, first here, then there: 

“Christians are subversive!” This allegation arose, as it does here, from the lips of the false 

church, who would attempt by this means to set the government against the genuine believers. 

To make their accusation acceptable, the Jews decided first to organize riots, so that they 

could blame these on Paul and Silas. With the help of unsavory characters from the street, they 

got a mob together and put the city into an uproar. The went over to the home of Jason in order 

to bring Paul and Silas out in front of the city assembly, the highest judicial body in the city. For 

Thessalonica belonged to the so-called “free cities,” who possessed a high degree of self-

government. 

6 When they did not find them there, however, they dragged Jason himself, together with 

several brothers, before the city rulers. There the Jews shouted: “Those dangerous fellows who 

are turning the whole world upside down have come around here also! 

7 Jason is an accessory to their revolutionary actions, for he took them into his home. All of 

them were acting in conflict with the laws of the emperor, for they are claiming that someone 

else is king and lord, namely, Jesus!” (In the Greek-speaking provinces, the Roman emperor was 

called “king” and “lord” [kurios].) Had people perhaps caught a note in Paul’s preaching about 

the coming (literally, parousia, royal visit) of Kurios Jesus? (cf. 1 Thess. 1:9-10; 4:13-18; 2 

Thess. 2). In any case, they were accusing the apostle of nothing less than high treason! 

8 In so doing, they aroused fear and dismay both among the people who had formed a mob 

and among the city rulers. If at this point, people did not strongly defend the honor and authority 

of the emperor, he could accuse them of high treason, and Thessalonica could lose its privilege 

of being a “free city.” 

This potentially fatal accusation was all the more serious for Paul and Silas, for two reasons. 

First, because at that time, Jewish agitators had surfaced everywhere in the Roman empire. Not 

only in Judea, where after AD 44 the resistance against the Roman occupiers increased even 

more, but also in large cities like Rome, where at that time ten thousand were living, and 

Alexandria, where more than one hundred thousand Jews were living. Emperor Claudius had 

banned the Jews from Rome (Acts 18:2). Secondly, because they could not expect from the 

Roman authorities that they could discern the difference between the apostolic messianic 

preaching and the militant messianism of the Jewish Zealots who were inciting revolution 

against Rome. 

Here we come upon one of Luke’s subsidiary purposes with his book of Acts: to teach the 

high Roman official Theophilus the difference between the apostolic and the Zealot messianic 

expectations. Centuries later, Guido de Brès faced something similar when he wrote Article 36 of 

the Belgic Confession. With this article, he wanted to restrain the Roman Catholic king Philip II 

from classifying the Reformed who honored civil authority with the riotous Anabaptists. You can 

also read the apostolic admonitions to honor the Roman authorities in this apologetic light (Rom. 

13:1-7; Titus 3:1; 1 Pet. 2:13, 17). 

 

Paul’s preaching is temporarily interrupted 

 

9 Fortunately, the authorities in Thessalonica were wiser than those in Philippi. They 

investigated the matter, and apparently Jason was able to convince them that not a word of what 

the demonstrators were shouting was true. As long as both main indictments remained unproven, 

the alleged transgression of Jason (in giving lodging to riotous elements) was not demonstrable. 

After he and the others had put up security to ensure that Paul and Silas would leave the city 



immediately, the city council let them go. 

For Jason and the other brothers dragged along with him, suffering for the sake of Christ 

began very quickly! They had become Christian barely a few weeks earlier, and now already 

they were suffering reproach and insult on account of their faith. This hostile attitude would 

persist for some time. Not long afterward the apostle wrote to them: “And you became imitators 

of us and of the Lord, for you received the word in much affliction, with the joy of the Holy 

Spirit” (1 Thess. 1:6; cf. 2:14-15; 3:3-4). 

10a For Paul and Silas, any further work in Thessalonica had been made impossible. Under 

the protection of evening darkness, the brothers sent them on to Berea, about 31 miles (50 

kilometers) from Thessalonica. This was a flight that the Master had permitted for his apostles 

(Matt. 20:23; see our comments at 14:6 as well). His hasty departure seemed to have only a 

downside for the believers in Thessalonica, but now he would be writing them two letters that 

would remain immeasurably valuable for the church of all ages. 

 

4.3 Looking back at Paul’s stay in Thessalonica 

 

In 1 Thessalonians, the apostle tells about how dejected he was after he had to abandon the 

church by night and unintentionally. No day passed when they were not in his thoughts. Would 

the tempter pull them back, so that all his efforts would have been in vain? Twice he had tried to 

turn back, but Satan had hindered him (1 Thess. 2:18). 

After he had founded a church in Berea, and had arrived in Athens, his concern for 

Thessalonica constantly tormented him. This oppressed him so severely that he would rather stay 

behind all alone in that cosmopolitan city and send Timothy back to Thessalonica (a trip of 186 

miles [300 kilometers]), than have to endure uncertainty about them any longer (1 Thess. 3:1). 

After several weeks Timothy returned with the assurance that after Paul’s departure, the 

church had been severely persecuted (1 Thess. 1:6), but it continued to persevere in the faith and 

zealously spread the gospel. The church made good use of its strategic location along the Via 

Egnatia (1 Thess. 1:8). As soon as the apostle received this good news, he took up his pen to 

write his first, joyous letter to the Thessalonians. “For now we live, if you are standing fast in the 

Lord” (1 Thess. 3:8). 

 

Such a young church, and yet already so strong in the Bible 

 

But how could such a young church stand on their own feet after only a few months? Indeed, 

how could it have become an example for all the believers in Macedonia and Achaia, and a 

center of gospel preaching (1 Thess. 1:7-8)? This surprises us all the more when we read the 

letters that Paul wrote to such a church. For in those epistles, he was not proclaiming his gospel 

in a nutshell, but he presupposed significant Scripture knowledge among his newly converted 

readers. 

We will have to seek the explanation for this in the instruction that they had received in the 

synagogue. We must not underestimate this schooling. Many “God-fearing” Gentiles who 

attended the Jewish church services every week had been hearing the Scripture readings for 

years. Not just a few random verses each time, but large sections from the Law, the Prophets, 

and the Psalms. This explains that already before Paul’s arrival, they were significantly familiar 

with Scripture. Presumably they were even stronger in the Bible than many Christians today. 

Because they were well equipped, such Gentiles could follow the apostle easily as he showed 



from the Scriptures that Jesus is the Messiah. 

 

Slaving away day and night 

 

In addition to the intense work of preaching, Paul performed heavy manual labor during 

those weeks in Thessalonica as well, possible as a tentmaker (cf. 18:3). He did all of this so soon 

after the mistreatment he had received in Philippi. Several months after his departure, he wrote: 

“For you remember, brothers, our labor and toil: we worked night and day, that we might not be 

a burden to any of you, while we proclaimed to you the gospel of God” (1 Thess. 2:9). Was he 

also perhaps afraid that after his hasty departure, evil tongues had made him out to be one of 

those religious freeloaders who in those days turned up in large numbers in town and country? 

Nevertheless, despite all his efforts, he could not make ends meet, for in contradiction of his 

principle—take nothing in return for the gospel!—he found himself compelled while in 

Thessalonica to accept material assistance from Philippi: “Even in Thessalonica you sent me 

help for my needs once and again” (Phil. 4:16). 

 

Short stay 

 

According to verse 2, this church came into existence after the apostle had opened the 

Scriptures in the synagogue for only three Sabbaths. Must we conclude from this that he did not 

work any longer than three full weeks? This seems very short for bringing into existence a “great 

multitude” (v. 4, KJV) of believers. We do not know how much time elapsed between that third 

Sabbath (v. 2) and Paul’s forced departure. 

When we recall that a return trip from Philippi to Thessalonica required about eight days, and 

that he twice received brothers from there, then for this reason it seems probably that he must 

have been there briefly, but still somewhat longer than three weeks. This seems all the more 

realistic when we remember that in connection with all of this, the apostle rendered personal 

pastoral care: “For you know how, like a father with his children, we exhorted each one of you 

[personally] and encouraged you and charged you to walk in a manner worthy of God” (1 Thess. 

2:11-12). We will have to calculate the duration of his stay in weeks rather than in months. 

 

4.4 In Berea Paul encounters kind Jews (Acts 17:10b-12) 

 

Although his Jewish kinfolk had persecuted him fiercely in Thessalonica, this did not fill Paul 

with anger and hatred. He did not write all of them off. On the contrary, later he acknowledged: 

“I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart. For I could wish that I myself were 

accursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my brothers, my kinsmen according to the flesh” 

(Rom. 9:2-3). This was evident in Berea as well. 

10b For when he arrived there, he went again first to the synagogue. Despite his bad 

experiences in Thessalonica, he once again recognized that as the heirs of God’s covenant, the 

Jews had to hear the gospel first (cf. 3:26; 9:15). Here he would experience one of the most 

wonderful episodes of his apostolic career. 

11 For in Berea the Jews were more noble and kind than in Thessalonica. Here he did not 

bump up against hateful opposition and cold indifference, but he encountered upright interest and 

love for God’s Word. Not that these kinfolk accepted his message with easy credence and 

without evaluation. On the contrary, not only on the Sabbaths, but day after day they study the 



sacred scrolls of Scripture. But not with a desire for contradicting him, but to investigate whether 

what Paul had proclaimed about the Messiah fit with the Scriptures (cf. Luke 16:29; John 5:39). 

They did exactly what Paul would have liked to encounter in every synagogue: honest 

investigation of the Law and the Prophets regarding the truthfulness of his apostolic testimony 

about Jesus’ messiahship. Their noble attitude came to expression in their unbiased study of 

Scripture. For them, Scripture had the final word and not the rabbinic tradition. 

12 At that point Paul was given to observe, to his joy, that God had not cast off his people, 

but had preserved a remnant (Rom. 11:1-5). For because they bowed before Scripture, many 

Jews here came to faith in Messiah Jesus. This included a large number of prominent, influential 

Greek women and men, which would have provided this church a certain respect among others. 

They wanted to be persuaded that Jesus was the promised Messiah. One of these church 

members we know by name: Sopater, the son of Pyrrhus (Acts 20:4). For the rest, we read 

nowhere that Paul visited Berea again later or wrote a letter to this church. 

 

Berea, a shining example 

 

Who could have known that the Bereans, by means of their respectful Bible study, would 

have remained such a shining example? For them, Scripture was not dead capital or the exclusive 

property of a “spiritual class,” but the living possession of the entire church. This meant that the 

interpretation of Scripture was not the privilege of theologians only, but belonged to all 

believers. They did not abuse this right, however, in order to read into Scripture a self-invented 

“truth,” but in order to discover the single genuine Truth in it. In this context they acted 

according to the Golden Rule of comparing Scripture with Scripture, because they acknowledged 

that Scripture is its own interpreter. 

May the Lord grant us in our day more “Bereans”! In their homes the Bible is read, meditated 

upon, and obeyed daily with respect. In their congregational gatherings, God’s Word reigns and 

not the word of men. The church’s shepherds and teachers do not stop with a miscellany of 

loose, edifying “verses,” but they open Scripture in its full breadth and depth. Modern Bereans 

want to hear nothing other than what the Spirit is saying in Scripture to the churches! “The true 

treasure of the church is the most holy gospel of the glory and grace of God” (one of Martin 

Luther’s ninety-five theses). Therefore Scripture study is the best means for growing in faith and 

for building up “Berean churches.” 

 

4.5 Jewish agitation originating in Thessalonica drives Paul from Berea as well (Acts 

17:13-15) 

 

At this point we see once again the truth of Jesus’ prophecy that he came to bring division 

between family members (Luke 12:51). 

13 Thanks to the network of contacts that had arisen over time between the synagogues, the 

Jews in Thessalonica came to hear that “that guy Paul” was now proclaiming in Berea that Jesus 

of Nazareth is the Messiah. And that his preaching found credence with many, here again with 

many prominent and influential Greeks. At that point their religious hatred was enflamed once 

more. A gang of Jews from Thessalonica, who had turned adamantly against Messiah Jesus, 

traveled the distance of 31 miles (50 kilometers) to Berea in order to stir up the people there and 

launch demonstrations against Paul and Silas (cf. 1 Thess. 2:14). 

In 1 Thessalonians 2:15-16, Paul characterized his Jewish opponents this way: “. . . who 



killed both the Lord Jesus and the prophets, and drove us out, and displease God and oppose all 

mankind by hindering us from speaking to the Gentiles that they might be saved—so as always 

to fill up the measure of their sins. But wrath has come upon them at last!” 

14 In the course of time, the situation for Paul became dangerous here as well. Therefore the 

brothers sent him on immediately, in the direction of the coast. This was the eighth city he fled 

from: Damascus—Jerusalem—Antioch in Pisidia—Iconium—Lystra—Philippi—

Thessalonica—Berea. He left Silas and Timothy behind to take care of the necessary follow-up 

and pastoral care. 

15 Because the brothers had led him in the direction of the coast, it’s possible that Paul 

traveled by ship to Athens. But if he went on foot along the coast, the trip was not without its 

dangers, due to robbers and plunderers. Especially in Asia and Greece, the Romans had never 

succeeded entirely in getting rid of this rabble. For that reason, cautious travelers joined up with 

military units that were passing through. It would therefore have been with a view to his safety 

that the church sent along a number of brothers to escort him. 

He apparently did not think it necessary that Timothy and Silas remain long in Berea, for his 

accompanying guides had to request them upon their return to Berea to join up with the apostle 

as soon as their work permitted. This, then, was the end of Paul’s work in Macedonia. 

 

A look ahead 

 

Timothy soon caught up with the apostle and joined him (together with Silas?) in Athens. 

Because, as we saw, Paul was very concerned about Thessalonica, he sent Timothy back there 

quickly. Meanwhile he went from Athens to Corinth. There, Timothy and Silas would meet up 

with him again and encourage him with their reports (18:5). Paul wrote from Corinth both of his 

letters to the Thessalonians (1 Thess. 3:1-6). 

 

  



CHAPTER 5 

 

ACTS 17:16-34: PAUL’S SECOND APOSTOLIC JOURNEY (4): ATHENS 

 

 

Next we find the small-statured Jew, Paul, walking on a given day along the streets and porticos 

of Athens, the cultural capital of the ancient world. 

But it wasn’t any longer the Athens of politicians like Pericles, or of the philosophers like 

Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle. Its heyday had passed centuries ago already. Now it was simply a 

city of the province with barely ten thousand inhabitants, a city entirely overshadowed by the 

cosmopolitan city of Corinth. Together with Alexandria it remained one of the most important 

cultural centers of the world that day, and a jewel of architectural and sculptured art that was 

visited at that time by numerous tourists. 

More strongly than anywhere else, paganism in all its folly made an impression on the 

apostle. Everywhere the dead eyes of a marble god or goddess stared down at him, for in Athens 

there were numerous temples, altars, and statues. One satirist claimed that in Athens you saw 

more gods than people! All the deities of Olympus were portrayed somewhere in marble or even 

silver and gold. Public buildings were consecrated to a god(dess), and in front of the entrance to 

many houses you would find a pillar with the bust of Hermes, the god of roads and ports. 

Would Paul also have climbed the Acropolis? On this hill that rose 200 feet (60 meters), 

towering far above land and sea, stood the greatest work of art known to antiquity: the 

Parthenon, a majestic temple with ninety-eight Doric pillars at least 165 feet (50 meters) tall and 

housing fifty life-size images of the goddess Athena. Inside the temple stood her 42 foot (13 

meter) tall image made of gold and ivory. The city itself had been named after her! 

In this center of knowledge and art, world famous sages had offered their vision of reality. 

But now a teacher would emerge here who would unmask their wisdom as foolishness (cf. 1 Cor. 

1:19-20). 

 

5.1 Paul in the synagogue and in the marketplace in Athens (Acts 17:16-21) 

 

Paul experienced Athens much differently than the ancient and modern tourists did. Although he 

had seen a lot of idolatry in Tarsus and on his travels, Athens surpassed every other place in this 

regard. 

 

Outraged 

 

16 As he was wandering through the city while waiting for Silas and Timothy (v. 15), he was 

painfully moved by the enormous number of idol images and temples that he was encountering. 

Whereas the tourists were enjoying the mighty Parthenon and the perfected technique of the 

sculptors, the apostle was filled by all of this with a holy vexation. 

He tasted the demonic spirit from which this religiosity proceeded, and he knew God’s deep 

aversion toward it: “I am Yahweh; that is my name; my glory I give to no other, nor my praise to 

carved idols” (Isa. 42:8; cf. Exod. 34:14). Precisely because Paul loved the Lord so fervently, he 

was so deeply outraged about what was being done to him here. His right as the only God and 

Creator to be honored and praised had been rudely taken from him and given to idols (i.e., evil 

spirits; cf. Rom. 1:23, 25; 1 Cor. 10:20). 



Do we continue to feel pained by the numerous idols in our cities and villages, whereby God 

and his Son are robbed of their honor? For everything that displaces and replaces God is an idol! 

But God wanted to show the overpowering richness of his grace to this blinded and foolish 

Athens as well, to both the refined and the unrefined pagans. For that purpose he had led Paul to 

this city. 

 

In the synagogue 

 

17a As was his custom, Paul went first to the synagogue. For there one found the scrolls of 

Moses and the Prophets, and there he could perhaps meet Greeks who already knew the God of 

Israel. Here he had to proclaim the wonderful news that Yahweh had fulfilled his promises and 

that he had sent the Messiah. Luke assumes that we know Paul’s customary approach (cf. Acts 

13:16-41; 17:2-3). He does not indicate whether Jews and God-fearers came to faith here. They 

could have belonged among the “others” mentioned in verse 34. 

 

At the agora 

 

17b On the Sabbaths, Paul spoke in the synagogue, but during the week he interacted with 

people whom he encountered at the market (Greek: agora). In this connection you should not 

imagine a kind of Dutch market plaza. At the market of Athens you could buy anything, 

including slaves. But it consisted in fact of an entire complex of plazas, squares, and bazaars, 

enclosed within beautiful halls, temples, and public buildings. 

In the stately and shadowed porticos surrounding the agora, the apostle saw a richly diverse 

public passing by: market merchants and ragged donkey drivers; dignified magistrates who were 

carried about by slaves in a palanquin or chair, and foreign students who were pursuing their 

philosophical and rhetorical education in Athens; tourists who had come from far and near to 

admire the artistic treasures and to visit the theaters. All kinds of speakers were standing on 

street pulpits; philosophers engaged in discussions, and street preachers proclaimed to passersby 

how they could be happy. In this context, Paul was not noticed. 

Only women were rarely seen. The men did the buying and had their slaves bring their 

purchases home. They spent the warm midday hours lounging and chatting under the broad trees 

lining the market or enjoying delicious wines. 

Paul spoke about the Lord Jesus at this agora, as opportunity permitted. In this way, the 

gospel extended from the portico (i.e., stoa) of Solomon in Jerusalem (John 10:23; Acts 3:11; 

5:12) to the stoas of Athens, the bulwark of ancient pagan civilization. 

 

Discussions with philosophers 

 

18 Most of the ordinary Greeks with whom the apostle spoke would have taken seriously the 

many gods and their images. But the “modern” philosophers of that time saw nothing more in 

them than a naïve popular superstition. Some of them—philosophers in the Epicurean and Stoic 

schools—engaged Paul frequently in discussion. 

The Epicureans, followers of the philosopher Epicurus (300 BC), taught that the world came 

into existence from an accidental encounter of atoms. It came down to a person feeling happy 

and enjoying life as much as possible. For that, he should not allow himself to be scared by the 

gods, not even scared of death. For gods did not trouble themselves about the world, and if death 



exists, then we simply disappear along with everything else. 

You may well wonder if post-Christian paganism in Europe and America is not in fact 

sinking backward into the world-and-life view of the ancient Epicureans. “Let us eat and drink, 

for tomorrow we die” (1 Cor. 15:32). 

The Stoics, followers of the philosopher Zeno (300 BC), taught a kind of pantheism. 

According to them, the deity was practically identical to reason and nature; it was something like 

the great cosmic soul. After death your soul would blend into the cosmic soul and your existence 

would merge into cosmic existence. For them, the most important thing was that you performed 

your duty without distraction, and mastered your feelings, and endured all things with tranquility. 

Suffering, as well as prosperity and delight, left the real Stoics indifferent. They had no concept 

of sin. 

Blind scholars! They had no understanding of sin and guilt, of grace and forgiveness, of 

eternal life and eternal death. Paul also attempted to tell them the good news of Jesus Christ, who 

had died on a cross but who had been raised by God as the Pioneer of eternal life (3:15). People 

did not understand very much of this, however. Some mocked him with Athenian insults: “He is 

nothing but a pipsqueak [literally, “seed picker,” or scavenger]. What does he want to tell us?” 

They viewed him as a third-rate intellectual, someone who had picked up ideas here and there 

from others and was now talking them up with a scholarly air about him. 

Others took him more seriously and observed: “He seems to be a preacher of foreign 

divinities.” So they were open to talking about this. The Hellenistic syncretistic culture in which 

they lived had added many new gods and goddesses to the existing gallery, especially those from 

the East. Because Paul was proclaiming the Lord Jesus and his resurrection (Greek: anastasis), 

they perhaps thought that he was introducing yet another new pair of deities: the god Jesus and 

his consort, Anastasis. 

19 Fortunately, Paul received an opportunity to explain himself further. They took him along 

to a public session of the Areopagus, the prestigious Council for Education and Science, which 

among other things supervised morals, religion, and education. This board borrowed its name 

from the Areopagus (i.e., Ares Rock, or Mars Hill), which today is a small, bald mountain top, 

where the board often held its sessions. It is unclear whether people brought Paul there or to the 

royal portico at the agora, where the Council also met. When the meeting was begun, people 

asked him: “Can you explain to us what this new teaching consists of that you are presenting? 

20 For you are telling us thing that sound rather strange to our ears. Therefore we would like 

to know more accurately what you mean.” 

21 They were asking for this not out of any desire for salvation, but out of an insatiable 

curiosity. For all the Athenians and the foreigners living there loved to devote their time to 

exchanging novel notions, like the latest ideas in the fields of theology and philosophy. They left 

physical labor to their slaves. But in this way, the exalted Lord Jesus, who guides all things, was 

granting to his ambassador an inconceivable opportunity to proclaim to these curious 

intellectuals the best news of all time: God’s grace in Jesus Christ! Unfortunately only a few of 

them listened to his summons to faith and repentance (v. 34). 

 

5.2 Paul makes known the unknown God (Acts 17:22-32) 

 

Now suddenly the one whom they saw as a small-statured Jewish fellow was standing before the 

intellectual elite in the culture heart of the ancient world! You can hardly imagine a more 

challenging public than this pampered audience of intellectual gourmets, theoretical 



contemplatives and simultaneously blind pagans. 

 

Philosophers without knowledge of Scripture 

 

Here Paul could not proceed on the basis of any knowledge of Moses and the Prophets. For it 

was almost two thousand years ago that God had broken off speaking with the pagan world, in 

order from that point on to speak only to Israel (Ps. 147:19-20; Acts 14:16). A few distorted 

scraps of that Word revelation were still circulating among them, but in fact they had been 

suppressing the truth about God in unrighteousness for centuries already (Rom. 1:18). 

The scholars of the Areopagus, too, with all their philosophical perspectives, were living 

“without hope and without God” (Eph. 2:12). So the apostle saw himself compelled first to 

unmask their idolatry and to make known to them the only true God. Only after teaching them 

the a-b-c of the true knowledge of God could he proclaim the Lord Jesus to them. How did he 

fulfill this weighty assignment? 

 

No accommodation, but proclamation 

 

People have accused Paul of accommodating Greek philosophy too much in his address 

before the Areopagus. In order to gain a hearing with this highly refined audience, he supposedly 

mixed too much philosophical water with the gospel wine. This would explain why so few 

Athenians came to conversion, and why he arrived in Corinth a disappointed man. This 

preaching method determined to bid farewell to placing the crucified Christ at the center any 

longer. This would appear from 1 Corinthians 2:1-5. But why would Luke have included this 

“failed” address of his friend? 

Because the evangelist, better than Paul’s later critics, knew that this speech was drawn from 

A to Z from the Old Testament. And that Paul was not philosophizing in his address about the 

trust concerning God and man, but was proclaiming it with apostolic authority. Simply in the 

practical-prophetic language of Scripture, so that the unrefined bystanders could understand him 

without having any knowledge of Scripture. And if at several points he used words that belonged 

in the Stoic intellectual repertoire as well, he nonetheless filled them with a Scriptural content. 

Naturally Luke is giving us only a brief summary of Paul’s address, one that we can read in 

less than two minutes. The apostle would of course have explained matters more deeply than the 

evangelist reports. 

 

Scholars held accountable for their ignorance 

 

22 After Paul had stood up in the middle of the gathering, he addressed it as follows. 

“Athenians! Everything around here tells me that you are extraordinarily religious. 

23 For when I strolled about and saw what all of you worship, I discovered even an altar with 

the inscription: To the unknown god. With this you are admitting that alongside the gods about 

whom you know a lot, there exists yet only more whose name, whose work, and whose power 

you do not know. So you are worshiping something you don’t know.” He tied directly into that 

ignorance of the Scholarly Council: “Well then, what you worship without knowing, that is the 

One I have come to proclaim to you!” At this point he did not upbraid them about the fact that 

their ignorance was culpable (Rom. 1:18-20). Rather, he was now focusing on winning their 

hears for the gospel of Jesus Christ. 



For that purpose, these servants of multiple gods and philosophers who had gone beyond 

simple faith had to hear first that the God unknown to them was the only true and personal God, 

the Creator of heaven and earth and the Lord of the nations. What did he desire from them and 

what was he going to do with humanity? 

 

He is the Creator and Lord of heaven and earth 

 

24a The apostle positioned himself immediately not sympathetically, but antithetically 

against paganism. For he did not argue vaguely about “the divine,” “cosmic reason,” or “the 

supreme being,” as the philosophers did. Nor did he talk about many gods and goddesses, as the 

ordinary person did, who worshiped a special deity for every area of life. But he spoke about 

God in the singular. Not as an “it,” but as a “he,” the Lord of heaven and earth. 

Moreover, Paul did not proclaim in the first place that God so loved the world, but that he 

had created the world! So he did not begin with John 3:16, but with Genesis 1:1. According to 

him, this was obviously the a-b-c of all true knowledge of God: “In the beginning God created 

the heavens and the earth.” 

For us it is patently obvious that with this, Paul was echoing Scripture (cf. Exod. 20:11; Ps. 

146:6; Isa. 42:5; 66:2). But for his learned judges this talk about one God, about a personal, 

creating God, was something completely unheard of, something that collided head-on with their 

philosophies! In fact, with this teaching, all their religious wisdom was already being unmasked 

as foolishness, and the deathblow was being struck against the entire Athenian panoply of 

deities. 

According to them, the material world was eternal. Even if it had been made by a demiurge 

(a lower cosmic builder), he had done this out of preexisting material. According to the Stoics, 

all material was itself divine. Now they were hearing from Paul that there was nothing and no 

one alongside God the Creator. That apart from him nothing did or could exist. That he is the 

only true and sovereign God. 

 

He does not live in temples 

 

24b As Creator and Ruler of all, God is exalted infinitely above his creatures. Therefore it 

was absurd to think that he lived in a temple, and could thus be brought down and contained in a 

building made for him by human hands. And Athens was filled with temples! 

As we said, Paul could not refer these pagans to Scripture. But this did not deny that his 

address was not punctuated with expressions that were occasionally drawn literally from 

Scripture. Here we hear a double echo. First, of God’s own word: “Heaven is my throne, and the 

earth is my footstool; what is the house that you would build for me? . . . All these things my 

hand has made” (Isa. 66:1-2). Secondly, an echo of what Solomon confessed: “But will God 

indeed dwell on the earth? Behold, heaven and the highest heaven cannot contain you; how much 

less this house that I have built!” (1 Kings 8:27). 

 

He does not need our worship 

 

25 From the moment of creation, the Lord of heaven and earth enjoyed such intimate 

concourse with people! He blew the breath of life into Adam’s nostrils, that breath by which all 

people live (Gen. 1:2), so that they might confess together with Elihu: “The breath of the 



Almighty gives me life” (Job 33:4). How tenderly David describes in Psalm 139 God’s faithful 

fellowship with him. The LORD was closer to him than his own father and mother. 

How deeply, then, paganism had sunk, in Athens too. For there God was treated as a 

complete Stranger. Even though God’s breath was in their nostrils as well, and he was already 

close to them (cf. vv. 27-28), they attempted to pull him down to their own level and to contain 

him in their images and temples. They had resources left over for this, for in order to “make 

good” with the gods you had to satisfy them with costly religiosity. 

But Paul proclaimed to them that they were fatally mistaken in all of this. As Creator and 

Owner of heaven and earth, God definitely did not need the service (literally, “therapy”) of 

human hands. This misunderstanding surfaces in a Christian form as well. God is absolutely not 

dependent on us, but we are totally dependent on him! From moment to moment, we must 

receive from him our life breath and everything else that keeps us alive. How could we then have 

given anything to that Giver of everything? 

Some Epicureans had some idea of this. Just as Stoic philosophers argued that what they 

called “god” was the source of life. That shouldn’t surprise us, for Scripture acknowledges that 

among the pagans some wisdom continues to exist (1 Kings 4:30; Prov. 8:15-16; 31:1). 

Ultimately all religions share the same root of the pre-Abrahamic Word revelation, and in Paul’s 

day that had not been completely forgotten and suppressed. But this does not mean that he was 

intentionally alluding to Epicurean or Stoic notions, even though they contained remnants of 

original truth. Even less does it mean that he was wanting to corroborate his preaching with this. 

The source and standard of his preaching was not Greek philosophy, but the Scriptures of the 

Old Testament. 

The following words of Scripture may well have been in his mind. “Thus says God, the 

LORD, who created the heavens and stretched them out, who spread out the earth and what comes 

from it, who gives breath to the people on it and spirit to those who walk in it” (Isa. 42:5; cf. Ps. 

104:29; Dan. 5:23). “I will not accept a bull from your house, or goats from your folds. . . . For 

the world and its fullness are mine” (Ps. 50:8-12). “For all things come from you, and of your 

own have we given you” (1 Chron. 29:14). 

 

God, the Creator and Lord of the nations 

 

26 The Athenians knew various myths and theories about the origin of humanity. About one 

thing in this connection they strongly agreed: Greeks were elevated far above non-Greeks or 

“barbarians.” Once again, in direct contradiction of this Paul proclaimed the ancient truth of 

Genesis 1: the one true God did not create Greeks and barbarians, but brought forth the entire 

human race from one single ancestor. With the intention that this family of equals would inhabit 

the entire globe. 

After God had created the world and humanity, it naturally had to be maintained and 

governed. The Stoics believed that everything was governed by chance, and the Epicureans 

denied every involvement of the gods with people. But Paul taught that the living God is 

thoroughly involved with the human world! He governs and guides it to his ultimate goal (cf. v. 

31). In that connection he allows humanity wide freedom and responsibility, and innumerable 

causes and consequences also play a role. But ultimately he is the One who holds the reins in his 

hand, not capricious chance. 

For every nation he establishes the times of their rise, their flourishing, and their demise. 

When Paul was speaking, the Greek world domination had been succeeded by the Roman 



empire. It was God who also, by means of the natural boundaries of mountains, seas, and rivers, 

had determined the lands of the nations. Once again Paul drew this from the abundance of 

teaching in the Old Testament about God’s hand in world history (cf. Deut. 32:8; Isa. 16-23; Jer. 

18:5-10; 46-51; Dan. 2:36-45; 7:16-28). 

This portion of his address was also full gospel preaching. If the Areopagites—and their 

modern sympathizers—opened their hearts to this, this would liberate them from the bondage of 

their mythical cosmogonies and fatalistic theories. The Stoics would then no longer need to 

master their life-consuming fear in their own strength. The Epicureans would no longer need to 

feel abandoned by all their gods. But everyone would find peace in believing that the entire 

cosmos lies in the loving hands of their Creator, the Almighty God and Father of our Lord Jesus 

Christ. 

 

God wanted to be sought and found 

 

27 For what purpose, after all, had God created humanity? Not so that each nation would 

worship its own god or gods. But so that the entire world population would seek exclusive 

fellowship with him, their Creator and Lord, whose hand can be seen in everything. Regrettably, 

sin estranged humanity further from him, so that the Athenians no longer knew him at all, as we 

see from their altar “to the unknown God.” 

Nevertheless, this was not necessary. For even though he had discontinued his Word 

revelation to paganism (Ps. 147:19-20), in so doing he had not made himself totally unable to be 

known, found, and reached. On the contrary, he is not far removed from any one of us. He has 

put himself within reach so that everyone who seriously seeks and reaches out can find him. Like 

a blind person who gropes about can seek and find many things. 

Of course, we must view this “reaching out” appropriately. God is in heaven and we are on 

earth. But for anyone using their mind, he is, in a manner of speaking, able to be “touched with 

hands” throughout his entire creation. Every person, after all, is daily borne and surrounded by 

God’s almighty and omnipresent power. So that everyone can see him working everywhere with 

his eternal power and divinity (Rom. 1:19-20). In short, with his almighty power, wisdom, and 

goodness, God daily impinges, as it were, upon all of humanity. 

28 But there was even more powerful proof of God’s nearness! To see it, the Areopagites had 

to pay attention to their own pulsing heart and breathing. For we live “in” him. Because he grants 

us breath, we can move about. We exist from moment to moment “in” him. As close as the 

breath in our nostrils and the strength of our limbs, so close is God to each of us! 

Several of their own poets had an inkling of this: “We too come forth from him.” (Or: we too 

have descended from him.) People have encountered this statement in the Stoic poets Aratus and 

Cleanthes (c. 300 BC), who were using these words in praise of Zeus, the chief god in the Greek 

pantheon. But as real pantheists they called him Zeus, when in fact they were referring to the 

logos, their thoroughly permeating “divine principle.” What we see here, then, is an element of 

twisted truth. But Paul quotes those poetic lines apart from their pagan context, bends the twisted 

truth straight, and annexes it for his proclamation of the true God, to whom alone those words 

apply. 

For we are indeed “of divine descent.” Not because we supposedly possess a divine germ, 

but because he created us “according to his image and in his likeness” (Gen. 1:26), and as “a 

little lower than God” (Ps. 8:5-6, NRSV). As Creator, God is the Father of all people, because 

all people owe their lives to him. But as Redeemer, God is the Father of all whom he has 



accepted in Christ out of grace as his children. 

 

God is not a product of humans 

 

29 But with these poetic lines, Paul also wanted to denounce the incongruity of the idol gods 

of Athens. His listeners agreed with him that only living people displayed similarity to the living 

God. But then “we” must not suppose that dead things like silver and gold are like the divine. No 

matter how artistically such an image may have been composed and manufactured. Our Creator 

can never be like a product of his product. 

Here we are hearing a clear echo of the sharp critique that the prophets issued against 

worshiping images (cf. Deut. 4:15-20; Ps. 115:4-7; 135:15-17; Isa. 40:18, 25; 44:9-20). Today 

the critique of Paul applies to the many mental images that theologians have formed of God with 

their minds, which are confused by their misled followers with the living God. 

 

The end of ignorance 

 

30 Until now, Paul was speaking about the period from Abraham to Christ, Those were the 

centuries when God’s Word came only to Israel, and the Gentiles neither knew him nor served 

him. During all that time, he had allowed them to go their own way, and tolerated many sins that 

they committed without punishing them for those sins (14:16; Rom. 3:25). But now he had put 

an end to those times of culpable ignorance and blind searching. 

He was willing—for Christ’s sake—to overlook those sins and not let them be the standard 

for his continued dealing with the Gentiles. Not because all that wickedness during that period 

left him indifferent (cf. Rom. 1:18-32), but because he was unwilling at this time to punish them 

with the Last Judgment. For God “desires all people to be saved and to come to the knowledge of 

the truth” (1 Tim. 2:4). Therefore he was now introducing a new period, one in which he offered 

forgiveness of sins and eternal life no longer exclusively to the Jews but also to the Gentiles. 

To be eligible for this divine bestowal of grace, he was now commanding all people 

everywhere throughout the earth to turn to him (Luke 24:47). Literally: to come to a different 

mind and to begin living with a different attitude. As Ezekiel expressed it: “Make yourselves a 

new heart and a new spirit!” (Ezek. 18:31). They would have to throw overboard their idols, 

together with the theologies and philosophies that provided their twisted view of reality. All of 

these were the product of the time when they did not know the living God. From now on, they 

must bow with head and heart before what he had revealed in his Word about himself, about the 

world, and about the origin and destiny of humanity. 

31 Their eternal salvation or condemnation depended on this turnabout known as conversion. 

For the Stoics and Epicureans did deny it, but it would surely come: a universal divine judgment. 

All people would one day have to appear before that heavenly court (2 Cor. 5:10). This judgment 

would be performed “in righteousness.” Once again Paul was speaking in the Bible’s language 

(cf. Ps. 9:8; 96:13; 98:9). 

God has firmly decided that. He has already appointed the Day of Judgment and the Judge. 

He himself will judge no one, for he has handed over the judgment of the entire world to a Man 

(his name is not relevant just now) (Dan. 7:13-14; John 5:27). God had already provided the 

credible proof of his competence. For he had made that Man rise from the dead (10:41-42). As 

Lord over life and death, he would summon both the living and the dead before his judgment 

seat. 



This was different language than that of the Epicurean and Stoic professors, with their: 

“Never say die! Seize the day! You need not fear anything. The gods are not involved with 

people, and at death everything is finished.” These gentlemen were now being warned: “God is 

not mocked” (Gal. 6:7). They could no longer appeal to ignorance. 

 

Prematurely cut short 

 

32 What person would be capable of something as great as a world judgment? Paul had 

expected this question, and he would undoubtedly have answered that Jesus Christ, the Son of 

God, was capable of this. He would have declared that God had appointed precisely this Man as 

the world’s Judge, because he had earlier sent him as the world’s Savior; and then Paul would 

have proceeded to tell them about this saving work. In order then to proclaim that if they turned 

to God, then through that same Man he would absolve them from the guilt of their sins and 

would grant eternal life to them. 

But Paul did not get the opportunity to deliver this message. He was led to the Areopagus 

because people initially thought that he was preaching about Jesus and a goddess called 

Anastasis (i.e., Resurrection). But now they understood him better. He was not proclaiming a 

goddess called “Resurrection,” but the real, physical resurrection of dead people from their 

graves. He was preaching that a Man who had already risen from the dead would later summon 

them before his judgment seat. At that moment, Paul’s speech was suddenly cut short. 

Regrettably not by the question arising from an awareness of guilt: “Sir, what must we do to be 

saved?” (cf. 2:37; 16:30). Some philosophers who realized that Paul was turning their entire 

thought world upside down began mocking him loudly. 

After all, it was characteristically Greek to view a human being as consisting of the sum of a 

lower, mortal body + a higher, immortal soul. In this view, to die meant that the soul would be 

set free from the prison of the body. If Paul had been teaching that, he could have counted on 

agreement from many who heard him. But these Athenian scholars found resurrection from the 

dead simply an absurdity. For according to them, this would bring with it a falling back into the 

lower, material existence. They considered this not only impossible, but also ridiculous. Others 

commented: “You must tell us more about this another time.” Were they thereby showing 

genuine interest? Or were they simply telling him politely: “Enough. Be quiet.” (cf. 24:25)? 

At that point the meeting ended, and the gospel of the living God and the risen Jesus was 

rejected by the Areopagus. The Athenian “doctors” and “professors” were unwilling to 

acknowledge that their “wisdom” was foolishness, and that Paul’s “foolish” message contained 

divine wisdom (1 Cor. 1:18-25). 

33 The apostle Paul knew of no special evangelism method for bringing arrogant intellectuals 

to repentance. He had made know to them the unknown God, and summoned them to repentance. 

Now that people refused to accept his words, he had reached the end of his competence and his 

commission! Ultimately, the Master had not given him the task, in such a situation, of nagging 

interminably, but he had given permission in advance to leave such a house or city (Matt. 10:14). 

For that reason Paul went out from their midst (cf. 13:51). 

 

5.3 Nonetheless: a church in Athens (Acts 17:33-34) 

 

Paul’s departure from the Areopagus did not mean, however, that he left Athens immediately. 

34 For God’s Word does not return to him void (Isa. 55:11). Here as well, it did what pleased 



him: in this center of science and culture, it founded a church. For there had been several men 

who permitted Paul to finish speaking and who came to faith. Among them was a member of the 

Areopagus, named Dionysius, an influential man! Also a woman, named Damaris, joined Paul, 

together with a few others (both Jews and Gentiles?). They listened to Paul’s summons to 

repentance, and began a small Christian church in Athens. But a small church is a church (Rev. 

3:7-8). “For where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I among them” (Matt. 18:20). 

Before traveling further, the apostle undoubtedly told these believers more about the words 

and deeds of the Lord Jesus Christ. However, the Bible contains no letter of Paul to the 

Athenians. 

 

5.4 This was how Paul proclaimed the gospel to cultured unbelievers 

 

Paul’s encounter with the Athenian philosophers who no longer knew God is instructive for 

proclaiming the gospel to our secularized world. Today as well, the truth about God and 

humanity is despised by many highly refined people—while the greatest folly is readily believed. 

It is remarkable that Paul did not approach the intelligentsia of Athens with an abbreviated 

“gospel,” from which he had carefully removed everything that would have been seen as 

“foolishness” by the Greeks (cf. 1 Cor. 1:23). On the contrary, his evangelistic address had a 

comprehensive content. In fact, he walked with great strides through the entire history of the 

world, from the first day of creation to the day of the Last Judgment. 

Just as in his sermons to the Jews, he did not place the Lord Jesus at the center, but God the 

Father as the only living and true God. Whoever wants to proclaim Jesus must begin with God 

the Father. By way of introduction he pointed his listeners to God’s infinite greatness, as that 

appears from the creation of the cosmos, including the creation of all people from one man. God 

did this with the intention that they would serve him. 

As the Sustainer “in” whom we live and move, and who is thus very near to us, he need not 

be “the unknown God” for anyone. His existence is plainly knowable for all people. Today this is 

the case even more, now that humanity knows so much more of God’s creation work than they 

did in Paul’s day. 

The apostle also identified God as the absolute Ruler of All. He is the Lord of history. He 

determines the fate of the nations, their rise, their flourishing, and their demise. For cyclically 

thinking pagans this was language they had never heard. Just as for modern intellectuals, who 

take into consideration only intra-cosmic causality. 

God is also the King, before whom, as Judge, all people will have to give account one day. 

Paul did not obscure this sharp side of his message. He warned his listeners about the 

unavoidable final judgment, and in Athens he proclaimed the Lord Jesus in the first place as the 

judge of the world. It is a loveless thing not to warn modern people about “the day of the wrath 

when God’s righteous judgment will be revealed” (Rom. 2:5). 

With a view to that day, he summoned his listeners to repent before it was too late. 

“Knowing the fear of the Lord, we persuade others” (2 Cor. 5:11). The summons to repentance is 

essential to all gospel preaching. John the Baptizer and the Lord Jesus emphasized that summon 

prominently: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Matt. 3:2). 

This in fact constituted the introduction to what Paul had wanted to say about the reconciling 

suffering and death of our Lord Jesus Christ, Regrettably, the word “resurrection” closed the 

door for the Athenian philosophers, so that Paul’s preaching was prematurely cut off. Though not 

a single listener could afterward appeal to ignorance with respect to his Creator and his Judge. 



CHAPTER 6 

 

ACTS 18:1-22: PAUL’S SECOND APOSTOLIC JOURNEY (5): CORINTH AND THE RETURN TRIP TO 

ANTIOCH 

 

 

Shall we first take a walk through ancient Corinth? Then we can get some idea of where Paul 

traveled three times, lived for a year and a half, and was permitted to establish a large church. 

We have in our Bible two letters that he wrote to that church. 

It was definitely not a prestigious church. Not many of the Corinthian Christians “were wise, 

according to worldly standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth” (1 Cor. 

1:26). On the contrary, most of them were of modest ancestry. Slaves would certainly have been 

among those who belonged to the church. In what kind of surroundings did these Christians live, 

and with what were they confronted daily? To what temptations were they exposed? In short, 

what kind of city was Corinth? 

 

6.1 Corinth: a world famous seaport 

 

In Paul’s day, Corinth was a cosmopolitan city of some 70,000 inhabitants, and like modern 

Rotterdam, it was an international port. It was the largest transportation port for shuttling 

passengers and goods between the eastern and western basins of the ancient Mediterranean Sea. 

For it was situated favorably on the isthmus connecting Middle Greece and Southern Greece. 

All land traffic had to pass on this land bridge. In those days, it also separated the Aegean Sea 

and the Adriatic See, so that Corinth had two harbors. Large ships from Spain and Italy sailed to 

the western harbor of Lechaeum, and ships coming from the Asiatic provinces and from Egypt 

sailed to the eastern harbor of Cenchraea. The freight was transferred, and those traveling 

through could spend a few days in Corinth to catch their next ship. Smaller ships were pulled 

with rollers via a small path from one port to the other. 

 

Modern and cosmopolitan 

 

The location of Corinth formed it into an international intersection and a cosmopolitan 

commercial city. On its streets Paul must have constantly seen Greek, Jewish, Roman, Syrian, 

and Egyptian merchants, sailors, shipowners, and travelers. The Corinthians themselves worked 

at the wharves, in the warehouses, the foundries, the pottery factories, the fabric mills, and the 

paint factories. Since it’s possible that more than half of the population consisted of slaves, the 

city must also have known significant social contrasts. This would have characterized the church 

as well (1 Cor. 11:20-21). 

When the apostle lived there, the city was still rather new. A hundred years earlier, it had 

been destroyed by the Romans, but since then had been rebuilt to be a more modern and 

imposing city than ever. It had three stadions or theaters, the largest of which could seat 20,000 

spectators. The main market was 250 yards long by 140 yards wide (225 meters by 127 meters), 

making it one of the largest plazas in all of Greece. Many of its streets were wide for ease of 

travel. The city featured five market malls, two basilicas (large buildings for court cases and 

commercial dealings), five bathhouses, a complex system of waterways connected to five 

sources of water. Somewhere among all those buildings there was a synagogue as well, for many 



Jews were living in this immense business center. 

 

Pagan and immoral 

 

This stunning metropolis was thoroughly pagan. It numbered at least twenty-three temples, to 

accommodate every possible Graeco-Roman and Asiatic form of worship. One of them was 

dedicated to Aesclepius, the god of healing. He had the title Soter (i.e., savior) as well, the same 

word that Scripture uses for the Lord Jesus. The Christians living in Corinth daily passed by 

innumerable idol images, some of which were quite tall, like the one in Athens in the middle of 

the great market, and that of Artemis (i.e., Diana; cf. 19:23-24), and Poseidon (i.e., Neptune), the 

god of the sea (cf. 1 Cor. 8:5). 

The priests often took care of the finances as well, so that the temples functioned also as meat 

markets and as banks. The burning question for the church in Corinth was whether as a Christian, 

you were permitted to eat meat that had been devoted to an idol in such a temple (cf. 1 Cor. 8:1-

13; 10:23-11:1). 

The city was also notorious for its immorality! To “live like a Corinthian” was a reference in 

the ancient world to drunkards and whoremongers. Thousands of consecrated female slaves were 

connected with the temple of Aphrodite (i.e., Venus), which perhaps existed still in Paul’s time. 

These female slaves had devoted their bodies for “sacred prostitution” to the goddess of “love.” 

Paying a visit to such a public woman was for the Corinthians the most ordinary thing in the 

world. Therefore the apostle had to explain to the newly converted pagans in Corinth why 

involvement with a prostitute was forbidden for a Christian (1 Cor. 6:13-20). 

You can get a good impression of the degenerate life in ancient Corinth, along with that of 

the Greeks and the Romans generally, when you read Romans 1:18-32. Paul wrote this letter 

during his second visit to Corinth. We may safely assume that every day while he was in 

Corinth, he was seeing the unmatched immorality that he was describing in these verses. Some 

of the church members had, before their conversion, fully participated in these activities (1 Cor. 

6:9-11). 

In this depraved metropolis, the apostle was permitted to establish in the power of the Holy 

Spirit a large and gifted church. But also a difficult church, one that gave him gray hair. If the 

church in Philippi was his favorite child, the church in Corinth was his problem child, whom he 

also loved very dearly. 

 

6.2 In Aquila and Priscilla, Paul meets friends for life (Acts 18:1-3) 

 

Paul’s second apostolic journey had gone entirely differently than what he had imagined when he 

had left (cf. 16:6-7). The Spirit of Jesus had pushed him constantly westward, and led him via 

Troas from Asia to Europe. There he could plant churches in Philippi, Thessalonica, Berea, and 

Athens. 

1 From there he traveled 50 miles (80 kilometers) further, still without Silas and Timothy, to 

Corinth. We have already seen that he enjoyed preaching in large population centers, because 

then the gospel could spread easily. This time, however, he looked at his new field of labor 

differently. Later he humbly acknowledged that he had definitely not entered immense, immoral 

Corinth like a spiritual muscleman, but with much fear and trembling: “I was with you in 

weakness and in fear and much trembling” (1 Cor. 2:3). In addition, he was lonely and constantly 

concerned about the Thessalonians (1 Thess. 2:17-3:5). 



2 In that frame of mind he had to work first, and find lodging. This was not easy. He could 

not set up shop among Gentiles as a Jewish rabbi, for this would make him suspect in the 

synagogue. But looking for lodging among Jews also presented problems. Suppose that they 

were already familiar with Messiah Jesus, but wanted nothing to do with him! He would have 

prayed for a good guesthouse! 

The Lord heard him. He led him to a Jewish couple with whom he would find deep 

friendship and support for the rest of his life. His name was Aquila (i.e., Eagle) and he had come 

from Pontus, a seaport on the Black Sea. Her name was Priscilla. In Romans 16:2-3 Paul testifies 

that they “risked their necks for my life.” When shortly before his death he wrote his farewell 

letter to Timothy, he requested him to greet Priscilla and Aquila (2 Tim. 4:19). 

Shortly before, they had been driven from Rome. According to the Roman historian 

Suetonius, many Jews living there constantly caused disturbances. Therefore emperor Claudius, 

who had been favorably inclined toward them, commanded them to leave Rome. Aquila and 

Priscilla fled at that point to Corinth, and there Paul found them. By means of a divine 

arrangement. Just as the Lord Jesus and his apostles had found each other by means of God’s 

leading (John 1:35-46). 

3 Paul probably “found” them when he was looking for work. According to the custom of the 

rabbis, in his youth he had learned a trade, namely, that of a leatherworker. Paul could make 

portable leather tents, saddles, belts and the like. A difficult job. The minimal equipment that he 

needed for this work he could easily take along with him on his journeys. When it became 

evident that they were colleagues in the trade, and that Aquila could use a servant, Paul moved in 

with the couple and for those early weeks in Corinth, he earned his keep. “We labor, working 

with our own hands,” he wrote later, and he worked “day and night” (1 Cor. 4:12; 1 Thess. 2:9). 

Later he never accepted from the Corinthians any “honorarium” (1 Cor. 9:6-18; 2 Cor. 11:7-12; 

12:13-18). 

 

6.3 Paul testifies in the synagogue that Jesus is the Messiah (Acts 18:4-5) 

 

Every Saturday, the work of tentmaking came to a standstill for Aquila (on the following day, 

Sunday, presumably not). On that day, he and Paul walked through the busy streets to the 

synagogue, the only place in this pagan cosmopolitan city where the living God was invoked and 

Scripture was read publicly. There, in addition to the Jews, the physical children of Abraham, 

were also the proselytes (Gentiles who had become Jews) and the uncircumcised Greeks who 

worshiped the God of Israel. 

On the seat of honor sat Crispus, the synagogue ruler. He was the man who led the service, 

and after the Scripture readings and prayers he would invite someone to speak an edifying word 

(cf. 13:15). Naturally taking into consideration someone’s knowledge of Scripture and ability. So 

it happened on a particular day that rabbi Saul from Tarsus was asked to address the gathering. 

4 Paul ascended the pulpit in order to proclaim the good news here that according to his 

centuries-old promises, Yahweh looked graciously upon his people and had sent the Messiah. 

Jesus of Nazareth was the long-awaited Messiah-King of Israel. On the subsequent Sabbaths 

Crispus repeatedly gave Paul the pulpit, and thus for several weeks, the apostle attempted to 

persuade the Jews, the proselytes, and the Greeks that Jesus was the Messiah. 

No, Paul’s delivery did not impress the Jewish intellectuals, who loved Greek eloquence and 

erudition. He admitted this later: “My speech and my message were not in plausible words of 

wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power” (1 Cor. 2:4). Crispus, the head of the 



synagogue, discovered this, and ignoring the yearning for “scholarship” and oratory, he invited 

Paul to speak Sabbath after Sabbath. 

5 In that time, Silas and Timothy arrived from Macedonia. To Paul’s immense relief, they 

brought a good report about Thessalonica: “They are standing in the Lord and they long for 

you!” (cf. 1 Thess. 3:6). Thankful and joyful, he wrote back immediately his first letter to the 

Thessalonians (1 Thess. 3:1, 2, 6). About a half year later this was followed by his second letter. 

Both were written from Corinth. 

Because both of his coworkers brought him a monetary gift (2 Cor. 11:9; Phil. 4:14-15), he 

could leave his leatherworking job and from then one focus completely on preaching. He 

testified powerfully to the Jews that Jesus was the promised Messiah. How Paul did this we have 

already seen in 13:16-41. Now as well, he showed incontrovertibly that Jesus’s life, resurrection, 

and ascension fit completely with the image of the Messiah that Moses and the Prophets had 

sketched. For many, the Scriptures glowed as never before. 

 

6.4 Paul separates from the synagogue (Acts 18:6-11) 

 

But the prophecy of Simeon was fulfilled anew: he “is appointed for the fall and rising of many 

in Israel, and for a sign that is opposed” (Luke 2:34-35). When we combine the details of the 

events in the synagogue in Corinth together with those of Paul in 1 Corinthians 1:18-2:5, then we 

obtain the following picture. 

 

Opposition 

 

6 When he communicated his apostolic testimony about Jesus, some of the Jews hung on his 

every word, while others stared daggers at him. They expected the Messiah to be a superman, a 

national hero who would step aside for nothing and no one. They associated the Messiah 

especially with signs of power. They would never have expected someone as offensive as a King 

on a cross, the example of shame and impotence (cf. 1 Cor. 1:22-23). 

Gradually opposition to the Word that Paul was proclaiming grew. Every moment he was 

interrupted by irrational objections that had no foundation in Scripture. Some of his critics went 

so far as to use blasphemous language about the Lord Jesus (cf. 13:45). They would have 

accused Paul of heresy and devil’s work, and would have criticized Crispus as head of the 

synagogue for not maintaining purity of doctrine. 

 

Separation 

 

It was clear as day: a portion of the Jewish church in Corinth rejected Jesus as the Son of 

God, as Messiah-King, and as Savior of the world. With this, one of the two limits was reached 

that God’s Word had appointed with respect to our duty to bear with the defects of a church: (1) 

People will flog you and expel you from the synagogue (Matt. 23:34; John 16:2). And (2) 

blasphemy of Jesus Christ and of God’s Word (Acts 18:6; 19:9). In this latter, Paul saw a 

Scriptural basis for separating from the synagogue. Finally, the Master had also commanded: 

“Do not give dogs what is holy, and do not throw your pearls before pigs” (Matt. 7:6). We may 

certainly not turn our back on a church of God. But where open enmity against God’s Word and 

his Son occurs, we may not stay any longer. 

So it happened on a particular day that Paul, the bringer of the Good News, severed every 



relationship with these Jews. He rose ceremoniously, shook out his garments (as they themselves 

did whenever they came from Gentiles), and with emphasis upon every word, said to his 

opponents: “Your blood be on your own heads! I am innocent. From now on I will go to the 

Gentiles” (see also 13:51; 20:26; cf. Neh. 5:13). Perhaps now they would become jealous and yet 

repent (cf. Rom. 11:11). 

As those familiar with Scripture, they naturally heard Paul’s allusion to Ezekiel 3:17-21 and 

33:4, 8, and 9, which referred to the unique responsibility of both hearers and proclaimers of 

God’s Word. With an appeal to this, Paul testified that he was innocent with respect to their 

perishing. He had shown them the way unto salvation. 

 

Church next door to synagogue 

 

7 Titius Justus, one of the God-fearing Gentiles who went to church every Saturday with the 

Jews, owned a large house next door to the synagogue. He offered Paul the opportunity to 

continue preaching in his house. For the Jews, this must have been a slap in the face, but for Paul 

it was a blessed solution. An incidental advantage was the Gentiles would more easily enter 

someone’s home than a Jewish church building. 

From that time on, two churches gathered in Corinth right next to each other. In the ancient 

synagogue building, those Jews continued to meet who had rejected Christ. And in a building 

right next door, those Jews and Greek gathered together who had accepted Jesus as Messiah. 

When later Paul wrote these letters to these “separated” believers, he addressed them as “the 

church of God in Corinth” (1 Cor. 1:2; 2 Cor. 1:1). 

8 The next Sabbath, the church split became painfully visible. Many Jewish relatives were 

walking as usual down the street where the synagogue was located, but to the fury of the other 

Jews, they walked past the synagogue building to attend the service in the home of Titius Justus. 

Paul experienced constant sorrow about Israel’s unbelief, but he rejoiced when native Jews came 

to faith here in Corinth. Among them was Crispus, the ex-head of the synagogue who had been 

expelled along with his entire household. In his place, Sosthenes was appointed to the synagogue 

administration (18:17). Priscilla and Aquila also attended worship with the house church at the 

home of Justus. 

Time and again, Corinthians who had heard Paul came to faith and were baptized. Heads of 

entire households, together with their children (see our comments on 16:15). As we see from 1 

Corinthians, “the church of God in Corinth” consisted largely of converted Gentiles. For the rest, 

Paul himself had baptized only a few believers: Crispus, Gaius, and the family of Stephenanus (1 

Cor. 1:14-17). 

In addition to them, we know several members of the church by name: Erastus, the 

administrator of city finances, and a certain Quartus (Rom 16:23). Also Tertius, who would later 

function as Paul’s secretary and write down the letter to the Romans (Rom. 16:22); Chloe and 

her household, Fortunatus and Achaicus (1 Cor. 1:11; 16:17). But hearts burned with their first 

love, they all listened to the gospel of the Messiah Lord Jesus, who had come to save depraved 

sinners in Corinth as well. 

 

Encouraged 

 

9 Was Paul afraid, after that initial confrontation and church split, that he would have to 

leave Corinth prematurely? After all the troubles he encountered in Antioch, Iconium, Lystra, 



Philippi, Thessalonica, and Berea, that would not be a surprise. At that point, the Lord Jesus 

Christ—the main Actor in the book of Acts—powerfully encouraged him in a night vision. Paul 

recognized him immediately (Cf. 9:3-5; 22:17-18; 23:11). The Lord gave his three short 

commands: stop being afraid, do not be silent, but continue speaking. 

10 In addition, he received the promise that he would not receive one scratch: For I am with 

you and no one will lift a finger against you to harm you, for many people in this city belong to 

me (cf. John 10:16). That is how the Lord had comforted the depressed prophet Elijah long ago 

as well (1 Kings 19:18). 

11 The apostle was given to see this promise abundantly fulfilled. Apart from Antioch in 

Syria, he had nowhere preached the gospel with such blessing as in Corinth. He remained in the 

godless port city for a year and a half, and taught many the Word of God concerning the Savior 

of the world. In Cenchraea as well, one of the suburbs, a church came into existence. Phoebe 

served it as a deaconess (Rom. 16:1). Indeed, throughout the entire province of Achaia, people 

came to faith in the Lord Jesus. 

 

6.5 Gallio the proconsul takes Paul under protection against the Jews (Acts 18:12-17) 

 

The Jews did still attempt to make preaching impossible for Paul. They were unwilling to 

acquiesce quietly to the church split. The national and religious unity of all those confessing the 

Jewish religion had to be maintained at all cost! For that reason they did not shy away from 

inciting the Roman government to declare the Christian church in Achaia to be unlawful. 

Thereby they attempted to undo the church split. 

12 The opportunity appeared favorable. Just as we can infer from inscriptions, the emperor 

had just appointed a new proconsul in the province of Achaia, whose capital city was Corinth. 

He was Gallio, the oldest brother of Seneca, the famous Stoic philosopher and teacher of 

emperor Nero. This Gallio was known as a very charming person. Seneca had once written about 

him: “No mortal is more beloved to anyone than this man is to everyone.” Later Nero would 

drive both brothers to commit suicide. 

Gallio had been in office only briefly when the Jews turned as one man against Paul. 

Probably under the guidance of Sosthenes, the new ruler of the synagogue, they brought the 

apostle before the judge. So Paul was standing once again before a Roman proconsul, but under 

very different circumstances than when he appeared before Sergius Paulus (cf. 13:7). 

 

The accusation 

 

13 Possibly supported by a Jewish lawyer (cf. 24:1-2), they accused Paul of making 

propaganda for a religion prohibited by law. They based this serious accusation on the following 

considerations. The Jewish religion is a “religio licita,” a religion recognized and protected by 

Roman law. But even though this Paul is a Jew, he is proclaiming a religion that deviates from 

Judaism. With this new faith, however, he is coming into conflict with our Law. (That they were 

referring not to Roman law, as in Philippi and Thessalonica [16:21; 17;;7], but to the Mosaic 

legislation, appears from Gallio’s response, v. 15.) 

Because a new religion is involved here, one that is not acknowledged as a “religio licita,” he 

is acting in conflict with Roman law. So he cannot appeal to Roman law for legal defense and 

protection. On the contrary, this man should be punished. The “church services” that he is 

leading in the house of Titius Justus are illegal and for that reason ought to be prohibited. If 



Gallio were not to uphold Roman law in this case, this “church” would continue to disrupt and 

endanger the public order, both among the Jewish population as well as among all of Corinth. 

Gesticulating violently, the enraged Jews stood before the court. How long would this have 

to continue? All of this disruption was the fault of that agitator. Wherever he has come with his 

new religion, he sows turmoil: in Antioch, in Lystra, in Philippi, in Thessalonica, and now in 

Corinth as well. 

 

The verdict 

 

14 Paul would undoubtedly have defended himself against this accusation just as he would 

later do before the governors Felix and Festus, and before king Agrippa. To them he testified that 

the gospel of Jesus Christ was not at all in conflict with the Law of Moses, but was precisely its 

fulfillment (24:14; 25:8; 26:22-23). But Gallio apparently considered any self-defense by the 

apostle to be out of order, for he did not provide him opportunity for that (cf. 26:1). 

At the very moment when Paul wanted to speak, the proconsul began speaking instead. As 

the rule appointed by God he was called to curb the licentiousness of the people and to maintain 

public order. Before him were standing fanatics who for religious reasons were threatening to 

disturb the public order and attempting to enlist him in their own cause. 

Gallio struck the proper posture immediately, however: disturbance of public order was not 

tolerated. This attitude was characteristic for the order-loving nature of the Roman regime. For 

this reason, the city secretary of Ephesus was dead scared of a riot occurring (19:40). And 

emperor Claudius had expelled the Jews from Rome on account of riots connected with a certain 

Chrestus. On the other hand, the tribune Claudius Lysias protected Paul later from a Jewish 

attempt to murder him (23:12-35). And Festus refused to hand him over to the Jews (25:1-5). In 

Corinth, Gallio was following the same line of response. 

If the enraged Jewish people had accused Paul of a crime or a serious form of criminal 

behavior, then he would naturally have declared their accusation to be admissible. But Gallio 

saw through their “zeal” on behalf of maintaining Roman law. They were not interested in any 

disturbance of civil legal order. 

15 Instead, they were preoccupied with religious differences. Therefore he declared the 

Jewish accusation inadmissible: “I know that you Jews are constantly arguing with each other 

about the interpretation of a word and terms in your own Law (cf. Matt. 23). As long as state 

security is not being endangered by this, I will not engage as judge in resolving your internal 

religious differences and hair-splitting. Resolve it yourselves! 

If only every government after Gallio’s had followed his wise example! Then throughout the 

subsequent centuries far less innocent Christian blood would have been shed. 

 

Chased out 

 

16 Apparently the Jews protested vehemently against this verdict and refused to leave the 

judge’s court. In so doing, they were openly resisting the Roman proconsul, and this made them 

liable to punishment. So Gallio commanded the bailiffs to clear the podium (or: courtroom) and 

to push the people out on the street. 

17 There the mass of people stood, who knew good and well what the situation was at this 

point, for many Greeks had heard Paul (v. 8). Perhaps it was also known that the good man 

Crispus had been deposed as the head of the synagogue and Sosthenes had taken his place. In 



short, the public knew who were the real oppressors and agitators here. When they saw that the 

agents had chased out the Jewish men with a firm hand, they were incited to grab Sosthenes 

physically and—while still outside the court—give him a harsh beating. 

Gallio was certainly not supposed to allow such an illicit thrashing, but this time he closed 

his eyes to it. His verdict was apparently consistent with the sense of justice of his subjects. 

Therefore this time he was indifferent to the fact that the Jewish leader was beaten. This would 

have given all the more reason to the Jews never to bother him again with such nonsense. If the 

Sosthenes who was beaten was the same person as the one mentioned in 1 Corinthians 1:1, then 

the synagogue leader came to conversion later as well. 

 

The importance of Gallio’s pronouncement 

 

In this way, the Lord fulfilled his promise that no one in Corinth would be able to harm Paul 

(v. 10). Nor did the church face any more impediments. The significance of Gallio’s 

pronouncement reached further, however, than Corinth. In fact, he had recognized Christianity as 

religio licita, a religion protected by law. 

In so doing, he simultaneously created an important precedent for the entire province of 

Achaia, which included a large part of the Greek mainland and the surrounding islands. When 

Paul’s opponents elsewhere would approach provincial governors with the same accusation, 

these judges would certainly look to the pronouncement of a popular proconsul like Gallio. At 

least during the decade of the 50s (Paul was in Corinth around AD 51). It was in the decade of 

the 60s that the attitude of the Roman government would change. But thanks to Gallio’s 

pronouncement, for a brief time the proclamation of the gospel could not be impeded by an 

appeal to Roman law. On the other hand, Christians in Corinth and Achaia were good citizens 

under Gallio. “Everyone must be subject to the government,” Paul had taught them (cf. Rom. 

13:1). 

Theophilus, the highly positioned Roman to whom Luke had dedicated his book, would have 

read this history with assent. His choice for Jesus Christ would not brand him as a revolutionary.  

 

6.6 Paul returns to his home base: Antioch in Syria (Acts 18:18-22) 

 

According to many estimates, approximately two years have passed now since Paul left Antioch 

in Syria with Silas. 

18 After a failed attempt by the Jews to set the Roman government against Paul, he preached 

the gospel for an extended period in Corinth. But then he decided to return to his home base, 

surely to give a report there of what the Lord had accomplished through them. 

He said goodbye to the brothers, and traveled to Cenchraea, the eastern harbor of Corinth. 

Priscilla and Aquila would accompany him as far as Ephesus. But first he got a haircut in 

Cenchraea because of a vow he had taken. This was the protocol when someone was fulfilling 

his Nazirite vow (Num. 6:1-21). 

We saw earlier that the apostles did not break immediately with all the ceremonies of the 

Torah. But did Paul make a Nazirite vow? This involved a promise by a non-levitical Israelite to 

devote himself to the Lord in a special way for a period of time. But is this what Paul did? He 

may very well have promised to let his hair grow until God permitted him to leave Corinth 

unharmed. 

19 After crossing the Aegean Sea, they came to Ephesus, a large port on the coast of Asia 



Minor. Aquila and Priscilla stayed behind here. They had lived here for a period of time, and had 

been a great support and blessing to the believers in Ephesus. Later they returned to their original 

home in Rome (18:2; Rom. 16:3). 

After his trip through the country of Phrygian Galatia, Paul wanted to go to Ephesus, but the 

Holy Spirit drove them to Troas in the northwest, and then had led them to Macedonia (16:6-9). 

Although he was now traveling through, he nonetheless took the opportunity to testify about 

Messiah Jesus in the synagogue in Ephesus. Even though many Jews in Corinth wanted nothing 

to do with the Lord Jesus, and he had said there: “Now I am going to the Gentiles!”—he did not 

for that reason avoid every synagogue. The Jewish brothers in Ephesus did not need to suffer 

because of the church split in Corinth. 

20-21 To Paul’s joy, his preaching here was well received. They asked him to stay longer in 

Ephesus, to hear more about Messiah Jesus, of course. However, he did not grant this request. 

According to the majority of New Testament manuscripts, we read that he said: “I must by all 

means keep this feast that cometh in Jerusalem” (KJV). This provides a good explanation for his 

haste in traveling further. 

He took leave with the promise that he would return, adding: “If God wills.” On his earlier 

travels he had learned that it was not he, but the Holy Spirit, who directed his travel plans. He 

then boarded a ship and departed from Ephesus. (About a year later Paul did indeed return to 

Ephesus, and stayed there for two years and three months. Aquila and Priscilla were still there as 

well [18:26].) 

22 The ship moored in Caesarea, 250 miles (400 kilometers) south of Seleucia, the port of 

Antioch in Syria, from where he had sailed. This seems to prove that Paul had indeed first 

wanted to visit Jerusalem, some 62 miles (100 kilometers) south. All the more so when we read: 

“. . . he went up . . .,” which was a technical expression for making pilgrimage to the higher 

elevation of Jerusalem (cf. Ps. 122:4; Luke 18:31; John 11:55). 

There he greeted the church and would have had conversations with some of the apostles, 

and with James and the elders. He had a lot to report to them about the progress of the apostolic 

testimony (cf. 1:8). Did he want, with this visit, to confirm the unity of faith between the 

churches among the Gentiles and the “mother church” in Jerusalem? It is striking that later, on 

his third journey throughout Macedonia and to Corinth, he organizes a large collection for the 

poor Christians in Jerusalem (24:17; 1 Cor. 16:1; 2 Cor. 8-9). Had he observed their poverty 

during this visit? 

Next he “went down” to Antioch, the metropolis located at a lower elevation on the Orontes. 

This would have been a trip (by foot?) of some 311 miles (500 kilometers). With this leg of his 

travel, Paul’s second apostolic journey would come to an end. He had been gone for about two 

years. 

In Antioch, just as after Paul’s first journey, a congregational meeting would have been 

arranged where he would report about what God had accomplished through his ministry (cf. 

14:17). To their great joy, the believers would have learned from him that the anti-Judaizing 

circular letter (15:23-29) had been well received by the Syrian and Cilician churches. And that 

the Holy Spirit had driven him to Greece, where he was permitted to establish Christian churches 

in Philippi, Thessalonica, Berea, Athens, yes, even in the famous metropolis of Corinth. 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER 7 

 

ACTS 19:1-20:1: PAUL’S THIRD APOSTOLIC JOURNEY (1): EPHESUS 

 

 

Once again Luke takes us along to an ancient metropolis: Ephesus, the largest harbor port of 

Asia Minor, on the Aegean Sea. It was also the capital city of the province of Asia, and the 

residence of the Roman governor, under whom the city enjoyed a large degree of self-rule. Next 

to Alexandria and Antioch, this was the most populous city of the East. In Paul’s day, about 

300,000 people lived there. 

Because the surroundings could not feed so many mouths, grain had to be imported from 

Egypt, the largest grain producer in the ancient world. Ephesus had efficient travel routes to 

Sardis and Smyrna, and via an ancient caravan route, to lands around the Euphrates. In this way, 

various products from the Middle East could be shipped over land to Ephesus, and from there by 

sea to every part of the then-known world. 

It must also have been a dazzling city. In the market you could see a beautiful triumphal 

entrance to the city. Archaeologists have excavated a promenade of stores that was 12 yards (11 

meters) wide, paved with marble and—something unique in that time—illuminated by evening 

and throughout the night. It had an immense water system, which was a luxurious provision in 

that day, and it featured one of the largest libraries in the world. A stadion or racetrack has been 

excavated measuring 252 yards by 33 yards (230 x 30 meters), where contests, boxing matches 

and sword fights were held. It is remarkable that in the letters he wrote in and to Ephesus 

especially, Paul used so many terms derived from sporting and military activities (cf. 1 Cor. 

9:24-27; Eph. 6:10-17). 

The city also featured an exquisite open-air theater, built like a giant shell against the bluff of 

a hill. It could hold at least 24,500 spectators. The 153 yard-wide, semi-circular, gradually rising 

seating offered a view of the nearby sea beyond the stage. 

 

Protector of the famous temple of Artemis 

 

The world fame of Ephesus came especially from the temple of the goddess Artemis (i.e., 

Diana), one of the seven wonders of the world. The bottom level of this building measured 142 x 

73 yards (130 x 67 meters). The 127 marble columns were 17 yards (16 meters) high, with their 

bases measuring about 2 yards (2 meters) in diameter. There were about 8 yards (7.5 meters) 

apart. The interior was decorated with the most beautiful art work. Naturally the image of 

Artemis stood in the center. 

As Mother Earth and goddess of fertility, she was portrayed as a woman with many breasts, 

similar to the Canaanite goddess Astarte. Thousands of women had consecrated their bodies to 

the goddess as “sacred” temple prostitutes. The feasts held in her honor were remarkably similar 

to those of Astarte. Just as in the ancient East, religion and unrestrained sex went hand in hand. 

The temple also had a flourishing bank, under the official management of the city clerk 

(19:35). The chief priest of the goddess was simultaneously the bank director. This person 

governed the monies that were given to the goddess by her worshipers. But various kings, cities, 

and individuals also had their funds deposited in this bank. The large contributions for paying the 

prostitutes were put in the temple bank. 

 



Fruitful but difficult years for Paul 

 

In this international commercial intersection, where in addition to a large population he could 

also encounter foreign businessmen, traveling officials, soldiers, and tourists, the apostle 

proclaimed the gospel for nearly three years and established a church. From here the good news 

about the Lord Jesus was made known in the entire province of Asia (19:10). 

When he later writes a letter to the Ephesians, possibly a circular letter to other churches in 

Asia Minor, he reminds them of their pagan past: “Therefore remember . . . that you were at that 

time separated from Christ, alienated from the commonwealth of Israel and strangers to the 

covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world. But now in Christ Jesus 

you who once were far off have been brought near by the blood of Christ” (Eph. 2:11-13). 

The apostle had brought in this rich harvest, however, at the cost of much difficulty. In both 

of his letters to the Corinthians, he opens the book regarding this. Here in Ephesus he had, so to 

speak, “fought with beasts at Ephesus” (1 Cor. 15:32). Indeed, there in Asia things became so 

difficult to endure that he occasionally despaired for his life (2 Cor. 1:8; 4:9-10). He was 

assaulted from every side. In addition to all of this, he heard that in the church in Corinth, party 

fighting had broken out and false teaching had surfaced (1 Cor. 1:11-12; 16:17). In reaction to 

this, he wrote at that time, from Ephesus, at least four letters to the Corinthians, two of which we 

possess. In short, the years in Ephesus were full of “afflictions, hardships, calamities, beatings, 

imprisonments, riots, labors, sleepless nights, hunger” (2 Cor. 6:4-10). 

From this we see as well who was the main Actor in Ephesus. In Acts 19 we read a lot about 

Paul as a weak servant of the mighty Lord Jesus. But it’s not Paul; the main Actor is God’s Son, 

who by his Spirit and Word, snapped the power of Satan in this pagan metropolis as well. 

 

7.1 Through Galatia and Phrygia to Ephesus (Acts 18:23) 

 

Paul’s third apostolic journey began in a way similar to his second: with a visit to the churches 

that he had established during his first journey, in Phrygia and Galatia (15:36). This would be his 

final journey and would take five years. 

23 How long Paul was in Antioch cannot be determined from Luke’s vague indication 

(“some time”). But it would have been at least several weeks, or perhaps some (winter?) months. 

He then decided to make another journey. Did he travel alone? He had promised the Jewish 

brothers in Ephesus that, Lord willing, he would return (18:21). But he decided to travel to 

Ephesus taking the fastest and least difficult route, by sea, via the exhausting 1,550 mile (2,500 

kilometer) trek over land. This way, he would travel to the church in the country of Galatia and 

Phrygia, the latter combining with Lycaonia and Pisidia to make up the Roman province of 

Galatia. 

 Here lay the cities of Antioch, Iconium, Lystra, and Derbe, where he had established 

churches during his first journey. He had been expelled from three of these cities (13:50-52; 

14:4-7).  In Lystra he was even stoned and thought to be dead (14:19-20). On his second journey 

he had visited these churches again (15:36). 

Very likely, during that journey he learned to his dismay that after his departure, the 

believers in Galatia had been “enchanted” by Judaizing preachers who were teaching a gospel 

consisting of Christ + law (Gal. 3:1). In so doing, these false teachers had placed upon the 

converted Gentiles a new religious yoke of slavery, and were denying Paul’s apostolic authority. 

Presumably at that point during his second journey he wrote (from Corinth?) his letter “to the 



Galatians,” in which he fervently defended his gospel and his divine calling. 

We can understand that on this third journey, he wanted to strengthen these believers who 

were being challenged, fortifying them against both persecution from the outside and conflict 

from within, in order that they would stand firmly in the gospel of salvation by faith alone, apart 

from any additional conditions. In order to do this, he made that exhausting trek over land to 

Ephesus. With what joy they would have welcomed their spiritual father! From his perspective, 

he could view them as his “children” (Gal. 4:18). Would he have met Eunice and Lois in Lystra, 

Timothy’s mother and grandmother (16:1; 2 Tim. 1:5)? 

 

7.2 Apollos of Ephesus given supplemental schooling by Aquila and Priscilla (Acts 

18:24-28) 

 

Before reporting more about Paul, Luke first tells us how the Lord called a hitherto unknown, 

rhetorically and exegetically well-educated Jew to the proclamation of the gospel: Apollos, a 

man of stature, who would become a huge support for many believers through his gifts of head 

and heart. For Paul as well, who would receive him as an able co-worker and friend. 

 

Scholar and pupil of John the Baptizer 

 

14 While the apostle was still working in Galatia and Phrygia, Apollos arrived in Ephesus. 

He was a Hellenistic Jew, raised in Alexandria, the second largest city in the Roman empire. In 

all of Egypt there were living at that time about a million Jews, of whom the most lived in 

Alexandria (two of the five boroughs were Jewish). Thus it was the largest Jewish colony in the 

diaspora. 

In the time of the apostles, Alexandria had surpassed Athens as a center of science and 

culture. The world famous “university library” numbered at least 900,000 scrolls. In addition to 

Greek scholarship, Jewish scholarship and Scripture study flourished here as well. On behalf of 

the hundred thousand Jews who knew no Hebrew, around 200 BC the Septuagint, the Greek 

translation of the Old Testament, was made here. Later famous church fathers like Origen and 

Athanasius would provide instruction in Alexandria. 

Luke characterizes Apollos with a word that can mean both learned and eloquent. He was 

both an exceptionally gifted Bible scholar and a brilliant speaker. He had probably studied at the 

famous university in his native city as well. Given the pedagogical methods in use in his time, he 

must had known large portions of the Bible by memory. 

25 But far more than an accomplished theologian from the university of Alexandria, Apollos 

was a pupil of John the Baptizer! Instructed by some of his disciples, he believed that Jesus was 

the Messiah. His knowledge did not extend, however, any further than what John had 

proclaimed: the kingdom of heaven is at hand! Jesus would eternally separate the chaff from the 

grain on Israel’s threshing floor, baptizing the penitent with the Holy Spirit and the impenitent 

with fire In addition, Apollos knew that Jesus had fulfilled messianic prophecies by healing 

many people from their diseases, blindness, and evil spirits (cf. Isa. 29:18; 35:5-6; Luke 7:18-

22). He also knew the baptism of repentance unto the forgiveness of sins, which John had 

proclaimed as the means of rescue from the coming wrath. It is possible that as a good pupil of 

the Baptizer, he had humbled himself in awareness of his guilt to undergo that baptism. 

But the insight that John was lacking, Apollos also lacked: the significance of the high 

priestly sacrifice of the Messiah on the cross, his resurrection, his ascension, the outpouring of 



the Holy Spirit, the removal of the wall of separation of the Mosaic Law that divided Israel and 

the nations, and Jesus’ command to go everywhere teaching and baptizing in his name. 

What he had heard from John about the Messiah, however, Apollos taught to others. Fervent 

in spirit (or in the Spirit), he talked and taught everywhere what he knew about the Lord. If what 

we said was accurate. But he didn’t get any further than the baptism of John and in that way, 

remained stuck at the threshold of the new dispensation (Luke 7:28). 

 

Given further training by a tentmaker and his wife 

 

26 When he attended the synagogue in Ephesus, he there began to proclaim boldly that Jesus 

was the Messiah. Aquila and Priscilla, who certainly listened to this with joy, noticed quickly 

that his preaching was incomplete. They were so wise, however, not to attack him publicly or 

condemn him behind his back. With sensitivity, they took him aside and invited them to speak 

further with them at their home about Messiah Jesus. When Paul had still been in the city, they 

had not presented themselves as teacher trainers. Now they saw themselves as simple believers 

called to further instruct the very educated Bible scholar. 

With all his education, Apollos was humble in heart. He accepted their proposal. That must 

have been an uplifting drama! Stated in our terms, a theologian with his doctorate was receiving 

catechism instruction from a tentmaker and his wife. Because Priscilla is often mentioned before 

Aquila (cf. Rom. 16:3; 2 Tim. 4:19), people assume that she was the more gifted and better 

grounded than he. Although she would surely have honored him as her head, as Paul had also 

taught her (Eph. 5:22). 

In the church services in Corinth, as a woman she had to keep silent (1 Cor. 14:34). But 

together at home, she and her husband told the academically trained Apollos everything that they 

had learned from Paul about Jesus. The apostle had lived with them in Corinth for eighteen 

months. Apollos must have posed many questions to them, and his insight into the Law and the 

Prophets must have deepened considerably! From this ordinary couple he learned in a short time 

more than he had ever learned from his professors in Alexandria. Nor was he ashamed in the 

company of his unschooled teachers! Scholarship and humility went hand in hand for him. And 

modesty and boldness went hand in hand for them. 

Perhaps this was the most important ministry that this couple could have performed for the 

cause of Jesus Christ. For now that Apollos knew the full gospel, he could become a valuable co-

worker for Paul. Blessed is the shepherd and teacher who in our day who encounters this kind of 

“mother in Christ” and is not too proud to learn from her! Luther assumes that Apollos was the 

unknown author of the letter to the Hebrews. 

 

Powerful apologete 

 

27 Possibly owing to Paul’s short stay in Ephesus and through conversations with Priscilla 

and Aquila, in the Jewish church in Ephesus more people were coming to faith in Messiah Jesus 

(cf. v. 19). The husband and wife would certainly have talked about Paul’s work in Corinth. 

They had lived together for a year and a half and had been together during the entire church 

conflict and division. 

When Apollos wanted to cross over to Achaia (southern Greece), the believers heartily 

encouraged him to do so. They discerned that this gifted brother would be able to perform 

fruitful work. The gave him an “attestation” to take along for the disciples in Achaia, a testimony 



in which they recommended him as a Messiah-believing Scripture scholar and reliable gospel 

preacher. Upon his arrival, he was indeed of great support for the believers. Especially through 

the grace of his teaching talent. 

28 Because of the pronouncement of Gallio (vv. 12-17), it was indeed impossible for the 

Jews to perpetrate violence against those believing in the Messiah. But the church conflict 

continued verbally. In that context, Apollos showed himself to be a powerful apologete, for he 

could debate very well! Time after time, he was able to silence the mouths of his Jewish 

opponents. In that way, he resembled Stephen (6:8-10). For with ironclad proof from Scripture 

and immense eloquence, he proved publicly that Jesus was the Messiah. In this way, he 

continued the work of Paul (cf. v. 5), and he helped those wavering to enter boldly the Christian 

church, which met next door to the synagogue in the home of Titius Justus (v. 7). 

 

“I am of Apollos!” 

 

In Corinth, he had made such a huge impression as a preacher that he became the object of a 

personality cult. Paul was not an impressive speaker (1 Cor. 2:1, 13; 2 Cor. 10:10; 11:6), and 

Apollos by contrast was a brilliant speaker. As genuine Greeks, the Corinthians were very aware 

with respect to eloquence. So Apollos—presumably against his will—became the idol of a 

particular group of believers whose slogan was: “I am of Apollos” (1 Cor. 1:12; 3:4). 

Although Paul condemned this party attitude, he continued to recognize Apollos as a faithful 

co-worker: “I planted, Apollos watered” (1 Cor. 3:6). Paul valued him highly, for later he 

requested him urgently to make another visit to Corinth (1 Cor. 16:12). With upright gratitude 

for the impressive gifts that Apollos possessed and he did not, Paul enlisted him without any 

rivalry in the work and carefully cultivated their mutual unity. May the Christian churches today 

deal with the diversity of abilities among their leaders in the same way that Paul did. Then they 

would avoid the party attitude and personality cult that damaged the church in Corinth. 

 

7.3 Paul proclaims to the disciples of John the Baptizer the full truth (Acts 19:1-7) 

 

Apollos was not the only pupil of John the Baptizer who, twenty years after his death, was still 

behind when it came to the facts of salvation history. There must have been more people in that 

position. In Ephesus (Asia Minor) there was even a kind of John-the-Baptizer church, and who 

knows where else such a church existed. The influence of John’s preaching extended much 

further than people often suppose. 

These students did know something about Jesus’ activity—John the Baptizer had 

acknowledged him as his superior (John 1:29-34; 3:22-36)—but they did not yet possess 

complete insight into Christ’s coming. And what you do not know you cannot believe. For 

various reasons they had not yet joined the Christian churches. This isolation and transition 

stage, however, had to end. 

 

Paul delivers them from their deprivation 

 

1 Meanwhile Paul had left Galatia and Phrygia, and had traveled through the interior of Asia 

Minor to Ephesus, in order to keep his promise that we read about in 18:21. He did not meet 

Apollos again, for he had already left for Corinth (v. 27). He did meet some disciples who were 

living entirely separate from and without any connection to the Christian church. 



2 Initially Paul thought they were followers of the Lord Jesus. But upon further investigation, 

he did not see among them the features of New Testament living by the Spirit. It is possible that 

he observed this in the incomplete knowledge of salvation and in their silence about the Lord 

Jesus. Apparently they were inadequately informed and not up to date with regard to redemptive 

history. Although John had announced the Messiah and his Spirit baptism, they had not yet heard 

that in Jesus, the Messiah had already come and that he had poured out the Holy Spirit in 

abundance. 

3 So Paul asked them in whose name they had been baptized. For the baptism of adults 

presupposed faith, and faith is a fruit of the Holy Spirit. In the New Testament, his indwelling is 

the great Gift and the central characteristic of a believing heart (Rom. 8:9; 1 Cor. 12:3; 2 Cor. 

4:13; 1 Thess. 1:5-6; Heb. 6:4; 1 John 3:24; 4:13). By means of a heart filled with the Spirit, 

Christ is glorified. So they told Paul that they had been baptized with the baptism of John. They 

had gone no further than this prelude to Christian faith. They thought they were still living under 

the Old Testament, which culminated in John the Baptizer. That the Lord Jesus had meanwhile 

inaugurated the New Testament, they did not yet know. Don’t forget that in that time, it took a 

lot longer for news to travel and become known everywhere than it does today. Apparently they 

had not yet met the believers involved with Aquila and Priscilla, which was not surprising in a 

city of 300,000 residents. Even today, in such cities, Christians do not all know each other. 

4 Paul helped them overcome their deprivation. For that purpose, he talked first of all not 

about the Holy Spirit, but about Jesus! He did that in terms of Jesus’ forerunner. For these 

disciples of the Baptizer evidently lacked the proper view of the work of their master. This man 

was to prepare the people for the coming of Jesus, who came immediately after him, who would 

separate the chaff and the grain. With a view to this messianic judgment, John called everyone to 

repent and believe in Jesus. Whoever humbled himself and confessed his sins could be baptized 

by John as a sign of such penitence. Along this route people received forgiveness of sins and 

release from the coming judgment (cf. Luke 3:1-18). These people had done that. 

5 When they heard Paul’s further instruction, an entire world opened up to them. They came 

to faith in the Lord Jesus and were baptized in his name. This is the only time that the New 

Testament speaks of a “rebaptism.” But people cannot base on this passage the right and duty of 

mass rebaptism, because this event occurring here was a unique, redemptive historically 

determined case. 

With John’s baptism, these students were left standing at the threshold of the time of 

salvation. For in a certain sense this was still an Old Testament baptism, administered by the last 

and greatest prophet of the Old Testament. But by the coming of Christ, this baptism was 

obsolete and outdated. Now that Jesus had inaugurated the New Testament, this baptism was to 

be administered in his name. This Christian baptism signified and sealed all of the salvation that 

Jesus Christ had obtained. When the twelve men had accepted him in faith, they were permitted 

to be baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus, as confirmation of the New Testament gospel. 

For this we see that we should not view the baptism of John and Christian baptism as 

forming a direct line, such that we quickly identify them. Christian baptism is the fulfillment of 

the baptism of John, just as marriage is the fulfillment of engagement. Therefore Christian 

baptism is more valuable. It makes the baptism of John superfluous, but the baptism of John does 

not make Christian baptism superfluous. 

That the Christian baptism of Apollos (18:25) is not mentioned is no proof that he had not 

received it. On Pentecost among the three thousand Jews who received Christian baptism (2:41), 

there could have been many who had previously been baptized by John. 



Until now, the twelve men had constituted an independent group existing between Judaism 

and Christianity. But through Christian baptism they were now liberated from their isolation and 

joined to the global Christian church. With this Luke was summoning all of the remaining 

disciples of John at that time to join the churches of Christ through Christian baptism. 

 

Mini-Pentecost 

 

6 The incorporation of this semi-Christian group into the Christian church was empowered in 

an extraordinary manner. For when Paul confirmed their incorporation with apostolic authority 

through the laying on of hands, the Holy Spirit came upon them. Now in Ephesus the same signs 

were repeated on a small scale that had occurred with the outpouring of the Holy Spirit in 

Jerusalem. These men were speaking for some time (imperfect tense) in (strange) tongues and 

they were prophesying, glorifying God (cf. 2:11; 10:46). This did not happen immediately with 

and through their baptism, but after Paul’s apostolic laying on of hands. 

7 All together this group of students of John the Baptizer consisted of about twelve men. This 

is the last time that the New Testament speaks about their teacher. 

 

Don’t universalize 

 

From these events the New Testament is not drawing any universally abiding rules. As 

though every believer must experience the same thing as these pupils of John. For the New 

Testament tells us about numerous believers who were baptized apart from subsequent speaking 

in tongues: the three thousand on the day of Pentecost (2:41); the official from Ethiopia (8:38-

39); Paul in Damascus (9:18); Lydia with her household (16:15); the Philippian jailor with his 

household (16:33). Those who do not speak in tongues must not suppose that they therefore fall 

short. 

The Holy Spirit descends only three times in the same manner as he did on Pentecost in 

Jerusalem. These occurred in connection with unique occasions like the incorporation of new 

categories of believers into the Christian church: (1) the Samaritans (8:17); (2) the Gentiles 

(10:44-46); (3) the disciples of John in Ephesus who were lagging behind (19:6). In connection 

with these three transitions, the Holy Spirit confirmed in a visible manner: (a) that Israel’s 

exceptional status had ended; (b) that the inclusion of these new groups had his full approval; 

and (c) that the baptism of John was obsolete and inadequate. 

Also unique was that the coming of the Spirit in these three instances was coupled with the 

laying on of hands by one or more apostles ([1] Peter and John; [2] Peter; and [3] Paul). Other 

instances of the laying on of hands involved the confirmation of an office or a ministry (cf. 13:3; 

1 Tim. 4:14; 5:22; 2 Tim. 1:6). 

Since the apostolic era, the gospel no longer makes such “border crossings.” Today you 

cannot find any disciples of John. The door will always remain open for Samaritans (some are 

still living in Nablus) and Gentiles. For adults who enter the church, four elements remain 

characteristic: faith in the Lord Jesus, repentance, baptism in his name, and the gift of the Holy 

Spirit. 

 

7.4 Paul breaks with the synagogue in Ephesus (Acts 19:8-10) 

 

During his second apostolic journey, Paul had already visited Ephesus on his return trip, and had 



proclaimed the gospel in the synagogue. At that time, people would have liked to listen further to 

him (18:19-21), but now his preaching would end up in a church split. 

 

Farewell 

 

8 In Acts 13:14-41, Luke showed how Paul preached in synagogues. He proclaimed the 

gospel, and in that connection did not avoid engaging in discussion. In this way, he attempted to 

persuade Jews and God-fearing Gentiles that Jesus of Nazareth was Israel’s long-awaited 

Messiah. And that with his suffering, death, resurrection, and ascension had fulfilled the Law, 

the Prophets, and the Psalms. For three months he could speak boldly in the synagogue in 

Ephesus about the kingdom of God that had come with Messiah Jesus. Everyone who believed in 

him would receive forgiveness of sins and eternal life in that kingdom. But unbelief would be 

considered disobedience (John 3:36). 

9 Regrettably, not everyone was persuaded. To be sure, some brothers did listen with burning 

hearts and they accepted Jesus as the Messiah. But others began to harden themselves against the 

gospel, a process that always begins with the person himself. No matter what the apostle brought 

up from Scripture, they continued to persist in their hardness and refused to believe the gospel. In 

fierce religious hatred, they loudly and fiercely insulted the “way,” the way of salvation that was 

the gospel, and in so doing, they were insulting Jesus himself, who in his very person is the Way 

(John 14:6). They didn’t do this just once, but they conducted a complete campaign of slander. 

They did this within earshot of the church, which through its silence was partially responsible. 

For Jesus had said: “Whoever is not with me is against me, and whoever does not gather with me 

scatters” (Luke 11:23). 

The apostle had not yet been expelled from the synagogue. Therefore he followed the 

principle that as long they did not put him out, he would not go out. No, in the rejection of Christ 

he saw an ecclesiastical breach that he could not and was not allowed to heal. God’s own Word 

had made this separation. People cannot injure God any more deeply than by rejecting his Son. 

Therefore Paul did not continue arguing endlessly, but he ended his activity in the synagogue. 

Otherwise he would have simply been throwing pearls before swine (Matt. 7:6). Surely with 

deep sorrow (Rom 9:2), he and his disciples separated from these enemies of the truth and sought 

a different meeting location. 

 

In the hall of Tyrannus 

 

He found that place in the school building of a certain Tyrannus, who was possibly a 

philosopher or teacher in elocution. One of the Greek Bible manuscripts tells us in the margin of 

this passage that Paul had use of this space “from the fifth to the tenth hours,” or from 11 o’clock 

in the morning until 4 o’clock in the afternoon. Following the custom of that day, Tyrannus 

began his lecture early in the morning, so that when the temperature climbed he and his students 

could enjoy a break. In late afternoon, when the heat had passed, he could continue. So in the 

intervening hours the hall was available for Paul. 

If this marginal addition is correct, Paul was teaching and his students were listening during 

the heat of the day, when everyone else was getting their afternoon nap. Not only on Saturday 

(Sabbath), but every day! Who knows how hard they had worked in the preceding hours. Paul 

worked early every morning from in the tentmaking business of Aquila, often after one of his 

sleepless nights (2 Cor. 11:27). And then during the evenings he would also provide instruction 



to church members at their homes (20:7, 20, 31). 

Perhaps the afternoon school of Tyrannus at the same time a kind of seminary for training 

leaders in the growing churches in Asia. What Paul was teaching would have been substantially 

the same as he wrote in his letters, especially the letter to the Romans. Did a student of Tyrannus 

ever stay behind to listen to Paul? For in the school building he was teaching not only Jews, but 

also Gentiles. 

 

From Ephesus all of Asia is evangelized 

 

10 For two years Paul could proclaim the gospel here undisturbed. Did something move 

outward from the gatherings held in a school building, at an hour when everyone was taking a 

siesta and in a day when no printing press existed? Indeed, for after some time, all the inhabitants 

of the province of Asia had become acquainted with the message of the Lord Jesus, Jews as well 

as Greeks. 

Here were the cities of Colossae, Hierapolis, and the seven churches of Revelation 2-3. In 

this period churches would likely have been established there. This could have been the work of 

Paul’s fellow evangelists: Epaphras, Philemon, and Archippus in Colossae (Col. 2:1; 4:13; 

Philemon 4). Tychicus (Eph. 6:21) and Trophimus, who was born in Asia (20:4). Although in 

this connection, we should also recall the boldness with which believers shared the gospel (cf. 

11:20-21). The central location of Ephesus would have played an important role in this 

connection. 

Did Paul visit Crete with Titus from Ephesus during this time (Titus 1:5)? In any case, during 

his two-year stay in Ephesus he did write his first letter to the Corinthians (1 Cor. 16:8). 

 

7.5 Paul’s preaching and apostolate are confirmed unusually powerfully (Acts 19:11-20) 

 

In Ephesus as well, the Lord showed in an unusual manner that Paul was a divine ambassador 

who was proclaiming God’s Word concerning no one less than God’s own Son. And that he 

liberates people, both from the guilt of sin and from its power and consequences, including 

physical consequence. 

11 Just as he had promised before his ascension (Mark 16:17-20), the Lord had supported 

from heaven with many signs the preaching of his apostles. But the miracles that God did in 

Ephesus through Paul were, in comparison with earlier miracles, extraordinarily great. 

12 As a physician, Luke must have noted them with deep awe. For involved here was a very 

remarkable healing of diseases and releasing from demons. What was “unusual” was that the 

Lord often had not employed Paul’s hands but his garments and work aprons (cf. Luke 8:44). 

When people laid those on the sick, God actively caused their ailments to leave and the demonic 

spirits to depart. Apparently the patients saw in this no magic, but the healing power and 

compassion of the living Savior. Otherwise, Paul would surely have prevented it (cf. Luke 8:48; 

Acts 5:15). 

This divine display of power made an enormous impression in the city of course. It conferred 

a strong appeal on the gospel of the Lord Jesus and the person of his apostle. Paul drew many 

listeners from Ephesus and from the province of Asia. The churches in Corinth, Hierapolis, and 

Laodicea must have originated and grown with the assistance of this heavenly support.  

 

A demon expelled and Jesus praised 



 

13 But the fame of our great God and Savior, Christ Jesus, would climb even higher! By 

means of his dazzling victory over the world-famous occultism in Ephesus. Although the Torah 

had strictly forbidden Israel to practice this, in Deuteronomy 18:10-14, the Jews became 

involved with it. Simon the sorcerer and Barjesus were two such Jewish magicians (8:4-25; 13:6-

7; cf. Luke 11:19). 

A pair of such itinerant Jewish exorcists were trying to imitate Paul’s remarkable demon 

expulsions. Although they did not believe in Jesus, they ventured to pronounce the name of the 

Lord Jesus over people who were in bondage to demons, as though that name was a magical 

power whereby one could practice sorcery (Matt. 7:22-23). Before this they had been using the 

name of Solomon, but now they told the evil spirits: “I adjure you by Jesus, who is proclaimed 

by Paul.” With this new sorcery formula, they thought they could increase their profits 

considerably. In this way, Satan was trying to present the gospel of Jesus Christ as a new form of 

occultism, so that it would be swallowed up by syncretism. 

14 He did this by enlisting Jews. For these fellows were the seven sons of Sceva, a Jewish 

high priest, who wanted to advance their sorcery in the name of Jesus. 

15 But they would not get off scot free, literally and figuratively. When on a given day they 

wanted to expel an evil spirit, the spirit responded with: “Jesus I know and I know who Paul is, 

but who are you?” He recognized Jesus as Son of the Most High God, who could destroy him 

(Mark 1:24; 5:7; Luke 4:41). And he was no match for Paul, Jesus’ ambassador. But the spirit 

saw clearly the distinction between Jesus’ apostle and those now misusing that name. In the 

kingdom of Satan, they apparently know whether someone genuinely belongs to Jesus or is not 

one of his followers. 

16 For as fearful as devils are before Jesus, so harshly do they now react against this 

unbelieving exorcism. If Paul had commanded them in Jesus name, they would have departed, 

but now that name was ineffective against them. He drove his victim to pounce on the exorcists 

and supplied him with so much superhuman strength that all by himself (!) he overpowered all 

seven exorcists (cf. Luke 8:29). He tackled them so roughly that they fled down the street 

“naked” (without clothes or without their outerwear) and bloodied up. Let everyone take this 

warning to heart, anyone pretending to possess apostolic power over demons so that in this way 

they can engage the kingdom of darkness! 

17 Although Ephesus was a metropolis, this news spread like a prairie fire to all the Jews and 

Greeks: “Did you hear about the seven exorcists who abused the name of Jesus?” By means of 

their ignominious punishment, everyone was filled with respect. People understood the event 

very well, for they saw in Paul not a super magician, but they praised the name of the Lord 

Jesus! In general they were acknowledging that he was stronger than the fearsome evil powers 

against which people in Ephesus called in sorcerers. 

 

Converted sorcerers publicly burn their books 

 

18 The beating received by the seven exorcists made a deep impression especially on the 

Ephesians who had already come to faith. Many of these newly converted believers were still 

“children in the Christian faith” however (1 Cor. 3:1; cf. Eph. 4:22-24; 5:11). They had not yet 

broken radically with superstitious customs and magic practices from their pagan past. But now 

they realized that they too must repent from every form of sorcery and devilry, because God 

despised these (Deut. 18:10-14). They came humbly confessing their sins and owning up to their 



occult practices. (Did they also reveal, in this connection, their secret formulas, so that these 

thereby became powerless?) 

19 A sizeable number of Christians who had stopped practicing their black art before their 

conversion showed publicly that they were now breaking radically with those practices. They 

still had so-called “Ephesian books” in their homes. These were expensive magic books, 

containing various extremely secret oath formulas and magic techniques. They did not ponder 

selling them to pagans, but resolutely tossed all this pagan garbage in a pile and set fire to it 

publicly. Surely to the dismay of the pagan populace who didn’t know what they were seeing, for 

secret sorcery formulas were in great demand and very expensive. People estimate than in total, 

easily fifty-thousand denarii went up in smoke from that bonfire. That was 50,000 times a daily 

wage for a laborer (Matt. 20:2). In today’s terms, this was a couple of million dollars! For that 

reason, this scroll burning was simultaneously an impressive sermon for superstitious Ephesus: 

Christians were not going to participate in this any longer. They had found rest in Jesus (Matt. 

11:28). 

20 That is how the Word of the Lord triumphed. Everything Satan had thrown against it 

could not succeed. Paul’s courageous gospel preaching, the miraculous signs with which God 

confirmed it, the defeat of the exorcists, the universal respect for the name of Jesus, and the 

public burning of magic books all demonstrated the insuperable power of God’s Word. The 

church grew through all of these, both in number and in the power of faith. Increasingly more 

outsiders gave God’s Word a hearing. Thereby, this ancient metropolis, too, came more and 

more under the claim of the gospel. 

Before this, Ephesus had been a supply center for magic writings, but now the city was the 

conservatory for various apostolic writings. It received Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, and would 

have possessed a copy of his letter to the Corinthians, which he had written from this city. Paul 

also wrote both letters to Timothy while his spiritual son was working in Ephesus. 

 

7.6 Paul’s future plans (Acts 19:21-22) 

 

When the apostle had labored for about two years in Ephesus and its surroundings, he decided to 

conclude his work there and he formulated new travel plans. Luke discusses that briefly in these 

verses. We supplement his facts with what Paul himself tells us in his letter to the Corinthians 

and Romans. 

 

The summary 

 

21 During his second apostolic journey, the apostle had established churches in Philippi, 

Thessalonica, Berea, Athens, and Corinth. On his third journey, he established a large church in 

Ephesus, from which several daughter churches were born throughout the entire Roman province 

of Asia (western Turkey today). With this, he had proclaimed the gospel on both sides of the 

Aegean Sea. “. . . so that from Jerusalem and all the way around to Illyricum [i.e., Dalmatia] I 

have fulfilled the ministry of the gospel of Christ. . . . But now, since I no longer have any room 

for work in these regions, . . .” (Rom. 15:19, 23). 

With this, Paul’s apostolic pioneering labors in the eastern Mediterranean Sea region were 

finished. He had established Christian centers from where the gospel could spread further. Now 

he reflected on his travel plans for the coming years, doing this in prayer and “in the Spirit,” of 

course, who had until now determined his route (cf. 16:7-10; 20:22). 



 

Paul’s plans 

 

First of all, he wanted to visit the churches in Macedonia and Achaia (i.e., Greece) once 

again, the churches in Philippi, Thessalonica, Berea, and Corinth, in order to strengthen the 

believers in those places. (He had twice visited the churches in Asia Minor after their founding, 

to provide follow-up [15:36; 16:1-5; 18:23].) At the same time he wanted to organize a collection 

for the poor believers in Jerusalem. He was also entertaining plans to bring the amount to 

Jerusalem himself. Then he would be able at the same time to make a report of his labors to 

James and the elders. If possible he wanted to be there for Pentecost. This plan can be inferred 

from a number of passages in Acts and various epistles (Acts 20:16; 21:18-19; Rom. 15:26-27; 1 

Cor. 16:1-3; 2 Cor. 8). 

But, he explained, once I have traveled that far, I must also visit Rome. This last item the 

Spirit had apparently made know to him already (cf. 23:11). Meanwhile he was also dreaming 

about a trip to Spain, the westernmost outpost of Roman civilization! Later, during his second 

stay in Corinth, he writes in his letter to the Romans: “I have longed for many years to come to 

you, I hope to see you in passing as I go to Spain . . .” (since the church had already been 

established there by others) (Rom. 15:23-24; cf. 1:11-12). But first the collection from 

Macedonia and Achaia had to be brought to Jerusalem. Then “I will leave for Spain by way of 

you” (Rom. 15:28). 

Initially Paul had planned to travel in a straight line from Ephesus by sea to Corinth, and 

from there to Macedonia, returning once more to Corinth (2 Cor. 1:15-16). But he gave up that 

plan. He decided instead to travel by land via Macedonia to Corinth, taking a wide detour 

through the north. 

22 Timothy and Erastus, two of his co-workers, he sent on ahead to Macedonia to prepare the 

Greek churches for the Jerusalem collection. This would then be ready when Paul arrived (1 Cor. 

16:1-4). He himself stayed for a time in Asia, for two reasons. 

The first reason involved the problems in the church in Corinth. He had already written this 

church a couple of letters (including our 1 Corinthians), and had recently sent Titus there to 

reconcile the parties. With intense curiosity Paul was awaiting his return and report (2 Cor. 7:6-

7). 

The second reason involved new opportunities for the gospel. Perhaps on account of the 

flood of pilgrims and tourists for the great feast of the goddess Artemis in May? In any case, he 

wrote to the Corinthians: “I will visit you after passing through Macedonia,” and if possible, I 

may “even spend the winter . . . , but I will stay in Ephesus until Pentecost, for a wide door for 

effective work has opened to me, and there are many adversaries” (1 Cor. 16:5-6, 8-9). 

In Acts 20-28, Luke reports that Paul’s travel plans were indeed carried out, but along a far 

different route than he had proposed in Ephesus. He would enter Rome as a prisoner. But this 

would happen three years later. Through the alteration of his plans, he would be temporarily 

involved in the massive demonstration that the silversmith Demetrius organized against him and 

the gospel. 

 

7.7 Massive demonstration against Paul and the gospel (Acts 19:23-41) 

 

Nowhere had Paul been able to proclaim the gospel undisturbed for as long as he did in Ephesus. 

But near the time of his departure, he became the focal point of a massive demonstration that put 



his life in great danger. Did he perhaps refer to this when in 2 Corinthians 1:8-11 he wrote about 

his “affliction in Asia,” in connection with which “we despaired of life itself”? And would 

Priscilla and Aquila have risked their lives for him at that point? (cf. Rom. 16:3-4). 

 

Demetrius takes action against the gospel 

 

23 Many Gentiles had by now been called out of Satan’s darkness to Jesus, the light of the 

world (John 8:12; Eph. 5:8). The world famous temple of Artemis, one of the devil’s bulwarks, 

was already attracting less interest. But of course, the evil one refused to surrender or concede 

the battle. From his arsenal of two classic weapons of deceit (false teaching) and violence, he 

chose the latter this time. By means of a massive demonstration on behalf of Artemis and against 

Jesus as the living way of salvation, he attempted to destroy the church. 

24 We spoke already about this temple. The streams of tourists who came to see this wonder 

of the world, happily purchased a small silver replica of the temple to dedicate it to the goddess 

or to take home as a souvenir and amulet. A certain Demetrius, a silversmith, had a business 

where these miniature temples and more such things, like silver and terracotta images of the 

goddess, were manufactured. With this business he was providing many laborers and 

professionals with a good income. But since the arrival of Paul, the demand for temple replicas 

had dwindled. Further diminishing of Artemis worship would affect them severely, especially 

financially. 

25 Therefore he called the entire professional association to meet together, and like a skilled 

populist he gave a clever speech in which he played on their self-interest and their religious 

sentiments. He did so in this significant order: (1) their money; (2) their temple; and (3) the 

splendor of the goddess. “Men,” he started out, “you know that we are living well off our 

business. 

26 But you see and hear for yourselves that that fellow, that Paul—apparently they all knew 

of him—has turned around a lot of people with his propaganda, and turned them into apostates, 

not only in Ephesus, but in virtually all Asia.” Demetrius was thoroughly acquainted with Paul’s 

preaching: Paul had claimed that gods made by human hands are not gods at all. Evidently Paul 

had been proclaiming this emphatically not only in idolatrous Athens (17:24-25, 29), but also in 

Ephesus. It is possible as well that many who did not become Christians agreed with him. 

27 “That is dangerous,” Demetrius continued, “for thereby our business enterprise, which 

provides all of us with a good living, obtains a bad reputation. Moreover, the world famous 

temple of the great goddess Artemis is completely robbed of its prestige. She who is worshiped 

in all of Asia, indeed, throughout the whole world, will lose all of her majestic splendor.” In 

short, the fame and the economy of Ephesus demanded strong resistance against “the new 

religion.” 

28 This speech hit the bull’s-eye. Wise people would have said: “Let Artemis defend herself” 

(cf. Judges 6:28-32), but the silversmiths were taken in. In direct opposition against Paul’s 

proclamation of the living God and his Son Jesus Christ, they began to shout furiously: “Great is 

Artemis of the Ephesians!” The purpose, of course, was to incite the entire city against the 

preachers of the gospel. 

 

An anti-Christian riot 

 

29 That approach worked all too well. The tinder was set aflame and the entire city was 



thrown into confusion and tumult. People did not know exactly what was going on (cf. v. 32), 

but it was clear to everyone that it involved the great Artemis. As one man they stormed to the 

open air theater, spacious enough for thousands of demonstrators. Gaius and Aristarchus, two 

Macedonian travel companions of Paul, were forcibly dragged along. Perhaps because Paul 

himself could not be found. Demetrius’ plan was clear. A people’s court would have to make 

Paul’s continued preaching of the gospel impossible. 

30 When the apostle learned that two of his co-workers had been seized, he too wanted to go 

to the theater to speak to the people. As an ambassador of Jesus Christ he wanted to defend his 

Sender’s cause and come to the aid of his fellow workers. But even though he was a Roman 

citizen, and had survived a stoning in Lystra, and escaped after a severe beating in Philippi, the 

disciples thought this was rash (cf. 9:25, 30; 17:10, 14). Therefore they kept him from going 

there. As the target of popular fury, the hysterical mob would certain not want to listen to him. 

On the contrary, they would be prepared to lynch him. 

31 Even several members of the provincial government of Asia, who were kindly disposed 

toward him, sent him a message urgently advising him not to venture into the theater. In this, 

God’s protective hand was being shown in a special way. For these Asiarchs were particularly 

tasked with supervising the cultic emperor worship, and in Ephesus to provide for Artemis 

worship! Here we have a fresh example of Paul’s significant influence in Asia! 

With this, His Excellency Theophilus, to whom Luke was dedicating his books, received a 

new proof that being a Christian did not necessarily need to bring him into conflict with the 

government authorities. Good Christians were being viewed in Ephesus not as potential 

troublemakers but as loyal citizens (cf. 18:12-17; 23:10; 24:22-23; 25:25; 26:30-32; Rom. 13:1-

7; 1 Pet. 2:13-14). 

32 Meanwhile, in the theater complete pandemonium had erupted. All the demonstrators 

were shouting through each other, for most of them had just come along without knowing 

anything about why they had gathered. To be sure, something was going on that involved 

Artemis, but nobody knew the details. 

 

The Jews distance themselves from the Christian faith 

 

33 The situation was threatening to become dangerous for the Jews in Ephesus as well. For 

they too were known for their strict monotheism and aversion to idol gods. How easily this 

hatred of the whipped-up mob could turn against them as well. Therefore it was essential at any 

cost to avoid the mob putting Judaism and Christianity in the same class. To prevent this, they 

pushed forward a certain man, Alexander, a Jew and a gifted speaker. His assignment, of course, 

was to provide clarity and on behalf of the entire Jewish community in Ephesus to publicly 

distance them from the Christian faith. Perhaps also to put Paul in a dark light (cf. v. 9). He 

motioned for silence with his hand, and wanted to show the people that the Jews were innocent. 

34 But when the people noticed (from his clothing?) that he was a Jew, they fell into a 

religious trance and began chanting with one voice: “Great is Artemis of the Ephesians!” The 

whipped-up mob kept this going without interruption for two hours (!). The mighty choir of a 

thousand voices must have been heard throughout the entire city. In Paul’s hiding place as well, 

who was also hearing the fury and power of Satan against the gospel. But this was the only thing 

his cohorts could muster here: screaming themselves hoarse. 

 

The city clerk calms the crowd 



 

35 Only after having to permit the mob to shout for two hours, the “city clerk” appeared on 

the scene. This title, however, does not adequately identify the position of this authority figure. 

Ephesus was a wealthy imperial city, and in this city he was the highest authority under the 

Roman proconsul who ruled the entire province of Asia. In this context, the man was more like a 

mayor of a modern metropolis than like a city clerk. His name adorned the coins that were 

minted during his term of office! This high official was responsible for maintaining public order. 

The temple of Artemis, which functioned at the same time as a bank, was also under his control. 

So he was the man responsible for quieting the mob. And he succeeded in calming the crowd. He 

was able to convince them by means of four arguments. 

 

First: the fame of Ephesus is unassailable 

 

With tact he played on the pride that the people took in their city and temple. Who in the 

world did not know that Ephesus was the “temple protector” of the great Artemis, and of her 

image that had fallen from heaven? This honorific title was even engraved on the coins of that 

time. 

With this rhetorical question, he cleverly circled around the point that concerned Demetrius 

(waning respect for the goddess), and he poured oil on the troubled waters. What were people 

getting excited about? Had Paul claimed that images of gods that were made with human hands 

could not be real gods? But in Ephesus theirs was an image of Artemis that had fallen from 

heaven! (In Greek, diopetes meant “fallen from Zeus.”) This was possibly a meteorite that had 

fallen from the sky, smashed into the ground, and was later fashioned into an image of the 

goddess, or the image was engraved on it. 

36 Ignoring again the falling sales of silver temple replicas, the clerk assured them that the 

fame of Ephesus as the “protectress” of the Artemis temple was undeniable. According to him, 

Christian preachers could not detract from that. Therefore people should keep their cool and not 

do anything stupid. With that, he transitioned to his second argument: the innocence of Gaius 

and Aristarchus. 

 

Second: innocent people had been seized 

 

37 People had dragged these men before the crowd, but they had not desecrated the temple 

and had not blasphemed our goddess. In the Greco-Roman world those were serious crimes. The 

magistrate knew, however, that these crimes had not been committed. In that case, it seems that 

he knew Gaius and Aristarchus, or had obtained information about them. What the apostle had 

proclaimed about the living God left him indifferent. He was interested only in restoring public 

order. 

As an aside, we learn from him that Paul and his helpers had acted according to God’s 

command: “Make no mention of the names of other gods, nor let it be heard on your lips” (Exod. 

23:13; cf. Ps. 16:4). And although they evidently had never disparaged the goddess, it was 

obvious that Demetrius was selling fewer replicas. Not as a result of force or violence, but 

through God’s Spirit (Zech. 4:6). 

 

Third: they had not followed the lawful path 

 



38 Well and good: Demetrius and his colleagues could well have a difference with someone 

that involved private injury. But the “city clerk” pointed out to them that for this legal trials were 

held in the market, for which they had proconsuls, with whom they could file an appeal. So if 

they had something against another person, then they ought to take their case to court. There they 

could address Paul legally if they wished. Here was an embarrassing reprimand for the 

silversmiths! 

39 “If you want more, if you have other matters of public interest, then a lawfully called 

gathering of the people can be arranged. But not the kind of wild and illegal action like what 

Demetrius has now unleashed.” 

 

Fourth: Rome tolerates no disturbance of order 

 

40 The city clerk knew all too well that the government in Rome was fiercely intent on 

strictly maintaining public order, for that constituted the foundation of the Pax Romana, the 

peace of the Roman empire. Therefore he warned them fervently about the possible 

consequences of this public disturbance. Not for the Christian church, but for the entire city! 

There was threat of a far greater danger than any downturn in the tourist industry: we are running 

the risk of being accused of rioting because of today’s unrest! For there is no way we can justify 

this (whereby he once again confirmed the innocence of the Christians). The Romans could 

withdraw a number of privileges as punishment (cf. John 11:48). 

41 With these four arguments and his tactful approach, the competent ruler was able to calm 

down the heavily agitated mob. As wildly as the demonstration had begun, so calmly it ended. In 

this we see the hand of the King of the church, who protected his apostle and his church against 

this satanic attack. For this he employed the wisdom of a pagan city ruler, just as earlier he had 

enlisted that of Gallio (cf. 18:12-17; Prov. 21:1). 

 

7.8 Paul bids farewell to Ephesus (Acts 20:1) 

 

Paul had worked and lived in no other place for such a long period as he did in Ephesus, namely, 

for three years (20:31). He now thought the time had come to travel further. An extraordinarily 

difficult period in his life was coming to a close. 

1 His departure was not due to compulsion or haste (13:50; 14:6, 20), for after the speech of 

the city clerk, calm had returned to Ephesus. This enabled the apostle to conclude his work 

quietly. Moreover, already before the tumult had erupted, he had decided to leave Ephesus in 

order to go to Jerusalem via Macedonia (cf. 19:21-22). When the tumult had quieted, Paul 

allowed the disciples to gather together. 

Aquila and Priscilla, his bosom friends, would have been there, and the disciples whom he 

had taught in the afternoon heat in the school of Tyrannus. In addition, perhaps also the twelve 

followers of John the Baptizer, who before Paul’s arrival did not yet know the Lord Jesus. In 

short, many Jews and Gentiles who had come to faith through him. 

During the previous years, the Lord had done great things through him in this metropolis of 

Asia Minor. He left behind a church in which the Mosaic wall of separation had been taken 

down, so that Jews and Gentiles constituted one undivided, new humanity (Eph. 2:14-16). 

Meanwhile elders and overseers had come forth from his students, to whom he could now entrust 

the shepherding of the church (20:28). 

He spoke to them with consolation and encouragement. They needed this after the huge anti-



Christian demonstration in the theater. He had taught in Asia better than anywhere else that we 

must expect everything not from ourselves but from God (2 Cor. 1:9). The church must do this 

now. He was going to leave, but the exalted Lord Jesus remained with them with his Spirit and 

Word. His hand was strong enough to protect them, as the outcome of the anti-Christian 

demonstration had shown (cf. 14:22). 

So he took his leave of them. Although they would have liked to have kept him in their 

midst, they sent him off with love for his work in the Macedonian and Greek sister churches. He 

would never see this church again, though he did see their elders during his return trip (20:17-

18). According to the custom of the day, a number of brothers and sisters would have 

accompanied him a short distance out of the city. At that point they turned around to go home 

and he traveled on to Macedonia. 

Although the church was still rather young, after the departure it would demonstrate great 

effort and stability. It would unmask false apostles and bear heavy burdens for the sake of Jesus. 

Later the church would receive the (circular?) letter written to the Ephesians. In short, this was 

the time of her “first love,” about which the Lord would one day remind her (Rev. 2:2-4). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



CHAPTER 8 

 

ACTS 20:2-12: PAUL’S THIRD APOSTOLIC JOURNEY (2): MACEDONIA, GREECE, AND TROAS 

 

 

Paul’s work in Asia Minor and Greece was now coming to completion. He was constantly saying 

his farewells. He had addressed the church in Ephesus for the last time. Soon would come his 

farewell from the Greek churches, from the church in Troas, and the moving farewell from the 

elders of Ephesus in the seaport of Miletus. 

When we combine Luke’s narrative about this part of the journey with what Paul later wrote 

about it, then one thing emerges clearly: this was something entirely different from a carefree 

vacation trip that modern tourists enjoy today in this sunny region. 

The apostle was overwhelmed with work. He was tormented by fear and concern for church 

life in Corinth. He escaped for the umpteenth time an attack on his life. And then that shocking 

experience in Troas. While he was leading a worship service on the third floor of an apartment, a 

young man fell from the window and died instantly. All of this happened in addition to the 

hardships associated with frequent journeys in the ancient world. 

In summary, this episode in Paul’s life also bore witness to a weak apostle and a powerful 

Lord Jesus Christ, who continued fulfilling the ancient covenant promise to Abraham: “In you all 

the families of the earth shall be blessed” (Gen. 12:3). 

 

8.1 From Ephesus via Macedonia to Greece (Acts 20:2-6) 

 

Luke’s travel report here is very abbreviated. In verse 2a he describes with ten Greek words a 

period that could have lasted longer than a year. 

2a From Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians we obtain a bit more information. When he 

left Ephesus, he was in a depressed mood. He had to endure a challenge here that was far too 

burdensome (2 Cor. 1:8). In addition, he knew now already that wolves who were false teachers 

would not spare the church in the future (20:29). 

 

Second visit to Troas prematurely ended 

 

Meanwhile he was especially concerned about the conflicts in the church in Corinth. He had 

sent Titus there to bring peace. He was hoping to meet him in Troas. But when he did not find 

his fellow worker, he fell even deeper into the pit. 

This despite his firm intention to proclaim the gospel of Christ here as well. For when he 

arrived in Troas during his second journey, the vision of a man from Macedonia had summoned 

him immediately to cross over there (16:6-10). From Asia to Europe. But although the Lord had 

opened the door widely for him here, “my spirit was not at rest because I did not find my brother 

Titus there” (2 Cor. 2:12-13). 

He asked everywhere: “Have you seen Titus?” Why is he staying away so long? Did he not 

achieve his goal in Corinth? Did things fall apart there? At that point his burning longing for a 

report from Titus obsessed him to such an extent that he even interrupted the work in Troas that 

was being extraordinarily blessed. He tore himself away from the avid listeners that he had found 

there and crossed the Aegean Sea to Macedonia. The church of Corinth filled such a large place 

in his heart that he abandoned Troas for it. 



Macedonia 

 

The cities of Philippi, Thessalonica, and Berea were located in Macedonia, cities in which 

Paul had established churches during his second journey. He had been forced to leave them, 

however. How much time he spent strengthening these churches, we are not told. We are told 

that with many encouraging speeches, he said goodbye to all the churches that he visited after his 

departure from Ephesus, including those in Macedonia. All these believers coming from 

paganism were his dearly beloved children, to whom he was now saying farewell for good as 

their father-in-Christ (1 Cor. 4:14-15). 

Here in Macedonia he was sitting in the doldrums. Misery from the outside as well as from 

within. “Fighting without and fear within” (2 Cor. 7:5). Until finally he met Titus once again, 

who to his great relief brought him good news about Corinth. A radical turnaround had occurred 

there. Their disrupted relationship with Paul had been restored completely. At that point the 

apostle wrote, looking ahead to his visit, what we know as 2 Corinthians. How wonderfully God 

had blessed him amid all his adversity! (2 Cor. 1:2-11). He immediately recommended the 

assistance effort for the poor in Jerusalem (2 Cor. 8-9). 

 

Achaia 

 

2b After traveling through the province of Macedonia (i.e., northern Greece), he arrived in 

Hellas or the province of Achaia (i.e., southern Greece). The cities of Athens, Corinth, and 

Cenchraea were located there, places he had visited on his second journey as well (17:1-18:18). 

In this province Paul spent the three winter months, in part because the ancient shipping had 

completely shut down for the season (27:9-12; 1 Cor. 16:6). Presumably he spent most of that 

time in Corinth, for in view of the content of 2 Corinthians, there was a lot to discuss. Though he 

could well have encouraged the believers in Athens en route as well. 

During these winter months, the apostle wrote the letter to the Romans from Corinth (Rom. 

15:25-29; 16:1). When we recall that he always paid his own expenses and also taught God’s 

Word in the homes (20:20, 34), we can imagine somewhat the kind of circumstances under 

which this deep and rich epistle was written. 

We see the scene before our mind’s eye: the workplace of a tentmaker, where the leather and 

oilcloth had been put down and a small oil lamp was casting its light. Paul dictated and Tertius 

(Rom. 16:22) wrote. Not on the smooth paper familiar to us, but with a goose quill on papyrus 

reeds that were much more rough, strips of which were glued together. People have calculated 

that for the letter to the Romans, some fifty sheets of papyrus would have been needed. To say 

nothing about the necessary mental work that preceded the writing. For the apostles were not 

lifeless dictation machines, but living instruments of the Holy Spirit. If all of this work took 

place in the evening and during the night, we can understand that Paul endured numerous 

“sleepless nights” (2 Cor. 6:5; 11:27). 

 

Assassination dodged 

 

3 When the winter months had passed and sea travel resumed, Paul decided to sail to Syria 

and to travel from there to Jerusalem. Probably starting out from Corinth. During this time many 

foreign Jews were traveling to the temple city in order to celebrate the major feasts there. It’s 

possible that the apostle had also booked passage on a ship carrying such pilgrims. 



At the last moment, he found out that the Jews had plotted to assassinate him. Apparently 

they still hated him intensely because of the church split in Corinth, resulting in a Messiah 

believing church meeting right next to the synagogue (18:6-8). Nor had they forgotten the 

embarrassment of the failed trial before Gallio (18:12-17). Did they want to stick a knife in his 

ribs amid the bustling crowd on the wharf, or “neutralize” him later on the high seas? When this 

planned leaked out, he did not needlessly expose his life to danger, but he changed his travel 

plan. He decided now to travel by land via a long detour through Macedonia to Asia, and to 

board a ship there. 

 

Bringing the collection 

 

4 One of Paul’s goals was to transport as quickly as possible the proceeds of the collection 

that the Gentile Christian churches in Asia, Macedonia, and Achaia had gathered for the 

impoverished Jewish believers at his request. It would have been a large sum, for the 

Macedonian churches had, despite their severe poverty, actually given more than they could 

spare (2 Cor. 8:2-3). 

The apostle was accompanied by seven representatives from the churches that had 

contributed to this gift (1 Cor. 16:3). They were Sopater, the son of Pyrrhus from Berea; 

Aristarchus and Secundus from Thessalonica; Gaius from Derbe; and Timothy, Tychicus, and 

Trophimus from Asia. They carried and guarded the proceeds of the collection. Possibly in the 

form of cheques, for such instruments were available in antiquity. 

Why did Paul attach such a great deal of importance to this international assistance effort? 

First, because he was deeply sympathetic to the poor believers in Judea, who were the first to 

have suffered the severe persecution of the church (8:1) and later suffered famine (11:28-30). 

Second, because the apostles had specifically requested him to remember the poor (Gal. 2:10). 

And third, because the unity of the churches consisting of Jews and those made up of Gentiles 

could be powerfully strengthened in Christ in this manner. 

To jump ahead in the story for a moment: how they would have been surprised in Jerusalem 

when several weeks later, Paul along with seven converted Gentiles arrived there, and those 

uncircumcised men had handed over to them an enormous contribution. “Please accept this love 

gift from your Greek and Asiatic brothers and sisters, for the poor in your church!” What a 

moving symbol of the new communion in faith between Jews and Gentiles united in one Lord! 

 

Philippi 

 

5 For now, however, things had not reached that point. The seven deputies (or only both of 

the last named?) traveled ahead of Paul for unspecified reasons (by ship?) and agreed that they 

would wait for him in Troas. 

6 He himself chose the detour by land, in connection with which he once again visited Berea, 

Thessalonica, and his beloved Philippi. Would he have met Lydia there, and the jailer? 

From verse 5 onward, Luke resumes his use of the first person plural, which he had not used 

after 16:10-17 (the first arrival in Philippi). Had he worked there during the five intervening 

years as physician and evangelist? In any case, Paul met this bosom friend there once again. 

From now on, they would continue working together. 

When Paul departed from Philippi, the week of Passover had already ended. If he wanted to 

be in Jerusalem for Pentecost, the time was short (20:16). Whether he had really celebrated 



Passover in the Gentile Christian church in Philippi remains an open question. There was no 

synagogue in that city (16:13) and among people who did not have the law of Moses, he wanted 

to do his best to conduct himself as one who lived without this law (1 Cor. 9:20). According to 

him, Christians did not need to observe special days (Rom. 14:5-6; Gal. 4:10; Col. 2:16). 

Moreover, we know nothing in the first century about any Christian Passover, in fact, about the 

entire church year. 

Whatever the case may have been, after the Jewish days of Passover, he traveled with his 

group from Neapolis, the harbor of Philippi, to Troas. Did they have a headwind? It took them 

five days this time, three more than earlier (cf. 16:11). There they joined up with the rest of their 

team and remained seven days. It would turn out to be an unforgettable week. 

 

8.2 The church in Troas extraordinarily strengthened by Word and miracle (Acts 20:7-

12) 

 

Several months earlier, Paul had pulled himself away from his fruitful field of labor in Troas for 

the sake of Corinth. Now the Lord was leading things in such a way that during his third visit 

here, he could perform an extraordinary sign of the coming Kingdom: raising someone from the 

dead! 

 

Church after work 

 

7 The farewell service was held on the evening of the first day of the week. According to 

Jewish calculations, that was a Saturday evening. The Sabbath had ended at sunset. But as a non-

Jew, Luke was probably using the Greek way of calculating time, whereby a day began at 

daybreak. For the “daybreak” of verse 11 was “the next day” of verse 7. Viewed this way, the 

church had gathered on Sunday evening. 

But whether they assembled on Saturday or Sunday evening, in either case, it was on the first 

day of the week, and no longer on the seventh day, the Jewish Sabbath (cf. 1 Cor. 16:2; Rev. 

1:10). They did not have a divine command for this (Gal. 5:1; Col. 2:16). Although the Sabbath 

was nowhere immediately discarded, the believers gradually came to choose in Christian 

freedom and wisdom the day of the resurrection of our Lord as their fixed weekly day of 

gathering. 

For the rest, during this era, this was still an ordinary working day. During the first three 

centuries there was no such thing as a free Sunday, so the time for church meetings was before or 

after working hours. It is not impossible that the believers in Troas had been together very early 

that morning, before they went to work. Now after finishing their labor, they gathered (again?) in 

order “to break bread” (eat together and celebrate the Lord’s Supper; see our comments on 2:42, 

46), and to listen to the preaching of the gospel. 

 

Church service in an apartment 

 

It was a special service: Paul led worship among them for the last time. The next morning 

(according to Jewish calculations: Sunday; according to the Greek calendar: Monday) he would 

travel further. Therefore he spoke longer than usual. He wanted to lay so much on their hearts 

that he continued until midnight. 

The meeting was held on the third floor of an apartment, for there were tall houses in large 



cities in antiquity as well. Such houses were even from six to ten floors high. These houses 

shared stairways, which were maintained by the doorman. On each floor lived a different family 

(or families). In Troas, the top floor would have been a large hall that could accommodate a large 

number of people, especially when we recall that church members ate together as well. Large 

church buildings holding crowds of churchgoers and pulpit preachers who ascended high pulpits 

appeared for the first time after 313, when emperor Constantine became a Christian. Before then, 

simplicity was an asset. 

8 Because a large number of oil lamps were burning, spreading heat in addition to light—in 

Asia Minor evenings during this time of year were rather warm—eventually there must have 

been an oppressive atmosphere. 

 

Eutychus revived 

 

9 A certain young man, Eutychus by name (a frequent name of slaves) had gone to sit in a 

window opening. Perhaps because the room was jam packed and he could also get some fresh air 

there for there was no covering over the window and apparently the drapes were not closed. 

When Paul continued his sermon, the young man’s eyes became more and more heavy. It was 

already midnight, and he was likely tired from his long workday. He began nodding asleep and 

was suddenly so overcome with sleep that he lost his balance and fell from the third story to the 

ground. When they cradled his body, he appeared to be dead. As a physician Luke would not 

have been mistaken. Deep consternation and loud wailing among the church members! 

10 At that point, for the second time the Lord Jesus used an apostle to raise a dead person. He 

had enlisted Peter when the beloved Dorcas had died (9:36-42), and now Paul was his 

instrument. The apostle immediately quit preaching, ran downstairs, and did the same thing that 

Elijah and Elisha had done in their day (1 Kings 17:21-22; 2 Kings 4:34): he got down to lie on 

the corpse and put his arms around the body. At that point the virtually invincible death 

surrendered before the Son of the Almighty God, who had received the keys to the realm of 

death (Rev. 1:18). The young man began to breathe again! When Paul saw that, he said to the 

deeply shocked and wailing believers: “Do not be dismayed, for he is alive!” Then they beheld a 

shining proof of Jesus’ power and a portent of the last day, whereby they were powerfully 

strengthened in their faith. 

11 For all told, what did this church possess of the Bible? They did not have a complete New 

Testament, for this had yet to be written in large part. The letter to the Romans Paul had written 

only few months earlier. Did they perhaps possess a copy of a Gospel, for example, the Gospel 

of Mark? Or did they know virtually everything on the basis of verbal reports? Writing and paper 

were expensive. For that reason the memories of most people were well exercised. 

Whatever the case may have been, they had sufficient encouragement with this miracle. It 

was a sign accompanying God’s Word, as it remains for us as well. Therefore even after 

midnight Paul continued with his teaching. He went up the stairs again, and when he reached the 

hall, he broke bread with them and ate with them. Was this the second meal of the evening? Even 

though a trek of some 20 miles (thirty kilometers) awaited him the next day, he did not take time 

to get some sleep, but continued speaking until the morning light about salvation through Jesus 

Christ. At that point the apostle and the church members had to bid each other farewell for the 

last time. They had to get back to work, and he had to resume his travels. 

12 But they took the young man (here the word could also mean “slave” or “servant”) away 

alive, and were greatly encouraged. Not only by this extraordinary sign, but especially by the 



gospel of the Lord Jesus, to which this sign pointed. 

 

“Troas” still comforts 

 

This was the last episode involving reviving a dead person that Scripture narrates: the son of 

the widow in Zarepheth; the son of the Shunamite; the dead man hastily thrown into Elisha’s 

grave; the young man from Nain; the daughter of Jairus; Lazarus; the dead who came forth from 

their graves after Jesus’ resurrection; Dorcas; and Eutychus. 

By means of the first three, God strengthened the prophets Elijah and Elisha. By means of the 

next ones, he validated the legitimacy and authority of our Lord Jesus as God’s anointed Prophet, 

Priest, and King. And by means of the last two, he confirmed the apostolic authority with which 

Peter and Paul proclaimed the gospel orally and in writing. 

Apparently the Lord views new resurrections no longer necessary for us. Our possession of 

the complete Bible apparently amply outweighs such a sign. Moreover, the Holy Spirit has made 

all the resurrections part of a lawsuit in Holy Scripture. As a result, these miraculous signs 

continue to function for us as well. Repeatedly, whenever we read these stories, they strengthen 

our faith again and again. 

Due in part to these resurrection miracles of Peter and Paul, we read their letters with much 

greater respect for their apostolic authority. By means of these miracles, their Sender, after all, 

has authorized them with extraordinary power as his spokesmen. In a special way, we are 

particularly encouraged by what they teach us about the resurrection of Christ as the guarantee of 

our blessed resurrection. In this context, we think, for example, of 1 Corinthians 15, 1 

Thessalonians 4:13-18, 1 Peter 1:3-10, 5:10-11 . 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



CHAPTER 9 

 

ACTS 20:13-38: PAUL’S THIRD APOSTOLIC JOURNEY (3): FAREWELL TO THE ELDERS IN EPHESUS 

 

 

About one-fourth of the book of Acts consists of sermons and speeches, almost all of them for 

Jews or Gentiles. The only one directed to Christians from among the Gentiles is Paul’s farewell 

speech to the elders from Ephesus. This was likely also the only one of these speeches that Luke 

himself had heard, and possibly recorded stenographically. 

In terms of content, this sermon corresponds to Paul’s pastoral epistles to Timothy and Titus. 

How should teaching elders and ruling elders labor pastorally in Christ’s church? With what 

attitude of heart must they perform that work, and what conduct must they display? What must 

they hold before the church, and for what must they be on guard? For this, we can learn much 

from what the apostle wrote in those epistles, but also from what he said to the elders from 

Ephesus. We wish to lay this sermon and those epistles alongside each other now and then. 

 

9.1 From Troas to Miletus (Acts 20:13-17) 

 

It seems as if Luke is giving us a peek in his diary, for he describes this segment of the apostle’s 

journey from day to day. 

13 If the farewell service in Troas did indeed occur on Sunday evening, then Paul left Troas 

on Monday morning to go to Assus. Luke and the other seven members of their company went 

by ship. This was a route that took more time, certainly if there was a headwind. Paul himself 

would, for unknown reasons, travel by land, a trek of approximately 22 miles (35 kilometers). 

And after that eventful night and without any sleep. Did he perhaps want to be alone for a few 

hours? Passover had already ended (20:6), and presumably on that Monday he was happy to find 

Spring weather. 

14 On the same day, he boarded along with others. At this time of year, during the summer, a 

north wind would often come up on the Aegean Sea between midnight and dawn. Profiting from 

that, the ship—presumably a coastal ship—sailed along the western coast of what today is 

Turkey, to Mitylene, the beautiful capital city of the island of Lesbos. There they dropped 

anchor. On that day they had made about 80 miles (130 kilometers). 

15 On Tuesday, they sailed further in a southerly direction, in order to anchor that evening 

near the island of Chios. On Wednesday morning the crossing to Samos was completed and on 

Thursday they arrived early in Miletus, an important port city on the mainland of Asia (cf. 2 Tim. 

4:20). 

16 That the ship had not put in at Ephesus fit entirely with Paul’s plan. He realized that a visit 

to the churches in and around Ephesus would take a lot of time, whereas he had wanted to be in 

Jerusalem already. The threatened attack on his life in Greece had delayed his travel plan (20:3). 

Therefore he hurried to get to Jerusalem in time for Pentecost. He had about a month to get there. 

Before all else, he wanted to deliver the collection of the Macedonian churches to Jerusalem, 

as a tangible symbol of the unity of faith of the churches from among the Gentiles and the 

“mother church.” Perhaps he was also hoping to meet several of the apostles. It had been four 

years already since he had been in Jerusalem, and he had a lot to report to them! 

17 But because he was right next door to Ephesus, he wanted to meet the elders of that 

church. Before he took his final leave of them, he wanted to lay on their hearts some important 



matters. Therefore he sent someone to Ephesus with the request that they come to him in 

Miletus. This was a distance of about 31 miles (50 kilometers) as the crow flies, but for which a 

pedestrian would need two days. 

 

9.2 Paul’s address to the overseers (Acts 20:18-35) 

 

Paul’s farewell sermon to the elders from Ephesus was naturally directed first of all to them. But 

because the Holy Spirit has preserved this address in Scripture, the apostle is speaking as well to 

the elders in every church that he was allowed to establish. Indeed, all church leaders should take 

this sermon to heart today. It contains fundamental directions for exercising their office. 

 

Take an example from my activity 

 

When the elders learned that their beloved apostle was so close to Ephesus, they gladly 

listened to his request to come to Miletus. It had been about a year ago that he had departed from 

Ephesus to go to Macedonia and Achaia, when the church had seen him for the last time. 

18 When they had arrived, Paul reminded them first of his activity during his three-year long 

stay in Ephesus. Naturally he did this so that they would follow his example. For just as Christ 

made himself an example (John 13:15; Rom. 15:5), so too his servants must be examples for the 

church. Paul had done this in Ephesus, and the elders would have to imitate him (cf. 1 Cor. 4:6; 

Phil. 3:17; 1 Tim. 4:12; 1 Pet. 5:3). You know, he said, how I have lived among you, from the 

first day when I was in Asia. 

19 I have served as an obedient bondservant of the Lord (that is what he often called himself: 

a slave or bondservant of Jesus Christ [Rom. 1:1; Gal. 1:10; Phil. 1:1]). Although he was 

permitted to write a large portion of the New Testament, and was permitted to establish 

numerous churches, he never bragged about that and always conducted himself with humility. 

He was always prepared to be the least (cf. 1 Cor. 4:9-13; 1 Thess. 2:6). The elders could testify 

that he was speaking the truth. 

Just as they also knew how many tears Paul’s apostolate in Ephesus had cost him. Not so 

much because of what people had done to him personally, but on account of the fanatic 

opposition against the gospel that he repeatedly encountered. Especially his own kinfolk who had 

caused him much suffering in this respect. Many of his trials, in Ephesus as well, were the result 

of Jewish plots. 

Nevertheless his love always went out to them! At this very moment, it had been only a few 

weeks ago that he had written his letter to the Romans, containing this moving confession: “. . . I 

have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart. 3 For I could wish that I myself were 

accursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my brothers, my kinsmen according to the flesh. 

They are Israelites . . .” (Rom. 9:1-3; cf. Phil. 3:18). 

Why did Paul remind the elders of his troubles in Ephesus? Perhaps to equip them against 

slander (1 Thess. 2:1-12), but especially in order to put before them his conduct as an example. 

For this was an important part of his pastoral work: providing a good example! “Set the believers 

an example in speech, in conduct, in love, in faith, in purity” (1 Tim. 4:12). This remains the 

ABC of every training course for future church workers (cf. John 13:15; Phil. 3:17; 1 Thess. 1:6; 

Heb. 13:7; 1 Pet. 5:3). 

 

Take an example from my preaching 



 

20 The apostle also held before them for imitation his proclamation of the gospel. For he had 

never watered down the promises, commands, and threats of the gospel in order to please people 

and escape trouble (cf. Prov. 29:25). On the contrary, he had made known to them everything 

they had to know and believe for their salvation. Both publicly (the synagogue and school of 

Tyrannus) and in the house churches (cf. Rom. 16:5; Col. 4:14; Philemon 2). 

Leaders must be able to echo Paul: “If I were still trying to please men, I would not be a 

servant of Christ” (Gal. 1:10; cf. 1 Cor. 9:16). They must come with the full Word and not with 

little selections from Holy Scripture from which God’s warnings are omitted. Even if this would 

arouse opposition among some listeners. The apostle held this before Timothy as well: “Preach 

the word; be ready in season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, and exhort, with complete 

patience and teaching” (2 Tim. 4:2; cf. Ezek. 3:16-21; 33:1-20). 

21 In this way Paul himself had, apart from any respect of persons, entreated Jews and 

Greeks to repent. This consisted of their having to be committed to entirely different notions 

about God and his Christ, and to a radically different attitude. The Jews had to break with their 

blind leaders and the Gentiles with their dead idols. These were required so that both could turn 

penitently to the living God and base their faith on his Son, Messiah Jesus, and in this way 

receive forgiveness of sins and eternal life (cf. 26:20; cf. Eph. 2:12-22). 

 

Take an example from my readiness to suffer 

 

22 As the brothers knew (cf. 19:21), Paul was en route at the moment to Jerusalem, for him 

the belly of the beast. He was bound to this goal by the Holy Spirit. For the extraordinary 

circumstances under which he was fulfilling his extraordinary ministry, he needed an 

extraordinary leading with unusual revelations from the Spirit (cf. 10:19). Just as the Spirit had 

earlier prevented him from traveling to Asia and Bithynia (16:6-7), so now he was propelling 

Paul to Jerusalem. Paul willingly surrendered to that leading, not yet knowing what would 

happen to him there. 

23 At least not exactly. He had asked in his letter to the Romans written shortly before: pray 

“that I may be delivered from the unbelievers in Judea,” the region where he was now headed 

(Rom. 15:31). The Holy Spirit had also assured him as he went from city to city that new 

imprisonment and torments were awaiting him. Later the Spirit would inform him by the prophet 

Agabus that the Jews in Jerusalem would deliver him to the Gentiles (21:10-14). 

24 But this prospect did not scare him off. For him, it was not his life but his apostleship that 

was most precious. He viewed that task not as a cruel obligation, but as the daily proof of God’s 

mercy (2 Cor. 4:1) and of his having received grace from the Lord Jesus Christ (1 Tim. 1:12). As 

an ex-inquisitor, this divine display of grace had to suffice for him (2 Cor. 12:9). 

Since that time his deepest longing was that “Christ will be honored in my body, whether by 

life or by death. For to me to [continue to] live is [to continue working for] Christ, and to die [by 

being condemned to martyrdom] is gain [for the cause of Christ, because people will then say: 

did you hear?]” (Phil. 1:20-21). 

Even though he did hope that he might complete his “race” as an apostle (cf. 2 Tim. 4:7) after 

he might yet be allowed to proclaim the surpassing riches of God’s grace in Christ Jesus in Rome 

and Spain (Rom. 15:24, 28). 

With this mentality, Paul put himself forth before the leaders of that time as an example. Be 

ready to “share in suffering for the gospel by the power of God” (2 Tim. 1:8; cf. 1:12; 3:10-11; 



4:5). This applies especially to those who were allowed to devote their entire lives to proclaiming 

the gospel. Do they view their office along with all the difficulty that comes with it as a grace of 

God? 

 

Not responsible for anyone’s ruin 

 

25 Paul did not yet know what was hanging over his head in Jerusalem. He was ready for the 

worst (21:13). But if he were to be permitted to survive this visit, he would not be returning 

again to Asia Minor and Greece. His task in that region was finished (Rom. 15:23). At that point 

he wanted to bring the gospel to Italy and Spain. Therefore he now had to bid his definitive 

farewell to these brothers, with whom he had shared so much love and sorrow. 

They were moved deeply when they heard him say: “And now, behold, I know that none of 

you will see my face again.” I have traveled among you throughout Asia as God’s herald 

proclaiming his royal dominion of grace. 

26 Therefore I am taking my leave of you with a clear conscience. In this connection his 

thoughts went to what God had said to Ezekiel: if a watchman sees danger threatening, he must 

blow the trumpet. But if someone hears the signal but does not pay attention to it, but perishes, 

then his blood is on him alone and the watchman is not culpable (Ezek. 33:4; 3:17-19). Alluding 

to these passages, Paul continued: therefore I declare this day to you as elders in Ephesus that I 

am not guilty of the blood of anyone. If on judgment day Christians from Ephesus might be lost 

on account of unbelief, then they will not be able to blame me. 

27 For I repeat (cf. v. 20) that I have not neglected to proclaim to you God’s plan of 

redemption in its full breadth and depth. If Paul had been afraid of people or had pursued his 

own advantage, then he would have smoothed the sharp points of his message, so that Jews and 

Gentiles would not stumble over them. But he knew that one day he would have to give an 

account to the Lord (1 Cor. 4:4-5; Heb. 13:17). 

Therefore he had courageously proclaimed God’s entire plan of salvation, God’s entire 

revelation in Jesus Christ, without softening or omitting any of its “offense” and “foolishness” 

(Rom. 1:16; 1 Cor. 1:23). He brought his message in direct opposition to the arrogant thinking 

and spirit of the age. Perhaps he was here also opposing the “deeper knowledge” of the 

“initiated,” about which the Gnostics boasted. (And with which their modern counterparts 

undermine the factuality of the gospel.) 

With this, he was pointing not only the Ephesian elders to their duty of holding fast to this 

undiluted message, but also all who are called to proclaim the gospel of the kingdom. How many 

of them are guilty of the blood of their listeners? Because they proclaimed not the full gospel, but 

a “gospel” adapted to the natural man? 

As an aside, we can infer from Paul’s farewell address what, according to him, belongs to the 

substance of Scripturally faithful Christian preaching. It consists of everything profitable for our 

salvation (v. 20); the summons to faith and conversion (v. 21); the gospel of God’s grace (v. 24); 

the proclamation of the kingdom (v. 25); and God’s entire plan of redemption (v. 27). All of 

these, of course, in their mutual relationship and connection. 

 

Overseers of God’s blood-bought church 

 

28 But from now on the responsibility for the church rested no longer with Paul, but with the 

elders. He calls an elder an episkopos (from which our word “bishops” comes), overseer, 



caretaker, superintendent. Note carefully: elders in the church in Ephesus. Later usage that 

reserves the title of episcopos or bishop for the leader of a large number of churches is called by 

John Calvin, in his commentary on this passage, “a corruption of the language of the Holy 

Spirit.” A church with eight elders may say that it has eight “bishops.” In order to impress upon 

them their great responsibility, Paul points them to the following matters. 

Oversight of the church begins with oversight of yourself, brothers! If you want to keep 

others close to the Lord, you yourself must stay close to him. If you desire an exemplary church, 

then in your doctrine and life you yourself must be an exemplary leader (cf. 1 Tim 4:16). “For an 

overseer [episkopos], as God’s steward, must be above reproach. He must not be arrogant or 

quick-tempered or a drunkard or violent or greedy for gain, but hospitable, a lover of good, self-

controlled, upright, holy, and disciplined. He must hold firm to the trustworthy word as taught, 

so that he may be able to give instruction in sound doctrine and also to rebuke those who 

contradict it” (Titus 1:7-9; cf. 1 Tim. 3:2-4, 7). 

Don’t forget in whose service you stand. You are appointed to be overseers by the Holy 

Spirit, the One who advocates for the cause of Jesus Christ! You owe him your responsible 

performance of duty. Let this understanding animate you with fiery zeal for the church that he is 

gathering, defending, and upholding. And in all your weakness let this comfort you, that he is the 

one doing the real work (1 Cor. 3:7; Eph. 2:22; 1 Thess. 5:24). 

Be deeply convinced that this is not your church, but God’s church. In your pastoral work 

always keep in view that we haven’t the faintest idea the price that it has cost him. For he 

obtained the church through “the blood of his own,” that is, his beloved and only begotten Son. 

The red blood of Jesus was the heart blood of his Father. Therefore the church for which you 

must care of is of inestimable value to him. Woe to the servant who neglects the church, does not 

feed the church, does not guard the church, and treats the church with indifference! 

You men are pastors or undershepherds of the Good Shepherd, with the task of “pasturing” 

his flock faithfully. This means first of all: pasture the flock or provide it with (spiritual) food. 

Second, guard the flock and protect it against wolves, which Paul saw creeping around (v. 29). 

Third, care for the entire flock. A good pastor looks after not only congenial and cordial 

members, but also after the timid sheep, the weak sheep, and the wandering sheep. 

Woe to the hireling, the one who refuses to bother himself about the sheep (John 10:12-13). 

For Paul could declare that he was clean from the blood of everyone, but later the elders would 

have to be able to say the same thing! They would one day have to render an account of their 

shepherdly care (Heb. 13:17). At that time, let not one single apostate be able to accuse you: 

“Why didn’t you ever warn me?” For then his blood will be required from your hand (Ezek. 

3:18; 33:7-8). 

 

The sheep attacked by wolves 

 

29 Moreover, Paul foresaw hard times not only for himself, but also for the elders. I know 

that after my departure, false teachers will enter in among you. Like bloodthirsty wolves, they 

will be ruthless and attack the flock in order to devour it if possible (Matt. 7:15; 10:16). In this 

connection we think especially of the two eternal enemies of the church: Judaizers and 

Gnosticism—enemies that have afflicted the church of Christ down through the ages and under 

all kinds of names and forms. 

As far as the Judaizers are concerned, during Paul’s address in Miletus it had not been that 

long ago when he had fiercely opposed these fanatics in his letter to the Galatians. On all his 



journeys they followed him like a swarm of hornets. In order to warn believers wherever the 

gospel had been proclaimed: “Be careful, it won’t go as easily as Paul presents it to you. In order 

to be saved, more needs to happen than simply believing in Jesus.” According to the apostle, this 

was an accursed error (Gal. 1:8). 

As far as Gnosticism was concerned, this terrible wolf has mauled the flock of the Lord Jesus 

just as terribly, from the apostolic era until the present day. Paul called it a “spreading gangrene” 

(2 Tim. 2:17), “doctrines of demons” (1 Tim. 4:1), “irreverent babble and contradictions of what 

is falsely called knowledge” (1 Tim. 6:20). John entitled them “antichrists” (1 John 2:18, 22; 

4:3). There is almost no part of Christian doctrine that has not been attacked by this cancer. 

Gnosticism has saddled Christianity with unbiblical talk about God, his Son, and the latter’s 

incarnation, his Word, his creation, sin, grace, faith, reconciliation, justification, sanctification, 

flesh, body, soul, death, and resurrection. But with its so-called “deeper” knowledge, Gnosticism 

has undermined revealed truth. 

30 During the mob riot in the theater in Ephesus (19:21-40), the church had been threatened 

from the outside, but according to Paul, the danger of false teaching would come from within: 

people will arise from within your own group who will take the words of the gospel upon their 

lips, but who will twist the meaning of these words. In order by this surreptitious manner to 

tempt the disciples to break away from you and to follow them and their false doctrine. When 

Timothy worked in Ephesus, this church conflict had already ignited there. Gnostics like 

Hymenaeus and Philetus were claiming that you did not have to believe in a literal resurrection, 

but a resurrection that happened within you. With this they had caused the faith of some to waver 

(1 Tim. 1:3, 19-20; 6:20-21; cf. 2 Tim. 2:16-18). 

31 Therefore the apostle bound upon the hearts of the elders both then and now: Be on your 

guard! Remember how I have labored for three years day and night on behalf of the flock. Every 

morning I earned my living as a tentmaker. During the hot midday hours, when Ephesus was half 

asleep, I gave Bible lessons in the school of Tyrannus (19:9). And each evening I was still busy 

teaching church members. In this way, I have tirelessly held before each of you the good news. 

You know how many tears of sorrow and disappointment this pastoral work cost me. When I am 

gone, you must care for the flock just as zealously and lovingly as I did. Never acting like 

hirelings who flee from the wolf (John 10:12). 

 

Commended to the Lord 

 

32 Meanwhile Paul was not forgetting that all of them were only God’s fellow workers. 

Gathering and preserving churches is divine work. For that he does enlist people, but he does the 

real work through his Spirit and Word (1 Cor. 3:7-9). Therefore the apostle commended the 

consistory and church of Ephesus to God and to the Word of his grace. For the gospel is divine 

power (Rom. 1:16) whereby he is able, despite all opposition, to build up leaders and churches in 

the faith, so that they can discern between truth and lies. In order ultimately together with all the 

saints to receive the promised inheritance: eternal life on the new earth. 

Twenty centuries of church history shows that Paul was right to call them to watchfulness. 

Throughout all the centuries, Christianity has been attacked mauled by wolves in sheep’s 

clothing. But the Lord had continually, graciously preserved a holy remnant by the power of his 

Word, through loyalty to the apostolic teaching. 

 

Take an example from my selflessness 



 

33 Just as Samuel did in his farewell address (1 Sam. 12), so too Paul ended by pointing to 

the selflessness with which he had fulfilled his task. The elders could testify themselves that he 

had never abused his apostleship in order to enrich himself materially. He could truthfully 

declare: I have desired no one’s silver, gold, or clothing. From this as well, the brothers had to 

take an example for their own conduct: “An overseer must not be a lover of money” (1 Tim. 3:2-

3). 

34 Even though preachers of the gospel may certainly live from the gospel, the Lord himself 

had established this rule (Matt. 10:10; 1 Cor. 9:14; 1 Tim. 5:18). But to prevent the slur that he 

had lived well off the gospel, Paul had not made use of his right to compensation. He was very 

fond of that distinction. He had recently reminded the Corinthians extensively about that (1 Cor. 

9:1-18; cf. 1 Thess. 2:9; 2 Thess. 3:8). 

Nor had he accepted any compensation from the Ephesians at all. As he lifted his two hands, 

scarred by the heavy labor of tentmaking, he declared that those two hands had provided for all 

his needs. Indeed, even the needs of his fellow workers! With their help he had proclaimed the 

gospel from Ephesus throughout the entire province of Asia. Perhaps he had paid the expenses of 

their many and long ministry trips from his own hard-earned money. 

35 With this far-reaching selflessness, the apostle put himself forth as an example. As a 

tentmaker, he had worked so hard that he still had money left over for the poor and needy. This 

is how all Christians had to view the meaning of their work as well. Believers must work 

zealously also in order to be able to help the socially and physically weak. In this connection 

they had to keep constantly in mind the saying of the Lord Jesus that is not recorded in the 

Gospels: “It is more blessed to give than to receive.” That is how Paul concluded his address 

with a saying of the Lord Jesus. 

 

Heart touching farewell 

 

36 When Paul had finished speaking, he led them in prayer. In a deep consciousness of their 

smallness and dependence on the Lord God, the apostle fell to his knees, with the others who 

were present surely following suit. In this humble manner, he called on the name of the Lord to 

lift up before him the elders and the church in Ephesus (v. 32) and to beseech for his help and 

assistance for them. He would have done this in the same spirit as in Ephesians 1:15-23, 

Philippians 1:3-11, Colossians 1:3-14, 1 Thessalonians 1:2-3, 3:11-13, and 5:23-24. 

37 At that point no one could keep it inside any longer, and everyone burst into loud crying. 

According to the custom of the day, Paul was embraced by all the elders, kissed again and again. 

They could hardly let go of him. As fiercely as his enemies hated him, so intimately his friends 

loved him. 

38 What pained them the most was that according to Paul’s statement, they would never see 

him again. This was too much for them. For three years he had lived among them. Through him 

they had learned to know God and the Lord Jesus. Some of them were perhaps the first fruits in 

Ephesus. Did they now have to bid farewell permanently to their spiritual father, and had they 

heard him and seen him for the last time? It was like saying goodbye to someone who was about 

to die. Deeply saddened, they all accompanied him to the harbor of Miletus and brought him to 

the ship. Then he sailed away. 

 

  



CHAPTER 10 

 

ACTS 21:1-16: PAUL’S THIRD APOSTOLIC JOURNEY (4): TYRE, PTOLEMAIS, CAESAREA, JERUSALEM 

 

 

By now it was three years ago when Paul left Antioch in Syria for his third long journey, but this 

time he is not returning there. He had not been sent out as an apostle by that church, but by the 

Holy Spirit (13:2-4). So he was also not accountable to that church, even though after previous 

journeys he had brought them a report of what the Lord had done through him (14:27; 18:22). 

Part of his purpose was to strengthen, by means of his reports, the ecclesiastical unity between 

believers from among the Jews and those from among the Gentiles. But this time he traveled to 

Jerusalem as one “bound by the Spirit” (20:22), where he would arrive within a month. For that 

reason he passed by Antioch. 

In every city, the Spirit had already been telling him that “bonds and afflictions” awaited him 

(20:23). So he knew already that he would be a free man for only a short time, but he did not yet 

know that an imprisonment of no fewer than four years awaited him, two years in Caesarea, and 

two years in Rome. 

Nevertheless, he did not hesitate any longer to travel to Jerusalem. Not because he was such a 

“strong personality”—he too could be afraid and tremble with fear (1 Cor. 2:3)—but as a 

follower of Christ (1 Cor. 11:1) and in the power of the Spirit. “For God gave us a spirit not of 

fear but of power and love and self-control” (2 Tim. 1:7). 

 

10.1 From Miletus to Tyre (Acts 21:1-6) 

 

On this last leg of his journey, Paul was accompanied by at least eight brothers: Luke, Timothy, 

and the six representatives of the Greek and Macedonian churches who were bringing the 

collection for the poor in Judea: Sopater, the son of Pyrrhus, from Berea; Aristarchus and 

Secundus from Thessalonica; Gaius from Derbe; and Tychicus and Trophimus from Asia (20:4). 

1 Taking leave of the elders in Ephesus had been touching (20:36-38). Paul simply had to 

tear himself away from them. He evidently traveled by means of a small coastal vessel, which 

would drop anchor in the latter part of the night or earlier in the evening if the wind died down 

(see our comments on 20:4). In that case, the farewell occurred perhaps in the latter part of the 

night, and the elders saw him depart in the darkness. 

The ship set a direct course toward the island of Cos. The next day it reached Rhodes, and the 

third day, Patara, an important port on the southwest coast (of modern Turkey). From there, 

larger sailing ships left for Syria and Egypt. 

2 Here they found a ship that would be sailing not by way of the time-consuming detour 

along the coast, but directly across the open sea to Phoenicia (modern Lebanon). This was a 

distance of some 400 miles (650 kilometers), which could be done in five to seven days, 

depending on the wind. The captain was prepared to take the nine passengers on board. The trip 

would not have been very comfortable, since in that time, ships had hardly no accommodations 

for passengers. Most of the time, sea travelers had to supply their own provisions, and slept 

under their own travel blanket on deck (shipping was inactive during the winter). 

3 What memories would have been running through Paul’s mind during this voyage! Behind 

him, the coast of Asia Minor was disappearing into the distance. Beyond that coastline lay the 

churches of Iconium, Lystra, and Derbe. How were they doing? Several days later, the mountains 



of Cyprus rose on the horizon. Here nine years ago, the apostle, together with Barnabas and 

Mark, had proclaimed the gospel. The governor, Sergius Paulus, was converted at that time, and 

Elymas the sorcerer had suddenly become blind (13:4-13). The ship did not stop at the island, but 

passed southward and sailed to Syria. It was carrying freight heading for Tyre, which for 

centuries had been one of the great commercial centers of the Levant (cf. Ezek. 26:1-28:19). 

4 Refugees from Jerusalem (11:19) had proclaimed the gospel here and established a church. 

Note carefully: in the city where Jezebel had come from! Psalm 87:4 was being fulfilled: people 

from Tyre were now members of the family in Zion! It was not a large church, for Luke writes: 

“We found the disciples,” apparently after a bit of looking. Paul had stopped by once seven years 

earlier (15:3), perhaps even earlier (11:30; 12:25). In this little church of Tyre he remained for a 

week. Perhaps because the ship was anchored there for seven days, or because it had to wait that 

long for the arrival of another ship. But the Christians in Tyre enjoyed having him in their midst. 

For here, too, were believers with prophetic gifts, through whom the Holy Spirit 

communicated that Paul was en route to prison. More than this he did not communicate. But the 

church members went a step further. They deduced from this—surely with good intentions—the 

erroneous human conclusion that the apostle must certainly not continue traveling to Jerusalem. 

Paul did not agree with them, however. He heard in this message no prohibition against going to 

Jerusalem, but a confirmation of what the Spirit had communicated to him earlier (19:21; 20:23): 

there you can expect to be imprisoned and persecuted. 

 

Why that premature announcement? 

 

Why had the Spirit testified about this to him “in every city” (20:23)? In the first place, of 

course, for Paul’s own benefit. In order to provide opportunity to prepare for that difficult time. 

But in the second place, also with a view to the churches, so that they too could adequately 

prepare. Otherwise the report of Paul’s imprisonment would represent a terrible shock and 

setback for them. But now that the Spirit had given them advance notice, they would not need to 

doubt God’s leading when it occurred. For they would have realized by that time that Paul’s 

arrest was a purposeful part of Jesus’ plan! 

Similarly, the Lord Jesus had announced to his disciples, before his ascension, that they 

would be banned from the synagogue and some would be martyred. “But I have said these things 

to you, that when their hour comes you may remember that I told them to you” (John 16:4; cf. 

Matt. 24:25). After his ascension, with that in mind, he gave in the book of Revelation an 

expanded “prophecy” of “the things that must soon take place” (Rev. 1:1, 3). Similarly for the 

purpose of comforting his oppressed believers in advance: the Lord did know, this is not 

happening apart from him, and the cause of his Kingdom is not out of control. 

 

Farewell on the beach 

 

5 Paul’s eight companions and the Christians in Tyre had not met each other before now. But 

after that week, the bonds of faith and love toward one another had become so strong that the 

entire church brought them to the ship. Men, women, and even children walked along with them 

to the small beach beyond the city wall. On their knees, they lifted up to the Lord one another 

and the concerns of his kingdom. The young people were involved as well! 

6 Then they bade farewell in the realization that the apostle was heading for a difficult time 

and that they probably would never see each other again. Then they separated for good. Paul and 



his companions boarded the ship, which during the previous week had been emptied and loaded 

again. The church members stayed behind. They returned in complete freedom to their homes 

and their activities. He would soon go to prison. A difference that persists still today in Christ’s 

worldwide church: here, wealthy and free Christians, but there, poor and oppressed believers. 

 

10.2 Ptolemais and Caesarea (Acts 21:7-14) 

 

The company was approaching Jerusalem 

7 From Tyre, the ship traveled another 25 miles (40 kilometers) southward to the port of 

Ptolemais (i.e., Akko). Here too there was a church, probably established by believers who after 

Stephen’s death had fled the persecution in Jerusalem (8:1, 4; 11:19). Seven years ago, Paul had 

visited this place after his first apostolic journey (15:3). At this point, he remained here for one 

day. 

8 The next day the nine brothers left, presumably by ship, for Caesarea, the beautiful capital 

city of the Roman province of Judea, and the residence of the governors. Here Peter had baptized 

the officer Cornelius and his household (10:1-48). Paul had been here more often (9:30; 18:22). 

With a few weeks he would be put in prison here for an extended period. The voyage from 

Miletus to Caesarea had apparently gone so well that he did not need to hurry to reach Jerusalem 

in time for Pentecost. He had time to spend a few days with the evangelist Philip, formerly one 

of the seven Greek-speaking leaders in charge of poverty relief in the Jerusalem church (6:1-6). 

9 This man had four daughters, who had received from the Holy Spirit the gift of prophecy, 

whereby they were able to speak to believers “for their upbuilding and encouragement and 

consolation” (1 Cor. 14:3; see our comments on Acts 11:27 and 13:1). Luke does not tell us 

whether and what they may have prophesied during Paul’s stay. All of them were unmarried, 

whereby the could devote themselves completely to the Lord’s service (1 Cor. 7:34). We might 

think in this connection of the need to catechize women and children. For them, providing 

hospitality to these nine guests would have been a joy. 

For them and their father, these must have been unforgettable days, when Paul, Luke, 

Timothy, and the six Gentile Christians from Asia Minor and Greece were allowed to spend 

several days with them! They had a lot to talk about together. It had been twenty years ago when 

Philip had baptized the first African believer, the treasury minister of Ethiopia (8:26-40). At that 

time Paul was still a fearsome inquisitor, before whom he had fled (8:4-5). And now that 

previous persecutor of the church turned church planter was sitting in his home, telling about the 

churches that the Lord had established through his ministry in Pisidia, Galatia, Ephesus, Troas, 

Philippi, Thessalonica, Berea, Athens, and Corinth. Would Luke also have taken notes at this 

time from the reports of Philip, which we now read in Acts 6-8? 

 

The prophecy of Agabus 

 

10 After several days, the prophet Agabus came from Judea for a visit. We know him as the 

man who during that time had announced that the entire Roman empire would be affected by a 

severe famine (11:27-28). Now he was coming with the final and clearest confirmation of what 

the Lord had revealed to Paul several times during the recent weeks (20:23; 21:4). 

11 In the style of the prophets Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel, he illustrated his message with a 

symbolic action. He came up to us, Luke reports, grabbed the linen belt that Paul had around his 

waist, with which he first tied up his ankles, then his wrists, and said: “Thus says the Holy Spirit, 



‘This is how the Jews at Jerusalem will bind the man who owns this belt and deliver him into the 

hands of the Gentiles’.” 

Agabus said nothing more. He limited himself respectfully to the literal text of the message 

given him by the Holy Spirit, without supplementing it with his own counsel. In so doing, he 

acted with more humility than the believers in Tyre, who on their own had supplemented a 

similar announcement from the Holy Spirit with the urgent advice that Paul should not go on to 

Jerusalem (21:4). 

12 All those present were unnerved by the realistically portrayed prophecy: Timothy and 

Paul’s other travel companion, Philip and the believers from Caesarea who were there, as well as 

Luke. He writes openly: “When we heard this, we and the people there urged him not to go up to 

Jerusalem.” This reaction undoubtedly testified to a well-intentioned concern for the wellbeing 

of the beloved apostle and for the cause of the Lord. 

We can surmise what they were saying to Paul: “Turn aside from this threat! The Spirit is 

warning you for a reason in every city. Didn’t we hear what Agabus is proclaiming to you 

already back in Tyre? Perhaps this will cost you your life, and we can hardly do without you. 

Jesus himself said, did he not: ‘When they persecute you in one town, flee to the next”? (Matt. 

10:23). You have done this more often, haven’t you? You do want to make it to Rome and Spain, 

don’t you? The representatives of the Greek churches can bring their collection by themselves, 

can’t they?” In this way, they all pleaded with him with tears in their eyes (v. 13) not to go to 

that fatal city. 

In so doing, they were making the same mistake as the brothers in Tyre. They too confused 

the communication of the Spirit with their own explanation of it. They understood the prophecy 

of Agabus as a negative travel bulletin. When in fact it served to prepare Paul and them for 

difficult times ahead, so that they would not despair of Jesus’ ultimate victory. 

13 Meanwhile Paul was the only one who kept his head and held his feelings in check. In the 

tears and pleas of the brothers he discerned a temptation to abandon the route of the Master. In a 

friendly but firm way, he corrected them: “Why are you trying to break my heart with your 

tears?” You would take away all my confidence and resoluteness. But I am putting your counsel 

down at my side. “For I am ready not only to be imprisoned but even to die in Jerusalem for [the 

advantage of] the name [i.e., fame or deeds or gospel] of the Lord Jesus.” This was also how he 

had spoken to the elders of Ephesus: my ministry is more important than my life (20:24; cf. Phil. 

1:20-21; Col. 1:24). 

14 Then after some time of praying and imploring him, it was clear that he was not to be 

dissuaded, so they stopped with their attempts. Just as an entire group often surrenders to the 

resoluteness of a single person, they exhorted each other and finally acknowledge with a 

recovered strength of faith: “Let the will of the Lord be done.” At that point they fell silent. The 

matter was decided. 

This episode simultaneously constitutes a confirmation and explanation of Paul’s precept that 

prophecies must be “weighed” (1 Cor. 14:29). The messages that the Spirit had given him 

throughout this journey required from him his own evaluation. And this had to be based on what 

the Spirit had revealed to him earlier (20:22-23) and not contradict that. In that connection, the 

disciple in Tyre and Caesarea were unintentionally making it more difficult for him, whereas the 

modest and respectful Agabus left him the needed breadth and room. 

Shortly after this, the Lord Jesus appeared to him in an encouraging vision, where he assured 

Paul that he was on the right path (23:11). The Lord wanted him to bear witness to him in 

Jerusalem and later in the palaces of “Gentiles and kings” (9:15). As a prisoner he would receive 



opportunities to do just that, opportunities that he would never have received as a free man. 

Moreover, the prophecy of Agabus was fulfilled not literally but substantively. The Jews wanted 

to kill Paul. To prevent that, the Romans put him in chains (21:31-33). 

 

10.3 Up to Jerusalem (Acts 21:15-16) 

 

The end of Paul’s third apostolic journey was now approaching. He had been gone for three 

years. 

15 Then came the moment that Paul and his companions had to take leave of Philip and his 

daughters, as well as the church in Caesarea. Were they afraid that this was their final farewell? 

That would have made this departure very touching. None of them knew that twelve days later, 

Paul would be back in Caesarea again. But then as a prisoner of the Romans, confined to the 

palace of Herod (23:31-35; 24:11). 

The luggage was packed (and loaded on donkeys?) and the nine brothers prepared for the last 

stage of their long trip. The danger that Paul would encounter did not keep the faithful brothers 

from accompanying him. The distance between Caesarea and Jerusalem was about 62 miles (100 

kilometers). People could travel that distance in two or three days. 

16 Just as with his departure from Berea to Athens (17:15), Paul received an escort. Several 

students from Caesarea accompanied the travelers to Jerusalem. Was this in part to protect the 

collection that they were mandated by the Greek churches to bring to Jerusalem? Among throngs 

of pilgrims who were traveling to Jerusalem for Pentecost, the company arrived in the temple 

city. 

His guides brought him to Mnason, who like Barnabas was an early student. Because he was 

a Greek-speaking Cypriot, his household was a suitable lodging place. The representatives of the 

churches in Asia and Greece were for the most part of Gentile descent, and thus were 

uncircumcised. A law-abiding Jew would probably have had difficulty with this (cf. vv. 20-21), 

but with boldness and joy, the Hellenist Mnason provided this special group lodging. 

 

From Passover in Philippi until Pentecost in Jerusalem 

 

Luke provides such a detailed account of the final weeks of Paul’s third journey that we can 

construct the following overview. 

 

First week Departure from Philippi after Easter 

 Journey to Troas: five days (20:6) 

Second week Seven days in Troas (20:6) 

Third week Journey to Miletus: four days (20:13-16) 

Fourth week Journey from Miletus to Tyre: presumably seven days (21:1-3) 

Fifth week Seven days in Tyre (21:4) 

Sixth week Journey to Ptolemais: one day (21:7) 

 Stay of one day in Ptolemais (21:7) 

 Journey to Caesarea: one day (21:8) 

Seventh week Various days in Caesarea (21:10, 15) 

 Journey to Jerusalem: two or three days (21:15) 

 Arrival in Jerusalem (21:17) 

  



CHAPTER 11 

 

ACTS 21:17-40: PAUL IN JERUSALEM (1): ARRESTED 

 

 

It was now about twenty-five years ago when the Lord called Paul to be an apostle. At the cost of 

much affliction and suffering, he had proclaimed the gospel from Syria to Greece. 

Meanwhile, a twenty-five year long interim of grace had also passed that God had granted to 

Jerusalem after the crucifixion of his Son. As we know after the fact, they would have another 

fifteen years yet to repent. Because they regrettably had refused to do so, in the year AD 70 God 

had the city and temple destroyed by the Romans. 

But as gracious and patient as he is, before this happened, he allowed Paul to proclaim one 

more time the facts about Jesus Christ, in the hope that they would yet repent. Just as all 

preaching, so too this proclamation would be, first of all, gracious. At the same time, however, 

he would also function as a witness for the prosecution. For due to their rejection of Messiah 

Jesus, God was prosecuting a lawsuit against his apostate people. 

According to God’s wise arrangement, the apostle would be best able to perform this 

mandate as “an ambassador in chains” (Eph. 6:20). How else would he be able to preach to so 

many residents of Jerusalem at one time that Jesus had risen and was taken up into heaven? How 

else could he have addressed the Sanhedrin and the governors, Felix and Festus, and king 

Agrippa, along with their entire retinue, and summon them all to repentance and the forgiveness 

of sins? (cf. 24:25; 26:20). Indeed, if here were a free man, how could he ever have appeared 

before the Roman emperor? As a prisoner, however, he received ample opportunity to do just 

that. Moreover, we owe to his various imprisonments four Bible books: Ephesians, Philippians, 

Colossians, and Philemon. 

For this, too, we see that we are still reading the Acts of Jesus Christ. He held in his hands 

the royal reins and rule. We have already seen how had prepared Paul and the churches in a 

timely manner for this imprisonment. The Spirit of Jesus had told him in every city on his third 

journey that chains and persecution awaited him in Jerusalem (20:23; 21:11). Nine days after his 

arrival, this prophecy began to be fulfilled, with an imprisonment that would last at least four 

years. 

 

11.1 Visit to James and the elders (Acts 21:17-20a) 

 

Luke devotes almost seven chapters—one-fourth of his book—to the testimony that Paul the 

prisoner was permitted to give before “Gentiles, kings, and Israelites” (9:15). Evidently he 

considered this very important in terms of the purpose of his book. As an aside, he was also 

showing the amount of effort Satan was devoting to keep Paul from Rome (19:21). 

 

Jews embrace Gentiles 

 

17 When it became known that Paul had arrived in Jerusalem and was lodging with Mnason, 

many church members stopped by to greet him. This show of Christian love, so shortly before 

his arrest, surely did him good. A week later a raging mob would be crying out, “Away with 

him!” (21:36). 

18 The next day he and his travel companions went to James, the half-brother of the Lord 



Jesus, who occupied a prominent place in the church in Jerusalem. Presumably the numerous 

elders of this large church were also present during this visit. Apostles are not mentioned, who 

were apparently residing elsewhere. 

19 For all those present, this must have been a touching meeting! James and the elders saw 

Paul once again after years had passed, accompanied by eight fellow workers and representatives 

of Gentile Christian churches that he was permitted to establish. The gathering began, of course, 

with mutual greetings with a kiss, according to Eastern custom. The Jewish Christians embraced 

Luke, Timothy, Trophimus, Sopater, Aristarchus, Secundus, Gaius, and Tychicus. Except for 

Timothy, they were all uncircumcised Gentile believers. With their kiss of peace they were 

acknowledging these converted Gentiles as full “fellow citizens with the saints and members of 

the household of God” (Eph. 2:19). And the non-Jewish believers brought to the representatives 

of the “mother church” in Jerusalem the greetings of their Gentile Christians churches. They 

knew that the gospel had come to them from this “Zion,” as Isaiah had prophesied (Isa. 2:3). 

We presume that the deputation of the Greek and Macedonian churches handed over the 

collection in connection with this event, funds collected for the needy brothers and sisters in 

Judea (cf. 24:17). Due to the sizeable amount, the funds consisted not of coins but perhaps 

cheques. For these funds, Corinthians dock workers parted with hard-earned copper coins that 

wealthy slave owners like Philemon with their gold coins. 

With this they were demonstrating in a remarkable way how close-knit in Christ they felt as 

former Gentiles with the Jewish believers. The “church denomination” here consisted of a tight 

bond of faith and love. To strengthen this Spirit-given bond, Paul had worked especially hard for 

this collection. He had pointed the donors to the fact that as former pagans they were indebted to 

the Jewish recipients (Rom. 15:27). He had even postponed his visit to Rome for this (19:21) and 

had arranged the long trip from Corinth to Jerusalem to bring it. 

 

The Jews praise God for the salvation of the Gentiles 

 

Naturally everyone wanted to hear from Paul’s lips what he was permitted to accomplish on 

behalf of spreading the gospel since his last visit to Jerusalem. So he told them in detail what 

God, not he, had accomplished through his ministry among the Gentiles in Galatia, Phrygia, 

Asia, Macedonia, and Greece, which Luke summarized for us in 18:23-21:16. The presence of 

the seven converted Gentiles must have fortified the impression given by Paul’s report. 

20a When they heard all of this, the Jewish brothers praised and worshiped God. They 

themselves continued to observe the Law of Moses, but they rejoiced uprightly in the conversion 

of so many Gentiles. They had no difficulty accepting these uncircumcised fellow believers with 

their non-Jewish lifestyle as brothers and sisters in Christ. We must not forget this when they 

later appear with their difficulties. They would certainly have praised God on account of the 

enormous contribution (2 Cor. 8:20) that the converted Gentiles had gathered for the poor in 

Jerusalem. 

And then to recall that Paul had feared that his assistance might prove counterproductive. 

Because people might have felt patronized, and felt compelled to adopt Paul’s position about the 

Law and about circumcision. Or because such a sizeable donation from uncircumcised believers 

who were Gentiles might cause tensions in the circumcised church in Jerusalem. This could 

make the church’s proclamation of the gospel among the Jews in Jerusalem and Judea more 

difficult. If as a consequence the relationship to him and the churches from among the Gentiles 

were to be put under pressure, he would have failed in his purpose for the collection. Rather than 



strengthening the “church denomination,” this would weaken it! Something that would have 

been disastrous. Therefore before his journey to Jerusalem, in his letter to the Romans, he had 

asked: “Strive together with me in your prayers on my behalf, . . . that my service for Jerusalem 

may be acceptable to the saints” (Rom. 15:30-31). But fortunately, this fear was put to shame! 

 

11.2 For the sake of peace and unity, Paul is a Jew to the Jews (Acts21:21b-26) 

 

Paul’s third apostolic journey had lasted about three years and had demanded the utmost of his 

strength. A well-deserved period of rest was not in store for him, however. Immediately upon his 

arrival, he was once again embroiled in ecclesiastical difficulties. These would become the 

occasion for his arrest. 

 

Jerusalem: a large, still law-observant church 

 

20b Paul’s arrival presented the “consistory” of Jerusalem with a serious problem. You see, 

brother, they said, how many thousands of Jews have come to faith in Messiah Jesus. Except, all 

of them are zealous about the Law. According to them, Jewish Christians should strictly observe 

the Mosaic prescriptions about circumcision, Sabbaths, the temple ministry, kosher food, and 

everything related to these things, such as interaction with Gentiles. 

Years ago already, Stephen had proclaimed in Jerusalem that Messiah Jesus had fulfilled the 

Law and the temple (6:13-14), but they had not yet understood. They were as yet unable to enjoy 

the freedom that they possessed in Christ. By holding firmly to the “good, ancient customs,” they 

were in fact storing new wine in old wineskins (Luke 5:37). 

There faith was still “weak” (Rom. 14:1), it was not yet what it could and should be. This 

need not surprise us. They were still living entirely in the transition phase from the Old 

Testament to the New Testament. The Law of Moses had directed Israel’s life for more than 

twelve hundred years. So it was impossible to teach thousands of church members, including 

newly converted Jews, to make a complete about face now that they were free. This was all the 

more true since the temple activities were still in full swing. 

As long as “the abomination of desolation” (Matt. 24:15) was not yet visible there, the early 

Jewish Christians did not break abruptly with what Jesus had called “my Father’s house.” The 

apostles had not condemned the Jewish believers who were still unable to let go of the 

ceremonies of the Law for that position. They themselves went to the temple and observed the 

Jewish times of prayer (2:46; 3:1). Even the apostle Peter dared to enter the home of a Gentile 

and eat with Gentiles only after he had received a heavenly vision. So people could hardly blame 

church members for their inability to follow their example right away (10:1; 11:3). 

Transition periods are always difficult. The Lord was patient toward believers who did not 

immediately stop observing ancient divine prescriptions that had been around for twelve 

centuries. Therefore Paul used his apostolic authority to warn people to exercise patience toward 

those who were “weak in the faith” (Rom. 14:1-23) and he accepted the interim situation in 

Jerusalem. People must especially avoid forcing the situation, and must not forcibly impose on 

someone the use of their Christian liberty. Everything that was permissible was not therefore 

mandatory. In a few years, the destruction of the temple would automatically bring an end to all 

these difficulties. 

 

Fear of unrest due to Paul’s visit 



 

21 How would those thousands of law-observant church members in Jerusalem react to 

Paul’s stay in their midst? They were told, after all, thus the “consistory” went on to say, that 

you, Paul, made the Jews living abroad among Gentiles to depart from the Law. For you 

supposedly teach that whoever believes in Messiah Jesus is no longer bound to its prescriptions. 

According to you, then, they did not need any longer to have their newborn sons circumcised, 

and they should break from the ancient Jewish customs. 

This last item was pure slander. Paul had proclaimed only that observing the Law was no 

longer necessary to be saved. Converted Gentiles therefore should not be required to observe the 

Law. But he had never forbidden believers from among the Jews from continuing with that 

observance. This had been their manner of life ever since the days of Moses. On Moses’ 

authority, therefore, Israel had not eaten the meat of pigs or rabbits for more than a thousand 

years. They didn’t even crave it. Now they were permitted to eat it, but they were not thereby 

obligated to eat it. Just as now on the Sabbath they were permitted to work, but were not 

obligated to work. Messiah-believing Jews were allowed to continue holding their church 

services on the Sabbath. 

According to Paul, all such Mosaic customs were not suddenly forbidden (cf. 28:17). Nor 

according to the Jerusalem Convent (Acts 15:1-29). As long as people did not claim that God 

was still requiring this! Not from converted Gentiles either. That is how Paul talked about 

circumcision. In Christ Jesus, it makes no difference whether a man was circumcised (1 Cor. 

7:18-19; Gal. 5:6; 6:15). As long as Messiah-believing Jews did not turn this into a condition for 

salvation, they may continue having their newborn sons circumcised. Paul himself used that 

Christian liberty to have Timothy circumcised (16:3), but defended that very same liberty by not 

having Titus circumcised (Gal. 2:3). 

Many Jews in the diaspora had probably not broken with some of their ancient Jewish 

customs after their conversion. For no matter how evangelical God’s good Law was, it had often 

been an oppressive yoke as well (15:10). But now that these Jews were standing in the liberty of 

Christ, they had put off this yoke with relief (Gal. 5:1). In this way, living, working, doing 

business in a Gentile environment had now become so much easier for them. Law-observant 

Jews or even Jews inclined to Judaizing, who had contact with such “liberated” Jews, could have 

spread the evil rumor that Paul had incited them to break with the Mosaic ordinances, as though 

this involved a new commandment. 

22 We do not get the impression that James and the other Jewish brothers lent any credence 

to the rumors about Paul or condemned his preaching (cf. v. 25). They were somewhat law-

observant, but by no means bloodthirsty Judaizers. Otherwise they would not have greeted so 

warmly the uncircumcised delegates from the Greek Macedonian churches. Their problem, then, 

involved not Paul’s doctrine, but the Jewish mores and customs. Put another way: not Scripture, 

but culture. With that in view, there were afraid that Paul’s presence would cause great 

consternation, both among concerned church members and among the many pilgrims who were 

in the city to observe Pentecost. Their question at this point was: What now? How do we refute 

those allegations? 

 

The proposal of James and the elders 

 

23 No, they gave no command to Paul. They made a proposal, whereby he could with a clear 

conscience promote the unity and peace of the church in Jerusalem. They had four church 



members who had taken a nazirite vow. They had promised that for a specific period they would 

devote themselves to God in a priestly manner. During that entire period, they were not to cut 

their hair, not to use anything from the vineyard, and not to defile themselves with any corpse 

(Num. 6:14-15). Afterward they were allowed to have their long hair cut and thrown into the 

flames of the sacrificial fire. Thereby, according to the Law, they were released from their vow. 

24 Apparently these four men were so poor that they themselves could not pay the required 

sacrificial offering. In such a case, it would be considered a good and pious deed for someone 

else to pay their offering amount. If Paul were now to do that, and would perform the entire 

concluding stage of their Nazirite vow! To do that, he would first have to be ceremonially 

purified by the priest (cf. Num. 19). 

All of this would naturally be observed in the forecourt by church members. Which was 

precisely the intention of the proposal. Many would see how Paul was sprinkled with the water 

of ceremonial cleansing and participated in the ceremonies with which the nazirite vow of the 

four brothers was completed. In this way, the entire church would soon hear that Paul was 

absolutely not the godless despiser of the Law that he had been made out to be. But he still 

cherished deep respect for the Law. 

25 No, with this, his preaching among the Gentiles was not being condemned and 

compromised. James and the elders testified emphatically that they were not opposing what they 

had decided at the Jerusalem Convent: Christians from among the Gentiles did not need to 

observe the Law of Moses. They were required in their interaction with the Jews only to abstain 

from food sacrificed to idols, from meat that still contained blood, from consuming blood, and 

from sexual immorality (15:19-20). The Christian freedom from the Law of everyone continued 

to be acknowledged. Paul could depend upon that. The proposal of the “consistory” served 

exclusively to keep the peace among the Jewish Christians. They did not yet dare to use that 

freedom, because their faith was still too weak for that. 

 

Paul’s compliance 

 

26 At that point, the apostle did not angrily and aggressively read these somewhat law-

observing brothers the riot act, with an extremely consistent and straightforward appeal to the 

gospel, so that he would have turned that position into yet another law. On the contrary, he was 

meek toward them, and very accommodating toward them, and willingly accepted their well-

intentioned request. As long as the truth of the gospel was not at stake, he could accept a lot for 

the sake of peace and unity. 

He had earlier awakened the church in Rome and Corinth to this accommodating and 

compliant attitude toward the “weak” (Rom. 14:1-15; 1 Cor. 8; 10:23-11:1). By the same 

principle he had Timothy circumcised for the sake of the Jews (16:3). He powerfully defended 

Christian liberty from the Law against its opponents, but without going to the other extreme of 

becoming a slave to that liberty. Voluntary bondage is a high form of liberty and a great good in 

difficult times of transition. 

In fact, had not the Master himself, who was full of meek wisdom (James 3:13), also 

displayed this accommodating attitude? Although as the Son of God, he was freed from paying 

the temple tax, he told his disciples: Just pay it, in order “not to give offense to them” (Matt. 

17:24-27). We who are accustomed to arguing on the basis of “principle,” apart from time and 

circumstances, occasionally find this wisdom to be somewhat feeble, not consistent on Paul’s 

part, too calculating. 



But Paul understood this wisdom: “ For though I am free from all, I have made myself a 

servant to all, that I might win more of them. To the Jews I became as a Jew, in order to win 

Jews. To those under the law I became as one under the law (though not being myself under the 

law) that I might win those under the law. To those outside the law I became as one outside the 

law (not being outside the law of God but under the law of Christ) that I might win those outside 

the law. To the weak I became weak, that I might win the weak. I have become all things to all 

people, that by all means I might save some. I do it all for the sake of the gospel, that I may share 

with them in its blessings” (1 Cor. 9:19-23). 

According to this maxim, which we neglect to our own serious injury, Paul acted in 

Jerusalem. He promised the four brothers that he would pay the settlement costs of their nazirite 

vow. But in order to be able to function in the temple as their sponsor, as we said, he first had to 

be sprinkled by a priest with purification water. Presumably to become ceremonially clean from 

his contact with the Gentiles. (The Law of Moses did not prescribe that; the Law prescribed this 

sprinkling only after coming into contact with a corpse [Num. 19:12, 20]. In doing what he did, 

was the apostle bowing under a humanly invented expansion of the Law?) In addition, he gave 

notice when he himself had been sanctified and the vow of the four men was performed, so that 

for each of them the requisite sacrifice could be brought. 

Paul would have viewed those sacrifices ahead of time as “after-the-fact sacrifices,” pointing 

to the Lord Jesus Christ who had fulfilled them and rendered them superfluous. He would not 

have been permitted to do this with unbelieving Jews, who rejected the already offered 

atonement, salvation, and fulfillment, by Messiah Jesus. In this way, the apostle drank one more 

time the “old wine” for the sake of the treasured peace of the large, law-observant church in 

Jerusalem. Although he had already drunk the new wine and found it superior (Luke 5:39). 

 

11.3 Jerusalem in turmoil (Acts 21:27-30) 

 

None of the law-observant Jewish Christians provided the occasion for Paul’s arrest. Nor any 

Judaizers, but Jews from the Roman province of Asia (today, western Turkey). If it were up to 

them, Paul would never have ended up a Roman prisoner, let alone ever gone to Rome, but they 

would have killed him before that time. Now the Romans had saved his life. 

 

Paul almost lynched 

 

27 James’ intention was that Paul would have been observed in the temple approvingly by 

members of the as yet law-observant Jewish Christian congregation. But when the seven days of 

his purification were almost completed, he was also seen by fanatic enemies from Asia. All the 

Jews had heard his preaching there (19:10). Because they recognized Trophimus from Ephesus, 

they were likely from there as well (v. 29). Perhaps a few of them had also participated in the 

mob demonstration against Paul in the theater of Ephesus, and were still enraged that the city 

council had taken him under protection at that time (19:33-40). 

During the years that he had worked, Paul had experienced much sorrow from these Jews. 

Their fierce opposition against the gospel had forced him to separate from the synagogue and 

continue his ministry in the school of Tyrannus (19:8-9). After this they had plotted attacks 

against his life (20:19). Now that they saw him here once again, their old religious hatred 

immediately became inflamed again. Perhaps they could now get rid of him! Rather than alert 

the head of the temple guard, they took the law into their own hands. They incited a great tumult 



among the temple visitors, seized Paul, and shouted: 

28 “Men of Israel, help! This is the man who is teaching everyone everywhere against the 

people and the law and this place.” This was the same false accusation that people had initially 

brought against the Lord himself (Matt. 5:17; 26:60-61), then against Stephen (6:13-14), and 

now against his spiritual heir, Paul (we discussed this accusation in Acts I, chapter 9). The name 

of the Lord Jesus was not even mentioned. They had flatly rejected everything that Paul had 

proclaimed in their synagogues, including his appeal to the Law and Prophets regarding Jesus 

and his work. The climax was that he had now committed the most serious crime that a Jew 

could imagine: by bringing Greeks, Gentiles into the temple, he had desecrated the holy place. 

29 This accusation lacked any basis. They had spotted him shortly before with the Gentile 

Christian Trophimus. Not in the temple, but somewhere in the city. Nevertheless, they claimed 

angrily that Paul had taken him into, not the forecourt of the Gentiles, but the inner court of the 

Jews. 

For a Gentile, to enter this area was a capital crime! At regular intervals stones had been 

placed with the inscription: “No foreigner may go past the separation that divided the temple and 

the inner court. Anyone caught doing so would have himself to blame for being put do death.” 

The Sanhedrin was permitted to execute that punishment even against a Roman citizen. 

In this case, however, it was not only a false accusation, but a stupid one as well. Paul had 

just been busy demonstrating his respect for the temple by being levitically purified. This was, 

again in conformity with the Law, in order to help four Jews as they were completing their 

nazirite vow. But they hated the apostle of Jesus, and that was all there was to it. 

Behind this blind religious hatred, we perceive once again the ancient battle line between the 

righteous and the wicked, a reality that permeates the Psalms. Using terms drawn from the 

psalter, these “godly” pilgrims were “enemies” of Paul, real “lovers of violence,” “those who 

spoke lies,” “men of blood and deceit,” who were putting the “righteous” on the spot. 

30 The terrible accusations against Paul spread like a raging fire. The entire city was in 

turmoil, and in a short time, an entire street mob had gathered. Such a temple desecrator and 

lawbreaker may not defile the holy place a moment longer, but should be put to death 

immediately! Because it was prohibited to shed human blood in the temple, they grabbed hold of 

Paul and dragged him to the forecourt of the Gentiles. The gates that marked off the actual 

temple area from the forecourt were shut immediately. 

The arrest and execution of temple desecrators was actually the task of the temple guard. But 

when people were caught committing a flagrant violation, they would look the other way when a 

kangaroo court took care of the matter. Just like Stephen, Paul should have been stoned outside 

the city (7:58), But the hatred was so fierce that people didn’t take the time to do that and instead 

began to flog him immediately. People wanted to kill him on the spot (v. 31). 

In this way, Jesus’ painful complaint was being fulfilled once again: “O Jerusalem, 

Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to it!” (Luke 13:34). 

 

The apostle of Jesus Christ excommunicated from the temple 

 

With this action on behalf of “their” temple (cf. Matt. 23:38), the Jews sealed their 

destruction and Jerusalem took a new step en route to its coming demise. For the man behind 

whom the temple gates were shut was not just anyone, but he was the apostle of Messiah Jesus! 

As all the Jews from Asia could have known, he had always demonstrated the truth of his gospel 

with the Law and the Prophets. That divine ambassador was not excommunicated along with 



God’s Word from God’s house! 

This terrible event must have made a deep impression on James and the church in Jerusalem: 

the apostle Paul led by force from the temple and almost killed by his fellow Israelites! Would 

they have recognized in this one of the preliminary signs that according to the Lord Jesus would 

announce the destruction of city and temple? (Luke 21:12). According to his prediction, their 

generation would yet experience that (Matt. 24:1-2, 9, 34). In that case, Paul’s excommunication 

from the temple corresponds to the vision that Ezekiel had seen in his day. In that vision, “the 

glory of the God of Israel” had moved to the threshold of the temple. This had been the 

introduction of what at that point was the inevitable eviction from and destruction of his dwelling 

place (Ezek. 9:3). 

 

11.4 Paul rescued from a kangaroo court (Acts 21:31-36) 

 

For a good understanding of what follows, people need to know that the entire temple complex 

was dominated by the Roman fortress of Antonia. This enormous fortress, with its 82-foot (25 

meters) high corner towers, housed barracks, courtyards, and a luxurious palace for the governor 

whenever he visited Jerusalem. The castle was located at the northwest corner of the temple, and 

stood high above the temple. From that perch, the Roman authorities could easily keep an eye on 

the entire temple complex and large parts of the tumultuous city. Wide steps led from the castle 

directly to the temple plaza, so that whenever irregularities occurred, soldiers could intervene 

immediately. And those disturbances occurred often during the years before the outbreak of the 

Jewish War in 66. 

The garrison stationed in the fortress consisted of a cohort of soldiers, normally one thousand 

men: 760 infantry and 240 horsemen. It was under the command of a tribune (literally, a 

chiliarch, head of a thousand) and a number of centurions (literally, head of a hundred). The 

commandant was named Claudius Lysias (23:26; 24:22). He was the governor’s surrogate who 

had the task of maintaining public order in the city. Everyone knew him, of course. By means of 

this highly positioned officer the Lord saved Paul’s life in the nick of time. Several days later, 

the same tribune would assign 470 men to protect Paul once more (23:23). 

 

Protected from a lynching party 

 

31 Whereas the agitated mob had already attempted to lynch the apostle, the garrison 

commander saw from his guard posts in the fortress that a terrific tumult was overrunning the 

city, and that in the outer court of the temple, a kangaroo court was in session. 

32 The commandant took no risks, certainly not when at this time there were numerous 

pilgrims in the city to commemorate Pentecost. He immediately sounded the alarm and took 

charge. Several centurions with their soldiers stormed down the stairs to the mob in the forecourt 

of the Gentiles. They came not a moment too soon. When the Jews saw the commander and his 

soldiers arrive, they swallowed their “holy” zeal and stopped beating Paul. In this way, Claudius 

Lysias rescued Paul’s life by means of his firm response. 

33 When he had come closer, and saw the man who was being flogged, he initially thought 

he was dealing with a dangerous person (v. 38). For that reason he had him arrested and bound 

with two chains (between two soldiers?). In this way, the prophecy of Agabus was being 

substantially fulfilled (21:10-11). 

The pagan officer immediately began to treat Paul better and more justly than his Jewish 



brothers. As a start, he put an immediate stop to the kangaroo court. Because he thought that his 

arrestee was an Egyptian terrorist leader (v. 38) who spoke no Greek and whom he would not be 

able to understand, he tried to learn from the bystanders who Paul was and what crime he had 

committed. These were two fundamental questions for an orderly trial. 

34 The people shouted through each other, however. Many apparently knew nothing at all 

about what had happened. Because the tribune could not get to the facts on account of the noise, 

he commanded that Paul be led away to the barracks in the Antonia fortress. 

35 The Jews watched in helpless rage as their prisoner was taken out of their reach just 

before they could put him to death. But the “wolves” didn’t just let their prey escape (Matt. 

10:16). At the steps of the fortress, the raging mob began to protest so riotously that the soldiers 

had to carry Paul on their shoulders. 

36 For the entire horde came after them, screaming: “Away with him! Kill that man!” The 

very same cry that had arisen with the Master (Luke 23:18). If the Roman government had not 

prevented it, these Jews would surely have killed the apostle. 

In this way, Paul was once again taken into protective custody by the world power of his 

time. In Corinth, the proconsul Gallio had released him even before he had defended himself 

(18:12-17). In Ephesus, friendly rulers had warned him not to go to the theater (19:31). And on 

his journey to Rome, the centurion Julius would later treat him very kindly. Luke was delighted 

to report these details to Theophilus, the high Roman official to whom he had dedicated his 

books (1:1). And he would have read them with satisfaction. The higher government was not 

(yet) antichristian. 

 

11.5 Paul receives an opportunity to address the ancient covenant people (Acts 21:37-40) 

 

Meanwhile, Paul had been carried up the steps to the Antonia fortress, and found himself before 

the tribune, Claudius Lysias, safely on the platform, several feet above his tormenters. 

37 There he displayed amazing courage and spiritual strength, but at the same time, a deep 

love for his Jewish brothers. A few minutes earlier, they had seized him, slapped and beaten him. 

But instead of cursing them, he seized this unique opportunity to testify before this great 

multitude about Messiah Jesus. 

Shortly before he was brought into the barracks, he spoke to the garrison commander. Very 

aware that he was addressing a superior officer as a chained arrestee, he politely asked in fluent 

Greek, the world language of that time: “May I ask you something?” Surprised that the prisoner 

could speak that language, the commander asked: Do you know Greek? 

38 Are you then not the Egyptian who a while back unleashed a riot and together with those 

four thousand Sicarii took refuge in the desert? (cf. Matt. 24:11, 26). 

With this, he was referring to Jewish freedom fighters who belonged to the Zealots. They 

were called Sicarii on account of the sica (dagger) that they kept hidden in the folds of their 

cloaks. With them they would kill Jews who collaborated with the Romans. They would stab 

their victims to death with lightning speed amid the bustle of a large crowd. 

According to Josephus, the aforementioned Egyptian had identified himself as a prophet, and 

had invited the multitude to follow him to the Mount of Olives. Then with a single word of 

power he would cause the walls of Jerusalem to collapse. Since governor Felix assumed that the 

Egyptian wanted to make himself rule of Jerusalem, he had killed four hundred of his followers 

and imprisoned two hundred. The sly fox was able to escape with four thousand followers. 

The thought shot through the tribune’s mind that this dangerous Egyptian had surfaced once 



again. In that case, he would have made a great catch! But Paul’s excellent Greek put an 

immediate end to that illusion. Standing before him was no agitator, but a cultured and refined 

man. 

39 No, he was not that Egyptian. “I [with emphasis] am a Jew, a citizen of the well-known 

city of Tarsus in Cilicia. Please allow me to speak to the people.” 

40 The tribune granted Paul’s request. So there stood the apostle. Rescued from death in the 

nick of time. Covered with bumps and scrapes. His clothes torn. Chain on his wrists (and 

ankles?). Alongside him the garrison commander, Claudius Lysias, with his soldiers. High above 

him the might Antonia fortress. Below him on the steps the tumultuous crowd, probably still 

calling for his death and kept in check only by the Roman military might. Before him lay the 

impressive temple complex and at a lower elevation, the city of Jerusalem. 

When he raised one of his chained hands—the familiar gesture with which ancient orators 

signaled their audience to be quiet (13:16)—the shouts gradually died out and a deathly quiet 

descended on the temple plaza that had just been swirling in turmoil. Did something of “the fear 

of the Lord” fall upon the gathered multitude? 

To the tribune Paul had spoken in Greek, but to his countrymen he spoke in Hebrew. With 

this Luke could have been referring to the cognate language of Aramaic, the language that was 

spoken in Israel at that time. The tribune did not understand this language (22:24), but he did not 

for that reason deny Paul’s request. Perhaps he was deeply impressed by the sudden turnabout, 

whereby the raging mob was suddenly listening silently to the man whom they had almost 

lynched. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



CHAPTER 12 

 

ACTS 22:1-23: PAUL IN JERUSALEM (2): FINAL PUBLIC TESTIMONY TO ISRAEL IN THE TEMPLE 

 

 

“Men of Israel, help!,” the Jews from Asia had cried out. “This is the fellow who is proclaiming 

everywhere and to everyone a doctrine that is against the people, the law, and this holy place!” 

(cf. 21:28). According to them, Paul, like Stephen before him (6:11-14), was a declared enemy of 

God’s people, God’s Word, and God’s temple! Paul now proceeds to defend himself against this 

false accusation. 

Stephen had done this by citing from Israel’s history (Acts 7), but Paul does this by narrating 

his own life story. Except that at the center of this story was not Paul, but the Lord Jesus. In fact, 

in this way his narrative becomes another in a long line of apostolic testimonies that Jerusalem 

gets to hear about the Lord Jesus. 

In Acts, this is the last one we read, at least with respect to the people. The grace-interim that 

God had announced after “Golgotha” was coming to a close. The “days of vengeance” that Jesus 

had foretold (Luke 21:22) were now at hand. “Because when God turned toward you,” Jesus had 

warned, “you did not recognize the time of your visitation” (cf. Luke 19:44). We assume that 

Paul gave this speech shortly after one of the Pentecost feasts between the years 55-57. In 66, the 

Jewish War would break out (1,100,000 dead, 97,000 captured) and in 70 the temple would be 

torn down to the last stone (Luke 21:6). So Paul was speaking beneath a sky dark with 

impending disaster. 

In this situation, he definitely did not give an abstract timeless evangelism talk. Surely what 

Peter had said was (and remains) valid: “Repent! Each of you must be baptized in the name of 

Jesus Christ unto the forgiveness of your sins” (cf. 2:38; 3:19; Rom. 11:29). But just like the 

other apostles, Paul functioned here as a witness for the prosecution in the covenant lawsuit that 

God was conducting against his unfaithful people. From the time of John the Baptizer, the 

summons of “Repent!” had been sounded. Now the insulted King had sent the apostle Paul one 

more time to testify about what God had done first of all for Israel through Messiah Jesus (3:26). 

He wanted this final public testimony to be heard in the temple, in the heart of Jerusalem! 

And at a most opportune time: after Pentecost, when the city was filled end to end with pilgrims 

from all the countries mentioned in Acts 2. For this great purpose, the Lord made use of the evil 

of Paul’s arrest. 

 

12.1 I am a purebred Jewish scholar (Acts 22:1-3) 

 

Since in our discussion of Acts 9, we sketched Paul’s earlier life, and at that point drew in 

material from Acts 22 and 26, at this point we will refer the reader to Acts I. 

 

Paul’s engaging tone 

 

1 How did the mistreated apostle address his audience? They had violated the fraternal bond 

and just now had almost killed him as an enemy of God’s people. But just like Stephen (7:2), he 

acknowledged for his part his loving and intimate relationship with this people, and addressed 

them as “brothers” and the older ones as “fathers”! He continued to see himself as an Israelite 

among Israelites, and he respected the covenantal foundation on which he was standing 



alongside them (cf. Rom. 9:1-5). Next he asked them kindly to listen to what he was about to 

explain in his own defense. By avoiding unnecessary sharp characterizations that would have 

aroused antipathy, he made it as easy as possible for them to listen to him. 

2 The crowd thought he was a Hellenist. These Greek-speaking Jews no longer spoke ancient 

Hebrew fluently. Nor could they speak the cognate language of Aramaic, either well or at all, 

which was the language of their fatherland. The Jews from Asia who had accused Paul were 

generally speaking only Greek. But to the surprise of the entire multitude, that “enemy of his 

people” spoke fluent Aramaic, their mother tongue! Or was it in pure Hebrew, as the text state 

literally? In so doing, he brought them in, and the plaza became even more quiet. 

 

Faithful to his Jewish descent and faith 

 

3 No, Paul was no transgressor of the law and enemy of the Jewish people. On the contrary, 

he continued, I am a purebred Jew. Although a Hellenist, born in the diaspora, in Tarsus of 

Cilicia, but raised here in Jerusalem. I have been trained as a scribe at the feet of the famous 

rabbi, Gamaliel. My so-called “apostasy” was therefore not caused by any lack of education. 

From him I learned to observe the Law and the traditions of our ancestors as scrupulously and 

strictly as possible (cf. Gal. 1:14). In short, I had then as fervent a zeal for God as you are 

displaying today, when you wanted to kill me. On both sides this was a zeal “without 

understanding (Rom. 10:2), but Paul did not add that here. 

 

12.2 I persecuted Jesus’ followers fiercely (Acts 22:4-5) 

 

Many of his listeners perhaps didn’t know Paul at all. They hated him simply because he was 

proclaiming that Jesus was the Messiah. But did they actually know how fiercely Paul had 

persecuted the teaching and followers of Jesus twenty years earlier? 

4 I wanted to root out that Jesus-movement root and branch. As an inquisitor I had innocent 

men and even women thrown into prison and locked up. The “zeal” of his listeners had just now 

almost cost Paul his life, but through his own “zeal” some Christians had actually lost their lives. 

5 An incredible story? The highest Jewish authorities, the high priest and the Sanhedrin, can, 

if you wish, confirm that I have indeed been a fanatical inquisitor. They granted me written 

authority to arrest followers of Jesus as far away as Damascus. I would bring them bound to 

Jerusalem so they could face trial here. At that time I was such a zealot for God’s law, God’s 

house, and God’s people. Precisely the opposite of what the Jews from Asia are claiming about 

me (21:28). A series of divine miracles was needed to change me. 

 

12.3 Jesus of Nazareth converted me from persecutor to preacher (Acts 22:6-11) 

 

Now Paul goes on to tell how the miracles had happened and he was changed from a persecutor 

into a preacher. Not by means of people bringing him around, but by means of God’s Son 

arresting him. With this, his testimony moved into a testimony about what God and the Lord 

Jesus had done with him. 

6 “It happened near Damascus. Around noon, when the sun was at its highest and was 

shining its clearest light. Suddenly I was surrounded by a light from heaven that was even 

brighter than the midday sun.” 

This was the first miracle. Such a light indicated a divine appearance, something his listeners 



understood immediately. God is light. He dwells in the light and shines in the light (Exod. 13:21; 

Ps. 104:2; Hab. 3:4; 1 John 1:5). 

7 “This heavenly light was so overpowering that I fell to the ground because of it. Then a 

second miracle occurred: I heard a voice that called out my Hebrew name twice: ‘Sjaoel, 

Sjaoel.’” 

That too pointed to a theophany. Paul’s listeners knew from Scripture that when God called 

people, he often repeated their name one time: “Abraham, Abraham” (Gen. 22:11; cf. 46:2). 

From the burning bush he said: “Moses, Moses” (Exod. 3:4). In the tabernacle he called: 

“Samuel, Samuel” (1 Sam. 3:10). It was clearly God who was calling Paul. “Why are you 

persecuting me?” the voice asked. So the zealot for God was in fact an opponent of God! 

8 “Who are you, Lord?” I asked. And then came the shocking answer: “I am Jesus of 

Nazareth, whom you are persecuting.” So the crucified Jesus was alive after all! He had really 

been raised from the dead and taken up into heaven, as his apostles were testifying. God stood at 

Jesus’ side and Jesus stood on the side of those whom I was persecuting all the way to fire and 

sword. “Why are you persecuting me?” he had even asked. 

For Paul during this time, such an experience had turned his entire pharisaic house upside 

down. For his listeners this was an equally shocking testimony about three facts. First, that Jesus 

obviously was not dead, as the Sanhedrin had claimed (Matt. 28:11-15), that he had risen and 

ascended to heaven, there to be clothed with divine glory. Second, that he had spoken to Paul 

from heaven. Third, that he was united to his persecuted believers. 

9 This divine revelation was directed only to Paul. His companions did see the supernatural 

light, for that shone around them as well. They also heard the sound of a voice, but they did not 

understand what was said. This was a new miracle. ‘I was the only one who both saw the light 

and understood what Jesus said.’ 

10 Jesus placed a royal claim upon me and had already established his plan for my apostolic 

course of labor. For when I asked with deep humility: ‘Lord, what must I do?’ he said to me: 

‘Rise and go to Damascus; there you will hear exactly what has been arranged for you and what 

you must do.’ In this way, Jesus of Nazareth, whose corpse had allegedly been stolen, had 

spoken to Paul from heaven. What a renewed testimony this was about his resurrection from the 

dead and exultation as Lord and Messiah! (cf. 2:36). Now for the third time, Paul had called him 

“Lord,” the same title that Israel used to address God. 

11 ‘But since I had been blinded completely by the intensity of that heavenly light, my 

companions had to take my hand and lead me to Damascus.’ 

Once again, for those who have ears to hear, this was a poignant testimony! The entire 

multitude could now learn what God had done with Jesus of Nazareth, the humble rabbi who had 

died on a cross. The radiant light of his heavenly glory had struck Paul with blindness! 

 

12.4 A godly Jew brought to me God’s commission that I must testify about Jesus (Acts 

22:12-16) 

 

And from whom did Paul learn in Damascus what God’s commission for him was? 

Definitely not from someone who was hostile toward the Law, the temple, and the Jewish 

people, as they were claiming about Paul. 

12 ‘There came to me a man by the name of Ananias, one who faithfully observed the Law 

and who is highly respected by all the Jews living there.’ Paul’s listeners would easily have 

agreed with this if they had known him. (At this point Paul did not think that mentioning 



Ananias’ preparation for their meeting was relevant [cf. 9:10-16].) 

13 “This man stood before me and said: ‘Saul, brother, receive your sight again!’ That very 

moment I could see once again and I looked at him. For me this new miracle was the proof that 

God had sent this man to me.’ Without mentioning Jesus’ name,  with these words Paul was also 

testifying about the Lord Jesus. Initially his heavenly glory had blinded Paul, and now Jesus had 

given him his sight once again. Was this not clear proof of his superhuman power? 

14 These two divine interventions had changed Paul from a persecutor into a follower: the 

appearance of the resurrected Jesus, and the message that he had received through Ananias from 

the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. This message contains four items. 

First, the God of our fathers earlier appointed you to know his will about Jesus. He wanted to 

justify sinners by pure grace through faith in Messiah Jesus. The special revelation of God’s will 

lent to Paul’s preaching the same authority as that of Moses and the Prophets. It also confirmed 

that Paul’s gospel involved not setting aside the law, but fulfilling the law (Rom. 3:21-22). 

Second, God has given you the privilege of seeing the Righteous One! This was a messianic 

title that the Jews knew from the Scriptures (see our comments on Acts 3:14). This is what God 

had called Jesus of Nazareth! Many Jews had rejected him because he was too humble (Isa. 

53:2). But God called him the Righteous One or the Completely Innocent One. Were Paul’s 

listeners still looking for a glorious Messiah? Well then, God had granted Jesus such 

unspeakable glory that Paul had become blinded by it! 

Third, in addition, God counted you worthy of hearing the voice of Messiah Jesus from 

heaven! Clearly, and in the Hebrew language, Paul had heard him say call: ‘Sjaoel, Sjaoel, why 

are you persecuting me? . . . Rise, go to Damascus. There you will be told what task has been 

given to you.’ 

15 Fourth, in this way God had equipped him for his new task and had told him through 

Ananias: ‘You must testify about him to all people, concerning what you had heard and seen 

from the Righteous One.’ Namely, that Jesus of Nazareth had risen from the dead and had 

received the highest glory in heaven. As a witness of that, Paul was thereby standing on the same 

line with the other apostles. 

16 For three days he could see nothing, and he touched no food (9:9). At that point Ananias 

had healed him from his blindness, had communicated to him God’s commission, and finally had 

encouraged him: ‘Come, Saul, why are you hesitating? Call upon his name, be baptized, and be 

washed from your sins.’ Stated another way: become a member of Jesus’ church. Be baptized 

and thereby receive the sign and seal that accompanies God’s declaration that your sins, 

including your ghastly past as a persecutor of the church, are washed away by the blood and the 

Spirit of Jesus Christ. 

Paul had done this. With these words he was confessing to his listeners: through these divine 

miracles, I have radically repented from my rejection of Messiah and my persecution of 

Christians. Was he not thereby indirectly calling upon all of them to follow his example? 

 

12.5 Jesus sent me to the Gentiles (Acts 22:17-21) 

 

Immediately after his call, Paul began testifying in Damascus and environs about Messiah Jesus. 

Only after about two or three years did he return to Jerusalem (see comments on 9:23). But he 

did not mention this at the moment, along with other details that Luke tells us in Acts 9. 

17 ‘Now the hot potato: Why did I go to the Gentiles? Well, certainly not on my own 

initiative. On the contrary, initially I wanted nothing to do with that or participate in that at all. It 



all began with what I experienced after my return to Jerusalem. On a certain day, when I was 

praying in the temple, I entered into a trance.’ 

Wisely, as an aside here, he was letting them know that for him as a good Jew, even after his 

conversion to Messiah Jesus, the temple was still the sacred place of prayer. Jews from Ephesus 

had accused him of defiling the temple (21:28), but he had never ceased from being and 

remaining a law-observing Jew.  

18 ‘As I was praying, I was suddenly struck with a vision. In that vision, I received another 

glimpse of the exalted Lord and Messiah, but now without being blinded. In the temple, of all 

places, which according to some people I have allegedly defiled, he told me: Leave Jerusalem as 

soon as possible, for they refuse to accept any of your testimony about me.’ The fact that several 

prior attempts to kill him had been plotted by Greek-speaking Jews he left unmentioned (9:29). 

19 ‘I did not agree with the Lord about this, however. I definitely want to remain in 

Jerusalem to work among the Jews. As a converted inquisitor I thought I was just the right man 

to persuade my former collaborators of their error. I brought this to the Lord’s attention. I said: 

“Lord, they know that I was the one who went from one synagogue to another to imprison and 

chain the people who believed in you. 

20 When the blood of Stephen, your witness, was shed, I stood by. I was in agreement and 

watched over the garments of those who put him to death. Who better than a converted 

persecutor to persuade such persecutors of their sin? In short, I hung so tightly to Jerusalem and 

Israel that I wanted to stay here.’ In Romans 9:3 Paul had already written that he yearned deeply 

for Israel’s salvation. 

21 But the Lord put an end to the conversation. Not because God’s Son supposedly 

demanded blind compliance and refused to listen to any objections from his saints. For God had 

occasionally changed his plans in response to someone’s prayer (cf. Gen. 18:16-33; Exod. 32:9-

14). But he rejected Paul’s objections by saying: “Go, for I am sending you far away, to the 

Gentiles.” He had already told him why: “Jerusalem will not receive from you any testimony 

about me” (c. 18). Now, that had become readily apparent! 

 

12.6 Jerusalem rejects Paul’s final apostolic testimony (Acts 22:22-23) 

 

Paul’s entire narrative about the course of his life had in fact been one power testimony about the 

Lord Jesus. For those who understood well, it contained a summons to penitence and conversion. 

Perhaps he had wanted to call the multitude explicitly to this response, as Peter had done years 

earlier (3:19). But he did not get the opportunity to do that. 

22 Until now, the crowd had listened to him in silence, even when he had mentioned Jesus. 

But as soon as he said that God had commissioned him to proclaim the gospel to the Gentiles, a 

terrible riot broke out. Not because people were objecting to his preaching to Gentiles, for the 

scribes and Pharisees also went over land and see to make a single convert (Matt. 23:15). 

But at that point they would demand of such a Gentile that he would become a Jew and begin 

living according to the Law of Moses, but according to Paul, that was no longer necessary. He 

was proclaiming the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ for all who accepted him in faith as their 

Savior (cf. 16:31). According to Paul, Jews and Gentiles were saved in the same way: by Jesus 

alone, by grace alone, and by faith alone. 

This enraged the crowd. This man was misunderstanding Israel’s unique position! They were 

right after all: what he was teaching was going against the elect nation, against the Law, and 

against the temple (21:28). This kind of person was certainly capable of bringing Gentiles into 



the temple (21:29). An ear-piercing scream erupted: “Away with that man from the earth! This 

fellow does not have the right to live!” 

Almost thirty years earlier, a Jewish multitude had raised approximately the same cry before 

Pontius Pilate (Luke 23:18). Had Paul also shouted something similar when Stephen had testified 

before the Sanhedrin: “I see the heavens opened, and the Son of Man standing at the right hand 

of God” (7:56-57)? 

23 They were beside themselves. With shrieking they waved their garments. If they had been 

able, they would have stone Paul on the spot, just as they had his predecessor Stephen. But 

unfortunately for them, he was in Roman custody and for that reason they threw handfuls of dirt 

into the air, where Paul stood chained between the soldiers on the steps above. 

In so doing, a large crowd of Jews from Jerusalem and of Jewish pilgrims from many lands 

were rejecting Paul’s final public testimony. Everything that he had communicated about the 

present glory of Jesus of Nazareth and the revelation of the God of their fathers was now being 

rejected with loud shouting. “Away with that man and with everything he is proclaiming! We 

Jews want to remain God’s only people. Therefore we refuse to tolerate anyone next to us who is 

not a Jew.” 

We don’t know whether Paul’s testimony brought about faith and conversion among some in 

the crowd (cf. 2:37-40). We do know that after this speech, the responsibility of everyone for 

rejecting Messiah Jesus became all the more serious. For a man had just spoken in Jerusalem 

who had seen the risen Jesus in heavenly glory (cf. Ezek. 2:5). Because of this, any innocence on 

their part was taken away. The destruction of Jerusalem would be a just recompense (Luke 21:5-

24). As far as the temple was concerned, for which they were so zealous, it had completed its 

function and could now be torn down. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



CHAPTER 13 

 

ACTS 22:24-23:35: PAUL IN JERUSALEM (3): TESTIMONY BEFORE THE SANHEDRIN, NEW PLOT 

AGAINST HIS LIFE 

 

 

Before the Sanhedrin condemned the Lord Jesus to death, he had overwhelmingly proven to both 

the leaders and the people that he was the Messiah shortly before, near Jerusalem, by means of 

the resurrection of Lazarus. After this greatest of miracles, the Council decided, of all things, to 

kill him (John 11:47). In their meeting he had confessed explicitly that he was the Son of God 

(Matt. 26:63-64). Finally, the Council was among the first ones who learned that he had risen 

from the grave. But they had adamantly denied that to the people (Matt. 28.11-15). 

Nevertheless, after all of this he had still offered this highest Jewish board the opportunity to 

repent from their murder of the Messiah. Time and again the apostles and Stephen had testified 

before the Council that God had raised Jesus and, according to the prophecy of Psalm 110, had 

put him at his right hand as Lord and Messiah (2:35-36; 4-7). 

Approximately twenty years had passed since then. Now as Public Prosecutor, the Holy 

Spirit wanted to set these facts before the Supreme Council one more time, this time from the 

lips of Paul. Would people accept his testimony yet at this point? Unfortunately, it resulted in a 

new conspiracy against his life. 

 

13.1 Paul’s Roman citizenship prevent his beating (Acts 22:24-29) 

 

Because Paul had addressed the people in Aramaic, or even in Hebrew, Claudius Lysias, the 

Roman garrison commander, probably understood nothing of what he said. But when the crowd 

burst out anew in rage at a particular moment in Paul’s remarks, he wanted to get to the bottom 

of it. It appeared that people were thinking that Paul had committed a capital crime. 

24 Therefore he commanded that the arrestee be brought into the barracks, and to interrogate 

him with blows. Then it would come to light why the people had turned against him with such 

rage. 

25 Had Paul not heard the order given in Latin by the commander, or could he at that 

moment offer no resistance? For only when he saw that they were getting ready to tie him down 

and prepare his back for the blows with the flogging straps, he said to the centurion who was on 

call: “May you flog a Roman, and do so even without any kind of trial?” (cf. 16:37). For no one 

had registered a credible accusation against him, as the law required. 

26 This question caused a shock effect. Immediately the officer hurried to the tribune to ask: 

“What have you done? That man is a Roman!” If he were to have Paul flogged, and do so 

without any kind of trial, he would be violating two fundamental rules of Roman jurisprudence. 

If this ever reached the ears of his superiors, they would take such arbitrariness very seriously. In 

short, the commander risked burning his fingers with this unusual arrestee. 

27 The tribune personally went to the flogging chamber and asked Paul: “Tell me, are you 

really a Roman?” If an arrestee lied about this, he could expect to be put to death. But the apostle 

did not need to fear this question, and he answered it without any hesitation: “Yes, indeed.” It 

was obvious that if necessary, people could verify what he was claiming. 

28 The tribune continued: “I too am a Roman, and for that right I had to pay a considerable 

sum.”???? In that day, there was an extensive industry connected with citizenship papers. But 



Paul said: “I was born a Roman citizen.” This meant that in addition to citizenship from the city 

of Tarsus, he also had Roman citizenship. With all of the accompanying privileges, regardless of 

whether he or his ancestors had ever lived there. 

29 Immediately the preparations for the interrogation with flogging were stopped. The 

soldiers loosened his chains and the straps were put away. This had also struck terror in the 

tribune’s heart, now that he realized that he had had a Roman citizen bound for the purpose of 

flogging him, something that itself was a violation of his civil rights. When later he gave Paul a 

letter of introduction to governor Felix, he cleverly turned what for him had been a troublesome 

fact into an advantage (23:27). 

 

13.2 Paul testifies before the Sanhedrin (Acts 22:30-23:11) 

 

Meanwhile Claudius Lysias did not know why the hysterical mob had almost torn Paul to pieces. 

30 Nonetheless, he wanted to and would get to know what exactly he was being accused of 

doing. Apart from a substantive accusation people could not initiate a lawsuit against a Roman 

citizen. So the Sanhedrin had to investigate the matter. The next day already, he called together 

the leading priests and the entire Council. As the highest Roman ruler in Jerusalem, he was 

authorized to do that. In this case, the Sanhedrin was more than happy to agree, for in this way 

they might possible get the hated apostle Paul in their hands once more. We see here that the 

Council was to be commandeered fundamentally not by the Roman official, but by the exalted 

Lord Jesus. For he wanted the full Council to hear testimony about him one more time. 

Claudius Lysias had Paul retrieved from the prison in the Antonia fortress, and set him before 

the Council. Without chains, for it had not yet been determined whether he was in fact a 

criminal. Because a Jewish court was not permitted to judge any Roman citizens, this was not a 

court session, but something like a hearing called by the commander. So Paul was now standing 

before the very same group that had condemned the Lord Jesus and Stephen to death, and that 

had formerly extended to him his powers as an inquisitor (22:5). 

All of this marked such a gathering as an historical event. Before the apostle concluded his 

work in the eastern Mediterranean region and traveled to Rome (and Spain?), for the last time he 

addressed the highest authority of his beloved Israel. In the heart of the ancient temple city. As a 

favor to Claudius Lysias, the meeting would have been conducted in the Greek language. 

 

Confrontation with the high priest 

 

1 With the opening salutation, “men, brothers,” Paul addressed the members of the council as 

men and as his equals. As long as God had not taken away the kingdom from them (Matt. 21:43), 

he acknowledged them as heirs of God’s covenant, with all the responsibility that this entailed. 

Convinced of his own innocence, he looked upon them openly and honestly. 

He knew what they were thinking about him. In their eyes, he was a declared enemy of 

God’s Law, God’s people, and God’s temple. How was it possible that a student of Gamaliel had 

become a student of Jesus, and a church persecutor had become a church founder! How could a 

Jewish scribe reconcile this in his conscience? In response to all of this, the apostle declared: “I 

have lived my life”—or: conducted myself as a citizen, naturally, of the kingdom of heaven 

[NASB, note; cf. Eph. 2:12; Phil. 3:20]—“before God in all good conscience up to this day.” 

With these words he was indirectly summarizing his testimony of the previous day, and 

confirming his preaching that God had raised Jesus and had made him Lord and Messiah of 



Jews. At the same time, he was also implicitly confirming hereby that he was no apostate scribe, 

but as witness of Jesus Christ, had Moses and the Prophets on his side (Rom. 1:2; cf. 3:21). At 

the same time, this emphatically declared “I have a good conscience” contained the unexpressed 

accusation: “but you have a bad conscience!” 

2 The apostle had barely begun his defense with these words when the high priest became 

offended: “Strike him on his mouth!” Given this enraged reaction, we know that he had 

understood Paul very well. When he claimed that he had proclaimed with a clear conscience 

Jesus as the Messiah, then the Supreme Council did indeed have a bad conscience! For then they 

had with a show of legality put the Messiah to death, with the help of a betrayer and false 

witnesses. After that they had flogged his apostles and killed Stephen. In substance, with his 

brief reference to his clear conscience, Paul was holding before them the same thing that Stephen 

had claimed at the end of his lengthy speech (7:51-53). 

With his command to strike Paul on the mouth, as the president of Israel’s highest court, 

Ananias was sweeping Paul’s indirect testimony about Jesus’ messiahship from the table. No one 

apparently protested this anti-Christian conduct of the high priest. 

3 Only Paul responded: “God will strike you, you whitewashed wall! Do you sit here to 

judge me according to the law, and you yourself transgress the law by having me struck?” 

Here we are not listening to any explosion of anger on the part of an insulted Paul, but a 

prophetic declaration. For here an apostle of Jesus Christ was standing before a court. And he 

had promised that in such cases, the Spirit of the Father would speak in them (Matt. 10:17-20; cf. 

Luke 21:13-19). Therefore we assume that Paul was not speaking out of a lost tempter, but under 

the leading of the Holy Spirit he was characterizing the high priest as a whitewashed wall and 

announcing to him God’s judgment. In so doing, he was speaking on the same high level as 

Ezekiel 13:10-16. There the image of a plastered wall is applied to false prophets, with whom 

Ananias was a kindred spirit (cf. Matt. 23:27). 

The wealthy and powerful Ananias was indeed the emblem of a dilapidated wall that looked, 

thanks to the whitewash and plaster, like a beautiful wall. That is how he was presenting himself 

here, attempting to look like an impartial judge while being notorious for his greed, arbitrariness, 

and cruelty. In a prophetic sense, is not such a figure a “whitewashed wall”? When the Jewish 

Rebellion erupted several years later, he was killed by Jewish freedom fighters because of his 

Roman sympathies. Thus Paul’s prediction was fulfilled: “God will strike you, you whitewashed 

wall!” 

4 When he said this, however, Paul had evidently not recognized him as the high priest, for in 

response to the question: “Would you revile God’s high priest?” he answered: “I did not know, 

brothers, that he was the high priest.” We see no reason to doubt the integrity of these words. He 

did not take back the announcement of God’s judgment on Ananias. But he did acknowledge that 

he owed this man honor for the sake of his office: “In Scripture it says, ‘You shall not speak evil 

of a ruler of your people’” (Exod. 22:28). 

With those words, was he not regretting the tone of his words more than their content? 

 

Division within the Council 

 

Did Paul next attempt, by means of a bit of cleverness, to rescue his life by setting his 

opponents against each other? Perhaps you might get that impression from a superficial reading 

of verses 6-9. But upon closer inspection, it is clear that he was not trying to foster a quarrel, but 

to avoid one! So what in fact happened? 



6 Of course Paul knew that in the Sanhedrin there was a Sadducee faction and a Pharisee 

faction. In order to clarify for the Council the deepest issue in his case, he cried out: “Men, 

brothers, I am a Pharisee and a son of Pharisees, and I am on trial on account of the expectation 

that the dead will rise.” 

7 He had barely said this when the fire hit the woodpile. Disunity arose between the 

Pharisees and the Sadducees, so that the meeting split into two camps. 

8 Stated in our terms, here liberalism and orthodoxy were clashing. For in that day, the 

Sadducees were what we today call the liberals or the progressives, and the Pharisees were the 

orthodox. (Viewed in these terms, the entire apostolic era consisted in fact of the general playing 

out of all subsequent church history. This pattern remained the basic pattern.) 

To the Sadducees belonged those in the leadership groups, the high priests and elders. They 

denied the resurrection of the dead and the existence of angels and spirits. They also viewed the 

Law of Moses as the real Word of God. “You are mistaken,” Jesus had told them, “because you 

do not know the Scriptures nor the power of God” (Matt. 22:29; cf. Luke 20:27-40). By contrast, 

the Pharisees believed all of this. To them belonged most of the scribes and the ordinary people. 

9 A raging quarrel arose between both parties. Several Pharisee scribes intervened on Paul’s 

behalf and protested vigorously: “We find nothing wrong in this man. What if a spirit or an angel 

spoke to him?” 

10 The quarrel became so intense and the dissension over Paul became so violent that the 

commander, who had been watching all of this with surprise, was afraid that they would tear him 

apart. Therefore he had a group of soldiers go get him and take him away and bring him back to 

the barracks. This was the second time that this Roman officer had saved Paul’s life (cf. 21:32-

36). 

With rage the Sadducees noticed that the chance was now lost to condemn and execute this 

important Christian leader. In the remainder of the book, they would be Paul’s preeminent 

opponents (cf. v. 14). 

 

 No trick, but an attempt to save some Pharisees 

 

No, Paul’s declaration, “I am a Pharisee and stand before you to be judged for the hope of the 

resurrection of the dead,” was no clever trick for self-preservation. How could he have foreseen 

that with this statement he would have caused such enormous turmoil? In this we see an extreme 

attempt to bring at least a few Pharisees to faith, if possible. 

For we know about Paul’s continual pain and sadness on account of Israel’s unbelief (Rom. 

9:1-3). Now he was standing for the very last time before the highest assembly of his beloved 

people, a people with whom he remained intimately related. He always addressed them as 

brothers. He had always brought the gospel first to the synagogue, wherever he went. Would he 

then not have seized this opportunity with both hands in order to win a few of them for Messiah 

Jesus? 

Although he did distinguish sharply. He had a very slim basis for conversation with the 

liberal Sadducees. They rejected Israel’s highest faith expectations, and from a human point of 

view, could not be saved. But all chasms are not equally wide. He shared with the Pharisees a 

number of common beliefs. Of course, he had broken with the Pharisaical form of law-keeping 

and with their religious showmanship. But his preaching did fit well with what they too were 

expecting, namely, the resurrection of the dead in the kingdom of the Messiah. Perhaps he would 

yet be permitted to bring a few of them to believe that Jesus is the Messiah. 



They all knew the core and basis of his preaching: that God had raised Jesus and had 

acclaimed him Lord and Messiah in order that he might provide us with forgiveness of sins, 

renewing of life, and resurrection from the dead. On the preceding day he had testified about 

Jesus’ resurrection (Acts 22:1-21). Perhaps he had spoken about that after his confrontation with 

the high priest, for we do get the impression that Luke’s report about this meeting is quite 

abbreviated. The question before which the Pharisee members of the Sanhedrin now stood was 

this: Did Paul deserve to die because of this preaching? 

Some of the Pharisee scribes sensed that Paul stood closer to them than did the Sadducees. 

To condemn him meant in this case that they would in fact be supporting the false teaching of the 

Sadducees. For that reason they vigorously argued: “We find nothing wrong in this man! Could 

it be that a spirit or an angel has spoken to him?” Had Paul brought them closer to the Kingdom 

by means of his disputed declaration? Would they also enter the kingdom, then? 

In this way the issue of Jesus came on the floor once more for the Sanhedrin, confronting 

them again with the question: Was he, after all, the Messiah risen from the dead, the Savior of 

Jews and Gentiles? The man standing before them had testified the previous day that he had 

heard and seen this Jesus in his heavenly glory on the road to Damascus. Rather than proposing 

to discuss this in the light of Scripture, Ananias had Paul struck silent. In flagrant violation of the 

Law (Lev. 19:15). To the degree that the council members agreed with this rejection of Jesus’ 

apostle, to that degree they rejected once more Jesus’ offer of grace, and they came under his 

word: “. . . the one who rejects you rejects me, and the one who rejects me rejects him who sent 

me” (Luke 10:16). 

 

Paul is encouraged by the Lord himself 

 

11 Paul had come very close to being lynched, arrested, and imprisoned three times in two 

days, to say nothing about the tension and hostility that his comments had generated. So there he 

sat, all alone in his cell. What had he achieved? Would he get out of this alive? The Holy Spirit 

had prepared him, from city to city, for the “chains and persecutions” that awaited him (20:23; 

21:11), but he was a man of flesh and blood, after all, one who experienced fear and trembling (1 

Cor. 2:3). 

The Lord Jesus evidently thought it was necessary, after everything that Paul had suffered for 

him and would yet suffer in the coming years, to speak encouragement to him. During that very 

night he stood suddenly alongside Paul. In a vision, in a dream, or in reality? Paul had seen him 

more times and recognized him immediately (9:4; 18:9; 22:17-18). 

“Take courage!” the Lord said, “for just as you have testified of me in Jerusalem, so too you 

must testify of me in Rome.” The Lord was thereby communicating his full agreement, both with 

Paul’s trip to Jerusalem and with his entire conduct there. From the barracks steps he was able to 

tell the crowd a lot about Jesus’ glory. Before the Sanhedrin (perhaps) only a few sentences. But 

he need not blame himself. All of Jerusalem had heard one more time: Jesus, the Nazarene, was 

raised by God and exalted to heaven as the Savior of Jews and Gentiles. This same testimony he 

would have to give later in Rome, according to Jesus. 

This was heartwarming news! Including his longing to be allowed to proclaim the gospel 

there as well (Rom. 1:10-15; 15:23) would be fulfilled! Except, the Lord was promising him no 

release nor a pleasurable trip. Nor did he tell him that he would have to sit in a prison for two 

years in Caesarea and that he would suffer a shipwreck en route to Rome. He was given to know, 

however, that under God’s protection he would reach Rome and testify of Jesus there. This 



nocturnal appearance of the Lord must have encouraged him often thereafter. In the rest of the 

book of Acts, we read how miraculously the Lord preserved him between Jerusalem and Rome. 

 

13.3 Conspiracy against Paul’s life (Acts 23:12-22) 

 

Very soon after the Lord Jesus had given him courage, Paul had great need of it. For the next 

morning his life was in danger once again. 

 

The attack planned 

 

12 A number of fanatic Jews were enraged that their attempt to kill Paul had failed, and that 

the Council had not condemned him to die. According to them, this apostate seducer of the 

people had to be gotten rid of as quickly as possible. Presumably this group included Zealots, 

fierce anti-Roman terrorists and ultranationalists who hated Paul with all their being. All the 

more because he had proclaimed to Gentiles that they could be saved apart from becoming Jews. 

In acting like this, they were most of all opposing the world redeeming work of the Lord Jesus 

Christ. 

At dawn they forged a plot and made the rash vow: “May God curse us, and worse, if we eat 

or drink anything before we have killed Paul!” So they were assuming that they would enjoy 

quick success. 

13 Quite a number were involved in taking this vow: more than forty men! Thereby the oath-

taking would be harder to keep secret, as we see from what follows. A nephew of Paul 

discovered their plot (v. 16). 

14 They turned to the Sadducee high priests and to the elders, because the day before, they 

had urged Paul’s death, in contrast with the Pharisee scribes. The conspirators made their 

intentions clear: “We have sworn a solemn oath that we will eat nothing until we have killed 

Paul.” 

15 To get Paul out of prison, however, they needed the cooperation of the Sanhedrin. 

Therefore they proposed: bring a request on behalf of the entire Council to the tribune that Paul 

be brought to you from the barracks, under the pretext that you want to investigate more 

accurately than was possible yesterday the accusations brought against him. We will be ready to 

get rid of him before he gets here. 

With this, after their “legal” killing of Jesus, the Sanhedrin was being drawn once again into 

yet another murderous attack, one that involved the very same issue (cf. Matt. 26:47; Acts 4:23; 

25:2, 15). These men and their accomplices didn’t shrink from this for a moment. They took for 

granted the prospect that soldiers of the Roman escort could also die. As well as the angry 

vengeance that the Romans would mete out in response. Not even the loss of their own lives held 

the oath-takers back. Even though they would not die of hunger if their attack failed. The scribes 

who busied themselves every day with quibbles would find a solution whereby they could find 

exemption from their self-maledictory oath. 

 

The attack foiled 

 

The conspirators had taken everything into account, except God, who did not want Paul to 

perish, but to testify in Rome of Christ’s resurrection and glory. At that point the truth obtained 

once more: “No wisdom, no understanding, no counsel can avail against the LORD” (Prov. 21:30; 



cf. Ps. 33:10-11; Isa. 8:10; 54:17). 

16 Apparently too many people caught wind of the planned ambush, for information had 

leaked out. On that same day, a son of Paul’s sister, who lived in Jerusalem, heard about it! 

Whether they were Christians Luke doesn’t say. In his book, he was not interested primarily 

about Paul, and thus even less about Paul’s family, but about the progress of the gospel from 

Jerusalem to Rome. For that reason, he was satisfied with telling us simply that God used a 

nephew of the apostle to protect him. 

The lad took the information seriously and went immediately to the barracks. Because friends 

and family members often had to provide food and clothing to their prisoner relatives, they could 

visit them (Matt. 11:2, 4; 25:36; Heb. 10:34; 13:3). Moreover, until this point, no valid complaint 

had been registered against Paul, and he was being treated with respect as a Roman citizen (cf. 

24:23; 28:30). When the lad had gained access to his “uncle Saul,” he brought him up to speed 

about the conspiracy. 

17 Paul, who had several experiences with Jewish attempts on his life (9:23; 20:3) called a 

centurion to him and said: Take this boy to the tribune, for he has something important to tell 

him. 

18 The centurion took him to the tribune and said: The prisoner, Paul, asked me to come to 

him, with the request to bring this lad to you, because he has something to tell you. 

19 With a friendly paternal gesture, Claudius Lysias took the lad by the hand (does this 

indicate that the lad was still rather young?), took him to a place where nobody else could 

overhear, and asked: “What is it you have to tell me?” 

20 The boy answered: “The Jews have agreed to request you that if you are willing, 

tomorrow morning you have Paul brought before the Sanhedrin, presumably because they want 

to investigate his case more carefully.” 

21 Afraid that the commander would allow the Jews to pull the wool over his eyes, he added: 

“But you must not believe them and let them mislead you. For more than forty men have 

conspired to ambush him along the way to the meeting place and kill him. They have sworn an 

oath together that they will eat and drink again only when they have killed him. All the 

preparations have been arranged. They are ready to execute their plan. They are waiting only for 

your consent.” 

22 The tribune took seriously the lad’s information. Before letting him go, he insisted: “Tell 

no one that you have informed me about this.” To have done that could have cost the boy his 

own life. Moreover, Lysias’ own plan—to transfer Paul immediately to Caesarea—had to be 

kept in the strictest confidence, to prevent the Jews from changing their plan. 

 

13.4 Paul transferred to Caesarea (Acts 23:23-25) 

 

Claudius Lysias had been thoroughly warned. The day before yesterday, a raging mob had 

almost lynched Paul. Yesterday the members of the Supreme Council had fought over him. And 

now at least forty Jews stood ready to kill him. For himself, however, he was still convinced of 

Paul’s innocence. Therefore he decided to hand over the prisoner in question that very day to 

governor Felix in Caesarea. Then the conspirators would be confronted with a fait accompli. 

Ultimately Claudius Lysias was responsible for the public order in the perpetually restless 

Jerusalem, a city that so shortly after Pentecost was still packed with pilgrims. If he were to 

approach this matter erroneously, this could have incalculable consequences. Therefore he 

decided to transfer the prisoner to Caesarea that same night protected by a large contingent of 



soldiers, large enough that a possible attack by Zealots would be seen in advance to be fruitless. 

Moreover, Paul was a Roman citizen, at whose expense Claudius Lysias did not want to get his 

fingers burned (22:25-29). 

That is what this high Roman officer decided. In the dissipation of the planned attack and the 

powerful measures of the commander, we see especially the leading of the Lord Jesus, who was 

thereby already beginning to provide the promised protection of Paul for the first leg of his 

journey to Rome. 

23 Immediately after Paul’s nephew had left, the tribune called two centurions (commanders 

over one hundred soldiers each) and said: “See to it that tonight, three hours after sunset (about 

9:00 PM our time), two hundred sword-bearing soldiers are ready for a trip to Caesarea, with 

seventy horsemen and two hundred spearmen.” The four hundred foot solders would have to 

protect the cavalry with Paul in the dangerous mountainous terrain, against possible terrorist 

attack. 

24 “And also provide some riding horses to bring Paul safely to procurator Felix.” In total, 

470 men would guard Paul en route to Antipatris (v. 31). 

25 The tribune wrote a type of police report to bring Felix the official up to date with the 

case. The writing displayed the ancient style of letter-writing that we encounter in Paul’s letters 

as well. Beginning with the sender, followed by the addressees, and then the greeting (cf. 15:23). 

Procurator Felix is addressed with the same title as the one Luke used in the dedication of his 

Gospel to Theophilus (Luke 1:3). 

The commander tells him that he had discovered no capital crime on Paul’s part. In fact, he 

pleads for his release. For it has become evident to him that this involved an internal Jewish 

religious dispute, and the Romans never got involved in those (cf. 18:14). The moment at which 

he discovered the citizenship of his arrestee he turned to his own advantage. That he had had 

Paul bound already in order to be flogged was a fact he wisely buried (cf. 22:27-29). 

 

The text of the letter 

 
26 “Claudius Lysias, to his Excellency the governor Felix, greetings. 
27 This man was seized by the Jews and was about to be killed by them when I came upon 

them with the soldiers and rescued him, having learned that he was a Roman citizen. 
28 And desiring to know the charge for which they were accusing him, I brought him down to 

their council. 
29 I found that he was being accused about questions of their law, but charged with nothing 

deserving death or imprisonment. 
30 And when it was disclosed to me that there would be a plot against the man, I sent him to 

you at once, ordering his accusers also to state before you what they have against him.” 

 

Arrival in Caesarea 

 

31 The soldiers—unwittingly in the service of Jesus Christ—went to get Paul according to 

their instructions, and brought him by night to Antipatris, about 37 miles (60 kilometers) from 

Jerusalem, halfway to Caesarea. For the infantrymen this was a long march. They possibly 

arrived the next morning around 7 o’clock. Not two weeks earlier Paul had traveled the same 

route in the opposite direction (21:15-16; 24:11). 

32 Here the conspirators could no longer overtake the transport. Moreover, the route went on 



through a plain where the infantrymen no longer needed the support of the cavalry. Therefore 

they returned the next day to their barracks in Jerusalem and allowed the seventy horsemen to 

continue with Paul. At this point they could travel a bit more quickly. 

33 Upon arriving in Caesarea, they delivered the letter and the apostle Paul to the procurator. 

Although Claudius Lysias had put a mount at his disposal, the apostle had to appear before the 

governor exhausted after a night and day of travel. 

34 After the procurator had read the letter, he asked what province Paul was from (just as 

Pilate had inquired in connection with the Lord Jesus [Luke 23:6]). This was in order to learn 

whether Paul fell under his jurisdiction. When he heard that Paul came from Cilicia, and that he 

did indeed fall under his jurisdiction, 

35 he said: “I will give you a hearing when your accusers arrive.” From the letter of Claudius 

Lysias he had already discerned that he was not dealing with a dangerous man. Must he, on the 

basis of Lysias’ report and Roman jurisprudence, set him free? Instead, he had him put in prison 

in the so-called praetorium of Herod until the Jews arrived. This was the gigantic palace that 

Herod the Great had built for himself and where the Roman governors now resided. 

Presumably Paul did not need to wear wrist- and ankle-chains. He was a Roman citizen and 

no official accusation had yet been registered against him; therefore at the moment he was 

merely under military guard. Although this was certainly unpleasant. Five days later, Felix 

decided to hold him in “protective custody,” such that “none of his friends should be prevented 

from attending to his needs” (24:23). 

 

With this, Paul’s testimony in Jerusalem came to an end. He was in Caesarea once again, 

where two weeks earlier, Agabus had predicted this imprisonment. But to die for the name of the 

Lord Jesus in Jerusalem, something for which he had declared himself to be ready, was not 

required of him (21:10-13). He was indeed “rescued from those who are disobedient in Judea,” 

whereby the prayers of the Roman Christians were also heard (Rom. 15:30-31). Since then, the 

Jews no longer had any authority over him. 

How would the Lord lead him to Rome now? Would he still be allowed to visit the churches 

there being “filled with joy,” and would he “find rest in [their] company” (Rom. 15:32), as he 

had desired for such a long time and had attempted so often? (Rom. 1:10-13). How earnestly he 

must have hoped, prayed, and yearned for this as he sat in his cell. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



CHAPTER 14 

 

ACTS 24: PAUL IN CAESAREA (1): TESTIMONY BEFORE FELIX 

 

 

It was Paul’s duty to proclaim the gospel not only to slaves and free among Jews and Gentiles, 

but also to kings and others in high positions (9:15). Thus we have already seen him in Cyprus 

testifying of Jesus before proconsul Sergius Paulus (13:7-12). In Ephesus he was protected by 

friendly Asiarchs, highly placed religious functionaries, who had certainly also heard his 

message (19:31). Now he would have to testify before the procurators Felix and Festus, before 

king Agrippa and even before emperor Nero (24:1-28:31). Through this means he would also be 

able to proclaim the gospel to his immediate surroundings. 

The man who would now hear him first was procurator Felix. A man holding a high position, 

but someone of low class. He had descended from a Greek slave, probably connected with the 

Antonia, the noble mother of emperor Claudius. After his release, on the basis of his brother 

Pallas’ advocacy, he became the influential favorite of emperor Claudius, appointed as governor 

of Judea. 

There he presided over genuine mismanagement. After defeating the contingent associated 

with the Egyptian (21:38), the countryside was stripped bare by bands of thieves and arsonists. In 

addition he taunted the Jews in various ways. So he contributed a lot to the disastrous revolt that 

erupted in 66 against oppressive Rome, which ended in 70 with the destruction of Jerusalem. The 

evaluation of him given by the Roman historian Tacitus went like this: “Antonius Felix, 

practiced every kind of cruelty and lust, wielding the power of a king with all the instincts of a 

slave” (Histories V.9). 

Before this man and his third wife, Paul would now have to testify of the truth. They and 

their palace attendants got an opportunity, as miserable sinners, to receive forgiveness of sins and 

renewal of life through the blood and Spirit of Jesus Christ. 

 

14.1 Paul accused before Felix (Acts 24:1-9) 

 

Once again such a fascinating scene! You imagine yourself to be virtually a spectator watching 

the public tribunal, so lively does Luke report this courtroom session in the praetorium of Herod 

in Caesarea. Could he perhaps have been there himself? 

1 The deputation of the Sanhedrin let no grass grow under their feet. Five days after Claudius 

Lysias, the commander of Jerusalem, had neutralized the plot against Paul and had referred these 

Jewish leaders to procurator Felix, they had already arrived at his residence. This was an 

impressive committee, for high priest Ananias, the highest Jewish leader, had appointed himself 

chairman of the committee. From this we see again how deadly was the hatred of the Jewish 

Council against Paul. Or perhaps stated better: how fiercely they hated Jesus of Nazareth. To get 

rid of his ambassador, the leaders willingly undertook a difficult two-day trip. 

They had engaged a shrewd lawyer (literally, orator), a man named Tertullus. A Hellenistic 

Jew with a Latin name or perhaps even a non-Jew? They had called in this legal smooth talker in 

order by means of a cunning argument to lead Felix to have Paul executed or remanded to the 

Sanhedrin, which would have been equivalent to his death. 

2a The session began with the introduction of the accused. At that point, the apostle entered 

the courtroom with his guards, as though he were a criminal. “We have become, and are still, 



like the scum of the world, the refuse of all things” (1 Cor. 4:13). The floor went first to the 

accusers. 

 

Obsequious salutation 

 

2b In antiquity, a speaker began his speech with a winsome word addressed to the audience, 

but Tertullus opened the indictment of the Sanhedrin in a very servile, flattering manner. We 

know how the Jews generally felt about the Roman occupiers and particularly about governor 

Felix. The insurgents and innocent citizens whom he had arrested and crucified were 

innumerable. He ran such a mismanaged government that emperor Nero called him back to 

Rome in 60. But as though he were addressing a real father of the fatherland, the smooth orator 

began his address this way: “Since through you we enjoy much peace [a flat lie, since the 

country lived in constant turmoil], and since by your foresight [another bold lie, since he had 

none], most excellent Felix, reforms are being made for this nation, 

3 in every way and everywhere we [well, at least the Roman sympathizer Ananias and his 

gang] accept this with all gratitude [though the people cursed Felix]. 

4 I know that you don’t enjoy homage [the precise opposite was the case], and therefore I do 

not want to detain you any longer with high-sounding words, but make an appeal to your 

kindness [yet one more lie!] that you listen to us for one moment.” After this fawning salutation, 

Tertullus came with the indictment, which consisted of three points, each one equally dangerous 

for Paul. 

 

Rioter, sectarian, and temple violator 

 

5 “Your Excellency, we know you to be a man of peace, who protects us with a strong hand 

against robbers and insurgents. Well then, it has come to our attention that this fellow is a real 

pest, someone who causes dissension among the Jews the world over, someone whose death 

would be a blessing. He is one of the prominent leaders of the sect of the Nazarenes.” 

How much material did the lawyer use to put Paul in a bad light? For Luke naturally provides 

us with merely a summary of this entire trial. Unrest had erupted around—quite apart from his 

responsibility—in Damascus (9:23-25) and in Jerusalem (9:29). He had been driven out of 

Antioch (13:50-51). In Lystra he was stoned (14:19-20). In Philippi he was flogged and 

imprisoned (16:19-23). In Thessalonica he was the center of a riot among the people (17:7). In 

Corinth he was dragged before the proconsul (18:12). In Ephesus he was the cause of a raucous 

tumult (19:21-40). And now after his return, Jerusalem was being turned upside down (21:27-

36). (Most of these events, however, fell outside of Felix’s legal authority.) 

6 “He even tried to profane the temple, but we seized him.” 

6b-8a [Other manuscripts have: “and we would have judged him according to our law. [In 

reality the mob had almost murdered him on the spot.]. But the chief captain Lysias came and 

with great violence took him out of our hands, commanding his accusers to come before you.” 

According to them, this was how he had prevented the implementation of Jewish jurisprudence. 

About the “great violence” with which the mob had almost lynched Paul, the lawyer was silent. 

8b “By examining him yourself you will be able to find out from him about everything of 

which we accuse him.” 

9 Ananias and the other Jews, who had been listening with satisfaction to this speech of their 

lawyer, joined him and confirmed the correctness of the complaint. “Indeed, those are the facts, 



Your Excellency!” 

 

Riot—a mortally dangerous accusation 

 

By itself, the first point of the indictment provided sufficient basis for a sentence of death. 

The Roman government granted no pardons to people who incited riots (cf. 16:20; 19:40). Our 

Savior was crucified on the basis of that false testimony. If Felix were to accept this indictment 

as true, Paul’s death was sealed. 

 

Christians outside the law 

 

To discern the vicious and cunning quality of the second point of the indictment, we need to 

keep in view the legal position of the Jewish religion in the Roman empire. The Roman 

government had placed the Jews in an exceptional position, from a religious point of view. Their 

religion was a so-called religio licita, a legally recognized and protected religion. Jewish 

monotheism was tolerated alongside Roman polytheism. 

Therefore this second point of the indictment was also very dangerous for the apostle, and by 

extension, for all Christians. For if the Jews would have succeeded in persuading the procurator 

that Paul had, with his teaching, placed himself outside of official Judaism, then they would have 

simultaneously achieved another extremely important objective. For then all of newly formed 

Christianity would now be branded as religio illicita, an impermissible religion not legally 

recognized and protected! Christian trinitarianism could then be viewed as a threat to Roman 

polytheism. With all the attendant consequences. This is why the shrewd intention was to portray 

Paul to the procurator as “a ringleader of the sect of the Nazarenes.” He could not possibly treat 

this man and his followers as a variant of the Jewish religio licita! 

Everywhere in the Roman empire, the Jews had followed this tactic. With every power at 

their disposal, they sought to get the Christians placed outside the protection of the Roman law, 

and to incite the powerful Roman government against them. What the Sanhedrin could not do, 

the Romans had to do for them: destroy in root and branch the “sect of the Nazarenes.” 

 

Temple desecration—a capital crime 

 

The third point of the indictment constituted just as much of a mortal danger. Paul was 

accused of having brought Trophimus of Ephesus into the holy part of the temple (21:28-29). In 

so doing, he would have violated not only Jewish law, but Roman law as well. For the latter 

permitted the Jews to put to death, without the consent of the Romans, anyone who desecrated 

the temple. You can understand that the Jews did their very best to present this to Felix as an 

acceptable outcome. For then he had a basis to sentence Paul to death, or to hand him over again 

to the Sanhedrin for their adjudication. 

 

14.2 Paul’s defense—a testimony before Felix and the Jews (Acts 34:10-23) 

 

In connection with Paul’s argument, we must remember that Felix’s wife Drusilla was a Jewess. 

Due to both his position and his marriage, Felix was well-acquainted with the Jewish faith. 

According to Luke this pertained to the Christian faith as well (v. 22). For this reason he could 

easily follow the line of Paul’s defense. For Paul’s Jewish accusers this was simply one more in 



in a long line of testimonies about Messiah Jesus that they got to hear. And now Ananias could 

not command: Strike him on the mouth! (23:2). 

10 After Tertullus had finished speaking, the procurator nodded to Paul as a sign that he 

might now speak. Could the former slave not deign to speak a word to the accused? To the dirty 

Jewish accusation Paul responded with a pure Christian defense. He didn’t need a lawyer, since 

the Holy Spirit was his advocate (Matt. 10:19-20). 

He did not seize the opportunity now in turn to unload a series of accusations about his 

accusers, although he certainly had a number of them at his disposal. Their supporters had almost 

lynched him without any form of trial. The command of the high priest to strike him, a Roman 

citizen, on the mouth, was punishable according to Roman law. Before the Sanhedrin he was 

virtually cut into pieces. For Jews had, with the cooperation of the Sanhedrin, tried to murder 

him. Although they had called him “a pest,” he followed the example of his Master in not 

reviling in return (1 Pet. 2:23). All of this injustice he surrendered to the Lord. With calm and 

dignity, he restricted himself to the three points of the indictment, and refuted each of them in 

turn. 

Just as Tertullus, Paul began with a “captatio benevolentiae,” an attempt to win his audience 

over. But what he said was entirely true, and empty of all flattery and hypocrisy. “I know, Your 

Excellency,” he said, “that for many years [about seven years] you have been a judge over the 

Jewish nation, and are very familiar with its laws and its various movements. Therefore I defend 

my cause in good confidence that you will render an impartial verdict.” Then he went on to 

refute the first point of the indictment. 

 

A rioter? 

 

Paul was now fighting for his life, for the Romans were fiercely opposed to insurgents and 

made short shrift with them! 

11 “You can verify for yourself that this accusation is untenable. Ask my accusers when they 

first saw me in the city. For I was in Jerusalem for no more than twelve days. This, of course, 

was far too brief to organize a rebellion. I did not enter the city with specific politic intentions, 

but to worship.” Something that for Paul also meant: to gladden the poor churches in Judea with 

the collection from the Gentile believers. In order thereby to strengthen the bonds between the 

Gentile Christian churches and the Jewish Christian churches. 

12 “Moreover, during those days nobody saw me in the temple, in one of the synagogues, or 

elsewhere in the streets as a political agitator conducting a revolutionary campaign or disturbing 

the public order. 

13 In short, my accusers cannot furnish one witness to confirm this accusation. And does not 

the Torah require no fewer than two or three witnesses?” (Deut. 17:6; 19:15). Before Felix 

condemned him as a rioter, proof of that charge needed to be brought forward. For Paul was a 

Roman citizen, and surely such a person could not be condemned as an insurgent without eye- 

and ear-witnesses. Surely the lawyer had to be aware of that! 

 

Separate form of Judaism? 

 

He is the ringleader of a sect that has separated from the Jewish religio licita and therefore 

cannot make a claim with his followers to protection under Roman law. Against this, secondly, 

Paul defended himself as well. The high official Theophilus (Acts 1:1) would have read this with 



intense attention to learn what arguments Paul used to defend himself against this mortally 

dangerous accusation. This involved the religious freedom of all Christians throughout the entire 

Roman empire! 

Now then, the apostle surely did not deny halfheartedly that he believed in Messiah Jesus. He 

did vigorously contend that thereby he had become a member of a sect that had separated from 

Judaism. With the result that now he stood outside this “permissible religion” and thereby from a 

religious point of view, could no longer claim protection under Roman law. Over against this 

accusation, the apostle declared: “As a Christian, I am more orthodox in our Jewish religion than 

my accusers! My faith is the purest form of our religio licita! 

14 But at this point I do want to declare that in agreement with the Way [see our comments 

on 9:2] that they wrongly call a sect, I am not serving a new God but continue to serve the God 

of our forefathers. But this I mean that I believe everything that is written in the Law and the 

Prophets. That new Way agrees fully with those. In fact, Christianity is full-grown Judaism! 

[How the apostle had constantly hammered on this in his letters (cf. Rom. 3:31; 10:4; Gal. 3:6-

29).] I worship the God of our forefathers entirely as our sacred Scriptures require!” (cf. 26:6-8; 

28:20). Naturally, the members of the Sanhedrin felt that he was denying that honor to them. Not 

he, but they were sectarians! All the more so because the Sadducee members of the Council in 

fact viewed only the Law of Moses as the real Word of God. 

15 “Just as I do not differ from my [Pharisee] accusers, because like a real, orthodox Jew, on 

the basis of Holy Scripture, I expect that God will raise both the righteous and the unrighteous 

from the dead” (cf. Dan. 12:2; John 5:28-29). In order to judge all of them! In this way, as an 

aside, Paul was placing himself together with his accusers and his judge, for just a moment, 

before God’s judgment. Ananias and his contingent would have heard in this an allusion to the 

resurrection of Messiah Jesus. Believing all of that, only that, is really believing the Law and the 

Prophets! 

16 The Sadducees (and their modern followers) did not believe in the resurrection (Matt. 

22:3). In that case, you are not afraid of any final judgment. But that was their problem. With an 

eye to this prospect, Paul was very careful with his conscience! “I try to maintain a clear 

conscience constantly toward God and others.” His inner voice testified in agreement that as a 

Christian, he had not separated from God, his Word, and Israel. 

In this connection, we may wonder if we who are Gentile Christians are adequately aware 

that we have a Jewish Savior, and have been incorporated into the ancient Israelite-Jewish 

church, and engrafted as wild branches into the Israelite olive tree and come to share in its 

nutrients. If necessary, believers from Israel like Paul, together with believers from the Gentiles, 

could argue over against the unbelieving Jews: not you, but we are the lawful heirs of your 

ancestral faith. 

 

Temple desecrator? 

 

Against the equally mortally dangerous accusation of temple desecration, Paul defended 

himself as follows. 

17 Did I attempt to defile the temple? How did my accusers come up with this? After being 

abroad for many years, I returned to my people to demonstrate charity and to bring sacrifices in 

connection with concluding a Nazirite vow (21:24-26). 

18 Being occupied not with acts of temple desecration, but quietly performing these sacred 

acts in the temple, I was observed there by several Jews from Asia. Out of respect for the 



sanctuary I had purified myself according to our laws. There is no evidence that I have 

desecrated this sanctuary. There was no mass of people or tumult around me. Everything was 

happening in an orderly manner. 

19 But at that point those Jews caused the mob riot all around me that started everything. 

Why didn’t Ananias and his contingent bring them along? For it should have been not these 

Jerusalem Jews, but those Asiatic Jews who appeared before you to accuse me, if they had 

something to charge me with. Their absence was in fact a serious infraction against Roman 

jurisprudence. For they lied that Paul had brought the non-Jew Trophimus into the forbidden 

temple area. (21:28). 

20 “Otherwise let these delegates of the Sanhedrin say what wrongdoing they could find 

when I stood before their Council. 

21 They found nothing! Other than that single declaration that I cried out in their midst: ‘It is 

on account of the resurrection of the dead that I am standing trial before you today.’ But was that 

a crime for a Jewish assembly? Many of its members, in fact, appeared to agree with me. And for 

a Roman court, this is certainly not a wrongdoing (cf. 18:15-16). Why have they not brought up 

this central point of the entire disagreement between them and me?” 

In short, Paul’s accusers had dragged up everything, but had produced no evidence for any of 

it. In this way, the apostle confirmed what Claudius Lysias had written to Felix: the entire matter 

turned on “differences about their law, but I found no fault worthy of death or imprisonment” (cf. 

23:29). 

 

The trial adjourned 

 

22 The accuser and the accused had both spoken, so now the judge took the floor. He did not 

lack expertise, for Felix was well-acquainted with the Way, the new movement in Judaism 

involving Jesus of Nazareth. In addition, some Roman soldiers had also become Christians 

(chapter 10). Perhaps Paul was hoping that he would be released, for in the eyes of a Roman 

court his case was clearly inadmissible. But against his better knowledge, Felix decided to drag 

out the trial, and said: “As soon as Lysias, the tribune, has arrived, I will render a verdict in your 

case.” (We subsequently hear nothing about his arrival.) 

23 He commanded the centurion to keep Paul in custody. This would have pleased the 

members of the Sanhedrin, since they had gotten about as far as they would with Felix. On the 

other hand, the Roman official adopted a more mild posture toward the apostle than his 

ecclesiastical persecutors. He was not handed over once more to the Sanhedrin. For him this was 

somewhat favorable, since by remaining under Roman arrest, he was safe from renewed Jewish 

attacks. Felix also ordered that he be kept in custody under mild conditions of restraint. Under 

constant guard, to be sure, but presumably in a better cell with opportunity to study. None of his 

friends was to be prevented from caring for him, for example, by providing food and drink, and 

supplying him with parchments and writing tools. 

This imprisonment in Caesarea would last for two years. Who would have visited him during 

that long stretch? In Caesarea there was a church, to which the evangelist Philip and his seven 

daughters belonged. Luke had certainly maintained close contact with them, as did Paul’s 

coworkers Trophimus (21:29) and Aristarchus (27:2). What letter did Paul write during this 

imprisonment? We would certainly like to know! But for the purpose of his book, Luke 

considered these to be incidental details. During these years, he himself would have collected 

information from the living eyewitnesses (Luke 1:2) for both of his books, the Gospel according 



to Luke and Act. 

 

14.3 Private visit from Felix and Drusilla to Paul (Acts 24:24-27) 

 

After the adjournment, Felix did not forget about the trial against the remarkable arrestee Paul. 

24 Already a few days later, he and his wife Drusilla went to the prison area of his palace. 

She was a scion of the family of Herod. Her father, Herod Agrippa I, had had the apostle James 

put to death and had had Peter arrested, after which he himself had been eaten by worms and had 

died. Here the great-grandfather had destroyed the children of Bethlehem and her granduncle had 

had John the Baptizer beheaded. At this time she had just turned seventeen and was a woman of 

extraordinary beauty. Despite her young age, Felix was her second husband, and she was his 

third wife. He had persuaded her to leave her first husband for him. Reportedly when she was 

barely forty years old, she was buried along with their son Agrippa under the lava that flowed 

from the famous eruption of Vesuvius in 79. 

Felix had Paul brought out of his cell because he wanted to know more about that “new 

faith” in Messiah Jesus of Nazareth. And as a Jewess, Drusilla probably had not yet forgotten 

what she had heard in her youth about the living God of Israel and the expectation of the 

Messiah. May we infer from this private conversation that this hardened politician and his young 

beauty queen sensed that they had not yet arrived, despite all their power and wealth? 

Once again we have a poignant scene! Here is Paul, a soberly dressed prisoner, characterized 

by his difficult life, standing before Felix, the highest Roman authority in Judea and his stunning, 

luxuriantly clothed wife. On their own they would never have attended a Christian “church 

service,” but here God has sent them one of his best preachers to proclaim to them the good 

news. 

25 So did the innocent prisoner seize this unique opportunity at that point with both hands to 

plead to his powerful judge for his release? No, he did not seek his own interest, but that of both 

poor and rich individuals before him. His name was Felix (i.e., Happy), but he was thoroughly 

unhappy; for he lacked the greatest treasure: faith in Jesus the Savior. She had attempted “to save 

her life” by forsaking her first husband, but was busy losing her life. Paul sensed that the palace 

residents desperately needed the gospel as much as the dock workers of Corinth and the 

philosophers of Athens. 

So he told them what God had done through the Lord Jesus for the world. Not as an 

obsequious and trembling palace preacher, but as a faithful ambassador of Jesus Christ. Of 

course, he would first have proclaimed to the couple what God had promised for Jesus’ sake. But 

next he would not have shrunk from declaring that to benefit from this, God required faith and 

conversion. In this way, he held before the procurator, who had so much injustice on his record, 

that God demanded righteousness from him. And to the man who was living with his third wife, 

and to the woman who had forsaken her lawful husband, he did not shrink back from speaking 

about modesty and self-control, warning them that one day they would have to given an account 

before the judgment seat of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. 

When Paul confronted him so directly with God’s command and judgment, terror struck 

Felix in his heart. Would he now pose the same question as the Philippian jailor: “What must I 

do to be saved?” How pleased the apostle would have proclaimed to a penitent couple who 

belonged to the upper class the forgiveness of sins through the blood of the Lord Jesus and the 

cleansing of their heart by the Spirit of Jesus. But at the decisive moment, Felix refused to make 

a decision. “Leave now,” he said, “and if I have more time later, I will have you called.” 



Someone has commented in this connection: Felix loves adjournments. Both in the trial of Paul 

against the Jews and in the trial of his own life before the living God. 

26 He did indeed have Paul come repeatedly for conversations. He then let Paul know 

tactfully that a nice sum of money could do wonders. Could not Paul’s many followers come up 

with a nice contribution? More than the Sanhedrin had probably paid to keep Paul in prison? In 

this respect, Felix was more than happy to keep talking with Paul about God. But to convert to 

God? That he refused to do, for his heart was more devoted to money. He was mistaken, 

however, about the integrity and incorruptibility of the apostle, for Paul did not offer a bribe. 

“How can we who died to sin still live in it?” (Rom. 6:2). 

27 After two years had passed, Felix was recalled by emperor Nero on account of 

maladministration. He was replaced by Porcius Festus. And although Felix knew very well that 

Paul had sat in prison as an innocent man for two years already, he did not release him. Had he 

understood the matter well? Would he be doing a favor for the Jewish authorities if he kept Paul 

in prison? And would they in return give a favorable report to the emperor who recalled him? 

Well and good, he would then leave Paul in his cell. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



CHAPTER 15 

 

ACTS 25:1-22: PAUL IN CAESAREA (2): TESTIMONY BEFORE FESTUS 

 

 

Porcius Festus, who succeeded Felix around A.D. 60 as procurator of Judea, as a ruler compared 

favorably with his predecessor. He had descended from the very old patrician family of Porcius. 

From Roman sources we know about him only that he died a mere two years after taking office 

as governor. He was able to curb to some extent the mismanagement that Felix had left behind, 

doing so by neutralizing the Sicarii, the famous covert killers (see our comments on 21:38). 

Although the situation in the Jewish land when he took office, six years before the outbreak of 

the Jewish Revolt, was already so tense that he was unable to accomplish all that much. 

The Jewish leaders had put considerable pressure on him as well to have Paul returned to 

Jerusalem. For then they would be able to kill him en route. But in Jesus’ plan, Paul had testified 

of him sufficiently there and now had to go to Rome. For the Lord wanted to make his name 

known in the capital city of the world of that day as well, reaching all the way to the imperial 

palace. In that case, Paul had to be rescued from the prison in Caesarea and transferred to Rome. 

For that purpose, the Lord used the agitation of the Sanhedrin and the effect thereof on Porcius 

Festus. 

 

15.1 Festus prevents yet another attack against Paul (Acts 25:1-5) 

 

After Felix had kept the trial against Paul lingering on for two years, the new procurator 

immediately gave the case a shot in the arm. 

1 A mere three days after his arrival in his residence in Caesarea, he traveled further to 

Jerusalem, the Jewish capital city and the spiritual center of worldwide Judaism. As a newcomer 

to Judea, Festus wanted to obtain an orientation to his province as soon as possible. 

2 Among the first people he met here were, of course, the Jewish leaders, the high priests 

(Ananias had meanwhile been replaced by a certain Ishmael) and other ecclesiastical and secular 

authorities. Those people immediately used the opportunity to raise their old complaints against 

Paul once again, this time with the new governor. The changeover in government seemed to 

them a good opportunity to see to it that Paul disappeared from the face of the earth. Do you 

think that two years after their unsuccessful attack on his life (23:14) their hatred of him and his 

message remained as intense? Indeed it did! There is no hatred more fierce than religious hatred. 

3 Assuming that the new procurator would want to win their affection, he would eagerly 

grant them a favor. “Well then,” they asked him during his visit to Jerusalem, “grant us the 

pleasure of having that fellow sent here in order to be tried by the Sanhedrin.” He was already in 

the city! These church leaders naturally did not tell him that they wanted to have Paul killed en 

route. Presumably because Festus knew nothing about their earlier conspiracy against Paul 

(23:12-30), he would likely have sent Paul to them accompanied by a small escort. For 

determined Sicarii (21:38) it would not be difficult to ambush Paul and stab him to death. 

Afterward, the Sanhedrin would issue the “requisite” regrets about “the bandits who are currently 

making the country unsafe.” 

4 This new governor did not allow himself, however, to be so easily manipulated by them. 

He was unwilling to refer back to the Sanhedrin a trial with which he was not familiar, which 

had already been suspended by the former governor. It was obvious that Paul had been 



transferred from Jerusalem to Caesarea for a reason. He resolutely refused the request of the 

Jewish authorities: Paul would remain in custody in Caesarea. So the rule that finally carried the 

day required that the accuser had to come to the courtroom, not the other way around. But if the 

issue was so pressing, he would meet them halfway by taking up the matter speedily upon his 

return. He would be leaving for Caesarea in a short time. 

5 “Let your representatives accompany me, and accuse him there if he has really done 

something wrong.” As a good Roman ruler, he wanted justice to proceed in an orderly manner. 

What a fresh and bitter disappointment for the Sanhedrin! For with this, the procurator was 

unwittingly neutralizing their lethal attack upon Paul. Once again we are conscious that we are 

reading the Acts of the exalted Lord Jesus, who was guarding the life of his ambassador. 

 

15.2 Festus necessitates Paul to appeal to the emperor 

 

Now the same Lord is going to pave Paul’s way to Rome. 

6 After being with them in Jerusalem for ten days at the most, Festus returned to Caesarea. 

For the Jewish leaders they had no other shot than to accept his proposal and accompany him. 

After arriving in his residence, Festus quickly looked into the matter, for the next day already he 

opened the court session, sat down in his elevated judge’s seat, and commanded Paul to begin. 

7 As soon as the apostle appeared in the courtroom, the Jerusalem Jews surrounded him like 

a pack of wolves would surround a sheep (Matt. 10:16). They introduced a large number of 

serious accusations against him. Luke does not mention them; they would have been the same 

ones that they had introduced before Felix: this fellow is causing rebellion everywhere and has 

attempted to desecrate our temple (24:5-6). When Festus heard this, however, it seemed that their 

excited stream of words contained not a shred of proof, no matter how highly they piled up their 

accusations (v. 18). 

8 Paul’s defense came down to this: “I have committed no crime, not against the Jewish law, 

not against the temple, and not against the emperor!” From Festus’ report of the session it 

becomes evident later that the apostle had also brought up in this connection the resurrection of 

the Lord Jesus Christ. The procurator had understood that this entire case involved a difference 

about Jewish religious questions and “about a certain Jesus, a dead man about whom Paul argued 

that he was alive” (v. 19). 

 

Festus changes his mind 

 

9 By virtue of their lack of proof, the Jews were unable to persuade Festus of Paul’s guilt, 

and thus they had no judicial leg to stand on (cf. v. 26). Nevertheless, by their conduct they had 

made such an impression on him that now, more than the week before, he was inclined to grant 

them a favor. The famous Roman justice would then have to yield somewhat before his good 

relations with the Jewish authorities. Without their cooperation it would be difficult for him to 

restore order throughout tumultuous Judea. 

He did not let go of the case entirely, as the Jews had wanted, but he did change his mind. 

For although the case had taken two years by now, and Festus was convinced of Paul’s 

innocence (v. 25), he refused to acquit him. To their great delight, the Jews heard that the 

governor was now prepared to continue the trial in Jerusalem, as they had requested. Would they 

now finally get a chance to get rid of Paul on the way? Because the apostle possessed Roman 

civil rights, Festus had to ask him first: “Do you object to going to Jerusalem in order to stand 



trial before me there?” 

 

Paul appeals to the emperor 

 

10 But Paul immediately saw through the implications of this request. Stand trial “before 

me” in Jerusalem? Did Festus mean that he would pronounce his verdict there? What was the 

sense of this change of location? If he did not extend justice to him in Caesarea, the official seat 

of the court, then he would surely not do it in Jerusalem, where people hated Paul so intensely. 

No, it was evident that he wanted to do the Jews a favor, and refer Paul’s case from the higher 

Roman court back to the lower court of the Sanhedrin. This court would undoubtedly sentence 

him to death. Thereafter, Festus would hardly be able to vacate this sentence, for the sake of the 

beloved peace, and in this way, Paul would formally still have been condemned “before the 

governor,” but condemned to death! 

In these critical moments, Paul used for the third time his Roman citizenship (cf. 16:37-39; 

22:25), which he possessed, thanks to God’s providential arrangement (22:14), by birth. After a 

two-year imprisonment, he perceived that this new procurator would not grant him justice. 

Because he knew that the Lord wanted to have him in Rome, he had perhaps earlier decided to 

appeal to the emperor at the first opportunity. This chance was now before him, and he 

immediately took it. 

In a dignified and manly way, he pointed the procurator to the law, which the latter knew all 

too well (v. 4). There was no reason at all for involving the Jewish Supreme Council in the case 

yet again. All the more so because a Roman citizen could not be tried by an indigenous court. “I 

am standing here before the imperial court of Caesarea, and as a Roman citizen, according to 

Roman law, I ought to be judged here. Why has this not yet been done? I have done nothing 

wrong at all against the Jews, as you yourself know very well. 

11 If I were guilty and had done something for which the sentence of death was warranted, 

then I would not oppose that. In that case I would not ask for clemency, and I am prepared to die 

at the hands of this mob. But if their accusations against me lack all proof, then I have a right to 

be released, and no one can hand me over to them, simply to do them a favor.” Paul had said, “no 

one,” but he meant “you, Festus.” He showed clearly that he saw through the latter’s proposal as 

being a favor to the Jews. 

This was a thinly veiled accusation of partiality! Was not Paul raising the stakes rather high? 

Nothing prevented Festus at this point from taking revenge by pronouncing an unjust verdict. 

Therefore the apostle reached for his last judicial means of rescue, and spoke the two (Greek) 

words with which he in fact ended the trial in seconds: I appeal to the emperor! He possibly used 

the Latin judicial phrase: Caesarem appello. 

A Roman had the right to do this if he thought that a lower court had done him an injustice. 

We can appeal to a higher court against the verdict of a lower court, but a Roman could do so 

during his trial. Therefore Paul could appeal to the emperor when, and because, Festus had not 

yet rendered a verdict. 

12 It was now up to the procurator and his clerks to determine whether the case could indeed 

be set before the emperor. A sentence of capital punishment was now excluded, for Festus was 

bound to this law: That person is guilty of violence who, if he is clothed with authority, puts to 

death or has put to death a Roman citizen who appeals to the emperor. For that reason, after 

consulting with his judicial advisors, Festus had to inform Paul: “You have appealed to the 

emperor, then before the emperor you shall appear.” 



At this time, the emperor was Nero (54-68) who, under the influence of the philosopher 

Seneca, had opened his rule with five good years. Of course, Paul was not appealing to him first 

of all for the sake of his own safety, but especially on account of the unique opportunity that this 

would afford him to proclaim the gospel in the circles in which otherwise he would never have 

come (cf. Eph. 6:19-20; Phil. 1:19-20; 2 Tim. 4:17). An incidental motive could have been that if 

he were to be released, the churches that he had established among the Gentiles would 

simultaneously have been recognized at collegia licita, legally permissible associations. 

For the Jews, this effectively ended the case. They had done their best to eradicate the name 

of the Lord Jesus by killing his apostle, but they had achieved the opposite. He had turned their 

evil to the good. Without wanting this, they had cooperated in seeing to it that the apostle would 

now proclaim the name of Christ in Rome, the capital of the world empire. 

 

15.3 Festus lays Paul’s case before king Agrippa (Acts 25:13-27) 

 

Paul had appealed to the emperor, but what should Festus write concerning the case to His 

Majesty? In that situation of awkwardness, he decided to consult king Agrippa, and the Lord 

used this advice to give Paul an opportunity to testify of him before the ruler and his entourage. 

For he had called Paul to bring his name before kings as well (9:15). Therefore he did not allow 

him to leave the Jewish land before he had proclaimed the gospel to the Jewish king and the 

Roman procurator with their noble entourages. 

 

Herod Agrippa II and Bernice visit Festus 

 

13 Several days after assuming office and after the trial of Paul, Festus was paid a visit by 

two important guests. King Herod Agrippa II, who ruled over the neighboring area, came with 

his sister, “queen” Bernice to make an appearance in Caesarea at the procurator’s palace. 

Drusilla, the wife of the previous governor Felix (24:24), was also his sister. All three of them 

had descended from the anti-Christian family of the Herodians. 

The Herod Agrippa II about whom Luke is now writing was very oriented toward the 

Romans. This visit to the new procurator was evidence of that. He called himself the Great King, 

loyal friend of Caesar and friend of Rome. During the Jewish Revolt (66-70), which he had tried 

to prevent, he chose the side of the Romans. He knew Judaism thoroughly (26:3) and was 

familiar with the Hebrew Bible (26:26-27). The emperor had appointed him to be supervisor of 

the temple and at the same time had granted him the right to appoint and remove the high priest 

from office. 

His sister Bernice was, along with his other sister Drusilla, a woman of extraordinary beauty, 

but she had a very bad reputation. From her thirteenth to her twentieth year, she was in conflict 

with the Torah, and upon the command of her father had married his brother, her uncle. After the 

latter’s death, she lived with her brother, king Agrippa, according to popular opinion, as husband 

and wife. This incestuous relationship was talked about with shame as far away as Rome, where 

he had grown up. To camouflage this scandal, she was married for a brief time to the king of 

Cilicia, but she soon abandoned him to return to her brother. Around the fall of Jerusalem in 70, 

she was first the mistress of emperor Vespasian and then of his son, emperor Titus. Her hope of 

becoming queen by virtue of marrying him went up in smoke. Public opinion in Rome early on 

condemned this liaison with a Jewess so sharply that Titus sent her away. 

 



What should I do with that fellow Paul? 

 

14 In the palace of Festus, which their grandfather had built for himself, they had lived and 

played as children. Now during the many days when they were staying with him, Festus brought 

up for discussion what for him was an irritating case, the case of Paul. What should he write to 

the emperor about a man who was innocent, but whom he had not declared innocent in order to 

please the Jews? He wanted to hear what a Jewish ruler like Agrippa thought about this. “When 

he departed, Felix had left behind in prison a man with whom, to put it honestly, he didn’t know 

what to do. 

15 When I was in Jerusalem, the high priests and elders of the Jews submitted an indictment 

against him and asked me to convict him. 

16 To this request I responded that we Romans are not accustomed to convict a defendant, no 

matter who he is, as a way of granting a favor. The accused must first be confronted by his 

accusers and receive the opportunity to disprove the accusation. 

17 At that point they came along to Caesarea, and without further delay I held the trial the 

following day and ordered the defendant to proceed. 

18 But when the accusers encircled him, to my shock, they accused him not at all of the kind 

of crimes that I had expected: rioting or something similar, for which I could easily have 

convicted him. However, there was no mention of any transgression or crime.” In saying this, 

Festus was condemning himself: he had thereby unjustly refused to acquit Paul! In addition, the 

Jews had indeed brought “many serious charges” against Paul, but they were unable to prove 

them (v. 8). Nevertheless here Festus was acting like an incorruptible Roman judge. 

19 “They had only a few questions for him about their own religion and about a certain Jesus 

who died, but concerning whom Paul had claimed that he was alive.” 

From this we see that in his defense Paul had said far more than Luke reported in verse 8. 

Here as well, the apostle had seized the opportunity—what else could he do?—to testify before 

the ruler that Jesus Christ had risen from the dead. His Sadducee accusers had protested this 

vigorously, but with intense seriousness and emphasis he had insisted that he had seen and heard 

Jesus himself after his resurrection. In that connection would he also not have proclaimed in a 

few sentences that God had appointed this Jesus as Lord and world Judge for everyone who 

believed in him? In any case, Festus understood Paul clearly about one thing: Jesus is alive! 

From the dispassionate tone with which he told this to king Agrippa, we can infer that he had 

not come to faith, but neither had he found any reason at all to convict Paul. Nevertheless, he had 

heard the apostolic testimony and the next day he would get to hear it again! 

20 “Since I am not informed about these problems, I asked him whether he was prepared to 

go to Jerusalem to stand trial there. 

21 But then the case took a surprising turn. That fellow Paul refused to stand trial once again 

before the Sanhedrin, and he appealed to the emperor. That made handing him over to the Jews 

impossible. While awaiting the decision of His Imperial Highness (Latin: “Augustus”), he 

choose to remain here under arrest. Therefore I gave the order to keep him in custody until I can 

send him on to Caesar with a military escort. I am now waiting for that.” 

22 During recent years, Agrippa had heard a lot about Paul, and he was presented with a 

wonderful opportunity to meet that famous spokesman for the Christians. For that reason, he said 

to Festus: “I would like to hear this man once myself.” He had no objection to that; on the 

contrary, the sooner the better. So he said: “Fine. You will hear him tomorrow!” 

In this way, the Lord provided his apostle a new, wonderful opportunity to testify of him 



before king Agrippa, queen Bernice, the procurator Felix, in the presence of many highly placed 

civil and military authorities. For God wanted such highly placed people to be saved as well, and 

to come to the knowledge of the truth (1 Tim. 2:4). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



CHAPTER 16 

 

ACTS 25:23-26:32: PAUL IN CAESAREA (3): HIS TESTIMONY BEFORE KING AGRIPPA AND THE 

LEADERS OF THE CITY 

 

 

Once again, what a fascinating scene! The decorative auditorium in the governor’s palace in 

Caesarea. The unfurled banners for Agrippa, the Jewish king of Galilee and other provinces. 

Alongside him, his sister, princess Bernice, a woman of extraordinary beauty. In addition, there 

was the procurator Festus. High Roman officers decked out in full uniform. Soldiers with their 

shields and broad swords standing stiffly at attention. A large number of civil and military 

authorities. All of them had come together to listen to Paul, the apostle of Jesus Christ. 

Who had called them together? On the surface, it appeared to be the procurator. When on the 

previous day Agrippa expressed his desire to hear “this man” once, Festus honored that request 

the following day. He himself was hoping to gather material from this meeting for the letter in 

which he would inform His Majesty about Paul’s appeal to the emperor. 

But in this book, Luke is narrating the continuing Acts of Jesus Christ, now from heaven. 

Viewed in this way, he was the one who had brought together the entire military and 

administrative staff of Caesarea. For he had called Paul to make known his name (i.e., his words 

and deeds) in the highest circles as well (9:15). For that purpose Festus was unwittingly the 

instrument of Jesus. Under the latter’s leading, the procurator had made available the auditorium 

of his palace as an evangelism station, and had summoned all of the elite of Caesarea to come 

listen to the gospel of Jesus Christ. In order then, together with king Agrippa and princess 

Bernice, to be part of Paul’s audience. 

Unfortunately, he did not say what Cornelius had said earlier to Peter in this same city of 

Caesarea: “We are all here in the presence of God to hear all that you have been commanded by 

the Lord” (Acts 10:33). But they did listen to Paul. 

 

16.1 Festus opens the meeting (Acts 25:23-27) 

 

In Corinth, Paul had preached for some time in a house, mostly to rather ordinary people (Acts 

18:7; 1 Cor. 1:26). But here in Caesarea, he was standing in a palace, before a king, a procurator, 

and the prominent citizens of the city. There would have been important Jews there as well, but 

presumably most of his listeners were Gentiles 

23 With a great show of royalty, king Herod Agrippa II and his sister Bernice entered the 

auditorium. Escorted by high officers in full regalia. After everyone had taken their seats, at 

Festus’ command the apostle was led in. As a humble, simply clothed detainee, he was a sharp 

contrast to the pomp and splendor of his surroundings, but as ambassador of Jesus Christ he was 

the one who dominated the entire event. 

 

Festus introduces Paul 

 

24 Before the procurator handed over the leading of the investigation to king Agrippa, he 

introduced the apostle Paul to the audience with the following remarks. 

“King Agrippa [according to custom of the day, Bernice was not mentioned], esteemed 

guests! Here you see the man on whose account the entire Jewish population, both here and in 



Jerusalem, have come to me with a serious complaint. They shouted that he should no longer 

live.” That they had shouted this before Festus we don’t know, but it does fit with 21:36 and 

22:22. 

25 “After judicial investigation it seemed to me that he had not committed a capital crime, 

but that the difference between him and the Jews involved a matter of their faith, something that 

didn’t belong in a Roman courtroom” (vv. 18-19). (Theophilus would have read this with 

pleasure. Once again a Roman judge who declared Paul to be innocent! [cf. 18:14-15].) So the 

death sentence that the Jews were demanding could not possibly be granted. But since he has 

appealed to His Imperial Highness, I have decided to send him to Rome.” Literally, Festus called 

the emperor Sebastos (Latin for “the Augustus,” i.e., the one worthy of honor), a term that 

referred to deification. 

26 Except that now I face the problem that I must write to the Kurios (i.e., Lord) something 

concrete about this prisoner, whereas I have nothing specific about him to communicate. 

Therefore I have had him appear especially before you, king Agrippa, in the hope that at the 

conclusion of this investigation I will know what I have to write to His Majesty. As someone 

who knows the Jewish religion (26:3, 26), perhaps you will discover culpable facts that have 

escaped me. 

For Agrippa, then, the case would turn on the same issue as had been brought up before 

Felix: if Paul had committed no capital crime, then had he separated from the teaching of the 

Jewish religio licita? This referred to a religion protected by the state. If he had gone contrary to 

that religion, then he would have violated Roman law. On this point, Festus was hoping to be 

enlightened by the Jewish ruler. 

27 “It seemed nonsense to me to send a prisoner on to Rome under appeal without 

communicating the charge for which he had been tried.” Festus could not write: “Your Majesty, 

this man is innocent. But because I wanted to hand him over to the Jews, I did not acquit him, 

and he is now appealing that to you.” For then the procurator would be admitting his own 

unrighteousness, and would surely have brought Nero’s wrath down on himself. 

Festus called the emperor kurios, that is: Lord, son of the gods (v. 26). The ancient pagans 

used the same title for their gods. The New Testament reserves it for our Lord Jesus Christ. One 

hundred years later, Polycarp of Smyrna would be burned at the stake because he refused to deny 

“Kurios Jesus” by saying “Kurios Caesar.” 

 

16.2 Paul testifies before king Agrippa and the elite of Caesarea that Jesus has risen as 

the Kurios and Savior of Jews and Gentiles (Acts 26:1-23) 

 

The gathering that Festus had organized in his palace at the request of king Agrippa did not 

signify a new hearing for Paul. The ruler possessed no judicial authority beyond the boundaries 

of his own kingdom. And Festus’ judicial authority over Paul had ended upon the latter’s appeal 

to the emperor. So the gathering had more the character of a hearing than a trial. After Festus had 

opened the meeting, he turned the floor over to king Agrippa. 

1 This Jewish ruler was well-disposed toward Paul. He himself had mentioned his desire to 

hear Paul preach once (25:22). So he chose not to interrogate him, but gave the apostle ample 

room to say what he wanted about his case. Thereby he offered him an excellent opportunity to 

proclaim to this entire noble company that with Jesus’ resurrection, the light had dawned for 

Jews and Gentiles. Like a genuine ancient orator, Paul extended his hand in a gesture of showing 

respect to his listeners, and began speaking. 



This is the final and greatest speech that we get to hear from Paul. Naturally Luke provides 

us only with a summary. “We must infer far more from this than Luke’s words tell us” (Calvin). 

 

Paul’s course of life for the third time 

 

Just as before the Jews in Jerusalem (22:1-21), Paul does not provide an argument, but comes 

with facts. He told at this point how the Lord had called him en route to Damascus to be an 

apostle. There Paul had seen Jesus’ glory and heard his voice, and in this way became a witness 

of Jesus’ resurrection. This incontrovertible redemptive fact he wanted to hold before his 

listeners. 

Luke narrates this event now for the third time, but repeatedly in a different context and with 

different accents. In Acts 9, it featured Paul’s calling to the apostleship among the Gentiles. In 

Acts 22, it featured the last public testimony to Israel in the temple. Here in Acts 26, the focus is 

that in the resurrection of Jesus Christ, the Hope of Israel was fulfilled. 

Because we have already sketched the course of Paul’s earlier life in connection with Acts 9 

and in that context drew in Acts 22 and 26, we would refer the reader to Acts I  for further 

details. Here we will follow how Paul is defending himself with his narrative, against “all the 

accusations of the Jews” (v. 2). 

 

Introduction 

 

2 For two years (!) the apostle had sat as an innocent defendant in prison because of the 

agitation of his enemies. Nevertheless he had seized this opportunity eagerly to plead for his 

release. Without showing a trace of vengeance, he was silent about the injustice he had endured, 

and he now seized the opportunity to testify powerfully to king Agrippa and the elite of Caesarea 

that Jesus is alive and that he is the Kurios and Savior of Jews and Gentiles. 

Because he had been imprisoned on account of Jewish attacks and accusations, he first 

declared his joy about being permitted now to defend himself before a Jewish ruler who was 

familiar with the Old Testament: “I consider myself fortunate, king Agrippa, that today I may 

make my defense especially before you, against the accusations of the Jews against me. 

3 For you are thoroughly acquainted with all the Jewish customs and mutual differences (like 

that between the Pharisees and Sadducees about the resurrection of the dead). Therefore I ask 

you to listen patiently to me.” 

 

I am on trial because of the Hope of Israel 

 

4 “For the Jews, I have not been unknown to the Jews from my youth on. Who of my 

kinsmen does not know what kind of life I have lived among them from my early youth, first in 

Tarsus and later in Jerusalem. 

5 They have known me for a long time already! If they wanted—but they would rather 

discredit me—they could testify  that I lived as a Pharisee and student of Gamaliel according to 

the precepts of the strictest group in our religion.” In other words, King Agrippa had before him 

no enemy of Judaism at all, as Paul’s opponents had been claiming, but a full-blooded, orthodox 

Jew, in ancestry, training, and religious zeal. 

6 “So why am I on trial before you? Not because of misdeed against the Jewish laws or the 

Roman government, but at bottom, because of the core of our faith: the hope of the Savior whom 



God promised to our fathers [Rom. 9:4]. Put another way: I am on trial for the hope of the 

peaceable kingdom of the Messiah.” In that kingdom all Jews (except the Sadducees) expected 

the resurrection of the dead, as Agrippa knew. 

7 “Everywhere our twelve tribes look with great longing for the fulfillment of that promise. 

For that purpose, they serve God tirelessly, day and night, with prayers, morning and evening 

sacrifices, and by studying Moses and the Prophets. Based on that primeval Jewish hope I am 

being accused by Jews, Your Majesty! And to think that I am proclaiming with all my strength 

‘the hope of Israel’!” (28:20). Why else was he being accused? 

8 All the Jews in the auditorium knew that. Because he was proclaiming that with Jesus’ 

resurrection from the dead (25:19), this peaceable kingdom was drawing near and “the hope of 

Israel” was being fulfilled! “Why do you [plural] think it is unbelievable that God raises the 

dead?” This was a rhetorical question, which he was addressing not only to Agrippa, but to his 

entire audience. Did no Jew in the auditorium know that God had raised someone from the dead 

three times? (cf. v. 26b). In each instance, the Scripture testified that God had raised the son of 

the widow in Zarephath and the son of the Shunamite (1 Kings 17:22; 2 Kings 4:35; cf. 13:21). 

Why then could he not have raised Jesus of Nazareth? This was a question that made a deep 

impression on the Gentiles who were present (cf. 17:31-32). Did this man know a God who 

raised dead people to life? 

 

Jesus and his church fiercely opposed 

 

Paul, however, did not feel that he was superior to this unbelief about Jesus’ resurrection. He 

acknowledged honestly and humbly that for a time he too had sinned against that truth, and how 

blind he had been at that point. The report of his persecution of Christians is more expansive here 

than in 9:1 and 22:4-5. 

9 “I readily believed the lie of the Jewish Council that Jesus’ disciples had stolen his corpse 

at night [Matt. 28:11-15]. I was absolutely convinced that he was a false messiah. Therefore I 

thought I was doing a holy service to God when I fiercely opposed the name [i.e., the words and 

deeds] of Jesus of Nazareth. 

10 I did this with full authorization. First in Jerusalem. With the permission of the high 

priests, I locked up in prison many (!) saints [that is what Paul purposely calls them now]. And 

when the court was considering a death sentence, I always voted in favor. 

11 King Agrippa, I must confess to you with deep shame that I opposed the followers of 

Jesus like a madman. There was no synagogue where more than once I attempted by means of 

painful physical punishments to force them to deny their faith in Jesus. Now that I know him as 

God’s Son, I realize that I was thereby driving them to blaspheme God. In my unbridled fury I 

persecuted them in cities beyond our borders. So deeply did I hate Jesus and so firmly was I 

convinced that he was dead and could not possibly be the Messiah.” 

 

Until the resurrected Jesus appeared to me 

 

Naturally at this point, the entire hall was wondering how such a fierce opponent had been 

changed into a confessor of Jesus’ resurrection and messiahship. This reversal was not the fruit 

of Scripture study, for at that point he was still reading Scripture with tinted glasses. Jesus of 

Nazareth himself had intervened! We discussed this more extensively in connection with 9:3-8 

and 22:6-11. 



12 “It happened while I was en route to Damascus as an inquisitor under mandate and with 

the authority of the high priests. 

13 I still remember exactly what happened, O king. It was the middle of the day. Suddenly I 

saw coming directly from heaven a light so strong, stronger even than the sun at its zenith!” This 

was a theophany! As people who knew the Scripture, Agrippa and the rest of the Jews 

understood this immediately. 

14 “This supernatural light made such a tremendous impression on us that I fell to the ground 

along with my entire arresting team. Then I heard a voice that addressed me by my Greek name 

Saul, but asked me in Hebrew: Sjaoel, Sjaoel, why are you persecuting me?” He declared 

resistance against him to be pointless. Paul was busy persecuting Jesus’ church, but Jesus wanted 

to use Paul’s gifts and talents to expand it. His opposing Jesus resembled the reluctance of a draft 

animal that kicks its back legs angrily but in so doing, achieves nothing else than receiving 

painful blows from the pointed stick of the driver. 

15 “I asked, ‘Who are you, Lord?’ The Lord answered, ‘I am Jesus, whom you are 

persecuting.’” What a shocking discovery! The man who, according to Paul’s deepest 

conviction, was a false Messiah but who had fortunately died and was buried, was alive! And 

dwelling in heavenly glory! What the Sanhedrin had communicated about Jesus (Matt. 28:11-15) 

was a lie! The Christians were right: God had indeed raised him and thereby exalted him to be 

Lord and Messiah! (cf. 2:36). God had begun to fulfill the Hope of Israel! And this divine 

redemptive work he, Paul, had opposed with fire and sword! 

Paul could not have testified of Jesus’ resurrection with any more enthusiasm and power. 

King Herod Agrippa, his sister Bernice, the procurator Festus, and all the other authorities in 

their entourage were now hearing the truth about Jesus of Nazareth. And from the lips of a man 

who had heard Jesus’ voice and had fallen to the ground blinded at seeing Jesus’ heavenly 

radiance. That he had initially hated Jesus so fiercely made his testimony all the more credible. 

 

The commission he gave me 

 

Next Paul tells what Jesus had assigned to him after this had happened. That Jesus gave him 

to know this in Damascus via Ananias (9:10-16; 22:12-15). He omitted the fact that later the 

Lord appeared to him again (22:17-21), something he thought was not important for his audience 

at this moment. 

16 “When I lay there on the ground, crushed and blinded by his appearing, he called to me, 

“Rise and stand on your feet!” Like a slave before his master, ready to carry out the latter’s 

commission, is how Paul had to “stand” submissively before Jesus (cf. Deut. 31:14; Luke 1:19). 

This was also how the Lord had addressed Ezekiel when he called him to be a prophet: “Son of 

man, stand on your feet! I am sending you to the Israelites. You shall speak my words to them” 

(Ezek. 2:1, 3, 7). Thus Paul was standing in the same line as Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the 

other prophets! Just as they had been sent by the Lord, so too was Paul. “For,” he continued, “I 

have appeared to you to appoint you to be my servant and witness of everything that you have 

seen and will see about me” (cf. 18:9; 22:17-18; 23:11; 2 Cor. 12:1 Gal. 1:12). This was how he 

was called to be an apostle and placed on one and the same line with the other apostles.  

In short, from this first part of Paul’s defense, Agrippa and the other listeners learned three 

powerful facts. First, that the crucified Jesus of Nazareth had risen from the dead. Second, that he 

had received heavenly glory from God. Third, that he had turned his persecutor into his preacher. 

This testimony cut the ground out beneath all denial of Jesus’ resurrection and messiahship, 



both then and there, as well as here and now. With his resurrection the Hope of Israel (vv. 6-7) 

began to be fulfilled. He had risen as “the firstfruits of those who have fallen sleep” (1 Cor. 

15:20). 

 

First to the Jew, but also to the Greek 

 

17 To testify concerning this, Jesus had sent Paul not only to the Jews, but especially to the 

Gentiles. This was a mortally dangerous commission! Therefore already when he had called 

Paul, Jesus had prepared him and assured him of severe opposition: “I will protect you against 

the opposition of the Gentiles, but especially against that of your own people.” Jeremiah had 

received a similar promise! (Jer. 1:8, 19). How many assaults upon Paul’s life had the Lord not 

neutralized since then? 

18 For the Lord had not submitted himself to crucifixion in order to save as few sinners as 

possible, but as many as possible. The eyes of all must be opened to the fact that they were 

subject to the power of Satan, were dwelling in the kingdom of darkness, sin, lies, and death. But 

as the Servant of the Lord, Jesus is the Light of the world (Isa. 42:6-7; John 8:12; 9:5; cf. Eph. 

5:8; 1 Pet. 2:9). Through his resurrection he has brought imperishable life to light. Whoever 

believes in him and turns from Satan to God receives the forgiveness of sins and together with all 

the saints inherits eternal life (Col. 1:12; 1 Pet. 1:4). That is what Paul had to proclaim 

everywhere. 

As he was saying this, he was also doing this! Full of love for these impoverished wealthy 

people, he preached the exalted fellowship of God’s grace in Christ Jesus. He proclaimed this to 

king Agrippa and his sister Bernice, two scions of the Herodian family, and just like so many 

Jews, lost sheep of the house of Israel. At the same time he proclaimed to Porcius Festus and the 

other Gentiles that they, just like the Jews, needed Messiah Jesus as Savior. Otherwise they, 

despite seeing, would remain blind, under the power of Satan, the arch-deceiver. But it they 

turned from the darkness to the light, and place their trust in Jesus of Nazareth, they too would 

become citizens of the kingdom of God and heirs of eternal life. For that, they did not need to 

begin living like Jews, but only believe in God and his Messiah. 

 

Because of this, the Jews almost murdered me 

 

19 “So then, king Agrippa, because it was no one less than Jesus himself who assigned me to 

this ministry of proclamation, I have never disobeyed that heavenly appearance. You understand 

that I simply could do nothing else than in one split second turn from being a persecutor to being 

a preacher. 

20 This, then, is what I zealously performed. First I turned to the inhabitants of Damascus 

and Jerusalem and the entire Judean countryside, later to the Gentiles as well. Everywhere I 

called then to turn with penitence away from their Jewish living from the ‘law’ or from their 

pagan idols, to God himself, and to do everything that comports with their new life. In fact, I 

proclaimed in this connection the very same message as John the Baptizer and Jesus themselves 

had preached (Matt. 3:2; 4:17; Titus 2:14; 3:8). 

21 That, and that alone, is the reason why the Jews seized me in the temple and wanted, for 

the umpteenth time, to murder me. What they have brought up against me—spreading false 

teaching and causing riots (21:26-29; 24:5-6)—are pure lies. Everything hinges on my 

proclamation of the crucified and risen Jesus! Especially that I am preaching him not only as 



Savior of the Jews, but also of the Gentiles (Eph. 2:11-22). Apart from the latter having to render 

obedience to the Law of Moses, that thereby Gentiles are placed on the same level before God 

alongside Jews is unacceptable to their Jewish pride! (22:21; 1 Thess. 2:16). Therefore they hate 

me so intensely that they almost murdered me in the temple.” 

 

I continue to testify of him, in the line of Moses and the prophets 

 

22 Indeed, how often had the Jews perpetrated murderous assaults against Paul? The last one 

resulted in Paul sitting in prison for two years already. But as we indicated, Paul does not say one 

word of complaint about this. Naturally, as a prisoner he was now standing under Roman 

protection, but in this he saw God’s helping hand. Until now, the Almighty had neutralized every 

assault against him by Jews and Gentiles, and he continued to stand as a witness of Jesus Christ 

before people of high position and of low status. He had proclaimed the gospel to slaves and 

soldiers, but also to the proconsul of Cyprus and now to king Agrippa and procurator Festus 

together with their noble entourage. 

In that context, had he come into conflict with official Judaism as a “religio licita,” as the 

Jews had argued in the trial before governor Festus? No, this accusation also lacked any basis. In 

his proclamation of Messiah Jesus, Paul had never deviated from what Moses and the Prophets 

had prophesied about Jesus (Luke 24:27, 44). 

23 Jesus was crucified and had died—about this Jews and Christians agreed. But with these 

events, had Scripture been fulfilled? Did the Messiah have to suffer and die? Had he risen from 

the dead, as Paul testified? For this reason he was being fiercely opposed and persecuted by the 

Jews. Nevertheless, he had Moses and the prophets entirely on his side! All the Jewish 

accusations against Paul were in fact being directed against Holy Scripture! 

The Mosaic sacrificial ministry had indeed required the death of the Savior (Lev. 17:11; Heb 

10). The Prophets, too, had predicted his suffering and death, but at the same time proclaimed 

that he would rise once and for all from the dead as the Firstborn (Ps. 2:7; 16:9-10; 110:1; 

118:17, 22-23; Isa. 55:3-11; Luke 24:25-27, 44-47; Acts 2:37; 1 Cor. 15:20; Col. 1:18). In order 

thereafter to have it proclaimed to both Jews and Gentiles that with his death and resurrection the 

light of God’s all-embracing salvation had dawned over all nations. Great news for the Gentiles 

in the auditorium! With their entrance into God’s people the Prophets also came to be fulfilled 

(cf. Isa. 42:6; 49:6; 60:3). 

Paul’s allusions to the prophets could not have escaped the notice of King Agrippa and the 

other Jews in the hall. It is likely that he was citing them literally, as was his custom. Thereby he 

was placing them before the unavoidable choice: “Either you reject the prophecies of Moses and 

the Prophets about the Messiah, but then you remain in the darkness. Or you accept that in 

Messiah Jesus they are fulfilled, and then you enter into the light.” 

 

16.3 Agrippa and Festus reject Paul’s testimony (Acts 26:24-29) 

 

To this point, Paul had directed his remarks to king Agrippa. For to him Festus had given the 

leadership of this “inquiry” and he in turn had given the floor to Paul (v. 1). 

24 Suddenly a great consternation arose in the auditorium. While Paul was in the midst of his 

defense with regard to his apostolate and was simultaneously proclaiming the gospel to all who 

were present, Festus loudly interrupted him. 

He had been so hopeful that he would be able to obtain from Paul’s speech arguments that he 



could put in his letter to emperor Nero (25:27), but now that prisoner was once again talking 

exclusively about Jesus, who, according to the Jews, was dead, but who, according to Paul, had 

risen. Apparently the procurator had never read the Greek Old Testament. That he as a Roman 

should have to discern the truth from a Jewish book he evidently found absurd. Everything that 

Paul had proclaimed about Jesus as the Light of the world, through whom Jews and Gentiles 

could obtain forgiveness of sins and eternal life, Festus remained convinced was foolishness (cf. 

25:19). 

In an attempt to oppose the powerful effect of this preaching and to provide his own unbelief 

with an appearance of legitimacy, he suddenly shouted aloud in the middle of Paul’s speech: 

“Paul, you are crazy and you’re not making any sense. All that learning has made you crazy.” 

(This was how unbelief mocked the apostles on Pentecost: “They are drunk!” [2:14].) Festus of 

course did not believe what he was shouting, for you wouldn’t be sending a lunatic as an 

appellant to meet the emperor. 

25 Paul reacted with dignity and respect to this offensive outburst. He recognized in this 

Roman official the natural man who is inclined to identify what comes from God’s Spirit as 

being foolish (1 Cor. 1:18; 2:14). Paul responded with class and self-control: “Most excellent 

Festus, I am not crazy, nor am I speaking lunacy. On the contrary, what I say is true and testifies 

to a sound mind. The resurrection of Jesus Christ is an historical fact that can be checked with a 

number of witnesses (1 Cor. 15:5-8). 

26 You are hearing these things for the first time and view them as the delusions of a 

confused mind! But I am now speaking especially to the king, and as a Jew he knows very well 

what this is about. Therefore I could talk about these things freely with him. I cannot imagine 

that what happened surrounding Jesus escaped his attention.” 

For this definitely involved no minor events that happened in a corner somewhere. Jesus was 

a national figure whose famed had extended abroad. His death and resurrection occurred in the 

capital city of Jerusalem. The Sanhedrin and governor, Pilate, were intimately involved. That 

Jesus’ apostles had performed many powerful miracles there and had established large Christian 

churches—surely Agrippa has heard about these things. Along with the fact that Christian 

churches exist also in Phoenicia, Cyprus, Antioch, Asia Minor, Macedonia, Achaia, yes, even in 

Rome. Christianity was en route to becoming a world religion. 

27 At that point, turning once again toward the king, Paul asked him point blank: “King 

Agrippa, do you believe the prophets?” Was the ruler shocked by this question, and did he 

hesitate to answer? Well then Paul would answer for him: “I know that you believe!” Including 

their prophecies about the Messiah. 

28 But now he went after the king. Agreeing that he believed the prophecies could make him 

appear ridiculous in the eyes of the Gentiles. But as a Jewish ruler and protector of the temple, he 

could deny this even less. He understood well that the next question would be: “Do you believe 

that the prophecies are fulfilled in Jesus the Nararene?” He shrank back from that, for the term 

Christian was definitely not a title of honor (1 Pet. 4:16). 

Presumably somewhat haughtily Agrippa answered: “What? You want me to become a 

Christian so quickly!” Man, you are overwhelming me. Just as Felix and so many others before 

and after them, the king was trying to avoid and postpone the choice for or against Christ with a 

flippant comment. But Jesus said: “Whoever is not with me is against me” (Luke 11:23). You 

choose either the narrow path or the broad path; the third path, which is what Agrippa was 

looking for, does not exist (Ps. 1; Matt. 7:13). 

29 The apostle continued with a quick-witted and final appeal to Agrippa’s heart: “I would 



pray God that sooner or later that not only you, but all who are now listening to me, become just 

as I am, except for my imprisonment” (literally, except for these chains, but as a Roman citizen 

he need not have worn these during his pre-arrest [cf. 22:29]). Paul did not use the word 

“Christian,” but the entire audience knew that it was his heart’s desire that all those present, from 

the lowest ranking soldier to the procurator and the king, would become disciples of Jesus Christ. 

Saved by faith in him, from the power of Satan, acquitted of the guilt of sin, and heirs of eternal 

life. 

 

Did Paul bear witness here in vain? 

 

Festus had loudly declared him crazy, and Agrippa had finished with him for the time being. 

But the question is whether the seed of the gospel had been scattered on rocks or landed among 

thorns. “My word . . . shall not return to me empty, but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, 

and shall succeed in the thing for which I sent it” (Isa. 55:11). Who knows whether some 

listeners, according to Paul’s prayer, “sooner or later” accepted the Lord Jesus as the Light of the 

world. 

 

16.4 Paul declared innocent of the Jewish indictment (Acts 26:30-32) 

 

With this, Paul had defended himself against the Jewish accusations: this man is a real pest, 

causing riots, desecrating the temple, and a sectarian who has separated from the Jewish religio 

licita and therefore together with his followers can make no appeal for protection under Roman 

law (cf. 25:5). Agrippa rejected Paul’s summons to faith in Christ Jesus, but what was his 

response to Paul’s defense? 

30 The hearing had been called at his request (25:22). He could neither extend or abridge it at 

will. When Paul began posing penetrating questions, however, he brought an abrupt end to the 

hearing. He stood up and left the hall, followed decorously by the procurator, princess Bernice, 

and all the notable attendees, army officers and advisors who had been in attendance. With that, 

the kind also brought to an end the proclamation of the gospel to him and his entourage. 

31 But declare that the Jewish accusations against Paul were legitimate he did not do. To that 

extent, he remained positive toward him. Familiar as he was with the books of Moses and the 

Prophets, he had understood that the apostle had not separated from the Jewish religio licita. 

This expert judgment on the part of a Jew Festus could put to good use. 

After both of them had gone out to deliberate, the men appeared to agree: Paul’s speech was 

so void of revolutionary agitation and so full of Jesus’ messiahship that he constituted no danger 

whatsoever for the security of the Roman state. They were unanimous: that man is doing nothing 

worthy of death or of imprisonment. 

The proconsul Gallio, the rulers Lysias and Festus, in short, every court that could have 

condemned Paul, had reached the same conclusion (18:14-15; 23:29; 25:25). Theophilus, the 

high Roman official for whom Luke was primarily writing, must have read this again with 

satisfaction. Christians were not dangers to the state. When in later years, the Romans persecuted 

the Christians, Luke’s narrative continued to bring to mind the benevolent attitude that the 

Roman government had initially adopted toward Christians. 

32 Agrippa made one more comment to Festus: “This man could have been set free if he had 

not appealed to Caesar.” In this way, Festus continued to face the question, after this consultation 

was concluded (25:25-29), about what he should write to emperor Nero concerning Paul. No one 



knows how he resolved this dilemma. The main emphasis would have been placed on the appeal 

to a higher court being made by the arrestee himself. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



CHAPTER 17 

 

ACTS 27:1-28:15: PAUL’S JOURNEY TO ROME 

 

 

The church in Rome was not established by Paul. It was in existence already when he wrote his 

well-known letter to the Romans from Corinth at the end of the 50s. In that epistle, he mentioned 

that it had long been his heart’s desire and prayer to be able to meet this church and strengthen it. 

“Always in my prayers, [I ask] that somehow by God’s will I may now at last succeed in 

coming to you. For I long to see you, that I may impart to you some spiritual gift to strengthen 

you—that is, that we may be mutually encouraged by each other’s faith, both yours and mine. 

I do not want you to be unaware, brothers, that I have often intended to come to you (but thus 

far have been prevented), in order that I may reap some harvest among you as well as among the 

rest of the Gentiles. I am under obligation both to Greeks and to barbarians, both to the wise and 

to the foolish. So I am eager to preach the gospel to you also who are in Rome” (Rom. 1:10-15). 

When he wrote this, however, he first had to transport to Jerusalem the large collection of the 

Macedonian churches for the poor churches (Rom. 15:25-26; cf. Acts 18:21). “When therefore I 

have completed this and have delivered to them what has been collected, I will leave for Spain 

by way of you. . . . I appeal to you, brothers, . . . to strive together with me in your prayers to 

God on my behalf, that I may be delivered from the unbelievers in Judea . . .” (Rom. 15:28-31). 

Meanwhile this prayer had been heard, even though these opponents had made various 

attempts on his life, and as a result he had spent two years in prison. But now finally he would be 

traveling to Rome. Except, not as a free man, but as a prisoner, together with a number of 

criminals. 

Luke has described this journey in remarkable detail. After reading his account, only one 

conclusion remains possible: everything looked like Paul would never reach Rome! That he 

finally did arrive alive and well, and proclaimed the Lord Jesus in the capital of paganism, is an 

immense miracle. It is due only to the preserving hand of “him who works all things according to 

the counsel of his will” (Eph. 1:11). And he wanted emperor Nero and his palace to hear “the 

Word of God and the testimony of Jesus” as well (cf. 19:21; 23:11). 

 

17.1 From Caesarea to Crete (Acts 27:1-13) 

 

Luke uses the first person plural to narrate this history leading to the arrival in Rome, from which 

we infer that he was alongside Paul. He would have remained nearby during Paul’s 

imprisonment. 

1 When on a certain day a number of prisoners were leaving from Caesarea to Rome, Paul 

was added to the transport group. Had his shipmates also appealed to the emperor? Or were they 

criminals who were destined to undergo capital punishment in the arena for the amusement of 

the Roman public, as they fought against wild animals? The commander and the soldiers 

guarding the prisoners were transferred to the officer Julius, a centurion of the Augusta cohort. 

The transport could have occurred largely by land, through modern Turkey and northern 

Greece. But this took many months, and during autumn and winter was very problematic. 

Moreover, guarding the prisoners would also have been more difficult. Therefore it was decided 

to make the trip by sea. 

The easiest route would have been by land to Alexandria, and there to board ship on one of 



the large grain ships or medium sized cargo ships that made regular trips between Rome and 

Egypt. For just like oil tankers are essential for economic life in Western Europe today, so too 

the grain ships were for the millions of inhabitants of Rome. The city was largely dependent on 

grain coming from Egypt, what at that time was the breadbasket of the Roman empire. Each year 

the colossal amount of two-four hundred tons of grain were needed. 

The grain ships were privately owned, but were contracted by the state and operated under 

the supervision of the state. The timely and adequate transport of grain from Egypt was very 

important to the stability of the state and the power of the emperor, both of which were beneficial 

in providing sufficient “bread and games” for the populace. It is very possible that the centurion 

who brought Paul to Rome was also a frumentarius, an officer commissioned with oversight of 

grain transports (the Lat. word frumentum means “grain”). The authority with which he 

functioned on the grain ship in Paul’s shipwreck makes this assumption plausible. 

Meanwhile autumn had almost arrived, and since it was so late in the season, Julius would 

probably not find a ship in Alexandria that was going directly to Italy. Between mid-November 

and mid-April, the shipping industry was largely dormant. The Romans even had an official term 

for this: mare clausum (“closed sea”). 

2 If so, then he would have chosen a coastal ship from Adramyttium, a locale on the west 

coast of modern Turkey, which would serve the coastal cities of Asia. Somewhere in that port, 

one could find a ship headed for Italy. Often these coastal ships were galley ships that not only 

sailed, but were also equipped with a sizeable number of oars that helped them get in and out of 

harbors more easily. 

To his great joy, Paul’s friends, doctor Luke and Aristarchus from Thessalonica, 

accompanied him as passengers. Both had been part of the delegation that together with the 

apostle had brought the collection of the Greek church to Jerusalem (20:4). We met Aristarchus 

for the first time in connection with the massive anti-Paul demonstration in the stadium in 

Ephesus (19:29), and later in connection with Paul in prison (Col. 4:10. Philemon 24). They 

would have supplied the non-perishable food needed for the trip: biscuits, cakes, salt, smoked or 

dried meat, cheese, cooked eggs, and dried fruit. Water would have been included in the fare. 

3 The ship left the harbor on its own power and the next day reached Sidon, an ancient 

Phoenician port, some 106 miles (170 kilometers) to the north. There the ship was emptied and 

obtained new cargo. Julius, who by now had shown some sympathy and respect for Paul, was 

exceptionally friendly toward him. He granted him permission (perhaps not even chained to a 

guard?) to disembark and seek provision from his friends there and to obtain needed food and 

money. 

From this we see that there was a church in Sidon, possibly consisting of Jerusalem believers 

who had fled from the persecution of Christians following Stephen’s death (11:19). Paul had 

visited there once with Barnabas (15:3). Julius called them Paul’s “friends.” May we infer from 

this that in addition to calling each other “brothers and sisters,” believers also called each other 

“friends”? (cf. 3 John 15). 

4 Because autumn was imminent at this point, and we would have faced strong headwinds if 

we sailed south of Cyprus, the captain decided to travel leeward along the eastern coast of this 

island to reach Asia Minor. This made the trip longer—370 nautical miles in total—but followed 

a more navigable route. 

5 South of Cilicia (where Paul’s native city was) and Pamphylia, the coastal ship crossed the 

open sea. After unloading and reloading cargo in a number of ports, it entered Andriake, the port 

of Myra (a city that exists still today on the southern coast of Turkey). Because the intermediate 



stops had taken some time, it was possible that fifteen days had passed already since their 

departure from Caesarea, and it was already September when they moored in Myra. In this time, 

it was an important port from which Roman troops were regularly transported. At the same time, 

it was a transition port for the grain ships traveling from Alexandria in Egypt via the northerly 

routes to Italy. 

 

From Myra to Crete 

 

6 Here the centurion was able to locate such a grain ship (v. 38) from Alexandria, loaded 

with grain and en route to Italy; he had his entire transport book passage on this ship. For that 

day, this was a large freighter that could accommodate, in addition to the cargo, two hundred 

seventy passengers (v. 37). We assume that it was some 45-55 yards (40-50 meters) long, some 

15 x 15 yards (13.75 x 13.25 meters) wide and deep. Apart from the ship’s keel, this kind of ship 

weighed 1,000-3,500 tons, and had a cargo capacity of 300-400 tons. We should not suppose that 

the passenger accommodations were anything spectacular. Most of them would have remained 

on deck, protected somewhat from the harsh wind, sea spray, and the fierce sun under a canvas 

canopy. They would have spent the night there as well, on blankets and mats. So a sea voyage 

was not an unmixed blessing. 

7 After leaving the port of Myra, they encountered difficulties. The captain had wanted to 

chart a course below the southern coast of Greece via Cape Spartivento, the southeasternmost 

point on the boot of Italy, in order to sail from there via the Strait of Messina to Ostia, the port of 

Rome. But because of the necessary tacking against a strong wind from the northwest, the 

heavily loaded ship that sailed deep in the water could make only slow headway for several days. 

With great difficulty it reached Cnidus. 

Once they had traveled beyond the lee of the mainland of Asia Minor, without any protection 

they would have had to deal with the powerful northwestern winds. Therefore the captain 

decided to change course and sail via a longer, southwesterly route south of Crete. He was 

apparently hoping to be able to reach Italy before the autumn storms came. To winter halfway 

would have meant a severe financial loss, for that would delay his future grain transports from 

Egypt. So they sailed past Crete on its leeward side, along the cape of Salmone (now called Cape 

Sideros). 

8 With immense difficulty, the ship rounded this cape and moored in Kaloi Limenes (i.e., 

Good Reason or Fair Havens, near the city of Lasea on the southeast coast of the island). There 

we found shelter and the wind posed less trouble for the ship. 

9 Meanwhile the time for sea travel was largely past. By mid-September sea travel began to 

become dangerous. By this time the fasts associated with the Great Day of Atonement (in the 

year 59, this was around October 5) were already past! Travel became very risky. People 

expected dangerous autumn storms throughout November. Cloudy skies would have made 

navigation by sun and stars either difficult or impossible (v. 20). The issue became pressing 

whether people would be able to travel safely south of the coast of Sicily and Italy. Though it 

meant loss of income for him, the captain and ship owner decided to take no risks, and to look 

for a harbor on Crete to spend the winter. But which one? Fair Havens or one more suitable? 

When the shipmates consulted together about this (v. 12), Paul gave them a warning. 

10 By that time already, he had traveled at least 4,000 miles (6,500 kilometers) by sea (cf. 2 

Cor. 11:25), and had thereby gained a wealth of experience. He knew all too well that continued 

travel was irresponsible. They could resume travel in the beginning of March at the earliest. 



“Men,” he said, “traveling any further would be reckless. I foresee great risks, not only for the 

ship and its cargo, but also for our very lives.” The fact that God would spare the lives of 

everyone the Lord showed him two weeks later (v. 23). Paul’s unexpressed advice was: stay for 

the time being in Fair Havens. 

11 He did not obtain agreement, however. The centurion, who had an important voice during 

the journey (as an officer of the state food supply?), and was well disposed toward Paul, 

understandably chose to follow the nautical expertise of the helmsman and the captain rather 

than what Paul had said. 

12 They thought Fair Havens was also less suitable for wintering with such a large and 

valuable grain ship. The majority therefore decided to consider traveling to Phoenix, which was 

also on the southern coast of Crete. In those days it had a bay that faced southwest and 

northwest. Because there they would be protected very well from the northerly and easterly 

winds that prevailed during this time of year, they wanted to spend the winter there. 

13 When a light breeze arose from the south, they thought they had a good chance of making 

it. They lifted anchor and sailed cautiously as closely as possible south of the coast of Crete. For 

Paul, the departure from Fair Havens was a difficult moment. He had set his sights on Rome, and 

on his calling to tell people who were ruling the entire Roman empire from Rome who Jesus 

was. But how he foresaw severe impediments. In such moments as well, he fought “the good 

fight of faith.” 

 

17.2 In the grip of Euraquilo (Acts 27:14-44) 

 

Phoenix lay twenty-five nautical miles from Fair Havens, a distance that, with a favorable south 

wind, people could travel in a few hours. Nevertheless the departure was quite an adventure. For 

normally the rise of a south wind around this time of year signaled a change in weather. The 

captain knew that, but the quickness of the wind change must have been an unwelcome surprise 

to him. 

14 It didn’t take long before the nice weather vanished. Suddenly a typhoon (Greek, 

typhōnikos) came up from the mountains of Crete, from the northeast, hitting the ship with 

hurricane force. The sailors recognized this kind of storm: it was the feared euraquloon, a fierce 

typhoon that arose suddenly and lasted a long time. This time it would last some fourteen days 

(vv. 27-33). 

15 The heavy vessel was pushed about, and although it was being manned by expert 

mariners, it could not keep the bow headed into the wind, so that the ship become unnavigable 

and the waves came against the side of the ship. Luke, who evidently experienced this 

frightening tension and uncertainty himself, writes: “We had to surrender in the battle against the 

elements, and allow ourselves to be carried along powerlessly by the gale. It drove us further 

from the safe harbor of Phoenix, into the raging Mediterranean Sea. 

16 The severe storm pushed the ship along Cauda, an island about 22 miles (35 kilometers) 

southwest of Crete. Because its southern coast rose almost 1,000 feet (300 meters) above the sea, 

we found there temporary protection from the harsh north wind. Nevertheless, great effort on the 

part of the mariners was needed to hoist the heavy lifeboat on board the violently rolling ship in 

the stormy sea. With fear and trembling the mariners saw that they had to prepare for a perilous 

meandering across open sea, where in the past, so many freighters perished along with their 

passengers and cargo.” 

17 After the lifeboat had been taken on board, people took one more safety precaution. Since 



they were at the moment sailing in the lee of Cauda, the mariners decided to “undergird” the ship 

with supports for the purpose of fortifying its structure and preventing leakage. Swelling wet 

grain could case the ship’s sides to burst. It is not clear how they stretched the cables, whether 

several times around the ship’s length, or its width? Or lengthwise inside the ship itself, pulling 

the supports together, as we see in the images of Egyptian ships? Or crosswise to the keel? This 

latter method was still being used in the eighteenth century in large sailing ships. In any case, 

this measure indicates that the situation was critical. The passengers must have watched with 

dismay as the mariners implemented these precautions. 

Meanwhile fear was growing among everyone that within a few days they would be stranded 

on the sandbars of Syrte along the north coast of Africa. Living there were infamous pirates who 

made short shrift of the crew of stranded ships, or sold them into slavery. To prevent this, they 

lowered a skeuos, which in this context presumably refers to a kind of sea anchor. This may have 

been a vertical plank or a canvas bag filled with some of the ship’s cargo. Only to hope that the 

wind would either turn or diminish! 

18 But the next day, when the storm was still raging at full strength, new precautionary 

measures had to be taken. In order to improve the stability of the ship that with every crashing 

wave lurched violently with its heavy cargo, the captain decided to throw some of the baggage 

and merchandise overboard. This would have included baggage and merchandise belonging to 

the passengers. This method was often followed in emergency situations at sea in order to 

preserve the seaworthiness of the ship. The vessel rose a bit higher in the water and encountered 

less resistance. The expensive grain was left in the hold for the time being. That would be thrown 

overboard only as a last resort (v. 38). 

19 When on the third day after departing from Fair Havens, as the terrible storm continued, 

they saw that the situation was virtually hopeless. In a panic the crew members reached the point 

of throwing overboard with their own hands various pieces of the ship’s equipment: spare belts, 

hoist equipment, rigging, and perhaps even the yard (a horizontal beam) to which the square sail 

was affixed. Because this heavy rounded spar hung high above the ship’s center of gravity, it 

made the vessel lurch even more. Throwing the yard overboard was of course a very radical 

emergency measure. Later there would still be still anchors and oars available (v. 29). 

20 Since the ancient mariners did not yet have the compass, they depended on the sun and 

stars for determining position and direction. “But since those had not been visible for many days 

and nights, we didn’t have the faintest idea where we were.” Because of this, the mariners, who 

preferred to avoid the open sea and sail along the coast, must have been scared out of their wits! 

“Because the storm continued unabated, the hope for rescue was gradually disappearing.” Was 

Luke here giving expression, with the word “we,” a general sense of hopelessness on board, or 

was he too at the end of his rope? Later the angel would say to Paul: “Do not be afraid, Paul” (v. 

24). 

 

Paul encourages those on board 

 

21 The upheaval of the passengers was so intense because of their distressing situation that 

most of them had not eaten anything that day. Under normal circumstances, seafarers would 

prepare their own food on small stoves, but this was impossible at the moment. Had many 

become seasick from the continual pitching and rolling of the ship? Had baskets filled with food 

been thrown overboard, or become spoiled by the splashing salt water? They would not have 

lacked drinking water, since they had likely captured rainwater. In these circumstances, Paul, 



who had also experienced all this misery from the very start, went among the despairing 

passengers and crew members to encourage them as God’s ambassador. 

“Men,” he said, “you should have listened to me! Then we would not have left Crete and 

would have been spared these problems and losses, for I predicted this outcome” (v. 10). He did 

not say this in order to justify his earlier comments, but to show them that they could put their 

confidence in him. For now he came with a new prediction! 

22 “But though you yourselves are responsible for being in this situation, nevertheless I 

urgently appeal to you not to surrender to hopelessness, for nobody’s life [literally, “soul”] will 

be lost, but only the ship! 

23 I am telling you this not on my own authority, but I know this on the basis of a message 

that I have received from God. For last night an angel [or messenger, envoy] stood alongside me, 

sent by the God to whom I belong and whom I worship. 

24 He told me, ‘Do not be afraid, Paul, you must appear before the emperor. In order to 

testify about Jesus before him as well [23:11]. Of course, God could spare only your life, but he 

is graciously sparing the life of all your fellow passengers.” 

25 “So keep you courage, men, for I have confidence in God and I am certain that things will 

go precisely as I’ve been told. You too must do that—trust in him alone!” Presumably Paul had 

also prayed to the Lord for the deliverance of all of them, and this was God’s answer to his 

prayer. From now on, he showed that he felt responsible for them (vv. 30-35). We get the 

impression that no one mocked the appearance or the message of the angel, but that all of them 

took God’s word seriously and recognized Paul as God’s envoy. In this way the Lord more often 

employed catastrophes and the threat of death to make human hearts receptive to his Word. 

26 “I can also say that we will have to be stranded on one or another island.” By mentioning 

this particular detail, Paul ensured that later no one would be able to ascribe their landing on 

Malta to chance. 

 

Land in sight! 

 

27 Since our departure from Crete two weeks have past. All that time we were drifting about 

in the boiling Adriatic Sea (in those days, this phrase referred to the entire middle part of the 

Mediterranean Sea). Meanwhile the storm winds had shifted to the east. When the fourteenth 

night fell, the people on board assumed that we were approaching land. Did they observe this 

from the ship’s sea lane, that they had arrived in shallower water? Had they heard the breakers 

above the noise of wind and waves? Or perhaps they were catching some smells from the land? 

Would they now face shipwreck on a rocky coast? 

28 When they lowered the plumb line, they measured about 120 feet (about 37 meters). At 

that point the sea was still rather deep. But when they had waited a bit longer, and measured 

again, the water was about 90 feet deep (about 28 meters). Clearly they were approaching land. 

On the bottom of the plumb line was a socket to which some grease had been applied. When the 

line hit the bottom, some material from the sea bottom stuck to the grease socket. According to 

Herodotus (5th century B.C.), an experienced mariner could determine his location from the kind 

of material he pulled up. But in this instance they were still uncertain, which proved that they 

had gone far off course. 

29 But now a new fear arose: that the ship would crash against the rocks or run aground on a 

sandbar. Because these could not be seen in the night’s darkness, the captain had four anchors 

lowered from the stern and used the oars to bring the ship to a stop. They could do nothing more. 



In frightened tenseness they waited to see if the anchors would hold in this storm, and prayed 

that morning would soon dawn, for they were desperate for daylight. Then they would be able to 

see if they could put the ship on a beach somewhere or if they had approached a rocky coastline. 

 

The escape attempt of the crew is foiled 

 

30 In this critical situation (a large part of?) the crew decided to abandon the passengers to 

their fate and to reach land themselves if possible. Apparently they did not take Paul’s promise 

(vv. 22-26) seriously. Under the guise of wanting to set the bow anchors, they lowered the 

lifeboat before the ship ended up on the rocks or on a reef, where the waves would beat the ship 

to pulp. 

31 But Paul saw through their plan. And although he trusted firmly in God’s promise that 

everyone would be rescued, he did not for that reason sit on his hands. Now that God had granted 

to him the lives of all the passengers (v. 24), he also felt responsible for them. What would they 

do without the skilled seafarers on board? With great presence of spirit he hastily intervened, and 

although the lifeboat had already been lowered, he told the centurion Julius and his soldiers: 

“Unless the crew remains on board, you cannot be saved!” 

32 The centurion trusted the apostle so much that at this command, the soldiers cut the ropes 

holding the lifeboat and let it drift out to sea empty. This was proof that the Roman officer also 

trusted that the God of Paul would protect them from drowning! 

 

Eat, people! All of you will reach land safely 

 

33 Meanwhile it was still pitch dark, and after thirteen nights the wind was still blowing 

undiminished. In the distance they could hear the ominous sound of breakers on the coastline. 

Hundreds of exhausted men, packed together on deck under an open sky, wondered fearfully 

how they would ever reach shore alive. Under these circumstances Paul, in the glimmer of 

approaching daylight, Paul turned to his fellow passengers. Since much more of their strength 

would be required in the coming hours, he encouraged each of them to eat something. He said, 

“You have continued for fourteen days in stress and fear about how all of this would end, 

without eating hardly anything.” Indeed, who would want to eat or be able to eat when he was 

staring death in the face? 

34 “For that reason you are completely exhausted. Therefore I urge you to eat something 

now. Your chances of survival will increase if you regain your strength. Take courage, for I tell 

you again what the God to whom I belong has assured me: not a hair of one of you will perish.” 

35 While he was saying this it was still half dark. Wind and waves continued to beat against 

the ship. The danger had not yet dissipated. But Paul put his words into practice by taking bread. 

He thanked God in the presence of those nearby for his good gifts, broke off a piece of bread, 

and began to eat. In this way he provided a good example of sober confidence. For even though 

God had promised “that no one on board would perish” (v. 24), the means had not thereby been 

removed whereby God wanted to execute this promise of his. Anyone who is negligent in using 

God’s supplied means is not believing God, but is tempting God. 

In fact, with his entire manner of conduct during this voyage, Paul was demonstrating how 

we must interact with unbelievers. He did not separate himself, like someone averse to the world, 

like a religious eccentric, from the pagan mariners, passengers, soldiers, and criminals around 

him, but he conducted himself like one of them. When he talked, it was not exclusively about 



religious matters. When they were near Crete, he soberly pointed out the dangers associated with 

the approaching winter. When they rejected his advice, and he himself was thereby brought into 

serious danger, he later gave encouragement. For Paul, it was pray and work, believe and use 

your head. God will deliver you, but you need to eat. 

From this apostle we get exhortations like this: “Walk in wisdom toward outsiders, making 

the best use of the time. Let your speech always be gracious, seasoned with salt, so that you may 

know how you ought to answer each person” (Col. 4:5-6). “ Remind them . . . to avoid 

quarreling, to be gentle, and to show perfect courtesy toward all people” (Titus 3:1-2). Here you 

see how he himself put this into practice. 

He was evangelizing, not intentionally but naturally, casually, with refined sensitivity for 

time and manner. Only when the Lord apparently offered him the opportunity did he talk 

succinctly about “the God to whom I belong and whom I serve”—the briefest confession of faith 

in the New Testament! As a Jew he was used to thanking God for his food, and he did that here 

as well. But the raging storm near Malta was not the time for a sermon. Nor was it the proper 

occasion to summon all those pagans to conversion or to accuse them that their god Poseidon 

(i.e., Neptune) had left them in the lurch. He did state naturally and practically: “Men, you need 

to eat, otherwise you won’t survive!” 

36 These words, and especially this example, did everyone good. Mariners, passengers, 

soldiers, prisoners, and possibly slave as well took courage and began to eat. 

37 In total, we were with 276 men on board. And all of them were now eating quietly, 

encouraged by Paul’s tactful conduct on that ship during their emergency. In such circumstances, 

no captain could have strengthened their morale any better. 

38 When all had eaten their fill and had regained their strength, the captain made a wise 

decision. Out of concern for the ship, he commanded that its load be lightened, so that in addition 

to everything that had already been surrendered, they threw the grain overboard as well. The 

shallower it sat in the water, the closer the ship could come to the shore. The ship itself had to be 

viewed as a complete loss, like Paul had said as well. 

 

The shipwreck 

 

39 When daylight finally came, they did not recognize the coast of Malta. Presumably 

because this island lay beyond the normal shipping route that grain ships sailed between 

Alexandria and Rome. They did spot a deep cove with shoreline, and after some deliberation 

they decided to attempt to put the ship ashore at that place. The alternative was a shipwreck on 

the rocks. 

40 To limit as much as possible the dangers of running aground, the captain took several new 

precautionary measures. Given the storm, it was impossible to bring the anchors up on aboard. 

So he had the anchor ropes cut, so they sank to the bottom of the sea. At the same time they 

lowered into the water both oars on either side of the ship, so that they could steer the ship into 

the bay. In order to make headway against the storm wind and reach the shore, they hoisted the 

foresail and let the wind drive them up on the beach. 

41 But when the ship entered the bay, they ran it aground, either intentionally or not. The 

bow did not move far enough and came to a stop with a jolt. The force of the breakers began 

breaking the ship apart. The form of the Greek verb used here suggests that this did not happen 

all at once, such that the passengers could move forward to the bow. The chance that the ship 

would reach the beach undamaged was at this point out of the question. But they had approached 



the coast closely enough so that without too much difficulty everyone could get to shore. 

 

Paul was still almost killed 

 

42 Roman soldiers who were supposed to guard prisoners were chiefly responsible if one of 

them escaped (recall Peter’s guards who, after his liberation from prison, were executed [12:19]). 

Because there was now a real chance that prisoners could escape by swimming away, the 

soldiers were planning to kill them all, just to make sure they didn’t. Most of them had likely 

already been condemned to die. The apostle as well was in danger of perishing just as he came 

close to being delivered. Did the prince of darkness have a hand in this? 

43 But Julius, the centurion in charge, saw to it that the execution did not occur. Especially 

because he wanted to spare Paul’s life, for during the voyage he had apparently become 

impressed with this special man. Would he come to faith that winter by means of Paul’s 

preaching? How we would love to ask Luke about this! Julius commanded that first those who 

could swim were to jump overboard in order to reach land. 

44 The rest had to hold on to boards or pieces of the wreckage and let themselves be carried 

to shore. In this way all of them did indeed reach land safely. 

 

A boat under Jesus’ care 

 

In this way God’s promise was fulfilled and his plans did not fail. The lives of all 276 

shipmates were spared. Not one of them drowned! Including none of those on board who at the 

last moment wanted to abandon the passengers. None of the soldiers, when rescue was imminent, 

wanted to kill Jesus’ envoy. Exactly as it had been foretold, they landed on an island, the only 

one in the 250 mile (400 kilometer) route between Tunisia and Sicily! And as had been foretold, 

the ship was lost. 

In the foregoing we read once again of the Acts of Jesus! The glorified Christ wanted his 

apostle to testify of him in the imperial palace in Rome (cf. 19:21; 23:11). When this appeared 

impossible, he made it possible. During the terrible storm between Crete and Malta, he preserved 

his envoy for the fourth time in connection with a shipwreck (2 Cor. 11:25). Luke’s account 

makes it abundantly clear: Paul’s successful voyage to Rome was a miracle of God! 

We dare not ascribe directly to Satan the storm that almost prevented this. As if he had 

unleashed it for the purpose of causing Paul to perish, though we do know that by means of a 

storm he had caused the death of Job’s children (Job 1:18-19). In this connection, however, we 

should remember that in this time of year and in this region, storms were normal. But this 

typhoon must have pleased Satan, because everything looked as though Paul’s ship would perish 

along with everyone and everything, and he would not reach Rome. But the outcome confirmed 

Jesus’ word: “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me” (Matt. 28:18). 

During the storm, the Lord granted his apostle special authority among the passengers. The 

majesty of his Lord radiated from him. It must have been evident to them that it was not 

Poseidon (i.e., Neptune), their god of the sea, who ruled the wind and the waves, but the God of 

Paul, whose promise had been fulfilled to the smallest detail. Would some of these shipwreck 

victims have come to faith in his God through Paul’s preaching during their winter stay on 

Malta? 

After all, it was a remarkable proof of God’s goodness that he had spared the lives of 276 

people for the sake of Paul! (v. 24). This was how God in his goodness would have spared 



Sodom and Gomorrah for the sake of ten righteous (Gen. 18:26-32; cf. Prov. 11:11). Let us not 

ignore deliverances like this, on account of the dark mysteries in God’s cosmic rule. For 

example, in connection with a news report like: “The airliner, carrying four hundred passengers, 

made a successful emergency landing!” 

Finally, there is no doubt that Psalm 107:23-31 was in the heart and on the lips of Scripture 

scholar Paul after his deliverance. 

 

Some went down to the sea in ships, 

doing business on the great waters; 

they saw the deeds of the LORD, 

his wondrous works in the deep. 

For he commanded and raised the stormy wind, 

which lifted up the waves of the sea. 

They mounted up to heaven; they went down to the depths; 

their courage melted away in their evil plight; 

they reeled and staggered like drunken men 

and were at their wits’ end. 

Then they cried to the LORD in their trouble, 

and he delivered them from their distress. 

He made the storm be still, 

and the waves of the sea were hushed. 

Then they were glad that the waters were quiet, 

and he brought them to their desired haven. 

Let them thank the LORD for his steadfast love, 

for his wondrous works to the children of man! 

 

17.3 Wintering in Malta (Acts 28:1-10) 

 

Soaked, but exhilarated that they had survived the shipwreck, Paul and the mariners, soldiers, 

prisoners, and passengers had crawled up on the beach. There they stood in their sopping clothes, 

shaking in the cold northeast wind, on an unknown shore. 

1 It looked like they were stranded on the island of Malta. They would have heard this from 

the inhabitants who had rushed down to meet them. Since these inhabitants were descendants of 

Phoenician colonists who presumably spoke a Canaanite dialect, close to Hebrew or Aramaic, it 

is likely that Paul and these people could understand each other reasonably well. 

2 But how would they treat the shipwreck survivors? Coastal dwellers in antiquity often had 

little sympathy for such victims. Usually they would be robbed, killed, or taken as slaves, but 

here the populace displayed extraordinary friendliness (Greek, philanthrōpia) and 

accommodation to the stranded strangers. This was no small matter, suddenly to be confronted 

with the need to provide 276 shipwreck victims with food and shelter during the three winter 

months, but they welcomed all of us. Because it was cold and was still raining, the residents of 

Malta started a huge fire, so that the soaked and numb survivors could get warm and dry their 

clothes. 

 

Paul identified as God’s envoy 

 



3 As a real Christian in deed, Paul helped diligently to keep the fire going. When he had 

found a large bundle of dry wood and thrown it on the fire, as a result of the heat a poisonous 

snake slithered out and bit him on his hand. Thereby the apostle once again faced mortal danger. 

4 At least, the superstitious island dwellers thought so. Perhaps they had already observed 

that Paul belonged among the prisoners, who were all being guarded by the soldiers. When they 

saw the dangerous reptile hanging from his hand, the said to each other: “That man is surely a 

murderer; he escaped the sea, but now the avenging goddess Justice has nevertheless caught up 

with him! Evidently she is not going to let him live.” They thought that the goddess Dikē was 

carrying out his death sentence by means of this poisonous snake. Thus these pagans at least 

believed that there were higher powers that maintained justice and righteousness, and that sooner 

or later a criminal would not escape those powers (cf. Rom. 1:32; 2:14-15). 

5 But Paul remained calm. He shook the viper off into the fire and was unharmed. He knew 

that he had to testify of Jesus Christ before the emperor and a snakebite would not prevent him 

from doing so. Had not the Lord promised his apostles: “They will pick up serpents with their 

hands; and if they drink any deadly poison, it will not hurt them” (Mark 16:18; cf. Luke 10:19). 

6 The island natives looked with trembling at how the goddess was about to kill this terrible 

criminal. They expected that his arm would swell up and that he would suddenly fall down dead, 

which was the usual course of events after such a poisonous snake bite. After waiting a long 

time, the spectators saw that the poison had not harmed Paul at all. At that point, their thinking 

did a full turnabout. According to their view now, a man who survived a deadly snake bite 

possessed superhuman powers and must be a god. 

This would undoubtedly have been denied just as strongly here as in Lystra (14:11-15). But 

Paul was indeed an envoy of God, and as such, the Lord had validated him by means of this 

miraculous sign. The Lord was fulfilling his promise mentioned above (immunity against 

poisonous snakes) and was thereby validating Paul’s preaching on the island in advance. Luke 

does not mention the latter, because preaching happened automatically for the apostle. Surely 

while he remained for three months on this island. Although 276 shipwreck survivors were 

stranded on the island, the Lord immediately placed him at the center of attention. Fine, the 

apostle remained a prisoner, but by means of a vicious snake bite the Lord opened the door for 

Paul’s preaching on Malta. 

 

Healings in the name of Jesus 

 

7 Not far from the bay where we reached land, there were a number of estates on which a 

number of buildings stood. They were the property of a certain man named Publius, the Roman 

governor of the island. This man allowed all of us to come to him, and he entertained us for the 

first three days very hospitably. During this time, arrangements could be obtained to obtain 

lodging elsewhere on the island for all the survivors during the three winter months. 

8 Now it so happened that the father of Publius lay sick in bed at that moment, afflicted with 

a fever and stomach ailment (Greek, dysenterion). If the fever were not to dissipate, they feared 

for his life. Paul, who apparently had requested to see the patient, went into the room where he 

lay. Now the apostles, no different than Jesus, never performed miracles on their own initiative, 

but always under the leading of the Holy Spirit and in God’s power (Luke 4:14; 5:17; Acts 3:12; 

10:38; 19:11; John 11:41-42). Therefore Paul first prayed to ask if the Lord was willing to heal 

this extremely sick Gentile through him. When it became clear to him that this was indeed God’s 

will, he received the necessary power, laid his hands on the sick man, who was healed in a 



heartbeat. Of course Paul mentioned that he was doing this in the name of Jesus Christ, though 

Luke did not need to report this explicitly. Naturally Paul followed this with proclaiming in the 

villa of Publius who Jesus Christ is and everything that people may expect from him. 

9 The news spread across the island like a prairie fire: Paul, one of the survivors who was 

just stranded here, has healed Publius’ father from a serious illness! At that point, the other sick 

people on the island came to him, and they too received their health back. Once again, Luke says 

nothing about preaching. But in the context of his entire book of Acts, it is inconceivable that 

here on Malta only miracles would have occurred, apart from the Lord confirming his Word 

through these miracles (Mark 16:20). In this way, as a result of the shipwreck, the name of the 

Lord Jesus became known here as well. Was Paul’s freedom of movement limited because he 

was a prisoner? If so, this would have been no impediment, for the miraculous healings drew the 

people to him. 

10 The people were extremely thankful, especially for the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ, 

which he had also confirmed so powerfully among them. Until the time when we would once 

again travel onward, they showed their joy in a moving way. Paul, together with Luke and 

Aristarchus who had assisted him with his preaching, were showered with displays of honor. 

They had probably lost most of their belongings in connection with the shipwreck. But the 

residents of Malta who at that point had not robbed them (see our comments on v. 2) supplied 

them abundantly with everything they needed. 

 

17.4 From Malta to Rome (Acts 28:11-15) 

 

Meanwhile, in one of the harbors of Malta, the centurion had found another (grain?) ship from 

Alexandria. It too had wintered on the island and as soon as the shipping season opened, it would 

set a course to Italy. The only question was whether it could take along the 276 survivors. In any 

case, space was found for Julius, the soldiers, the prisoners, and Paul with his companions. 

11 After spending the months of November, December, and January on Malta, the time had 

arrived. One early spring day, when a south wind was blowing, the captain decided to attempt 

the crossing from Malta to Sicily. The distance was about 50 miles (80 kilometers), which under 

this favorable wind could be covered in a little more than one day. Then people could sail 

without much danger along the coast and past a number of ports. 

The ship had on its prow the images of the Dioskouri, Castor and Pollux. According to Greek 

mythology, these were twin sons of the god Zeus. They were worshiped as the protectors of sea 

travel. In many ports there were temples for these twin brothers. In reality, however, the ship was 

sailing under the protection of Paul’s Sender, the glorified Lord Jesus Christ. 

12 The voyage to Syracuse, a harbor on the east coast of Sicily, went well. The layover here 

lasted for three days. Was cargo unloaded, or did they have to wait for a favorable wind? 

13 From there we sailed along the east coast of Sicily to Rhegium, to the leeward side of 

Italy. Now the ship had only to navigate the narrow, dangerous sea lane of Messina between Italy 

and Sicily. In that day, this was famous for its dangerous currents swirling at its narrowest point. 

It was not without reason that the mythological Scylla and Charybdis were situated there. After 

one day, however, the wind came from the south, the ideal direction for traversing the straits 

quickly from south to north. Within two days the Dioskouri had made such significant progress 

that the ship could moor in the port of Puteoli on the north side of the Gulf of Napels. 

In Paul’s day, this city, with its hundred thousand inhabitants, was the most important port of 

Italy. It lay just north of Pompey, which was also a port, near Vesuvius. When Paul sailed past 



this place, he could not have imagined that hardly twenty years later, this city would be buried 

under the lava of the volcano that erupted in 79. And that Drusilla, the wife of Felix, would 

perish with her son in this catastrophe (Paul had called her to believe in Christ Jesus [24:24-25]). 

Later excavations have shown that Christians lived in Pompey at that time, and in nearby 

Herculaneum. 

Alexandrian grain ships moored in Puteoli. Was the grain unloaded here from the Dioskouri, 

or was it brought further to Portus, which in that day was the new and immense harbor of Ostia, 

about 20 miles (30 kilometers) from Rome? Passengers usually disembarked in Puteoli in order 

to travel the final 125 miles (200 kilometers) on land. This is what Julius did with his solders and 

prisoners. The voyage, including the wintering on Malta, had taken at least six months, and was 

now coming to an end. All that was left was a trek of about five days, and they would be in 

Rome. 

14 We are not surprised that Paul found Christians in this international center of business and 

commerce. Ordinary believers who could not keep silent about the Lord Jesus were evidently 

already busy spreading the gospel. The brothers in Puteoli invited us to stay with them for a 

week. Luke doesn’t tell us how that was possible, just as he omits so many things that we would 

have liked to know. Was the centurion also invited, and had he already become a Christian? So it 

is that seven days later, having been strengthened by the fellowship of the saints in Puteoli, we 

found ourselves traveling the Via Appia, the most beautiful and busiest Roman imperial road, en 

route to Rome. 

 

Welcomed by Roman brothers 

 

15 In view of the heavy traffic between the two cities, it was not hard to notify the church(es) 

in Rome of Paul’s arrival. He was certainly not unknown to the believers there, nor they to him. 

About three years ago by now, they had received from him “the epistle to the Romans,” in which 

he asked them to greet 28 members of the church and asked for prayer regarding his coming to 

Rome (Rom. 15:30-16:16, 32). After a walk of about 68 miles (110 kilometers), they reached the 

Forum Apii (the Appian market), a mail outpost and rest area along the Via Appia, about 40 

miles (65 kilometers) outside of Rome. 

To his great joy, a deputation from the church(es) in Rome were waiting there for him! In 

Tres Tabernae (i.e., Three Inns), a village about 10 miles (15 kilometers) further, a second 

deputation welcomed him. They had already heard some things about him (from the brothers in 

Puteoli?): that he had spent two years in prison, suffered shipwreck, and would arrive within a 

few days in Rome. They were now testifying of their love to him by joining him in traveling 

some 30 or 40 miles (50 or 60 kilometers), accompanying him to the capital city. 

This meeting was deeply significant for Luke. He describes it with a term for welcoming a 

new ruler or dignitary. In that time, when someone made a state visit (parousia) to a particular 

city, the citizens did not wait for him to arrive, but went outside the gate some distance to meet 

him and give him a festive welcome. So too we will go to “meet” (the same term) the Lord Jesus 

at his parousia in order to welcome him to earth (1 Thess. 4:17). Something similar to such a 

royal welcome is what Luke was seeing when brothers from Rome had traveled to meeting him 

and accompany him to their city. 

When the apostle saw them, he thanked God for hearing his prayers that he be permitted to 

proclaim the gospel in the capital city of the Imperium Romanum. How wonderfully the Lord 

had protected him since his arrest in Jerusalem, almost three years ago! Now standing around 



him were representatives of the church whom he had so fervently longed to see. This, then, was 

the beginning of being “mutually encouraged by each other’s faith,” about which he had written 

in his letter (Rom. 1:11-15; 15:23). New courage and strength streamed through all of them. The 

mutual love that was displayed in this meeting and greeting must have made a deep impression 

on the centurion Julius as well. 

The final kilometers went alongside the graves and tombs of thousands of deceased. At that 

point they were walking through the outer suburbs of the million-resident city on the seven hills. 

Picturesque villas in glorious parks. A great mass of pedestrian travelers, carriages, lorries, and 

chariots. That turmoil was the context of the arrival in Rome of the ambassador of King Jesus, 

entering as an inconspicuous prisoner between guards and fellow prisoners. But accompanied 

also by an “honor guard” of fellow believers. To the human eye, not a procession at all, but 

viewed after the fact, the entrance of this prisoner had infinitely greater significance for world 

history than that of all the generals who had ever returned here in triumphal procession. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



CHAPTER 18 

 

ACTS 28:16-31: PAUL’S TESTIMONY IN ROME 

 

 

At this point, the apostle had arrived at the heart of the immeasurable Roman empire and entered 

the most important city that the world has perhaps ever known. At that time already, it was a 

metropolis in which presumably one million people lived. Just like our modern world cities, 

ancient Rome manifested glaring contradictions. 

On the one hand was a glittering city. Not only in the center, the forum Romanum, but 

elsewhere as well, marble temples, palaces, and colonnades rose in exalted beauty. An enormous 

number of images and other ornaments decorated the streets and plazas of the districts where the 

dignitaries lived. Many fountains delivered fresh water that flowed a long distance by means of 

large waterways. The capitol with its temple to Jupiter towered above all of this, along with 

various buildings and the Palatine mountain with its imperial palaces. The outskirts of the city 

featured the villas of the wealthy Romans, situated in shimmering parks, many of which were 

open to the public. 

All of this, however, formed a glaring contrast with the inner city, where the proletariat was 

housed in narrow, winding streets and overcrowded blocks of houses. It was unbelievably busy 

there, with the continuous din sounding all day and all night. People made their way pushing and 

shoving through the narrow streets. Wealthy people would have a pair of strong slaves walk 

ahead of them to open a path with their fists and elbows. Freight travel could occur only at night, 

when the quietness was shattered by the clanging of wagons and the jabbering of drunkards. 

When Paul looked out through a window, he saw a variegated diversity of people walking 

by. Refined Romans in their gowns trimmed with purple, being carried on a sedan by slaves. 

Slaves from every country. Bakers. Beggars. Street vendors. Sailors. Greek philosophers. 

Egyptian priests. Blond Germans, Black Africans. School children. Processions associated with 

eccentric religions. And among them all, many Jews as well. 

The fact that Rome dominated the entire world was visible in the shopping districts where 

products from many countries were for sale: Greek oysters, Swiss cheese, black fish, Arab spices 

and perfumes, India pearls, marble from Asia Minor, Egyptian linens and glassware, and even 

Chinese goods had reached the city by means of a lengthy commercial route. You could buy 

daily necessities, but there were also bookstores and hair salons. Soup kitchens offered 

inexpensive meals. Bankers had their own district, where you could exchange currency and 

purchase travelers checks that could be exchanged elsewhere for silver. 

The circus and theater were important elements in ancient life. In the great circus that in 

Paul’s day could seat 60,000 spectators, the popular chariot races were held. The public was 

entertained as well with the bloody gladiator games, in which the swordsmen fought each other 

to the point of death. In addition, various theaters featured stage productions. The many luxuriant 

bathhouses contained separate areas for cold, lukewarm, and hot baths, massage facilities and 

conversation halls. 

In this immense world city, with its palaces, temples, hovels, and tenements, among the 

hundred thousand Gentiles lived the Christians to whom Paul had written his letter to the Roman 

house churches already before his arrival. Those had probably been established by Messiah-

confessing Jews (cf. 2:10). In Romans 16, Paul mentions a number of them by name. Together 

with converted Gentiles, they separated themselves for Christ’s sake from the sins that Paul 



describes in Romans 1:18-32, sins that surrounded them daily. 

In 64, shortly after Paul’s two-year house arrest in Rome, the great fire erupted that destroyed 

a large part of the inner city. The Christians would be blamed for this, and at Nero’s command, 

would undergo bloody persecution. According to tradition, the apostle was beheaded here just 

before the suicide of Nero (9 June 68). 

 

18.1 Paul is placed in protective custody (Acts 28:16) 

 

After the Christians from Rome had accompanied Paul on the final two days of his journey, they 

parted ways. They went home, and he had to be taken into protective custody. 

16 But when the centurion had delivered his transport of prisoners in Rome, he must have 

pleaded with the authorities for the apostle to be given exceptional treatment. In addition to 

Paul’s Roman citizenship and his conduct during the voyage, Julius could use as the basis for his 

request the report of Festus. That report must have contained the comment that Paul had not 

committed any crime (26:31), but that he had been arrested as a result of a Jewish religious 

dispute. In response, Paul received permission to live by himself outside the barracks as he 

awaited his trial, though prevented by his bonds and a guard from going in and out (v. 30). 

The apostle certainly did not rent a spacious villa in a quiet neighborhood in one of the 

suburbs, but a room in one of the drab rental barracks in the feverishly busy city center, where it 

was never quiet. There he was able, for two years, to proclaim the name of the Lord Jesus Christ 

unhindered (v. 30). We assume that Christians in Rome and elsewhere had paid his rent and 

provided him with food, clothing, and other necessities for daily life (cf. Phil. 2:25; 4:10). 

Just think of whom he met there during his two-year house arrest! His guards were alternated 

regularly, so that during his imprisonment he would have become acquainted with many soldiers, 

and they with him. Day and night he was guarded by them, so that he was never alone for a 

moment, not even when he slept. They could follow every conversation that he had with his 

visitors, and they could also hear him pray and sing (cf. 16:25). In doing all of these things, was 

Paul able to bring some of them to faith as well? 

From his letter to the Philippians, which Paul wrote while he was in Rome, we learn that his 

imprisonment had definitely not hindered the proclamation of the gospel, but advanced it. “I 

want you to know, brothers,” he wrote, “that what has happened to me has really served to 

advance the gospel, so that it has become known throughout the whole imperial guard and to all 

the rest that my imprisonment is for Christ” (Phil. 1:12-13). The Lord knows whether, and to 

what far reaches, converted guards have spread the gospel! 

 

18.2 Paul’s testimony before the Roman Jews (Acts 28:17-28) 

 

Having barely recovered from the months-long voyage and the 125 mile (200 kilometer) long 

walk from Puteoli to Rome, Paul turned his thoughts once again to his calling to testify of 

Messiah Jesus among Jews and Gentiles (9:15). Just as he had done everywhere else, he turned 

first to the Jews. He did so after all the hatred and persecution that he had experienced at their 

hands! Because of their enmity, he now even had to appear before the court of emperor Nero! In 

that light, what great love and loyalty he showed to his Israelite kinfolk! (cf. Rom. 9:1-5). 

 

The first conversation 

 



17 People estimate that around this time, approximately forty thousand Jews were living in 

Rome, and that they had at least ten synagogues. Three days after he had found a place to live, 

Paul invited the leaders of the most important synagogue to visit him. They honored his request 

and met him in his home. Taking into consideration the possibility that he had come under 

suspicion among them as well, he faced the delicate task of first explaining his house arrest and 

defending his innocence, without thereby alienating these particular Jews from him in advance. 

He addressed them warmly and amiably as “men, brothers.” In so doing, he was lovingly 

respecting the covenant basis on which he continued to stand alongside them. Next he explained 

why they were meeting him as a prisoner. “Although I had done nothing against our people or 

the customs of our fathers, yet I was delivered as a prisoner from Jerusalem into the hands of the 

Romans.” The fact that back then the Jews had wanted to kill him, he wisely omitted. For the 

sake of the gospel, he also avoided mentioning anything whereby he could possibly antagonize 

these Jews and Gentiles. 

18 “After the Romans had examined my case, they concluded that I had not committed a 

capital offense and wanted to release me (23:29; 25:25-26; 26:31-32). 

19 But when the Jews objected to this, and the Romans threatened to hand me over to the 

Sanhedrin to stand trial, I was compelled to use my Roman citizenship and appeal to the 

emperor. Moreover, all of this happened without my wanting any revenge or wanting to blame 

my people because of this bad treatment. I sought my rights and my life only in order to be able 

to advance the proclamation of the gospel” (Phil. 1:22, 24). For the sake of peace, he kept silent 

about appealing to a higher court in order to escape yet another Jewish attack on his life (25:3). 

20 “Why did I invite you to come and speak with me? So that you could be personally 

convinced that I am not an enemy of Israel, but that as a Christian I am a true Jew (Rom. 2:28-

29). For my case involves the core of our belief: the Hope of Israel, the coming of the Messiah 

along with his peaceable kingdom, and the resurrection of the dead (cf. 23:6; 24:15; 26:6-7). It is 

for that reason, as a Bible-believing Jew, that I am wearing these Roman handcuffs. 

21 Their reaction was dignified, but reserved. They did not talk about Jewish contacts with 

Jewish members of the Christian churches in Rome, although they had existed for years already 

and were known the world over (Rom. 1:8). For they said that neither officially nor unofficially 

had they learned anything incriminating about Paul. “We have not received any Sanhedrin letter 

from Judea about you.” The Supreme Council had apparently given up any further persecution. 

The assembly had been divided (23:6-9), and in addition, two governors and king Agrippa II had 

declared Paul to be innocent. Although there was heavy traffic between Rome and Jerusalem in 

connection with the great feasts (cf. 2:10; 20:3), no one had unofficially come to report anything 

bad about Paul. Perhaps the political tensions that preceded the imminent outbreak of the Jewish 

Revolt (66) had caused Paul’s case to escape further attention in Jerusalem. 

22 Paul’s visitors did know that he was an exemplary Christian, and that this new orientation 

had aroused opposition in Jewish circles everywhere. Although they harbored some suspicion, 

they wanted to learn from Paul himself what his thoughts were. In this way, the hour of grace 

arrived for these Jews. No one less than an apostle of Jesus Christ, a Pharisee rabbi and student 

of Gamaliel, would prove to them from Scripture that Jesus was the Messiah. 

 

Apostolic testimony in the shadow of A.D. 70 

 

23 They decided to hold a separate meeting and reserve an entire day for that. On the 

appointed day, the Jewish leaders came to him early in the morning. Even more than had come 



on the initial visit. Were Luke and some Jewish Christians also present for the discussions? 

Paul’s apartment apparently had enough room for everyone. 

It became a special meeting that occurred at a special juncture. The covenant lawsuit between 

God and Israel involving the legitimacy of Jesus’ messiahship was coming to an end. Only a few 

years remained before the Jewish War erupted (66-70), which would end in the destruction of 

Jerusalem and its temple. At that point, according to the prophecies of John the Baptizer and the 

Lord Jesus, God’s wrath against Israel’s centuries-long backsliding would be manifested (Matt. 

24:1-28; Luke 3:7, 16; 21:5-36). The interim of grace that God had arranged for that purpose 

would soon come to an end. Faced with this threat, for the last time in this book, Paul testified of 

Messiah Jesus (cf. 23:11). To a large number of Jewish leaders in the center of the world of that 

day. 

This testimony was for both the prosecution and the defense. As a witness for the defense, he 

had to defend Jesus by testifying that God had raised him from the dead and brought him up to 

heaven. And as a witness for the prosecution, he had to indict Israel on account of its rejection of 

the Messiah, and call his visitors to separate from their leaders in Jerusalem, who had  Jesus 

crucified. If they would do that, then he could proclaim to them the forgiveness of sins. 

From Luke’s extensive account of Paul’s preaching in the synagogue in Antioch of Pisidia 

(13:14-43), we already know how he was accustomed to preaching the gospel to Jews. Therefore 

here Luke could restrict himself to Paul’s main subject: the Kingdom of God and the place of 

Messiah Jesus in that Kingdom. Using the Law of Moses, the books of the Prophets, and the 

Psalms, he would have proclaimed how God had begun to restore his royal dominion on earth 

through Messiah Jesus. 

With one citation after another, he proved that all the prophecies about the Messiah had been 

fulfilled in Jesus of Nazareth (cf. Luke 24:27). He was the promised Prince of peace of Psalm 72. 

He is the Lamb of God who through his sacrificial death had fulfilled the requirement of the Law 

and had taken away the sin of the world. The Savior and Pioneer unto life, who according to the 

Scripture had to first suffer and die. But then, entirely in accordance with the prophecy of Psalm 

110, he had taken his seat as the risen Priest-King at the right hand of God. “And I saw him in 

his heavenly majesty!” Paul could testify. Whoever wanted to enter God’s kingdom should bow 

before king Jesus. 

In this way, he sought, with all of his insight into Scripture, to persuade the Jewish leaders 

that Jesus’ way and work were in complete agreement with God’s Word. For an entire day, he 

lovingly exhausted himself to move his brothers to believe in him. 

24 Regrettably, with all his Spirit-given gifts not even Paul could bring all of them to Christ. 

Some (the minority?) were persuaded by what he raised. They accepted that Jesus of Nazareth 

was the promised Messiah-King, but others refused to believe this. In this way, division arose 

among them. The Messiah-believing Jews would join the Christian churches or would establish a 

unique Messiah-confessing (house) church. But those who firmly refused to be persuaded by 

Paul’s Christocentric explanation of Scripture thereby rejected not only Jesus Christ, God’s Son, 

but also God’s Spirit and Word, which testify of him. For one who dares to do this, Scripture 

ultimately becomes a closed book. 

 

Paul warns against hardening as punishment for hardening 

 

25 Before leaving that evening, Paul urgently warned his unbelieving listeners for this 

catastrophic result of their rejection of the Messiah. If they did not repent of that, they were in 



danger of facing the same judgment as the Judeans who seven centuries earlier had rejected the 

preaching of Isaiah. 

When the LORD called Isaiah to be a prophet, Judah had broken God’s covenant repeatedly. 

Although an entire series of prophets had called the people back to God and his Word, the people 

had hardheartedly despised their preaching. Then the time arrived when God’s patience had 

come to an end, and he said to Isaiah: “I am sending you to this people as my messenger, but I 

am telling you beforehand that the greater part will not listen to your preaching. But that is 

exactly my intention! Now I will no longer grant that they understand my Word. I am making 

their heart as insensitive as stone. Have they stopped their ears against my Word? Then they may 

no longer hear it. I am punishing them with deafness for my Word. Have they closed their eyes 

to my deeds of grace and judgment? Then they may no longer observe them! I myself am 

striking their eyes closed. Have they hardened themselves in this wickedness for centuries 

already? Then I am surrendering them to hardening, as punishment for their hardening!” 

When God’s Son was on earth, he saw this prophecy fulfilled in his contemporaries. After 

the majority of the Jews increasingly turned away from him, with indignation about such a 

shameful reception and treatment he increasingly turned away from them. Then he decided to 

speak to them not with transparency but with truths cloaked in parables. In sacred irony he 

added: “They must repent yet once more!” (Matt. 13:10-17; cf. John 12:37-41). 

 To this same word of judgment Paul directed in the last instance the stubborn Jewish leaders 

in Rome (in Rom. 11:8 he had already referred to this). He introduced it as a word of the Holy 

Spirit, through whom Isaiah had prophesied about Messiah Jesus. If they continued to reject him, 

God’s wrath would come upon them (John 3:18, 36). For then you deserve the same judgment as 

the one that the Holy Spirit rightly pronounced upon your ancestors when they similarly 

stubbornly rejected God’s Word coming to them through Isaiah like some are now rejecting 

God’s Word coming through me, Paul”: 

26 Go to this people, and say,  

  “You will indeed hear but never understand.” 

Paul had explained the Scriptures as being Jesus’ proof of legitimacy, but that is definitely not 

how they wanted to understand them. Well then, they would go on reading, reading, and reading, 

but they would no longer be allowed to understand. What had been proclaimed to them as a life-

giving aroma would become a deadly odor (2 Cor. 2:16). Note the poignant history of the Jews 

throughout the world, though the Lord has indeed continued to graciously preserve a remnant in 

connection with this judgment (Rom. 11:1-5; 2 Cor. 3:14-16). 

And you will indeed see but never perceive. 

Paul had told them about the grace and miracles whereby Jesus had proven that he was the 

Messiah, but they refused to look at them. Now then, they would no longer be able to look at 

them. Despite extensive Bible knowledge, they would not understand Scripture. Since then, this 

judgment has affected many rabbis and Christian theologians. The cause of their blindness lay 

not with God, but with themselves. He hardened them because they had first hardened 

themselves. 

27 For this people’s heart has grown dull: through a thick layer of fat, which the Spirit 

attempts in vain to penetrate with his Word. 

and with their ears they can barely hear: whereas a person must listen precisely to God’s 

Word to be saved. Anyone who willfully stops up his ears can and may eventually no longer hear 

(cf. Heb. 6:4-8). 

and their eyes they have closed: when God looks toward them, they did not discern it as a 



time of redemption (Luke 19:44). Just like some Jews, when Paul daily opened the Scriptures to 

them. They willfully and knowingly shut their hearts, eyes, and ears tightly. 

lest they should see with their eyes: and they were unwilling to see the promised Messiah as 

having come in the Lord Jesus; 

and hear with their ears: and they were unwilling to listen to Paul’s Christocentric 

explanation of Scripture; 

and understand with their heart: and they were unwilling to understand the prophecies about 

the Messiah as speaking about Jesus; 

and turn: for then they would have to repent from their “pious” self-directed righteousness to 

a life of grace, and they is what they refused to do. 

. . . and I would heal them: they were unwilling to be healed (i.e., saved) by forgiveness and 

sanctification. “Jerusalem, Jerusalem, I wanted . . . but you were not willing,” said the Lord Jesus 

(Matt. 23:37). They loved darkness rather than the light (John 3:19). 

Would Paul’s listeners, who knew the Scripture extremely well, have thought of what Isaiah 

had asked after this word of judgment: 

 

How long, O Lord? And he said: “Until cities lie waste without inhabitant, and houses 

without people, and the land is a desolate waste, and the LORD removes people far away, and 

the forsaken places are many in the midst of the land (Isa. 6:11-12). 

 

Only a few years later Jerusalem was destroyed, 1,100,000 Jews lost their lives, and 97,000 

others were deported as slaves. 

 

Israel’s fall—the resurrection of the Gentiles 

 

28 Paul concluded his preaching that evening with a solemn declaration about the progress of 

redemption in Jesus Christ now that the Jews everywhere had rejected him. He directed it to the 

leaders (v. 17) of the large Jewish colony in this world city. At the same time, he was speaking 

past them to the entire Jewish world. It is remarkable that in his parting word, he no longer 

addressed his unbelieving listeners with the word brothers. By their unbelief, they had made 

themselves unworthy of that title, which they could recover only by becoming Christians. 

As Israelites, they possessed the oldest rights in the Kingdom of God. Therefore Paul had 

proclaimed the gospel everywhere first to them. Only when they rejected it, did he turn 

exclusively to the Gentiles. In Pisidian Antioch, in Corinth, and in so many other places he did 

not leave the synagogue before sounding an urgent warning (13:46; 18:6). Now that in Rome as 

well, a number of Jews had rejected Messiah Jesus, he took leave of them here too in a solemn 

and prophetic manner. 

“You refuse to listen. Then you should know clearly that the river of God’s redemption will 

from now on flow past you. But you cannot alter its course, for God has already turned its course 

outside of its Israelite riverbed so that it may flood across the entire earth. Israel will fall, except 

for a remnant; but Israel’s fall will become the rise of the Gentiles (Rom. 11:11). God has 

already begun to make known to them the message of salvation, and he will continue doing that. 

What you are refusing, they will do: listen unto salvation.” From now on the apostle no longer 

felt obligated to take the gospel first to the Jews. 

Although he was hoping that as he brought the gospel to the Gentiles, a number of 

unbelieving Jews would yet be incited to envy, so that he might still save them (Rom. 11:14). For 



after the Jewish leaders had left that evening, that old grief about Israel’s unbelief must have 

filled his heart once again. After all, these were his kinfolk, who had on that day rejected their 

own Messiah; that caused Paul constant pain (cf. Rom. 9:1-5). 

29 The oldest manuscripts do not contain this verse. Therefore some translations have put it 

between brackets and others have omitted it. According to other manuscripts, after Paul had 

finished speaking, the Jews went away as they engaged in very intense discussion. Those who 

had come to faith apparently confessed that faith powerfully that same evening! In this way the 

prophecy of Simeon was fulfilled once again: “Behold, this child is appointed for the fall and 

rising of many in Israel, and for a sign that is opposed” (Luke 2:34).  

 

18.3 Paul proclaims the gospel unhindered in the capital city of the Gentile world (Acts 

28:30-31) 

 

Now follows the conclusion and simultaneous climax of the book. 

30 Paul remained in Rome for the full term of two years, in the house that he had rented. 

Because he was a prisoner, he could not lead Jewish or Christian worship services. But he could 

still exercise his apostolic office. For everyone who wanted to visit him he could freely receive. 

During those years a large number of visitors from Rome and the entire world, both Jews and 

Gentiles,  had been taught by him about the kingdom of God and his Messiah. 

According to the oldest tradition, during this imprisonment the apostle wrote his so-called 

prison letter (Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, Philemon). If this is true (but it cannot be 

proven conclusively), then his fellow workers Luke, Tychichus, Aristarchus, Mark, and Epaphras 

could have been in regular contact with him. Onesimus, the runaway slave of Philemon in 

Colossae, would have come to faith here as well, and have served the apostle for a time as his 

household servant (Philemon 8-20). But these remain assumptions. In any case, in that center of 

the pagan world, Paul’s rented apartment became a center of gospel proclamation, whose 

effective radius only God knows. 

Because the Lord had explicitly assured him that he would have to appear before the emperor 

(27:24), this would surely have happened. One day, Paul would have stood face to face with the 

cruel and capricious emperor Nero, and testified before him of Jesus Christ (according to 

tradition, he was beheaded several years later by this same emperor). In this way, the apostle 

proclaimed all the way to the highest circles in Rome how an emperor and senators could be 

saved by Jesus Christ. 

How many converted soldiers and businessmen would have brought the gospel from Paul’s 

apartment on their travels to sin-darkened Gaul and Germany? Early Christianity was not spread 

by professional missionaries, but by the oral evangelizing of “ordinary” Christians and their 

remarkable neighbor love, for example, for those suffering from various pestilences and others in 

distress. 

31 To all his visitors Paul gave the good news of the kingdom of God, and he provided 

instruction about the place and work of the Lord Jesus Christ in that kingdom. He was not 

ashamed before either Jew or Greek for the offense and foolishness of the gospel: simply believe 

in the crucified Christ, as the power and wisdom of God (Rom. 1:16; 1 Cor. 1:21-25). For two 

years the Jews did not bother him and the Romans placed no impediment in his way. 

With this triumphant report Luke concludes his second book. For though Paul was in chains, 

the Word of God was not bound (2 Tim. 2:9). For two full years he could testify in the capital 

city of paganism: “Jesus Christ is Lord!” Protected by the exalted Lord Jesus Christ, he gave this 



testimony unhindered! 

 

Fitting conclusion 

 

We would like to have read more about Paul and the outcome of his trial, but Luke leaves us 

in the dark about that. His purpose, after all, was not to describe the life work of Paul, but the 

Acts that Jesus Christ performed after his ascension, through his apostles (1:2). They had 

received from him the commission to testify of him everywhere in the world (1:8). 

Now, barely thirty years later, the testimony of Jesus by apostles and evangelists had 

penetrated from Jerusalem via Judea and Samaria all the way to Rome, and the growth centers of 

the holy, New Testament, Christian church had been established. When Paul proclaimed the 

gospel in Rome, this foundational apostolic work was completed. Including reaching the mouth 

of the Rhine, where our distant pagan ancestors lived. 

With this Luke had described sixty absolutely unique miraculous years in the world’s history. 

The approximately thirty years of Jesus’ work on earth in his first book. And the thirty years of 

Jesus’ unstoppable salvation offensive from heaven in his second book. At that point he could 

lay down his pen. He had achieved his goal: to describe the Acts of the ascended Lord Jesus. In 

that context, Paul’s subsequent vicissitudes were not important. 

Does this conclusion of Acts disappoint us somewhat? Well then, be persuaded that if the 

apostle had read it, he would have said to his bosom friend, in the spirit of 1 Corinthians 3, 

“Good job, Luke! And now not a word more about me! Let no one boast about people. For what 

is Paul and what is Peter? Jesus Christ is Lord! Blessed be his name!” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




