
Evangelism 102: Lessons in Acts #22

“From Jerusalem to Rome”

Acts 21:37-28:31

Whoever said, “You cannot have too much of a good thing” must have never sat through a long sermon series. I am guilty of preaching through them myself, and I must admit that sometimes even I get tired of them before they’re completed! Sometimes it is wise to wrap things up and move on.

That is where we have come this evening. For about six months now we have been working our way through the latter portion of the book of Acts, focusing on lessons in evangelism. I called this series “Evangelism 102: Lessons in Acts” because I had earlier preached on “Evangelism 101” through the first portion of Luke’s historic account of the early church. Looking back I see that I did not preach through every passage in the book, but skipped some portions that had little or no application to sharing one’s faith.

For some time now we have followed the apostle Paul and his companions on three missionary journeys filled with bold evangelism, persistent opposition, and narrow escapes. Near the end of the third journey Paul wrote the Christians in Rome, expressing his desire to visit them on his way to evangelize the frontier land on Spain.

But before that would happen, Paul had engineered a collection of funds from the largely Gentile churches he had planted for poverty-stricken Jewish Christians in and around Jerusalem, and wanted to deliver this collection personally. At the end of our last study, though, Paul found himself in hot water. An angry mob of Jews falsely accused him of defiling the Temple by bringing a Gentile into its courts (he did no such thing), and they were ready to kill him on the spot. Fortunately, the Roman soldiers stationed at the Temple came and saved Paul from the lynch mob.

What transpires over the last six chapters of Acts is Paul getting from Jerusalem to Rome…though not as he had planned that trip. This evening I would like to walk us through this journey, not in a verse-by-verse exposition but rather as an overview, seeing the highlights and making applications as it applies to evangelism.

Paul’s Deliverance in Jerusalem

We begin with Paul’s deliverance in Jerusalem. In Acts 21:30-32, Paul was seized by a Jewish mob and was about to be killed, until the Roman cohort intervened. As he was being led into the barracks, Paul addressed the Roman commanded in Greek, which surprised the soldier. He asked if he could address the crowd, and was given permission.

In chapter 22, Paul speaks to the crowd in Aramaic, the common language of the Jews. (Greek was the trade language of the entire Roman Empire.) Paul shared with the mob about his upbringing, his zealous persecution of Christians, and his conversion to Christianity on the road to Damascus. (We would call this a personal testimony.)

The crowd was listening to Paul until we get to verse 21, where Paul says, “Then the Lord said to me, ‘Go; I will send you far away to the Gentiles.’” Verse 22 records, “The crowd listened to Paul until he said this. Then they raised their voices and shouted, ‘Rid the earth of him! He’s not fit to live!’” Once again they rushed toward Paul, bent on killing him on the spot.

The Roman commander removed Paul from the scene and decided to have him flogged in order to get to the bottom of the situation. Paul, though, calmly informed them that he was a Roman citizen, and it was illegal to flog a citizen without being convicted of a crime. This frightened the commander, who decided instead to have the Jewish leadership hear Paul’s case.

Chapter 23 begins with Paul’s defense before the Sanhedrin (the same body that condemned both Jesus and Stephen to death). Knowing that the Sanhedrin was deeply divided between Pharisees and Sadducees (much like American leaders are split between Republicans and Democrats), Paul threw them into an uproar by declaring in verse 6, “My brothers, I am a Pharisee, the son of a Pharisee. I stand on trial because of my hope in the resurrection of the dead.” Once again his life was in danger, and he was delivered by the Romans who put him in protective custody.

In verse 11 Luke records, “The following night the Lord stood near Paul and said, ‘Take courage! As you have testified about me in Jerusalem, so you must also testify in Rome.’” That would be the theme of the next several chapters to the end of the book.

The mob then hatched a plot to ambush Paul and kill him on his way back to the Sanhedrin. But Paul’s nephew overheard the plot and told the apostle, who then told the Roman commander. And so the commander dispatched a small army to take Paul safely to Caesarea, the Roman capitol of Palestine, where Governor Felix was stationed.

Paul’s Delays in Caesarea

This leads to Paul’s delays in Caesarea. Chapter 24 begins with another hearing, this time before the Roman governor. Ananias the high priest and a lawyer named Tertullus represented the Jewish leadership. They accused Paul of stirring up riots all over the world, being a ringleader of “the Nazarene sect,” and of defiling the Temple.

Paul very eloquently and diplomatically laid out his defense in verses 10-21,

 “I know that for a number of years you have been a judge over this nation; so I gladly make my defense. You can easily verify that no more than twelve days ago I went up to Jerusalem to worship. My accusers did not find me arguing with anyone at the temple, or stirring up a crowd in the synagogues or anywhere else in the city. And they cannot prove to you the charges they are now making against me. However, I admit that I worship the God of our fathers as a follower of the Way, which they call a sect. I believe everything that agrees with the Law and that is written in the Prophets, and I have the same hope in God as these men, that there will be a resurrection of both the righteous and the wicked. So I strive always to keep my conscience clear before God and man. 

“After an absence of several years, I came to Jerusalem to bring my people gifts for the poor and to present offerings. I was ceremonially clean when they found me in the temple courts doing this. There was no crowd with me, nor was I involved in any disturbance. But there are some Jews from the province of Asia, who ought to be here before you and bring charges if they have anything against me. Or these who are here should state what crime they found in me when I stood before the Sanhedrin—unless it was this one thing I shouted as I stood in their presence: ‘It is concerning the resurrection of the dead that I am on trial before you today.’”

Governor Felix was “well acquainted with the Way” and knew that Paul was not guilty of any crime. He allowed the apostle some limited freedom and even had a private hearing with Paul in the presence of his wife. But Felix was not interested in having his life changed by Christ; he was hoping for a bribe. Paul refused, and so he sat for two years in Caesarea. (During this time Luke gathered information for his gospel.)

Felix was eventually succeeded by Porcius Festus, but because Felix wanted to grant a favor to the Jews, he left Paul in prison. Not long after arriving in Judea, Festus went from Caesarea to Jerusalem, perhaps to meet with the Jewish leadership for the first time. Once again the Jews asked for Paul to be brought to Jerusalem so they could ambush him on the way. But Festus refused, instead instructing them to come to Caesarea for a hearing there.

The hearing was similar to the one before Felix, with the Jews unable to prove any charges against Paul. But now, wanting to procure favor with the Sanhedrin, Festus suggests that Paul be moved to Jerusalem for yet another trial. Paul replied in 25:10-11,

“I am now standing before Caesar’s court, where I ought to be tried. I have not done any wrong to the Jews, as you yourself know very well. 11 If, however, I am guilty of doing anything deserving death, I do not refuse to die. But if the charges brought against me by these Jews are not true, no one has the right to hand me over to them. I appeal to Caesar!” 

This was the right of any Roman citizen, to appeal his case to Caesar, similarly to the right of an American citizen to appeal a case all the way to the Supreme Court. Some have questioned why Paul would have appealed his case to Caesar—especially Nero! As we will see, this decision cost him at least two more years! Of course, Paul did not know this at the time, nor did anyone know that Nero would become the barbarous madman he later became. At the time, Paul exercised his civil rights to save his own life!

Next on the scene are King Agrippa II and his sister Bernice. Festus told Agrippa about Paul, and his dilemma about sending him to the emperor without formal charges. Agrippa agreed to hear Paul personally. In Acts 26, Paul addresses Agrippa, Bernice, Festus, and those present.

Paul begins by establishing common ground. He directs his statements to Agrippa directly, appealing to their common Jewish roots (even though the Herod family was not fully Jewish). Then he shares his personal testimony with its basic elements:

1. His life before Christ

2. His conversion to Christ

3. His life with Christ

An important part of evangelism is sharing our story. Some think this is a hard, complicated ordeal. It doesn’t have to be. Our testimony is essential because it makes our witnessing personal, and no one can refute our experiences. 

Paul tells his story accurately and succinctly, with respect to his audience. He embodies what Peter writes in 1 Peter 3:15, “But in your hearts set apart Christ as Lord. Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect…” Our attitudes while sharing Christ may have as much effect as the content of our message. Even when Festus interrupts in verse 24, shouting, “You are out of your mind, Paul! Your great learning is driving you insane,” Paul keeps his cool. Notice his response in verses 25-27,

“I am not insane, most excellent Festus,” Paul replied. “What I am saying is true and reasonable. The king is familiar with these things, and I can speak freely to him. I am convinced that none of this has escaped his notice, because it was not done in a corner. King Agrippa, do you believe the prophets? I know you do.” 

Paul responds respectfully to Festus, but brings the conversation back around to Agrippa. He never loses sight of his objective. And when he had the opportunity, he took it. Paul point blank asks Agrippa if he believes. 

Evangelism is more than sharing our personal testimony. Evangelism is more than talking about Jesus or the Bible. Evangelism is not evangelism until a person is asked to make a decision regarding Jesus. We haven’t completed the task until this is reached.

The classic reading of Agrippa’s answer to Paul sounds tantalizingly close: Acts 26:28 reads in the King James Version, “Almost thou persuadest me to be a Christian.” A classic hymn, “Almost Persuaded” appears in our hymnal based on this verse. It seems as though Agrippa was so close to becoming a Christian. Yet that is not what the original text says. The New International Version renders his statement, “Do you think that in such a short time you can persuade me to be a Christian?” The New Living Translation reads, “Do you think you can persuade me to become a Christian so quickly?” while The Living Bible paraphrases his words as, “With trivial proofs like these, you expect me to become a Christian?” Agrippa was not as “almost persuaded” as we may have believed.

Despite this dismissive response, Paul maintains his courtesy and compassion in his reply: “Short time or long—I pray God that not only you but all who are listening to me today may become what I am, except for these chains.” Even when our witnessing is not immediately received, we need to maintain our composure with the person.

Though Paul did not convince Agrippa to become a Christian, he certainly left an impression on the entire group, as evidenced in verses 30-32,

The king rose, and with him the governor and Bernice and those sitting with them. They left the room, and while talking with one another, they said, “This man is not doing anything that deserves death or imprisonment.” Agrippa said to Festus, “This man could have been set free if he had not appealed to Caesar.” 
We may be tempted to think, “Oh, Paul, if you only hadn’t appealed your case to Caesar! You could be set free!” Yet if he hadn’t, he would probably have been murdered by the Jews already.

Paul’s Detention in Rome

The final two chapters of Acts deal with Paul’s detention in Rome. Chapter 27 has been called one of the finest nautical accounts in ancient literature, documenting Paul’s voyage to Rome. A cargo ship with 275 souls aboard set sail late in the season. Paul warned the commander against proceeding but the ship’s owner and pilot insisted.

Luke states in Acts 27:14-15, “Before very long, a wind of hurricane force, called the ‘northeaster,’ swept down from the island. The ship was caught by the storm and could not head into the wind; so we gave way to it and were driven along.” Before reaching land, they would lose the cargo, the tackle, and even the ship itself. But God had promised Paul that no lives would be lost. Two weeks into the voyage the ship ran aground at the island of Malta. Miraculously, not a soul was lost in the shipwreck.

The wonders continued to happen as Paul survived a snakebite by a poisonous viper, healed the father of the chief official of the island, as well as other sick people on the island. The castaways spent the winter on Malta, then sailed on to Italy in the spring.

As the apostle was moved toward Rome, Paul met Christians along the way, demonstrating the strength of the Gospel before he had arrived. In Acts 28:14, Paul finally arrived in Rome…not in the way he had imagined, but in Rome nonetheless. Luke records in verse 16 that “Paul was allowed to live by himself, with a soldier to guard him.” He was basically under house arrest until his trial before Nero would be heard.

Paul called for the Jewish leaders in Rome to visit him. He explained the circumstances of his arrest and appeal, reassuring them that he had nothing against them or their common Jewish roots. They told him that they had heard nothing against him personally, but they were interested in hearing Paul’s views, since they had heard about “this sect,” which is what Christianity was called in those days. On a different day they came in large numbers to the house where Paul was staying, and the apostle proclaimed to them that Jesus was the promised Messiah from their own Scriptures. As expected, some were convinced and put their faith in Jesus while others refused to believe. Paul quoted from the book of Isaiah how God predicted that His own people would reject the truth, and that God’s salvation has been offered to the Gentiles, who had believed what the Jews had rejected.

We learn from Paul that we must take advantage of every opportunity to share the good news of Jesus, even when our circumstances are less than ideal. When he could not go to them, he had them come to him. 

Luke concludes the book in Acts 28:30-31, “For two whole years Paul stayed there in his own rented house and welcomed all who came to see him. Boldly and without hindrance he preached the kingdom of God and taught about the Lord Jesus Christ.” Two more years! He had spent at least two years in Caesarea awaiting his release, and now he spends two more years before his appeal to the emperor was heard. Yet he did not waste the time, preaching and teaching anyone who would listen about Jesus. From what he writes in Philippians 1:13, “As a result [of his detention], it has become clear throughout the whole palace guard and to everyone else that I am in chains for Christ.” History records that some within the emperor’s own family came to faith in Christ at this time.

And…then what? Luke seems to leave us hanging. What happened to Paul? What about the great fire of Rome just three years after the book of Acts ends? Inquiring minds want to know!

Some have conjectured that Luke wrote an as-yet-undiscovered 2 Acts, and many Biblical scholars dream of finding an ancient scroll that would begin: “This third treatise, O Theophilus....” Second Acts, however, is unlikely. Aside from the many explanations for what may have happened, another reading of the concluding verse shows that it is, in fact, honest and satisfactory after all: Luke’s great purpose was merely to show how the gospel spread from Jerusalem to Rome. And he did that. 

Is there any way we can know what happened next? Yes, there is. For one thing, we have Paul’s own writings. During his detention in Rome, he most likely wrote his “prison epistles”: Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, and Philemon. These letters attest to the astonishing success of his mission in the imperial capital, despite his confinement. Paul expressed his belief to the Philippians that he would be released, and it seems very likely that he was acquitted of all charges when he finally appeared before the emperor.

Although some scholars disagree, there is strong, though not conclusive, evidence that Paul was actually acquitted after his first trial at Rome and subsequently visited both Spain in the West and his beloved churches in the East. The so-called “pastoral epistles,” 1 and 2 Timothy and Titus, cannot be fitted satisfactorily into the three missionary journeys, and they tell of Paul’s later activities in the Aegean world. Clement of Rome, in his Epistle to the Corinthians of ad 96, asserts that Paul “reached the limits of the West” before he died, which would imply Spain or Portugal. Romans 15 shows that Paul had surely planned a trip to Spain via Rome, and a second-century document, the Canon Muratorii, speaks of “Paul’s journey when he set out from Rome for Spain.”

If he did visit Spain, Paul would next have returned eastward to confirm the believers in a “fourth missionary journey” to the Aegean. Titus refers to his work on the island of Crete, and the other pastorals have him back in Greece and Asia Minor. There, for some reason, he was arrested a second time and sent to face Nero once again. A postscript found in some later manuscripts of 2 Timothy states that it was “written from Rome, when Paul was brought before Nero the second time.”

Circumstances were far different now, though. Paul would have been in mortal danger when he stood before Nero, because of the Great Fire of Rome in ad 64. Facing public outcry that he had set Rome ablaze, Nero blamed the Christians for arson and tortured them to death. Being a Christian now carried the death penalty, so Nero or his justices could hardly acquit this strange and troublesome leader of the Christians.

This time Paul had no illusions about being freed, as 2 Timothy 4:6 shows so poignantly,

The time of my departure has come. I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. Henceforth there is laid up for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, will award to me on that Day, and not only to me but also to all who have loved his appearing. 
When his last day had come, the apostle was presumably accompanied in his final journey across Rome to the Ostian Gate by a grieving group of friends who had survived the cruel first wave of persecution. Several miles beyond the Gate, on the road to the port of Ostia, stood the chopping block (as Roman citizens were not crucified). The blade dropped, the apostle died—the greatest missionary, the greatest theologian in the history of Christianity, and the one who had universalized its message.

We have come to the end of the book of Acts, yet in one sense the story is still being written. You might say we are living in the age of “Acts 29 following,” as Acts 1:8 continues to be fulfilled: “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” You and I are a part of that continuing story, until everyone has heard.

�Paul L. Maier, First Christians (San Francisco: Harper & Row, ©1976).
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