Tuesday, August 24, 2004
Acts 27:1 - 28:31

Luke continues his story in the first person, traveling with Paul on the journey to Rome. We know from Paul’s letters that Aristarchus also remained with Paul while he was in Rome. 

The season for traveling by sea was almost over. During winter sailors stayed in port to avoid storms. When the ship left Crete, it would encounter open seas and stormy winds. Paul, out of common sense not prophecy, tried to convince Julius not to gamble with the ship’s crew and passengers. The captain, however, believed that they could make the journey, trusting that their luck would hold until arriving at a better port for the season. (Map of the complete journey)

The ship that was tossed by the wind and waves was no small boat. Luke says that 276 souls were aboard. Like most merchant ships of the time, she was sail driven.  

Verse 42 of chapter 27 makes sense if we recall that the sailors might have been executed for losing a prisoner in their charge. Paul spent the winter months ministering to the populace of Malta. God’s delivery of Paul from death by snakebite helped confirm his extraordinary place in God’s plan and no doubt opened many doors of conversation. One wonders how spending the winter with Paul might have affected Julius and the ship’s sailors. 


After finally reaching Rome and staying there in his own rented quarters for two years, was Paul executed? Almost certainly not.  Historians and theologians agree on this point. For one thing, it is improbable that Luke would not have included Paul’s suffering in his history. Some of Paul’s letters also indicate that he was imprisoned in Rome two times. The Romans obviously did not consider Paul a danger; he was a Roman citizen; as far as we know no Jewish officials showed up in Rome to pursue their complaint; the Jewish complaint was unjustified in Roman eyes and the Jews knew it; Nero was emperor at the time, but it was early in his reign (hasn’t yet executed his statesman/advisor Seneca) and he was applauded as a reasonable ruler; there are unchallenged traditions that Paul did go to Spain; Paul wrote Philippians and Philemon from Rome and seems in them to expect to be released; Paul was arrested during the reign of Claudius, and Nero dismissed almost all of the cases left over from Claudius’ rule. It seems very sure that Paul’s lengthy stay in Rome was due simply to a backed up calendar, much like courts today. Paul was almost certainly released and traveled on to Spain around 63 A.D.

Did Nero have Paul executed? Yes, but around late 65 or early 66.  By that time Nero was quite insane. He had murdered his mother and was under suspicion by Rome’s populace of burning the city. The fire had taken place in 64 and Nero was almost certainly innocent of starting it, but feared the citizens and chose the Christians as his scapegoats. Peter was executed in late 64 as part of this persecution. Nero had in effect made Christianity a capital offence, ordering believers killed in the arena and some even burned. [More of his story can be read at this site on pages 5-6. (Acrobat Reader (free) required)] 

Most likely Paul returned to Rome after visiting Spain and was again arrested. His second letter to Timothy was written at this time—probably the winter of 65.  In it the great missionary writes that he is about to die. Paul Maier says that some early manuscripts of II Timothy have the postscript “written from Rome, when Paul was brought before Nero the second time.” 
