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Most people would agree that they want to be a part of something that is bigger than themselves. 

Maybe it’s a movement or group of some kind or a tradition that’s been going on for centuries. 

People want to feel connected to something big. They want to belong to something that is 

making a difference in the world for good, brings out the best in them, and gives them meaning 

or purpose. So, what is that something for you? That’s sort of what we’re going to look at today 

as we finish up the book of Acts. Next week, I plan to start a shorter, biographical series on the 

life of Moses and I’m looking forward to that. 

 

I. INTERVIEW WITH JEWISH LEADERS. (VV. 16-22) 

 

16 When we entered Rome, Paul was allowed to stay by himself, with the soldier who was 

guarding him. 17 After three days Paul called together those who were the leading men of the 

Jews, and when they came together, he began saying to them, “Brothers, though I had done 

nothing against our people or the customs of our fathers, yet I was handed over to the Romans as 

a prisoner from Jerusalem. 18 And when they had examined me, they were willing to release me 

because there were no grounds for putting me to death. 19 But when the Jews objected, I was 

forced to appeal to Caesar, not that I had any accusation against my nation. 20 For this reason, 

therefore, I requested to see you and to speak with you, since I am wearing this chain for the 

sake of the hope of Israel.” 21 They said to him, “We have neither received letters from Judea 

concerning you, nor has any of the brothers come here and reported or spoken anything bad 

about you. 22 But we desire to hear from you what your views are; for regarding this sect, it is 

known to us that it is spoken against everywhere.” 

 

Much of what we see in this final section it seems is a recapitulation of what has gone on 

throughout the book of Act. Paul witnesses to Jews, then Gentiles (non-Jewish people). Some 

believe, some don’t, some oppose it, and the gospel keeps advancing.  

 

Three days after his arrival in Rome, Paul first invites the leading men of the Jews to come to 

him. He’s on house arrest and can’t go far, so he must invite them to him. Verse 30 tells us he 

rented his own living quarters. He probably lived in one of the many thousands of apartment 

buildings in Rome called insulae.1 These were typically 2-5 stories high with a courtyard and 

shops on the ground level. Paul paid for this out his own pocket and probably with the help of 

ministry supporters and the church there. 

 

While he had a significant amount of freedom for a prisoner, he was also chained to a soldier at 

all times. He mentions the Praetorian Guard in Philippians, who were chained to him in shifts 
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and were his captive audience for the gospel (Phil. 1:13). Because of his chains he had 

influenced these soldiers for Christ and even members of Caesar’s household. So Paul turned the 

prison into a pulpit. He was busy discipling and writing letters. According to the letters, he had 

many friends and visitors.2 He wrote the four prison epistles during this time: Ephesians, 

Philippians, Colossians, and Philemon. I think it goes to show us that every circumstance is 

opportunity for the gospel. 

 

With God, even “obstacles” become opportunities. 

 

I think that a lot of times our restless generation feels chained to where they are or where they 

work or their circumstances. But Paul learned to see everything as opportunity from God to 

advance the gospel. He might be chained, but the gospel never is (2 Timothy 2:9). And if He is 

chained, God put him there for a reason.  

 

But there was a large Jewish presence in Rome. Historians estimate as many as 50,000 living 

on the outskirts of the city. While Claudius had all Jews removed from the city in AD 50 (which 

is how Paul met Priscilla and Aquila in Corinth in Acts 18:2), they were allowed to return in AD 

54, six years before to Paul arrived.3 Some were also brought back as slaves. But he invites the 

Jews first because that was his policy and conviction everywhere he went in Acts. Paul has a 

special love for his Jewish brethren (Rom. 1:16; 9:1-5) and saw it as his duty to go to the Jew 

first. The Jews also had the foundation of Scriptural knowledge. They should’ve been ripe to 

hear the good news about their own Messiah. If he could win the Jews, they’d help reach 

Gentiles. But if he went to the Gentiles first, he probably wouldn’t have a hearing with the Jews.  

 

This opening interview with them is very reminiscent of Paul’s speeches that we’ve read in Acts, 

but just an abbreviated version. So once again, Paul identifies with them. He calls them 

“brothers”, talks about “our fathers” (Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Jewish ancestors), and calls the 

Jewish nation “my nation”. He loves his nation. He has done nothing against their people or 

customs of their nation, yet he was still delivered into the hands of the Romans who couldn’t 

find any grounds for putting him to death. But because of theological contentions between 

them, the Jews of Jerusalem were persistent. The Roman leaders, who could care less about the 

theological differences, sought to please the Jews to prevent a riot. They refused to deal justly 

with Paul for political expediency, thus forcing him to appeal to Caesar. Paul’s point is that if 

he is guilty of anything, it’s being a faithful, completed Jew. He is wearing chains for the sake 

of the hope of Israel – speaking of the Messiah and the doctrine of the resurrection.  

 

We see here though, more parallels between Jesus and Paul. Jesus too was “delivered into the 

hands of” the Romans, and they “couldn’t find any grounds for putting him to death.” It’s almost 

word for word with the description of Jesus in Luke’s passion narrative (23:14-16, 18; 24:7).  

 

It is somewhat surprising that they were unaware of Paul’s case despite the zeal of those men in 

Jerusalem trying to kill him. One reason why they didn’t know might be because Rome was 

harsh on accusers who couldn’t substantiate their claims. And they’ve already failed many times. 
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I mean if you were going to make a claim, it better be worth it. Don’t waste Rome’s time. They 

already wasted Felix’s, Festus’, and Agrippa’s time. They better not waste Caesar’s time too. 

Another reason is the long delay in communication. If they were to send a letter, it would’ve 

been after Paul’s departure and Paul is there in the early spring. Third, is that Jews don’t seem to 

be well organized in Rome at this time due to the previous expulsion by Claudius. The Jewish 

presence has been described as a “conglomeration of independent synagogues.”4  

 

And even though they don’t know much about Paul, they were familiar with Christianity. 

They’re skeptical of it but want to hear more from Paul, a leading voice in Christianity so they 

schedule a second meeting. 

 

“23 When they had set a day for Paul, people came to him at his lodging in large numbers; and 

he was explaining to them by solemnly testifying about the kingdom of God and trying to 

persuade them concerning Jesus, from both the Law of Moses and from the Prophets, from 

morning until evening. 24 Some were being persuaded by the things said by Paul, but others 

would not believe.  

 

II. WITNESSING TO THE JEWISH LEADERS. (VV. 23-29) 

 

A large number of Jews come to Paul, and they spend an entire day perusing the Scriptures 

with him concerning Jesus as the predicted Messiah/Savior. It’s a Bible study! And either his 

apartment was crammed, or they gathered in the courtyard. But Paul is again described as 

explaining, testifying, and persuading them that Jesus is the Messiah that the OT, the Law and 

the Prophets, wrote about. And through faith in Jesus, sinners can be restored to the kingdom 

of God.5 This is a powerful description of what it looks like to witness for Jesus (Acts 1:8). One 

of things I appreciate about this account is the honest and irenic approach to the Scripture. Just 

like the Bereans from Acts 17:11, whom our church is named after, they’re sitting around with 

open Bibles and looking to see if what Paul is saying about Jesus is true. God’s Word is their 

standard for truth.  

 

But as usual, some believe, many would not believe, and some are probably becoming hostile. 

This is the pattern in Acts: 

a. The gospel is preached to the Jews. 

b. A remnant believes while the majority rejects the good news. 

c. The Lord turns away from the Jews to focus on the Gentiles.  

d. The nonbelieving Jews persecute the church.6 

 Paul saw this pattern beginning to repeat itself in Rome so he as they begin leaving, Paul speaks 

a prophetic warning to them from Isaiah: 

 

25 And when they disagreed with one another, they began leaving after Paul said one parting 

statement: “The Holy Spirit rightly spoke through Isaiah the prophet to your fathers, 26 saying, 

‘Go to this people and say, “You will keep on hearing, and will not understand; And you will 

keep on seeing, and will not perceive; 27 For the hearts of this people have become insensitive, 
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And with their ears they hardly hear, And they have closed their eyes; Otherwise they might see 

with their eyes, And hear with their ears, And understand with their heart and return, And I 

would heal them.”’ 28 Therefore, let it be known to you that this salvation of God has been sent 

to the Gentiles; they will also listen.” 

 

So by quoting Isaiah here, Paul is seeking to turn them back. It’s kind of like a baiting, mocking 

challenge. “Hey guys, this is your God, your Messiah, your Scriptures, your promises, but the 

Gentiles are going to enjoy the blessing place of God if you don’t listen and believe.” He warned 

them of growing spiritually dull and insensitive to God’s Word. Even though they have ears 

and eyes, they aren’t working. They’re spiritually deaf, blind and unperceptive to God’s 

revelation in Christ. It reminds me of the account from Acts 13:4-12 where the Jewish man Bar-

Jesus (Son of Jesus) is blinded, while the Roman proconsul believes and Isaiah is quoted. Jesus is 

the light to the Gentiles, something Jews struggled to accept. The word for insensitive (pachyno) 

in verse 27 could be translated, “fat” or “thick”. We speak of people as having thick heads that 

nothing can get through. Well, Paul is saying their hearts are so thick that nothing can penetrate 

it. It’s the same thing. According to the Jews, the heart and mind and will were all tied together. 

The heart included the mind.7 They’re thick-hearted. 

 

One Jewish commentator I read said, “Where there’s two Jews, there’s three opinions.”8 That’s 

the case here. They are divided over Jesus. The few who do believe, remind us that God always 

reserves a remnant of Jewish believers (Rom. 11:1-6), a theological phenomenon that Paul 

deals with at length in Romans 9-11. And while the majority of the Jews did not believe, Paul 

explains how that did not wreck God’s plan. It only opened the door further to the Gentiles and 

furthered the ministry to the Jews. By pronouncing this warning and reaching out to the Gentiles, 

Paul wasn’t being anti-Semitic or saying God is through with the Jews for good, as if this was a 

final, categorical rejection of the Jews. It’s just the opposite. Paul says in Romans 9-11 that in 

turning to the Gentiles he is seeking to make the Jews jealous – that the Jews maybe might see 

the Gentiles enjoying the blessing place of God with the spiritual blessings (like peace and of  

having forgiveness of sin, hope of resurrection, and the indwelling of the Holy Spirit; Gal. 3:14) 

and want it for themselves (Rom. 11:11-14). He wants to secure more Jewish believers through 

Gentile response.  

 

Before we move on, something worth noting is the way Paul describes Isaiah as inspired by the 

Holy Spirit. “The Holy Spirit rightly spoke through Isaiah the prophet.” That’s what we call the 

doctrine of inspiration. The authors of the Bible were not just writing on their own. This is not 

just a book written by men. It has dual authorship. The Holy Spirit inspired them to write what 

they did, yet without mindless dictation, without destroying their personalities and unique 

situations (1 Thess. 2:13; 2 Tim. 3:16). It’s a great proof text for the doctrine of inspiration. Now, 

Luke ends the book with a summary statement about Paul’s ministry at Rome. 

 

III. PAUL’S CONTINUED MINISTRY TO ALL. (VV. 30-31) 
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30 Now Paul stayed two full years in his own rented lodging and welcomed all who came to him, 

31 preaching the kingdom of God and teaching things about the Lord Jesus Christ with all 

openness, unhindered. 

 

So that’s it. That’s the end. It’s kind of a weird, open ending huh? What about Paul? How did the 

trial turn out? Was he released? Was he put to death? Luke doesn’t say. And I don’t think he 

meant to say what happened to Paul because ultimately this book isn’t about Paul. It’s not a 

biography.9 It includes Paul to a great extent, but this is about something greater than Paul. It’s 

about the birth of the New Covenant community called the church, the rise and spread of the 

gospel to all. What started out with a little band of believers in the Upper Room, has now spread 

and penetrated the entire biblical and social world in just under 30 years. 

 

Do we know what happened to Paul? Well, I think Luke hints at it. He says with an optimistic 

tone that Paul stayed two years there preaching unhindered, as to suggest yes, he was released 

after two years. This expectation of release is also evident in his prison epistles written during 

this period. His accusers probably never came and the case was dismissed and/or with Luke’s 

records as Paul’s defense. But he did witness in Rome as Jesus said (23:11). Remember how in 

Romans 15:24 though, Paul mentioned his desire to visit Spain? And how he writes from Rome 

to Philemon in Colossae and says to prepare a lodging for him (1:22)? Well, we have every 

indication from Scripture and early Christian sources (obviously one more trustworthy than the 

other) to believe that Paul did both – made it to Spain and enjoyed another brief period of 

ministry strengthening churches in the central Mediterranean region. 

 

We won’t have time to look at every citation, but an early writer named Clement states in a 

letter written at the end of the first century that Paul “served as a herald in both the East and in 

the West; and he received the noble reputation for his faith. He taught righteousness to the whole 

world, and came to the limits of the West, bearing his witness before the rulers. And so he was 

set free from this world and transported up to the holy place, having become the greatest 

example of endurance.”.10 The phrase “the limits of the West” probably refers to Spain. 

Speaking of Paul’s release and later martyrdom, a man named Eusebius writes, “after defending 

himself the Apostle was again sent on the ministry of preaching, and coming a second time to the 

same city suffered martyrdom under Nero.” He writes that, “Paul’s martyrdom was not 

accomplished during the sojourn in Rome which Luke describes.”11 

 

From details in his prison letters, we see he anticipated ministry to east in Philippi and Colossae. 

He planned to visit the Philippians “shortly” as in soon, in Macedonia (Phil. 1:25; 2:24); 

Colossae in Asia Minor (Philemon 1:22); left Trophimus sick at the island Miletus (2 Tim. 

4:20) which didn’t happen on the third journey’s stop; wintered in Nicopolis in western Greece 

(Titus 3:12); left Titus in Crete (Titus 1:5; Titus wasn’t mentioned on the ship to Rome at their 

previous stop in Crete but during that stop is when he likely saw the need for organizing the 

churches).12 So there are travel details in his letters that just don’t harmonize with travels in Acts. 

A brief summary of his final years likely went like this: Paul is released in AD 62 and resumes 

missionary travels. In AD 64 Nero burns Rome in the Great Fire of Rome and blames it on 
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Christians. Cruel persecution begins, including Christians being made to fight wild beasts in the 

Circus Maximus (the Coliseum wasn’t built for a few more years). Paul is rearrested in 

connection with that persecution. He is incarcerated in a dark, Mamertine prison much different 

from his apartment. It is here that he writes to 2 Timothy about having finished the race and 

expecting to depart and be with the Lord Jesus soon (2 Tim. 4:6-8). Both he and Peter give 

their lives for Christ before Nero dies June 9th of AD 68 when the persecution subsided. Paul 

was beheaded with a sword and buried on the Ostian Way, the southwest road out of Rome to 

Ostia on the coast. He finished his race well.  

 

But this raises a question for us: “How do we finish well?” Well, Paul wrote in Corinthians 

about disciplining his body. In Philippians, about pressing on, forgetting what lies behind and 

reaching forward to what lies ahead. He stayed focused on the mission, on the goal, on the finish 

line, on what really matters most. 

 

In the introduction, I mentioned peoples’ longing to be part of something big. A group, a 

tradition, a movement; something that gives lasting meaning and bring purpose to their lives; 

something that brings out the best in them while influencing the world for good. Even the Greek 

philosopher, Aristotle, and many modern secular psychologists understand that meaning in life 

will make you happier than possessions and pleasures ever will. They might suggest that you 

“create” meaning in your life through hobbies, relationships, setting goals, or developing new 

strengths. Without hesitation I would submit that while they’re on the right track, you cannot 

find real, lasting meaning your soul longs for without God – without being a part of His kingdom 

and His kingdom’s mission. If what Acts really says is true, and if what Jesus really did is true – 

that we can be restored to the kingdom of God, born again by the Holy Spirit, healed and 

forgiven of our sins, and given the hope of everlasting life in God’s kingdom – then there is 

nothing greater that you can live for than that. There is no greater meaning or purpose than being 

a part of God’s kingdom program. As His ambassadors, we carry the greatest news from the 

kingdom that this world will ever hear (2 Cor. 5:20). It’s our heavenly calling. 

 

The only question remaining is, “Will you accept the heavenly calling to make disciples and 

finish your race well? Will we continue to be the church and carry the torch?” The book of Jude 

says that faith has been once for all handed down to the saints. The apostles passed it on to other 

faithful men who were able to teach others (2 Tim. 2:2), who passed it on to others, to others, to 

others, until it finally was handed off to us in 2023. Now we are called to pass on that baton. I 

think this is part of the reason why Luke’s ending is so open and awkward. It’s as if to say, “This 

is just the beginning… the mission continues… keep on advancing the gospel with confidence, 

knowing the Lord is with you always” (Matt. 28:18-20).  

 

Continue advancing the gospel with confidence. 

 

There’s a group of churches today that call themselves Acts 29 churches. I’ve been to one in 

Lubbock, TX. Guess what they were studying? Acts. I think the name essentially comes from the 

idea that we are living in Acts chapter 29. It’s history that is still being written. What will history 



7 
 

have to write about us? Did we continue to faithfully be the church and advance the gospel? Did 

we finish our race well? It is my prayer that having finished Acts, we would never forget that we 

are part of something big.  
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