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Imprisonment in Caesarea

CH R IST I A NS I N PR ISON

Our fathers, chained in prisons dark, Were still in 
heart and conscience free; How sweet would be their 
children’s fate, If they, like them, could die for thee! 

F R E D E R I C K  W.  F A B E R

Christians since the very beginning have been “persecuted for 
righteousness’ sake” (Matt. 5:10). They have been arrested, imprisoned 
and executed because they took a stand against evil and made a 
faithful testimony for the Gospel of Jesus. Some of their stories are 
well-known. Sir Thomas More was imprisoned in the Tower of London 
and finally beheaded for daring to oppose the annulment of King Henry 
VIII’s marriage. Dietrich Bonhoeffer was arrested by Hitler’s Gestapo and 
kept at Tegel Prison in Berlin for rescuing Jews. More recently, Pastor 
Yang Hua was imprisoned in China for his Christian witness. In varying 
degrees, all these men were able to make some written or oral testimony 
of faith while imprisoned. Countless other Christians had no such 
opportunity, though they are not forgotten by God!

The apostle Paul spent the final years of his life in prison because his 
witness about Jesus to the Gentiles had stirred the ire of his Jewish 
compatriots. The final portion of the Book of Acts tells the story of Paul’s 
arrest in Jerusalem, his lengthy imprisonment, and the extraordinary 
opportunities he had to give his testimony before crowds of common folk, 
governors, and kings. Among the fruits of that period were his “prison 
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letters” (Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, Philemon) and his example of faithfulness 
under duress, something that doubtless has emboldened many over the centuries. His 
imprisonment in Caesarea and his testimony before Governor Felix are at the heart of 
this lesson.

A PLOT U NCOV ER ED 
acts 23:12–22
In a nighttime vision (23:11), God had reassured Paul that he would have opportunity to 
make his testimony in Rome. It is striking to read that the very next morning (v. 12 — 
“when it was day”) his enemies met to decide how to kill him. God’s promise was about 
to be tested.

Paul was in the protective custody of the Romans at Fortress Antonia and out of reach of 
those enemies. How could they get to him? A plot was soon hatched against Paul’s life. 
Unnamed conspirators “went to the chief priests and elders and said… ‘Give notice to 
the tribune to bring him down to you, as though you were going to determine his case 
more exactly… we are ready to kill him before he comes near’” (vv. 14–15). “More than 
forty” men (vv. 12–13) bound themselves with an oath not to eat or drink until they’d 
done the deed. But keeping secret a plot involving so many people was difficult. The 
plan became known to “the son of Paul’s sister” (v. 16) — the only mention of any of 
Paul’s relatives in the New Testament. Richard Longenecker suggests that Paul may 
have stayed with this same sister and her family years earlier when studying under 
Gamaliel at Jerusalem (cf. 22:3).

As a Roman citizen held in custody, Paul could still receive visitors, and his nephew 
made haste to bring word of the plot to him. Perhaps fortified by the previous night’s 
vision, Paul immediately made a bold request to a nearby centurion: “Take this young 
man to the tribune, for he has something to tell him” (v. 17). The nephew was no child, 
but a grown man. The word translated “young man” (Greek neanian) is used of persons 
between age 24–40. By involving himself with a prisoner this way, the nephew may 
have incurred some risk. How would the Romans respond to him and his message?

The readiness of the centurion to go to the tribune, and the willingness of the tribune 
to hear the nephew out and then to take steps to protect Paul, are just two of many 
indications in the story that Paul was well treated by his Roman captors and was, in 
truth, under the special protection of God.

A C T S  2 3 : 1 – 2 4 : 2 7
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T R A NSFER TO C A ESA R E A 
acts 23:23–35
The tribune could not risk having a Roman 
citizen assassinated while in his custody, 
so he took steps at once to transfer Paul to 
provincial headquarters at Caesarea before 
the conspirators got wind of it. He arranged 
for a large protective escort consisting of 200 
heavily armed soldiers, 200 more lightly armed 
“spearmen,” and 70 cavalry, and he provided 
“mounts” (v. 24) for Paul which likely meant 
a horse for him to ride and a pack animal for 
his baggage. The rare Greek word dexiolaboi 
translated “spearmen” appears only here in the 
New Testament and may, some guess, indicate 
not soldiers but additional mounts to carry the 
infantrymen for the sake of extra speed. Whether 
there were 470 or only 270 soldiers, this armed 
contingent would be more than enough to ensure 
Paul’s safety. The company set out under cover 
of darkness at nine o’clock that night.

Caesarea was nearly 60 miles from Jerusalem. 
It served as headquarters for Roman rule in 
the province of Judea. Antipatris (a military 
post) was about halfway between, marking the 
boundary where the population thinned out and 
the country was more open and less amenable to 
ambush, which may explain why the infantrymen 
returned to barracks from there.

Once in Caesarea Paul would appear before the 
procurator (governor), Antonius Felix, who had 
been appointed to his post by Emperor Claudius 
in AD 52. He and his brother Pallas were former 
slaves who had somehow been freed. Pallas 
became a favorite of the emperor and likely won 
Felix his position. Felix had married three royal 
women in succession. His current wife Drusilla 
was a Jewess, daughter of Herod Agrippa I. Born 
in AD 38, she was only 19 years old at this time.

The tribune also wrote a letter to Felix explaining 
this sudden development and seeking his 
determination in the case. In the letter, which 
reveals the tribune’s name as Claudius Lysias, he 
enlarged his own role (“I… rescued him, having 
learned that he was a Roman citizen” — v. 27) 
and conveniently omitted that he nearly had Paul 
flogged! More importantly, he voiced the opinion 
that Paul was innocent of anything meriting 
punishment and saw it only as a question of 
Jewish religious law, echoing what Gallio had 
previously observed in Corinth (18:15).

At various points in the story there are echoes 
of the trial of Jesus (see Matt. 26:57–27:26; 
John 18:28–19:16). Both Paul and Jesus faced 
a hostile crowd of Jews. Both endured a hearing 
before the Sanhedrin. Jesus was also tried 
before a governor, but without the protection 
of Roman citizenship! Both were judged by the 
governor to be innocent. The question Felix 
asked about where Paul was from (v. 34) echoes 
Pilate’s inquiry about Jesus’ origins and his 
attempt to shift responsibility to Herod (Luke 
23:6–7). Since Cilicia was far away, Felix could 
not easily consult another governor. ‘I will give 
you a hearing when your accusers arrive” (v. 35). 
Until then, Paul was guarded in the palace 
once built by Herod the Great and now used by 
the Romans as a “praetorium,” the place for 
provincial business.

To this point Paul’s experiences with the Roman 
authorities bore out his teaching about governing 
authorities in Roman 13:1–7 (“rulers are not 
a terror to good conduct, but to bad… he is 
God’s servant for your good”). Throughout Acts 
Paul is treated with fairness by these “secular” 
authorities. It was better treatment than he got 
from the religious authorities, who regarded him 
as dangerous.

A C T S  2 3 : 1 – 2 4 : 2 7
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T R I A L B EFOR E FELI X : 
T H E CH A RGES 
acts 24:1–9
“Five days” (v. 1) was enough time for 
a messenger to go from Caesarea to 
Jerusalem and inform the Sanhedrin, 
and for them to assemble a team of 
representatives who would then make 
the return journey. Sensible as that is, 
there is some difficulty in making sense 
of Paul’s later remark (v. 11) that “it is not 
more than twelve days since I went up to 
worship in Jerusalem.” Almost seven days 
had been spent there in his observance of 
purification rites. Now “five days” more 
have passed, presumably since his arrival 
in Caesarea. That already adds up to just 
under twelve days. How much time was 
taken up by his custody in Fortress Antonia, 
the making of the plot by the Jews, the 
informing by the nephew, and the nighttime 
journey? All these things, we gather, must 
have happened very quickly!

In the account of the trial before Felix, Luke 
gives almost equal space to the Jewish 
accusations, the defense Paul presents, and 
Felix’s response. The high priest Ananias 
himself came along to supervise the case 
personally. He also brought a “spokesman” 
(some versions read “lawyer”) named 
Tertullus who could phrase the trumped-up 
charges skillfully. Tertullus began with the 
kind of customary flattery (“through you 
we enjoy much peace… reforms are being 
made”) that all must have known to be 
laughably false in light of Felix’s history of 
corruption and violence toward the Jews. 
Just two years later he would be removed 
from office!

Tertullus then enumerated three charges. 
He accused Paul of being “a plague, one 
who stirs up riots among all the Jews 
throughout the world” (v. 5), language 
almost identical to words used by Emperor 
Claudius himself. Claudius had written a 
letter dated AD 41 to the city of Alexandria 
concerning riots there between Jews and 
Gentiles, stating that Jews must behave 
or he would be forced to regard them as 
“instigating a universal plague infecting the 
entire world.” The implied political threat 
to Rome’s civil order is like the charges 
brought earlier against Jesus (Luke 23:2, 
5). Further, he called Paul “a ringleader of 
the sect of the Nazarenes” (which would 
mean that Paul was not a “real Jew” 
and that this Christian movement was 
not a “licit” religion deserving Rome’s 
protection). Finally, “he even tried to 
profane the temple” (v. 6), the one offense 
for which the Romans allowed the Jews to 
execute the offender.

Though the first and third charges were 
manifestly false, Felix would have to 
take note because these were constant 
concerns to the Romans, who prized civil 
order. Observant students will notice that 
v. 7 is missing in the present text. Some 
early manuscripts of Acts included a v. 7 in 
which Tertullus alleges that tribune Lysias 
“with the use of much force snatched 
[Paul] from our hands.” There is better 
evidence for the present reading, so the 
verse was omitted.

A C T S  2 3 : 1 – 2 4 : 2 7
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T R I A L B EFOR E FELI X : PAU L’S DEFENSE 
acts 24:10–21
Paul then makes his response, starting with a compliment more reserved and truer than 
the flattery of Tertullus: “for many years you have been a judge over this nation” (v. 10). 
True! Though Felix had been in office in Caesarea for only five years, his previous service 
in Samaria made the total twice that, and put him in a position to know the actual situation 
(cf. v. 22).

Paul addresses the three charges in turn. Was he a “plague” who “stirs up riots”? He 
responds, “they did not find me disputing with anyone or stirring up a crowd” (v. 12). “Not 
more than twelve days” (v. 11) is hardly time to foment anything significant!

Ringleader of a sect? He willingly admits his connection to “the Way” (v. 14 — “sect” 
is their word!), but explains in some detail its genuineness as an outgrowth of Judaism. 
Consider this, he says: “I worship the God of our fathers, believing everything laid down 
by the Law and written in the Prophets” (v. 14). His faith, he asserts, is based on the same 
“hope in God… that there will be a resurrection of both the just and the unjust” (v. 15). 
What’s more, he lives what he believes! “I always take pains to have a clear conscience” 
(v. 16). All of which is Paul’s way of affirming that Christianity is the fulfillment of Judaism, 
not its antithesis.

Desecrate the temple? Not at all! “I came to bring alms to my nation and to present 
offerings” (v. 17). This is the only time in all of Acts that Paul is reported to mention the 
financial gift from the Gentiles that had so absorbed him. What’s more, he kept himself 
ceremonially “purified” while doing so (v. 18). Then he adds his own charge against the 
accusers: “some Jews from Asia [made the original accusation]… they ought to be here 
before you” (v. 19).

Why the reference to “Jews from the province of Asia”? They were the ones who claimed to 
have seen the supposed offense, the ones who had initially started the riot with this charge. 
Yet they were not here to face the accused! To bring charges and then absent oneself from 
the proceedings was a serious crime in Roman law, which imposed heavy penalties on 
those who abandoned their charges (in Latin called destitutio). The disappearance of the 
accusers often meant the withdrawal of the charges, Longenecker points out. Paul had put 
a serious dent in the case against him.

The “real issue” behind this whole proceeding, Paul asserts, is what 
he shouted as he stood before the Sanhedrin: “It is concerning the 

resurrection of the dead that I am on trial before you.”
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The “real issue” behind this whole proceeding, 
Paul asserts, is what he shouted as he stood 
before the Sanhedrin: “It is concerning the 
resurrection of the dead that I am on trial 
before you” (v. 21 NIV). That was the issue that 
had left the Sanhedrin in an uproar and would 
eventually confound King Agrippa himself.

A PR I VAT E AU DI ENCE 
W I T H T H E GOV ER NOR 
acts 24:22–27
What was Felix to do with the case? After 
a decade in Palestine he was already well 
acquainted with the Christian movement. He 
could see clearly enough that the charges 
against Paul were entirely religious in nature, 
though dressed up by Tertullus as political 
sedition. The just response would have been 
to dismiss the case. Instead, for at least three 
reasons (two personal and one political), he 
postponed making a decision, keeping Paul in a 
loose custody that allowed visits by his friends.

The first personal reason was his own intense 
curiosity about Paul and his message, an 
interest that mirrored Herod Antipas’ fascination 
with John the Baptist (Mark 6:20) and later with 
Jesus (Luke 23:8–9). He arranged a private 
audience with Paul for himself and Drusilla “and 
heard him speak about faith in Christ Jesus” (v. 
24). But Paul would not allow the interview to 
remain academic. He addressed moral issues 
and discussed “self-control and the coming 
judgment” in a way that made the oft-divorced 
and violence-prone governor “alarmed” (v. 25) 
and caused him to cut the session short. The 
second personal reason was his hope that Paul 
might offer him a bribe for his release. Felix 
must have imagined that Paul had financial 
connections, possibly because of his story 
of bringing an offering to the Jews from the 
Gentile believers.

Felix’s political reason for postponing a 
judgment was the genuine bind in which he 
found himself. He had been a poor leader, 
increasingly unpopular with the Jews because 
of his greed and cruelty. In an earlier outbreak 
of violence in Caesarea, Felix had dispatched 
troops that wound up killing many Jews. His 
troops went on to loot the homes of many 
of the wealthier Jews there. Freeing Paul 
would further anger them. At the same time, 
condemning Paul would make him look bad 
to his Roman superiors, for there was no real 
case against Paul. So he kept Paul under house 
arrest for two years, sending for him “often” 
for further conversations (v. 26) in hopes of 
extracting a bribe. It didn’t work.

After two years (AD 59), Felix was summoned 
to Rome to answer for the disturbances under 
his rule. Only the continued influence of his 
brother Pallas saved Felix from execution. 
Porcius Festus succeeded him. Festus was a 
vast improvement, likely very welcome to the 
Jews. He proved to be a wise ruler, though he 
would die in office only two years later.

Paul spent two tedious years under “house 
arrest” there, which looked for all the world 
like “dead time” for Paul. While we know little 
of what actually transpired during that time, 
Paul Maier surmises that Luke used the time 
to travel back to Jerusalem and investigate 
everything from the beginning (cf. Luke 1:3) 
about Jesus and the early years of the church 
as he talked with the apostles and, likely, Mary 
herself. He may have begun to sketch out the 
structure and scope of the great two-volume 
work we know as Luke-Acts (Longenecker).
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PER SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
acts 25:1–27

Heavenly Father, as I read about Paul before his accusers, I remember fellow 
Christians who face injustice and hostility. Protect them! Fill them with Your 
Holy Spirit. Give them courage and words that witness faithfully of the love of 

Jesus Christ to their enemies. For His name’s sake, I ask it. Amen.

Review
1. Share some ways that the trials of Paul mirrored the trial of Jesus.

2. How does Paul’s story demonstrate how God brings good out of evil?

3. What have you learned in the past several lessons that has surprised you? Encouraged you?

Acts 25:1–12
4. Two years have passed since Paul was delivered to Caesarea. There is a new governor. While he gets 

acquainted with the Jewish leaders, Festus gets an urgent request from them. What is it? What’s behind it?

5. By all accounts, Festus was a more decent man and ruler than Felix. According to verse 9 and 24:27, what 
do they have in common? How do you explain this shared desire?

6. While the trials of Jesus and Paul are similar in many ways, they differ dramatically in how each man 
answered the charges against him. Compare what you read in verse 8 and 24:10–21 with Matt. 27:12–14. 
What’s the difference?

7. When you are wrongly accused by someone, do you normally respond with silence, reasoned explanations, 
or vehement denials? Why?

Acts 25:13–22
8. New players arrive on the scene. King Agrippa is one of the several “Herods” in the New Testament. Using 

your Bible’s footnotes, a Bible dictionary, or the internet, record what you discover about him and Bernice.

9. What do Festus’ comments reveal about his level of familiarity with Judaism or Christianity?
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10. What do you suppose might be some of his motives as a new governor? Even today the motives of political 
leaders are hard to discern. Do you generally believe or disbelieve what they say? Why?

11. In 2012, the U. S. Supreme Court adjudicated a dispute between Hosanna Tabor Lutheran Church in 
Michigan and an employee, who had brought suit against the church. The court ruled in favor of the church, 
saying that the state could not interfere in the church’s business. How does that situation mirror what 
Governor Festus says in vv. 18–19?

12. Agrippa says, “I would like to hear this man myself” (v. 22). His father (Agrippa I) is the Herod in Chapter 12 
who executed James, but this Herod was only 16 years old at the time. What are some possible reasons he 
might want to hear from Paul?

Acts 25:23–27
13. What words does Luke use to describe the place where they met?

14. Compare the opinion of Festus (v. 25) with Pilate’s considered verdict about Jesus (Luke 23:13–15). If both 
men are innocent, how do you understand the purposes of God in what happens to them?

15. What does Festus say is the reason he has arranged this hearing (vv. 26–27)? In light of verse 25, why 
can’t he simply let Paul go?

16. When have you had to put your “fate” in the hands of an authority: 
A tax audit? Asking boss for a raise or promotion? Seeking parent’s blessing on a marriage? Bringing 
suit for damages to a court? Submitting to a doctor for life-threatening surgery? How did you feel as you 
approached that day?

Memory Challenge

ACTS 25:10–11 “To the Jews I have done no wrong, as you yourself know very well. If then I am a 
wrongdoer and have committed anything for which I deserve to die, I do not seek to escape death. But if 
there is nothing to their charges against me, no one can give me up to them. I appeal to Caesar.”
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