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The Appeal to Caesar

CH R IST I A N I T Y I N A ROM A N WOR LD
Christianity was born into the Roman Empire. The first emperor was 
Octavian, the man the Roman Senate designated “Caesar Augustus” (Luke 
2:1) in 27 BC. His 41-year rule began a long period known as the Roman 
Peace (Pax Romana) which helped enable the spread of Christianity 
by making travel the safest it had ever been. The names of two other 
emperors appear in the New Testament. Emperor Claudius is mentioned 
twice in the Book of Acts (11:28 and 18:2), and the Sea of Galilee was 
alternately called the Sea of Tiberias after yet another emperor. The 
empire in the west lasted until the sack of Rome in the fifth century. 
Besides emperors, other Roman characters (centurions, governors, 
tribunes) pop up frequently in the Gospels and Acts, and attitudes about 
Roman rule (especially Roman taxes!) color several narratives.

Paul was a Roman citizen and played his “citizenship card” more than 
once in Acts. In this lesson, he virtually guarantees his appearance in 
Rome before Emperor Nero (AD 54–68) by making an “appeal to Caesar.” 
The appeal to Caesar was the right of every citizen to bypass lower 
authorities and go straight to the top for a verdict in one’s case. Only if a 
man was a murderer, pirate, or a bandit caught in the act was the appeal 
invalid. In each case, the emperor had to receive a written account of the 
charges so that he could make an informed decision.

Acts
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In the story of Paul’s trials, we see Jesus’ words 
to his apostles in Matt. 10:18–19 coming true: 
“you will be dragged before governors and kings 
for my sake, to bear witness before them and 
the Gentiles… do not be anxious how you are 
to speak… what you are to say will be given to 
you in that hour.” It is a story both fascinating 
and comforting to us who must now and then 
make an appearance before a boss, a military 
commander, or a judge!

PAU L A PPE A LS TO C A ESA R 
acts 25:1–12
Two years had passed since Paul was delivered 
to Caesarea. There was now a new governor, 
Porcius Festus. By all accounts, Festus was a 
more decent man and a more capable ruler than 
Felix. According to v. 9 and 24:27 they shared a 
desire to please the Jews, for differing reasons. 
Felix wanted to keep himself out of hot water 
after some administrative missteps. Festus was 
a neophyte, anxious to please his new subjects. 
The unsettled situation in Palestine made it 
important for Festus to bring together opposing 
factions. He took only three days to settle in to 
Caesarea before making the trip to Jerusalem to 
meet with Jewish leaders (v. 1).

While in Jerusalem Festus got an urgent 
request from them. Counting on the new 
governor’s inexperience, they asked if Paul 
could be brought to Jerusalem for his formal 
hearing. Festus was likely unaware of their 
real motive — to ambush and kill Paul on 
the way there from Caesarea (23:12–15). But 
since the prisoner was already in Caesarea, 
Festus “unwittingly… overturned their plans” 
(Longenecker) by inviting them instead to come 
to Caesarea to press their charges.

The hearing was convened less than two weeks 
later (v. 6). After the two-year lapse, the Jews 
renewed their old charges, this time without 

the presence of high priest Ananias, who had 
been deposed in the final days of Felix, and 
the smooth-talking lawyer Tertullus. Without 
Ananias and Tertullus, the accusers made a 
less compelling case. Again they offered no 
witnesses. Whereas Jesus had remained largely 
silent in the face of his accusers (Matt.27:12–
14), Paul continued to mount a defense: “Neither 
against the law of the Jews, nor against the 
temple, nor against Caesar have I committed any 
offense” (v. 8 — cf. his lengthy defense before 
Felix in 24:10–21).

Festus was at a loss about what to make of it 
all. The Jewish leaders plainly wanted the case 
moved to Jerusalem for trial, and as the new 
governor, he saw no reason why he could not 
grant their request. Turning to Paul, he asked, 
“Do you wish to go up to Jerusalem?” (v. 9). 
Paul, remembering clearly the plot to kill him 
two years earlier, wanted no part of a change 
of venue. He made bold use of his Roman 
citizenship once more: “I am standing before 
Caesar’s tribunal, where I ought to be tried… no 
one can give me up to them. I appeal to Caesar” 
(vv. 10–11).

It might seem strange to some that Paul 
would prefer to appeal to Emperor Nero, who 
later became infamous as the persecutor of 
Christians, than to entrust his case to Festus, 
a fair-minded governor. But these early years 
of Nero’s reign under the influence of Stoic 
philosopher Seneca gave little indication 
that Nero would make a violent turn against 
Christians later on. Festus was probably only too 
willing to have this way out of a sticky political 
mess, so he consented: “To Caesar you have 
appealed; to Caesar you shall go” (v. 12). Now 
the only problem remaining for Festus was what 
to write in his report to the imperial court in 
Rome, a document required by law.
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“I WO U LD LI K E TO H E A R 
T H E M A N M YSELF” 
acts 25:13–22
As if in answer to his dilemma, two new players 
arrived on the scene: “Agrippa the king and Bernice 
arrived at Caesarea and greeted Festus” (v. 13). 
King Herod Agrippa II is one of a string of “Herods” 
in the New Testament. His father is the Herod who 
had earlier executed the Apostle James (12:1), but 
Agrippa II was only a lad of 17 when his father 
died and had spent much of his early life in Rome, 
brought up in the court of Emperor Claudius. 
Though Bernice was his younger sister, rumors of 
an incestuous relationship between them swirled 
in Rome and Palestine. This Agrippa ruled a small 
territory — Galilee and Perea — and he well knew 
that even this was only by the permission of the 
Romans. As ruler of the neighboring area north 
of Judea, he came to pay his respects to the new 
governor.

During their lengthy stay (“many days” v. 14), 
there was ample opportunity for Festus to share 
this unusual case with them. Taking care to avoid 
any missteps, Festus explained that he had acted 
according to good Roman practice by bringing 
the accused man and his accusers together. This 
he did “with no delay” (v. 17). To his surprise, the 
case seemed to turn on matters “about their own 
religion and about a certain Jesus, who was dead, 
but whom Paul asserted to be alive” (v. 19). To 
the new governor, this all was incomprehensible, 
leaving him “at a loss how to investigate these 
questions” (v. 20). Agrippa, on the other hand, was 
“looked upon by Rome as an authority on the Jewish 
religion” (Longenecker). For the past nine years he 
had the right of appointing high priests in Jerusalem 
and of exercising supervision of the temple. He 
knew something of their theology and politics! 
“I would like to hear the man myself,” enthused 
Agrippa (v. 22). Festus gladly agreed to arrange 
it. Maybe Agrippa would help him understand the 
issues and give him something intelligent to write to 
Nero as a case summary (vv. 26–27).

B RO UGH T B EFOR E T H E K I NG 
acts 25:23–27
The audience before Agrippa was to be the fifth 
opportunity for Paul to make his testimony “before 
the Gentiles and kings and the children of Israel” 
(9:15), as Jesus had long ago told Ananias. The 
others, as described in earlier lessons, were:

Before the Jews at the Temple - 21:37–22:31

Before the Sanhedrin - 22:30–23:10

Before Governor Felix - 24:1–21

Before Governor Festus - 25:6–12.

For Luke this one is evidently the most important 
of the five, being the longest and most carefully 
constructed, incorporating for a third time the story 
of his conversion (see Chapters 9 and 22) and a 
summary of the Gospel as well.

The setting is magnificent. Instead of meeting in a 
courtroom or a tribunal, this gathering takes place 
in an “audience hall” with dignitaries who come 
“with great pomp” (v. 23). William Barclay observes, 
“There is no more dramatic scene in all the New 
Testament. It was with pomp that Agrippa and 
Bernice had come. They would have on their purple 
robes of royalty and the gold circlet of the crown 
on their brows… Festus had donned the scarlet 
robe which a governor wore...” Influential Jews and 
ranks of Roman legionaries were doubtless present 
as well. It was an impressive scene, into the center 
of which was brought the diminutive figure of Paul 
with his hands in chains.

Festus begins the proceedings with an explanation 
of why they are assembled, turning the dignitaries’ 
attention to Paul, “You see this man” (v. 24). 
Interestingly, Pilate had said something similar 
when Jesus, arrayed in his crown of thorns and 
purple robe, came and stood before the crowd in 
Jerusalem: “Behold the man!” (John 19:5). Now 
Festus publicly reveals his own conclusion about 
the proceedings, “I found that he had done nothing 
deserving death,” which parallels Pilate’s verdict on 
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Jesus, “I find no guilt in him” (John 19:6). 
So why are we here? He goes on to explain 
that Paul has “appealed to the emperor” 
(v. 25), removing the option of a simple 
release. The Greek word used for “emperor” 
is sebaston, the equivalent of the Latin title 
“Augustus,” found only in this chapter in the 
New Testament (vv. 21 and 25).

The reason he has called them together, 
accordingly, is a simple one. “I have brought 
him before you… so that, after we have 
examined him, I may have something 
to write [to Nero]. For it seems to me 
unreasonable, in sending a prisoner, not 
to indicate the charges against him” (vv. 
26–27). More than unreasonable it would 
be! To fail to send such a document would 
be a dereliction of duty and land Festus in 
trouble with his superiors. The stage is set 
for Paul’s memorable defense.

P OSTSCR I P T — A D JU DIC AT I NG 
R E LIGIO US M AT T ER S
The role of the civil authorities to adjudicate 
religious matters is a question at least 
as old as the Book of Acts. The Roman 
authorities said on more than one occasion, 
in effect, “This is a matter of your religious 
convictions. Decide this among yourselves.” 
Making the question more complex was the 
fact that some religions, including Judaism, 
were officially tolerated while others were 
not. This explains why Paul portrayed 
himself and his participation in “the Way” as 
a legitimate development within Judaism.

The relationship of government and 
religion remains a lively question in the 
United States, where the first amendment 
reads, “Congress shall make no law 

regarding an establishment of religion or 
prohibiting the free exercise thereof…” 
In our day when public approval or even 
tolerance of religious expression appears 
to be eroding, the relationship between 
government and religion is growing more 
crucial. Shall religious groups be taxed? 
Shall people holding office or running 
businesses be required to act contrary to 
their religious convictions, and if so, under 
what circumstances? Shall the courts settle 
religious disputes?

The LCMS made national news in 2012 
when one of its internal disputes came 
before the U. S. Supreme Court. A teacher 
at Hosanna Tabor Lutheran School in 
Redford, Michigan, had been terminated 
for cause in 2004. The employee sued the 
church, and the EEOC initially ruled in her 
favor. The church argued that she was a 
“minister of religion” and her termination 
fell within their religious prerogatives under 
the first amendment. The school had the 
right to decide employment matters without 
interference from the courts, they said. 
In a unanimous decision written by Chief 
Justice John Roberts, the court held that the 
employee was a minister for the purposes of 
the Civil Rights Act’s “ministerial exception,” 
dismissing her lawsuit and claims for 
damages.

Paul’s use of his citizenship rights is still 
instructive for us who live as citizens 
under God’s “left hand” kingdom called 
government. Bringing a case before the 
Supreme Court is as close as we Americans 
get to saying, “I appeal to Caesar!”
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PER SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
acts 26:1–32

Lord God, bless this study. Let me learn from Paul to make the most of the 
opportunities You give me to testify to the grace of Jesus Christ, whether 

in large or small settings. I ask it for His glory’s sake. Amen.

Review
1. What are some new things you have learned about Roman rule and Roman citizenship thus far in Acts?

2. What challenges did Festus face as he assumed the role as Judea’s governor?

Acts 26:1–11
3. Paul begins by saying, “I consider myself fortunate that it is before you… I am going to make my defense” 

(v. 2). What reason does Paul give for this?

4. Why do you think Paul reviewed his Jewish “track record”? Compare what he says in Gal. 1:11–17 — why 
does he rehearse it there?

5. What events from your own life story would you employ in making a testimony of your faith?

6. For Paul, what’s “the heart of the matter”? His opponents never mention this in their charges. Why not?

Acts 26:12–23
7. Re-read Paul’s defense before Felix in 24:10–21. What is different about his speech here before Agrippa?

8. Is Paul trying to convince Agrippa of his innocence or is he trying to assert the truth of Christianity’s 
claims?

9. How would you summarize the Gospel message he preaches in vv. 18–23?

10. Which of the images from v. 18 best describes your spiritual journey?
 a) Having my eyes opened

 b) Turning from darkness to light

 c) Turning from Satan’s power to God

A C T S  2 6 : 1 – 3 2
A C T S  2 6 : 1 – 3 2

MichaeL KaSting 167

23



11. “The prophets and Moses” in v. 22 is a Jewish way of describing the Holy Scriptures. How does it compare 
with Jesus’ summary in Luke 24:44?

12. What’s the difference, if any, between Paul’s mission and ours? How specifically am I living out this 
mission? When’s the last time you approached someone with the intent of bearing witness to Jesus Christ?

Acts 26:24–32
13. What’s the reaction of Governor Festus? Compare the reaction to Jesus in Mark 3:21 and John 10:20.

14. What’s King Agrippa’s response to Paul’s insistent question (v. 27)?

15. How would you characterize the world’s responses to the Gospel today? What kind of responses have you 
personally gotten when extending invitations to hear the Gospel or come to church?

Memory Challenge

ACTS 26:19–20 “I was not disobedient to the heavenly vision, but declared first to those in Damascus, 
then in Jerusalem and throughout all the region of Judea, and also to the Gentiles, that they should 
repent and turn to God, performing deeds in keeping with their repentance.”
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