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FI N DI NG YO U R N ICH E
A “niche,” says the dictionary, is “a place, employment, status, or activity 
for which a person or thing is best fitted.” One of the tasks that faces 
every one of us is finding the niche for which God created and gifted 
us. A German boy named Johann Sebastian Bach found his niche as a 
musician whose music served as a vehicle of God’s Word. An Albanian 
girl named Agnes Bojaxhiu found her niche as a Roman Catholic nun 
named Mother Teresa who served the poorest of the poor in India. An 
American teenager named Joni Eareckson, whose neck was broken in 
a swimming accident, eventually found her niche as a writer, artist, and 
inspirational speaker. Have you found your niche?

One of the story lines in Acts is how Saul of Tarsus found his niche. Paul 
“saw the light” on the Damascus Road, met the Risen Lord and learned 
that he was to be a “chosen instrument” to carry the name of Jesus 
before the Gentiles. Saul got a new name, Paul, and a new life. Gifted 
with Roman citizenship, a keen intellect and a vast knowledge of the 
Scriptures, his encounter with Jesus propelled him into his niche in the 
Kingdom as a missionary to the Gentiles. The Book of Acts ends with Paul 
in Rome. Though he is a prisoner, he is happily doing what God made him 
to do — welcoming all who came to visit and “proclaiming the kingdom 
of God and teaching about the Lord Jesus Christ with all boldness” 
(28:31). He was just where God wanted him to be!

Acts
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SA FE LY A SHOR E ON M A LTA 
acts 28:1–10
All 276 men aboard the ill-fated cargo ship had 
made it safely to shore. Thankfully, it was no 
deserted island. They were on Malta (the name 
means “place of refuge”!), a municipality with its 
own governor installed by Caesar Augustus. The 
islanders had seen the sailors’ distress and were 
there to welcome those who swam or drifted 
ashore. The ESV calls them “native people” (v. 
2), a good rendering of the Greek barbaroi, a 
name Greeks gave any people who were not 
Greek-speaking. These people were Phoenician in 
ancestry and thoroughly Romanized, having some 
retired Roman army veterans in the population’s 
mix. Far from acting like “barbarians,” they 
showed unusual kindness to Paul and the other 
shipwreck survivors. They offered a warm 
welcome and built a warm fire against the cold 
drizzle falling on that November day. Here we 
see another winsome quality in Paul. He had 
a servant heart, and he was not above doing 
whatever menial task lay at hand, which just then 
happened to be gathering a bundle of sticks for 
the fire (v. 3).

Then came another unexpected turn in the story. 
“A viper came out because of the heat and 
fastened on his hand.” Though today there are 
no poisonous snakes on Malta, this snake and 
its venomous bite were viewed with dread by the 
islanders, who knew well enough what it could 
do. Immediately they rendered their verdict: 
“No doubt this man is a murderer. Though he 
has escaped from the sea, Justice has not 
allowed him to live” (v. 4). But Paul shook 
the creature off and went about his business 
while they watched and waited with increasing 
astonishment that he suffered no harm. They 
concluded he must be “a god” (v. 6). This was 
now the second time Paul was mistaken for a 

god (see 14:11–18), but unlike the incident at 
Lystra there was no attempt to worship him, and 
no answering rebuke from Paul.

Luke shows us through his narrative here that 
Paul not only had a God-given message, but that 
he was a “heaven-protected man” (Longenecker). 
We might ask why God allowed both the 
shipwreck and the snakebite. For such questions 
we are given no explanation besides the one Paul 
offered to the Philippians: “What has happened 
to me has really served to advance the gospel” 
(Phil. 1:12).

From our own experience we can look back and 
see that even difficult or painful events may 
finally “work together for good” (Rom. 8:28) in 
God’s design. The good that eventually came of 
the shipwreck on Malta was an opportunity for a 
healing ministry to many there.

The first to be healed was the father of Publius, 
a Roman official whose title was “chief man” 
(Greek prootoo, yet another accurate designation 
for a local leader by Luke). Paul “visited him and 
prayed… putting his hands on him” (cf. James 
5:14), as many a pastor or lay visitor does today. 
The Lord was still ministering mightily through 
Paul (cf. 3:1ff.). The man was healed, with the 
result that many other islanders afflicted in some 
way “also came and were cured” (v. 9). Since the 
word used here can also mean “receive medical 
care,” some have wondered if Luke himself 
played some role as a doctor in this ministry!

When the company prepared to depart the 
island, the people offered no worship, but they 
“honored” Paul and his companions greatly as 
messengers of the true God and ministers of His 
healing (v. 10).
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A W ELCOME FROM T H E 
B ROT H ER S 
acts 28:11–16
The words “After three months” signal that 
the ocean, closed for the winter to ship 
traffic because of the danger of storms, 
was ready to open up again. It was now 
early spring of AD 60 or 61. Sailing season 
began in early March. The soldiers and their 
prisoners boarded another Alexandrian grain 
ship that had wintered over at Malta. The 
ship, Luke notes, had as its figurehead the 
“twin gods” (v. 11), by which was meant 
Castor and Pollux, the sons of two different 
fathers (the god Zeus and the mortal 
Tyndareus) who were regarded by sailors of 
that time as divine guardians.

Once more we are treated to a kind of 
travelogue. The first stop on the way to 
Rome was Syracuse on the east coast of 
Sicily. After three days there, the next stop 
was at Rhegium, an important harbor at the 
very “toe” of Italy, for a pause to await a 
south wind. Care was needed since nearby 
was the dreaded whirlpool called Charybdis 
and its companion rock Scylla, a real threat 
to shipping. After a one-day wait, a “south 
wind sprang up” and they were able to 
make the 180-mile trip to Puteoli in only 
two days. On the way they likely saw the 
hulking Mt. Vesuvius, which less than 20 
years later would erupt and bury Pompeii 
and Herculaneum. At Puteoli “we found 

brothers” (v. 14), that is, fellow Christians, 
who invited them to stay for seven days 
so as to share Sunday worship. Rome was 
now only 75 miles away.

A special joy to Paul on the very last leg 
of the long journey was the unexpected 
greeting brought by some more fellow 
Christians, a delegation from Rome itself! 
They had heard of Paul’s arrival and 
came down the Appian Way, the oldest 
and straightest of all Roman roads, to 
welcome the company at the Forum of 
Appius, a small town 40 miles from Rome. 
Paul “thanked God and took courage” 
(v. 15), not least because it was a powerful 
reminder that he was not alone. There were 
already fellow believers here, perhaps 
including some of those named in the 
greeting list in Romans 16.

When they reached the great capital city, 
Julius conducted his prisoners northward 
past the Circus Maximus and the Forum, 
stopping finally at the Castra Praetoria on 
the northeastern fringe of the city. There 
he reported to the commander of the 
Praetorian Guard, delivering the prisoners 
and documents of indictment (if in fact 
those documents survived the shipwreck!).

Paul “was allowed to stay by himself” in 
his own rented house. The fact that it was 
“at his own expense” (v. 30) may indicate 

A special joy to Paul on the very last leg of the long 
journey was the unexpected greeting brought by some 

more fellow Christians, a delegation from Rome itself !
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that Paul undertook his old job of tentmaking 
or some other work, or possibly that his old 
friends in Philippi or other congregations sent 
money to pay his expenses. This measure 
of freedom under “house arrest” was 
understandable since Paul was not charged 
with a flagrant crime and was not deemed 
politically dangerous. Nevertheless, a guard 
was with him at all times, perhaps chained to 
him (see v. 20).

A PR ISON ER FR EE TO PR E ACH ! 
acts 28:17–31
The captivating portrait of Paul in this final 
section is of a prisoner who remains free 
to preach and teach. As he had done on all 
his missionary journeys, Paul took pains to 
meet first with the Jews in Rome. The old 
edict of Claudius which had expelled Jews 
from the city at least ten years earlier (see 
18:2) had lapsed with the death of Claudius. 
Jews were again allowed in the city. Within 
days of his arrival in Rome, Paul summoned 
the local Jewish leaders. In spite of years of 
persistent opposition from unbelieving Jews, 
he maintained an indefatigable love for his 
people and a desire for them to be saved. They 
too remained ethnic and religious “brothers” 
(v. 17), even though they had not yet come to 
faith in Jesus.

Paul certainly must have wondered what 
these Jews had heard about him already. He 
introduced himself and briefly explained his 
presence in Rome. It was not, he made clear, 
because he had done anything against “our 
people or the customs of our fathers” (v. 17). It 
was because he had appealed to Rome “though 
I had no charge to bring against my nation” 
(v. 19). Then he articulated his desire to meet 
them: “I have asked to see you and speak with 
you, since it is because of the hope of Israel 
that I am wearing this chain” (v. 20). His guests 
must have been intrigued. What hope was this? 

Almost certainly, they would have surmised, it 
must be the ancient hope of our Messiah!

On their part they told him what they did 
and did not know. They were aware that 
everywhere “this sect” (not a favorable term!) 
had been “spoken against” (v. 22). “Visitors 
from Rome” (2:10) had, after all, been present 
back at the first Pentecost! But no one had 
read any written warning and no contrary 
spokesman had made his way to them. If the 
hope of Israel was at stake, by all means they 
wanted to know what Paul had to say about it. 
They set a time for a second meeting, and each 
went out to find friends and family members 
who could come and hear this intense and 
enthusiastic rabbi.

At the second meeting where many more 
were present, Paul “expounded” on his Gospel 
message, spending a whole day testifying 
about the kingdom of God and about Jesus 
“from the Law of Moses and from the 
Prophets” (v. 23). We are told no more about 
the meeting’s content, though one could guess 
Paul used the same approach he used at 
Pisidian Antioch (13:17–41) or perhaps even 
some of what he had written in his epistle to 
the Romans. In any case it must have been an 
eye-opening experience for his Roman guard.

The result of the meeting mirrored what Paul had 
everywhere encountered on his journeys: “some 
were convinced… but others disbelieved” (v. 24). 
His audience was divided. Sharp-eyed readers 
will notice that verse 29 is missing in the main 
text. Footnotes at the bottom of the page in 
many Bibles alert readers to a textual variant, 
in which “some manuscripts” of Acts add v. 29 
NIV: “After he said this, the Jews left, arguing 
vigorously among themselves.” We who have 
been to contentious church meetings know how 
that goes!
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Hearing this divided response, Paul closed by making an observation about 
their resistance to the message. “The Holy Spirit was right in saying to your 
fathers through Isaiah” (v. 25) and then citing Isaiah 6:9–10, the same quote 
word-for-word that Jesus used to explain His reason for speaking in parables 
(Matt. 13:14–15):

Go to this people, and say,

“You will indeed hear but never understand

and you will indeed see but never perceive.”

For this people’s heart has grown dull,

and with their ears they can barely hear,

and their eyes they have closed;

lest they should see with their eyes

and hear with their ears

and understand with their heart

and turn, and I would heal them.

Paul knew firsthand the difficulty the Jews had in understanding and accepting 
the Gospel. We know from Romans 9–11 that it was a matter that affected 
him deeply and with which he wrestled long. Invariably he saw the resistance 
of the Jews as a temporarily “closed door” that led him to an “open window.” 
His final statement in Acts had become the theme of his mission: “Therefore 
let it be known to you that this salvation of God has been sent to the Gentiles; 
they will listen” (v. 28). The final verses record Paul doing just that, making 
himself available to “all who came to him” (v. 30), sharing with them what 
he had shared with the Jews that day — the kingdom of God and the Lord 
Jesus Christ. This he did for “two whole years… with all boldness and without 
hindrance” (vv. 30–31).

Paul knew firsthand the difficulty the Jews had in 
understanding and accepting the Gospel.  We know 
from Romans 9-11 that it was a matter that affected 

him deeply and with which he wrestled long.
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T H E EN DI NG OF ACTS
So Acts ends, says William Barclay, with a 
virtual shout of triumph: the Gospel is being 
proclaimed with boldness in Rome! Thirty 
or so years have passed since the disciples 
were gathered on that first Pentecost Day, 
and the sound of a mighty, rushing wind filled 
the room where they were sitting. The Gospel 
has traveled 1,500 miles from the heart of 
Judaism to the heart of the Gentile world. How 
about that!

Even so, the end of the book leaves us all 
asking, “Well, what happened next?” What 
became of his appeal? Did Emperor Nero have 
him executed? Was he set free? We know, at 
the very least, that in his imprisonment, he 
made an impact on his guards: “It has become 
known throughout the whole imperial guard 
and to all the rest that my imprisonment is for 
Christ” (Phil. 1:13). And we may guess more. 
Paul’s “pastoral epistles” (1–2 Timothy and 
Titus) cannot be fitted satisfactorily into the 
three mission journeys and appear to have 
been written later. Because of clues in other 
books (Phil. 2:24, Philemon 22) and the words 
of church father Clement of Rome, who wrote 
that Paul “reached the limits of the West” 
before he died, it is probable that Paul was 
released from imprisonment in AD 62 and 
went on a mission to Spain thereafter.

He was arrested again for some unknown 
reason. According to some alternate 
manuscripts of 2 Timothy, he was “brought 
before Nero the second time” and finally 
executed by his order in AD 67. By the time he 
wrote that letter, Paul had no illusions about 
being freed. He wrote to Timothy:

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 (2 Tim. 4:6–8).

Various sources agree that Paul was buried by 
his friends along the Ostian Way, the road that 
today connects Rome with her international 
airport. Maier writes that the “much traveled 
apostle would have appreciated that gesture 
— burial alongside a highway!”

Students hungry to explore the “rest of the 
story” of Paul’s life and work would do well 
to read Paul Maier’s intriguing book, The 
Constantine Codex. It is a fictional exploration 
of the idea that Luke could have written 
another book called “Second Acts” which 
details the trial before Nero and Paul’s trip to 
Spain thereafter. Maier, a history professor at 
Western Michigan, projects what may actually 
have taken place based on the clues we have 
listed.

We return to Acts. Why does Luke end the 
story where he does? The simplest answer 
is that his purpose has been served. The 
prophetic promise and command of Jesus in 
1:8 has come to pass. The Gospel has been 
preached “in Jerusalem and in all Judea and 
Samaria, and to the end of the earth.” The 
story is not, after all, about Paul. It is about 
the message of Jesus, the “greatest story 
ever told,” in which we are privileged to play 
a role!
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PER SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
ReVieW

Gracious God, thank You for the holy privilege of studying Your Word in the Book of Acts! Thank 
You for the instructor’s faithful work and for the fellow students I got to know. Thank You most 
of all for the story of the Gospel’s spread and the courage and faith of the early Christians. Inspire 
and shape me by Your Holy Spirit that I might play the part You give me in Your church today, 
that many more people may receive and enjoy the life Jesus gives. In His name I ask it. Amen.

Review
1. Page through the course notes and the questions you answered along the way. Highlight those things you 

especially want to remember.

2. Review the memory verse challenges. You may choose to put them on 3 x 5 cards and carry the cards with 
you to review during your devotion times, quiet times, or when you must wait in line.

 List what you learned and how you would apply it to your personal life and the church today, using the 
following questions:

3. What have I learned about the geography and travel described in Acts (cities, rivers, the ocean, travel) that 
deepens my appreciation for the story of the early church?

4. What discoveries have I made in Acts 
about the culture of Rome and its impact on Christianity?

 about the way early Christians preached and witnessed?

5. What examples of faith and obedience have I seen in the characters in Acts that I would like to imitate?
 In Peter:

 In Paul:

 In three other characters in Acts:

R E V I E W
R E V I E W
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6. What lessons does Acts hold for today’s church? What do we need to hear and take to heart?

7. Reflect on Paul’s journeys. How would I describe my own journey since I became God’s child? 

8. What part is the Holy Spirit leading me to play in the church today?

R E V I E W
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