introduction to the prison epistles
1. When one considers the background to the Prison Epistles, he should likely begin by noting that Paul’s first Roman imprisonment probably happened in part because of the incredible spiritual burden he had for his Jewish kinsmen.  Rom. 9:1-5, 10:1

2. Paul also had great compassion on believers that were struggling financially because of their conversion to Christianity.  Gal. 2:10

a. In the early part of Paul’s ministry, the church in Antioch received prophetic information that led them to gather a contribution for those in Judea.  Acts 11:27-30 

b. It appears that this was not specifically promoted by Paul but was a common response among the believers in Antioch; however, it is clear that Paul and Barnabas were placed in charge of delivering the offering to Judea.

c. This was Paul’s second visit to Jerusalem and coincided with the incidents that are described in the book of Galatians, which must be dated around 47-48 AD.  Gal. 2:1-2

3. When one combines these two motivations, there is little doubt that Paul felt especially great compassion for Jewish believers that were suffering persecution and economic difficulties because of their faith.  

4. Paul also recognized the principle that those Gentiles who participated in the spiritual benefits of the Jews had the obligation to apply in a physical, material way if there was a need and if they were capable.  Rom. 15:27; ICor. 9:11; Gal. 6:6
5. As the apostle to the Gentiles, Paul was aware of the schism that existed between Jew and Gentile in spite of the fact that one of the purposes of the coming of Christ was to unite the Jews and Gentiles into a single body.  Eph. 2:11-18
6. While that is true theologically, it was apparent to Paul that, at the practical level, there was still significant hostility (particularly on the part of the Jews), and he desired to do something that might help to unite the two groups.

7. This led Paul to initiate what is commonly known as the Jerusalem offering; Paul made the financial needs of his Jewish countrymen known to the Gentile churches in which he ministered.  Rom. 15:26; ICor. 16:1
8. He encouraged the Gentiles to provide an offering for the poor in Jerusalem, which he hoped the Jews would recognize as God working among (and with) the Gentiles; Paul’s hope seemed to be that this might make the Jewish believers more receptive to Gentile Christians.  IICor. 9:13
9. Paul spent several years overseeing this offering, collecting funds from the Roman provinces of Achaia, Macedonia, Galatia, and likely others that were within his canon; in 57 AD, he finally carried it to Jerusalem.  Rom. 15:26; IICor. 8:18-20
10. However, while one may not question Paul’s motives, his continued insistence on administrating this offering, and his insistence on traveling to Jerusalem, was met with resistance from the Holy Spirit.  

11. The Holy Spirit informed Paul on a number of occasions that nothing but trouble awaited him in Jerusalem and that he was not to go to there.  Acts 20:22-23, 21:10-11

12. In addition to the consistent and ongoing warnings from the Holy Spirit, believers were also reinforcing that truth with exhortations of their own.  Acts 21:4,12

13. This should be an object lesson to all believers; when several positive believers are offering a particular believer the same advice, it may well be the voice of God.

14. However, Paul would not listen to doctrinal reason, prophetic warnings, exhortations of those who loved him, or the leading of the Holy Spirit.
a. Paul was allowing his love of his countrymen, and his emotions, to adversely influence his decisions; this led him to violate the directive will of God in order to continue pursuing this ill-advised course of action.
b. Paul had dramatically overestimated the impact that the Jerusalem offering would have on the Jews; ironically enough, he seemed to recognize that there was certainly a chance that it might not have the effect that he desired.  Rom. 15:31b
c. He had apparently convinced himself that the gift from the churches had to be presented personally in order for it to be understood as the symbol of unity that Paul intended it to be.  Rom. 15:31; ICor. 16:3-4

d. Paul had determined to pursue his own plan of action and operate under the permissive will of God; thus, he did not like the fact that believers were putting pressure on him to orient to the directive will of God.  Acts 21:12-13
e. His protestations may have sounded humble and spiritual, but the reality was that Paul was acting in an arrogant and headstrong way, in spite of all the warnings to abandon this course of action.

f. One principle here is that while it may sound spiritual to play the martyr card, God is more interested in believers living for Him daily than dying needlessly.  Mk. 8:34-35
15. As one might imagine, and as is confirmed by the book of Acts, Paul’s foolhardy decision to go to Jerusalem resulted in a bad outcome; he was attacked by a Jewish mob, whose murderous intentions became immediately obvious.  Acts 21:27-31a
16. Fortunately, the Roman authorities were notified, and the Roman commander intervened and stopped the mob from beating Paul; he then took Paul into protective custody.

17. In spite of Paul’s foolhardy decision, God used this man to deliver Paul from a premature death.  Acts 21:31-33

18. Paul’s insistence on addressing the murderous mob only caused another near-riot, it resulted in the Roman commander once again having to remove Paul from the situation.  Acts 22:22-23
19. Although the commander attempted to interrogate Paul in a way that was not actually legal, Paul managed to avoid the beating by asserting his Roman citizenship.  Acts 22:24-25
20. Once Paul informed the centurion that he was a Roman citizen, the centurion notified his commander about the fact that he had nearly made a very serious mistake.  Acts 22:25-29
21. As might be expected, nothing went well in Jerusalem; after nearly a week, the Lord appeared to Paul, as he sat in custody, and encouraged him with the truth that he would still testify in Rome.  Acts 23:11
22. The significance of verse 11 should not be overlooked, since it certainly implies that the Lord had not been standing by Paul prior to that; however, God made it clear to Paul that he would achieve his desire to teach in Rome.

23. The Roman commander recognized that the situation would not be resolved by keeping Paul in Jerusalem, so he ordered a detail to transfer Paul to Caesarea, where the Roman governor Felix was seated.  Acts 23:23-33
24. Paul had a hearing before Felix within a week (Acts 24:1), but Felix deferred judgment, preferring to hear from the Roman commander in Jerusalem who could confirm the facts before Felix made any decision.  Acts 24:22
25. However, Felix never rendered a verdict in the case, because he was corrupt; he simply continued to stall and brought Paul in frequently in the hope that Paul might attempt to bribe him in order to secure his freedom.  Acts 24:26
26. Paul never offered Felix any bribe and so he sat in custody for two years until such time as Felix was replaced by Porcius Festus.  Acts 24:27

27. Although the Jews attempted to persuade Festus to transfer Paul back to Jerusalem for trial (they intended to ambush and kill him on the way; Acts 25:2-3), Festus initially indicated that Paul would be tried in Caesarea.  Acts 25:4-5
28. When it became clear that Festus was considering transferring Paul back to Jerusalem to stand trial (Acts 25:9), Paul asserted his innocence and asserted his right as a Roman citizen to be tried before Caesar.  Acts 25:10-11

29. The decision was made to transfer Paul to Rome; after a very difficult journey which took nearly six months (probably three times longer than it should have taken), Paul finally arrived in Rome in February, 60 AD.  Rome Journey.jpg
30. He spent the next two years in Rome under house arrest (Acts 28:30), and it was during this time that the Prison Epistles were written; they included the letter to the Ephesians, the letter to the Philippians, the letter to the Colossians, and the letter to Philemon.
31. There is evidence that Ephesians, Colossians, and Philemon were likely written about the same time, and the delivery of these letters was entrusted to Tychicus and Onesimus.  Eph. 6:21; Col. 4:7; Philemon 1:12

32. It appears that the letter to the Philippians was written closer to the end of Paul’s imprisonment (deduced from the fact that he recognized that his release was imminent; Phil. 1:19,24-25) and was delivered by Epaphroditus.  Phil. 2:25
33. Luke makes it plain that Paul was in custody for two years, but he never provides any conclusion to this matter; this has led to some differing opinions about whether or not Paul was actually tried in Rome.
a. One popular view suggests that the two years were comprised of a statutory period of eighteen months within which the prosecutors might have come and made their case against Paul, and six months that were required to process his release.

b. However, that view cannot be documented; Bruce indicates that it is wrong to presume that the case would be dropped by default if the prosecutors did not appear before the magistrate.

c. Roman law had provisions and penalties in place if prosecutors failed to pursue their case, but their failure to do so did not mean that the defendant would be discharged automatically.

d. Some have suggested that the Jews never pursued their prosecution and so Paul was free to request that the charges be dropped and be set free.

e. On the other hand, Eusebius indicates that there was a trial and that Paul made his defense and was freed.

34. No matter how it was resolved, Paul was eventually released from Roman custody in the spring of 62 AD, and historical evidence indicates he engaged in a period of ministry from 62-67 AD.
35. One fact here that should not be overlooked is that Paul’s foolhardy decision to go to Jerusalem, in spite of repeated warnings from the Holy Spirit and repeated exhortations from believers not to do so, eventually cost him almost five years of opportunity to travel and minister freely.  June 57 AD-March 62 AD

36. In spite of this bad decision, the grace of God was still available to Paul, and he was provided some freedom to minister, albeit in a much more restricted way.

37. There is no reason to believe that Paul did not eventually recognize his folly and address it via rebound (likely, when he was in custody in Jerusalem).

� F.F. Bruce, The Book of Acts, New International Commentary Series


� Eusebius, Church History, Book 2.22.2
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