NT Survey – Class #10 – Paul in Prison & the Prison Epistles

Pray.  Thanks to Danny for teaching the class last week.  I hear he did a great job.  Turn to Acts 21.  Today we will talk about Paul imprisonment in Jerusalem and Caesarea and the Prison Epistles – Eph, Phil, Col and Philemon – which may have been written during this period or when Paul was confined in Rome at the end of Acts.  Acts 21 through 26 are quite different from Acts 1 – 20.  Up to now, the book has been about the growth and spread of the gospel.  However, in these chapters, the emphasis becomes Paul in custody and his various defenses of the gospel.  No one is converted and Paul is not set free, but we get to hear several great statements of his faith.  



Acts 21:1-15 tells of Paul’s journey from Asia to Jerusalem.  A couple of interesting points to me are (read v. 8) Paul (& Luke) stayed in the house of Philip the evangelist – one of the 7 from Acts 6 – who preached in Samaria and converted the Ethiopian eunuch in Acts 8.  This meant Luke had direct access to someone who participated in the events Luke wrote about and may have been his source for much of Acts 6 through 8.  In v. 16, Paul (and Luke) also stay at the house of Mnason of Cyprus – described as an “early disciple” which again provides Luke access to early memories of the Jerusalem church.  This man may have heard some of the early sermons of Peter described in Acts.  Finally, in Acts 21:18, Paul (and again Luke) met James – the brother of Jesus – perhaps giving Luke access to the memories of Mary about the birth of Jesus.  


Acts 21:17-26 shows that the Jerusalem Church has converted thousands of Jews who are zealous for the law, but they have heard rumors about what Paul teaches Jewish disciples in Gentile lands.  James urges Paul to demonstrate these rumors are not true by making a public demonstration of his respect for the Law.  I think this shows Paul’s humility that he was willing to take James advice here.  However, starting in v.27, certain Jews from Asia (Ephesus) stir up the crowd and start a riot to kill Paul until he is rescued and arrested by the Romans.      


In Chapter 22, we have the first of Paul’s defenses – this one to the crowd that had rioted against him.  Things start well, however in v.21 when he mentions his mission from God to the Gentiles, the riot starts up again and Paul must be taken inside by the Romans.  In Chapter 23, Paul gives a defense to the Jewish chief priests and council – the Sanhedrin.  In v.10, this too ends in uproar and once again the Romans have to take Paul away by force.   A plot against Paul causes the Romans to send from Jerusalem to Caesarea – the residence of the Roman governor Felix.  In Chapter 24, Paul makes a defense before Felix.   Two years pass and Festus becomes the governor.  In Chapter 25, Paul faces his Jewish accusers before Festus and appeals to Caesar.  Later in the chapter, King Agrippa (Herod Agrippa II – a descendant of Herod the Great) arrives and confers with Festus.  In Chapter 26, Paul makes a defense before Agrippa.  However, although Agrippa thinks he could be set free, because Paul has appealed to Caesar, he must be sent to Rome.  In the middle of all this, Jesus appears to Paul to encourage him that going to Rome is the plan all along.  Look at 23:11.  We should remember in hard times God always has a plan for us as Paul previously wrote in Rom 8:28.

One common theme of Paul’s various defenses is the Resurrection.  He refers to it in 23:6 before the Sanhedrin, in 24:15 before Felix, to Festus in 25:19 and to Agrippa in 26:8.  Just like he had written in 1 Cor 15 and other earlier letters, Paul constantly affirmed the Resurrection even to the pagan Romans rulers he spoke with.  I think the Resurrection should be more central to our teaching & evangelism today.


At some point during his imprisonment, either in Caesarea or later in Rome at the end of Acts, Paul wrote the 4 Prison Epistles – Eph, Phil, Col and Philemon.  So all of these letters would date to just before or just after 60 AD.  All of them make reference to Paul being in prison (Eph 3:1, 4:1, 6:20, Phil 1:12-13, Col 1:24 and Philemon v.1).  The reference to Tychicus in Eph 6:21 and Col 4:7 and the reference to Onesimus in Col 4:8 and Philemon v10 suggest these 3 letters were written and delivered at the same time.  In the first verse of Col, Philemon and Phil, the letters are from Paul and Timothy again suggesting a common time and place – although perhaps Phil was written somewhat later.  Let’s review each letter briefly. 

Eph lacks any personal references to people Paul knew in the church there in contrast to most of his other letters.  Since Paul spent 3 years in Eph, perhaps longer than any other church that received a letter from him, this is most unusual.  Some of the ancient copies of the letter are missing the word “in Ephesus” in v.1.  Some scholars thinks this might mean the letter was intended as general letter to be circulated among many churches and was perhaps sent to the Eph church first and then circulated about the province of Asia to the other churches there.   The letter to Col (which is in Asia) has many similarities to Eph and it is possible Paul wrote several similar letters at the same time to several churches.  Col 4:16 mentions a letter to Laodicea (also in Asia) written at the same time.  A 2nd Century heretic named Marcion claimed to have a copy.

If you had to pick one word to summarize Ephesians, what would it be?  Grace?  This word appears 7 times in Ephesians.  Who can quote Eph 2:8 For by grace you have been saved through faith.  And this is not your own doing, it is the gift of God.  In this way Eph is similar to Romans – this verse is taken by some to mean we are saved by faith alone.  But v.10 indicates that grace leads us to walk in good works that God prepared for us to do.  

Another word that might summarize Ephesians is “church”.  This word appears 9 times in Eph, and always means the universal church and not merely the local congregation.  Eph 1:22-23 (read) teaches us Jesus is the head of the church and that the church is his body.  Eph 4:11-16 (read) teaches us how the church is supposed to help us all grow to maturity.  We should all be taking full advantage of the opportunity to become more like Jesus and not remain immature children in the Lord.  Eph 4 and 5 contain practical teaching about how to live a holy life, have a godly household and the attitude of slaves & masters.  Eph 6 closes out describing the full armor of God.

Now let’s look at Col which has many similarities to Eph.  Col 1:18 also teaches us Jesus is the head of the church his body.  Col 1:28 talks about the process of becoming mature in Christ.    Col 3 contains practical teaching about living a holy life, godly households and slaves & masters.  Col does have some differences from Eph.  Col 2 addresses what many call the Col heresy.  Apparently the Col had fallen prey to some false teaching that Paul addresses.  The heresy apparently was based on philosophy and human tradition (2:8 & 2:22), prohibited certain food and drink (2:16), stressed asceticism (2:18 & 23) and included the worship of angels (2:18).  We don’t know exactly what this was, but we can learn to this kind of teachings.  Unlike Eph, Col 4 closes with a number of personal references.

One of the most striking passages in Col is 1:15-20 (read).  This is Paul’s great statement of Christology – who Jesus is.  We clearly see here that Paul believed and taught Jesus was God in a letter written around 60 AD.  As I said when we studied the gospel of John, this undermines the view of modern scholarship that the deity of Christ was a myth or legend about Jesus not developed until the end of the 1st Century.


Philemon is Paul’s shortest letter.  It is a personal appeal on behalf of Onesimus – a runaway slave who apparently stole from his master Philemon – a disciple known to Paul.  Onesimus has also now become a disciple and Paul is returning him to his master with an appeal for Philemon to forgive Onesimus and accept Onesimus as a brother.  Some scholars think v.21 is an implicit appeal for Philemon to set Onesimus free from slavery – but in light of Paul’s comments on slaves and masters in the letters of Eph and Col which were written at the same time – this seems unlikely to me.  

Let’s close by looking at the letter of Philippians.  Turn to Chapter 4.  We recall from Acts 16 that Philippi was the first city Paul evangelized in Macedonia on his 2nd missionary journey.  Lydia and the jailer were converted during Paul’s short time there.  From Philippi, Paul went to Thessalonica.  Paul refers to this in 4:15-16 (read).  The Phil church supported Paul financially back during those days.  During his 3rd missionary journey, Paul visited Philippi there 2 more times (in 20:1 and again in 20:6) during his campaign to raise money for the church in Jerusalem.  In II Cor 8:1-2 (written during the visit to Macedonia described in Acts 20:1) Paul brags about the Macedonian churches generosity – this would include Philippi.  The letter of Phil was written in part because the Phil had again sent Paul financial support during his current imprisonment (4:18).  One thing we can clearly learn from the Philippians is generosity in giving to the needs of the church and for the advance of the gospel.   

Phil is the most personal letter of Paul to any church.  He uses the first person pronoun in this relatively short letter over 100 times.  He clearly has strong and positive feelings about the church there – quite the opposite of his tone in Gal or 1 Cor.  In 1:3-4 he thanks God for them in joy for their partnership in the gospel from the first day until now.  He holds them in his heart (1:7).  He is confident they are praying for him (1:19).  He hopes to send Timothy to them soon to be encouraged by news from them (2:19).  He loves and longs for them (4:1).  These are the kind of relationships and feelings we should develop for one each other when we are partners in the gospel.


If you summarized Phl with one word, what would it be?  Rejoice!  This word appears 11 times in English in the letter.  The word “joy” appears 6 more times.  Paul was clearly full of joy writing the Phil and wanted them to rejoice too.  I personally am not a joyful person by nature – I have some difficult years growing up and lawyers are trained to look for what might go wrong.   The letter of Philippians is a great encouragement to me to cultivate joy in my life.  Let’s close out reading Phil 4:4-7 together out loud.
