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28:1-15

v. 1-2 — Once ashore, the passengers and crew were given care by a group of people who lived on
the island. Luke calls them barbaroi, translated as “natives,” but more literally
“barbarians.” The word does not imply they were savages. It is an onomatopoeia based on
the fact that the people on Malta did not speak Greek and the words of their language
sounded like “bar, bar, bar” to Greek-speakers.

v. 3-4 — When Paul was bitten by a snake (apparently a poisonous species), the natives expected
him to die. They also interpreted this incident as a form of divine justice and concluded that
he must be a murderer. That way of thinking is rooted in the Greek and Roman worldview,
especially regarding mythology. The Greek word translated in verse 4 as “justice (KJV
“vengeance”) is dike. The word can be used to describe a judicial verdict. And it can also
be used in reference to the Greek goddess Dike who was said to administer divine justice.
The Greeks believed that Dike was the daughter of Zeus and she had the responsibility of
punishing all wrong and rewarding virtue. So, she was depicted as a young woman carrying
a scale, representing her ability to make a determination of right and wrong, and then
causing that verdict to be carried out respectively in the lives of humans. In many ways, the
Greek way of thinking was similar to the Hindu concept of karma, in which deity makes
sure that people get what they deserve in life.

The question, then, is—what was being conveyed by the natives? Were they specifically
referring to the goddess Dike or the concept of justice? Which one was not allowing Paul to
live? Based on the context of this verse, it is a reference to the goddess because the word
dike 1s being used in an active sense—she is not allowing him to live. If it was a judicial
verdict, it would be a passive result, meaning that Paul or anyone else would receive justice
or it would be carried out on him. And you have to take into account the Greek way of
thinking in which the gods are considered to be the ultimate cause of the circumstances of
life. This is different than the Buddhist understanding of karma, or the pop-culture version
of it, that says bad things inevitably happen to bad people, perhaps due to an impersonal
force in the universe but not caused by a god.

This raises the general issue of justice in this world. Some people say that a negative
occurrence in life or for a nation is the consequence of divine justice. Attributing
calamities, however, to divine justice is simplistic and does not take into account the
complex ways that God operates in this world, in which pure justice is tempered by other
attributes of God, like grace and mercy and glory. Clearly there are natural consequences
for sinful actions. But sometimes negative things happen to people without any prior sin
taking place.

This is true according to Scripture. For example, in John 9:1, the disciples (reflecting
popular belief) concluded that a man was born blind either because he had sinned or his
parents had sinned. But Yeshua declared that he was born that way so that the works of
God could be displayed in Him (v. 2). Likewise, in John 11:4 Yeshua declared that Lazarus
was sick (before he died) so that God might be glorified. So biblically speaking, it is
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difficult to assign punishment and reward just based on the apparent circumstances of life,
like it was believed among the Greeks and Romans, and many people today.

Moreover, the ultimate biblical message about justice is that God loves justice (Ps 33:5;
37:8) and always carries out justice (Dt 32:4). So there always is a price to be paid for
sinful behavior. But unlike other religions and the pop theology of our world, according to
the way of Adonai, sinful people do not have to bear all of the consequences alone. Because
in His grace and mercy, He is willing to bear them for us:

“for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, being justified as a gift by His
grace through the redemption which is in Messiah Yeshua; whom God displayed
publicly as a propitiation in His blood through faith. This was to demonstrate His
righteousness, because in the forbearance of God He passed over the sins previously
committed” (Rom 3:23-25).

All this to say that the biblical message contrasts greatly with the perception held by many
people in this world, all the way back to this day described in the book of Acts. People
often look at negative circumstances and conclude that the sufferer is really a sinful person,
while God looks at sinful people and takes on the most negative circumstance of
all—bearing our sins sacrificially.

v. 5-6 — When Paul never experienced any physical consequences from being bitten, the people
concluded he was a god because, in keeping with the mythological worldview, a man who
overcame the acts of gods must be divine himself. They also had no concept of a person
receiving grace and mercy from God.

v. 7-9 — Paul was then able to resume his life of ministry that he maintained prior to being arrested
by healing the sick and diseased people of Malta.

v. 10-13 — After three months on Malta, they set sail on another ship from Alexandria, and along the
way, they stopped at Syracuse on the island of Sicily, and then two cities on the “boot”
of Italy.

v. 14 — At the second city of Puteoli, they stayed with some believers in Yeshua for seven days. Paul
had never been there before and he had been the primary means for spreading the gospel
throughout the region. But a believing community could already have been established there
as the result of the testimony of the Jews who returned to Rome as believers after the day of
Shavuot in chapter 2 or through the spreading of the gospel independently of Paul. Apollos,
for example, was also serving as an itinerant evangelist.

v. 15 — The rest of the journey was completed by walking 130 miles to the city of Rome. Along the
way, other believers joined them at a couple of places and we are told that by coming
alongside Paul, it was an encouragement to him. Their actions show the importance of
supporting other people who are going through trials, and simply “walking with them”
through the experience. Likewise, when we go through trials ourselves, we need to know that
we are not alone when we go through them.

28:16-31
v. 16 — Paul was allowed to live in his own home in Rome, although a soldier continued to guard
him.

v. 17-20 — In keeping with his custom, Paul first spoke to his fellow Jewish people. In this case they
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had to come to him, rather than Paul going to the local synagogue as before.

v. 21-22 — In this case, unlike the situation in Jerusalem, there were no issues that the Jewish

community of Rome had with Paul.

v. 23 — His message was classic Jewish evangelism—talking about the nature of the kingdom and

<

<

working through Messianic prophecy. Those issues were not relevant issues to Gentiles, and
were not part of his approach when witnessing to them. But they were very relevant to Jews.
So once again, Paul put into practice his principle of adapting the message to his audience
(see also 1 Cor 9:19-23).

. 24 — Typically, some Jews believed while others did not.

. 25 — And equally typical, they did not even agree with one another.

v. 26-27 — Paul quoted from Isaiah 6:9-10 as a means of warning these Jewish people to avoid

making the same mistake as their ancestors who stubbornly resisted the prophetic
message that had been given to them. In Isaiah’s day, when the Jewish people rejected
his message, they faced divine judgment and were sent into captivity in Babylon. So, in
keeping with this comparison, there would be serious consequences for rejecting Paul’s
message.

This result completes the understanding of the issue of justice that was raised earlier in
the chapter because God is willing to take on the consequences of our sin, by dying in
our place. But you have to accept that sacrifice on your behalf. And if you reject it, then
the consequences will fall on you alone. That is being symbolized here in Paul’s
encounter with these Roman Jews. God has communicated His message that He will
provide a solution to our sin. Now it is up to us to accept it or reject it, and then being
blessed with grace or facing some very grave consequences.

v. 28-30 — At this point Luke stopped using the word “we” when describing the events. It is likely

that Luke left him at this point in order to continue his own ministry. So while the actual
story of Paul’s life continued, Luke was not present to write about it as an eyewitness.
All we are told is that Paul continued ministering to everyone who came to him in his
house arrest. And we know that he wrote several of his epistles from Rome, namely
Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, 2 Timothy and Philemon.

At the conclusion of the book of Acts, we are left with an important unanswered question—did Paul
ever stand before Nero, who was Caesar at that time? Since he was told so in advance by Yeshua
and reaffirmed by an angel, we can confidently conclude that it actually took place. Also, there is
testimony of the occurrence by ancient historians and by Paul himself:

According to the early church historian Eusebius, Paul defended himself successfully before
Nero and was released before going forth to proclaim the gospel again (Hist. Eccl. ii. 21).

Jerome gives the same account, while adding that Paul headed west upon his release
(Hieron. Catal Script).

Chrysostom indicates that he made it to Spain (Chrysost. on 2 Tim. iv. so).

Afterward Eusebius states that Paul was brought before Nero a second time and he was then
martyred (Hist. Eccl. ii. 21).
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e [t is believed that Paul wrote his second epistle to Timothy right before his execution, for he
talks about the “time of his departure” having come (1 Tim 4:6). And he talks about having
people stand with him at his first defense [before Nero], but having none the second time
(v. 16).

So, it is believed that he was killed around the year 67 A.D. At the same time Nero practiced a
horrific persecution of Christians until his own death in 68 A.D. Meanwhile, back in Judea, the
Jewish revolt against Rome, which began in the year 66, reached its tragic end with the destruction
of Jerusalem in 70 A.D.

What we can say with great confidence is that Paul remained a faithful witness until the end of his
life. And the world has been forever changed because of his faithfulness.



