St. Andrew’s Colombo

Sermon for Sunday 13 April 2008

“The end of the beginning?”

Text: Acts 28 verses 30 and 31

“He lived there two whole years at his own expense and welcomed all who came to him, proclaiming the kingdom of God and teaching about the Lord Jesus Christ with all boldness and without hindrance”.

With these words, the Acts of the Apostles reaches its conclusion, and we arrive at the end of our series of studies based upon what has been written there. So how does it feel? Has it been a long, hard road? Has it reached a satisfactory conclusion? Do we have a sense of anti-climax? Do we want to know more? For example, what did happen to Paul after this?
I think if we are honest, if this is the end, we may feel that we want something more by way of an ending, something equivalent to a fanfare of trumpets heralding a successful conclusion. This seems more of a whimper than a bang. We must remember two things. Firstly, that the Acts of the Apostles is not only about Paul. Yes, his story covers two thirds of the material but we have travelled with others along this road to action – Peter and John, Philip and Stephen, Barnabas and Silas, Timothy and Luke. And secondly, this is not the end of the story either for Paul or for the Church. So, it is not a case of “to see Rome and die”. Acts is always about a spreading flame. The story goes on beyond Acts 28 verse 31 to be recorded in other ways. Paul’s arrival in Rome is a major milepost but it is not the destination. 

Now, having said that, it is true to say also that these final verses of Acts are a conclusion of a kind. This is indicated in our text when we are told that Paul lived in Rome for a further two years “proclaiming the kingdom of God”. There is a clear echo here of what is written of Jesus in Acts 1 verse 3. We are told there that between his resurrection and his ascension back into heaven that “He (Jesus) presented himself alive…speaking about the kingdom of God”. This was the conclusion of Jesus earthly ministry but the present continuous tense used there confirms that the ministry of the proclamation of the kingdom of God continues. The wheel has turned. The circle has been closed. The kingdom has been preached.

But it is only a conclusion of a kind. Paul’s arrival in Rome does mark the conclusion to one phase in the ministry of proclamation but the story continues. This is confirmed at verse 23, where we are told that in Paul’s ministry to the Jewish community in Rome, “he explained the matter to them, testifying to the kingdom of God and trying to convince them about Jesus both from the Law of Moses and from the prophets”. This is another echo but this time of the continuing ministry of the risen Jesus. Remember when he walked with Cleopas and his companion on the road to Emmaus on the evening of that first Easter day. We are told that “beginning with Moses and all the prophets, he (Jesus) interpreted to them the things about himself in all the scriptures’ (Luke 24 verse 27). 
Further evidence of a continuum can be found in Paul’s ministry to the Jewish community in Rome. Paul is confronted with a mixture of responses. Verse 24 tells us that “Some were convinced by what he said, while others refused to believe”. He sees that all of this is taking place according to the prophecy of Isaiah quoted at verses 26 and 27’ reflecting that “you will indeed listen but never understand, and you will indeed look, but never perceive”. That is the very same scripture used by Jesus in Matthew 13 verses 14 to 15 to justify to his disciples why he teaches in parables. So, Paul understands his ministry to his own people in exactly the same way as Jesus understood his ministry to his own people. And, of course, that was how the prophet Isaiah also understood his ministry to his own people. (Isaiah 6 verses 9 to 10).

I hope this helps to develop a picture in your mind. The message begins with Isaiah, the prophet of Israel. It is fulfilled by Jesus of Nazareth. It is preached by Paul of Tarsus. It is not so much a circle as a wheel. A circle is static but a wheel, if it is doing its job properly, moves forward. And so we have an image of the message moving forward as the circle is closed or concluded again and again – the promise – the fulfillment – the message. Paul’s story is simply one turn of the wheel whose tread is marked out in the lives of the people to whom he ministers. The coming of the kingdom of God was complete in the coming of Jesus but the message of the fulfillment of that kingdom Jesus Christ continues. And it is exactly the same message which includes and involves us - in our work and witness here at St. Andrew’s. We recognize that the kingdom of God has come to us in Jesus Christ and we proclaim the prospect of its fulfilment in his coming again, inviting others to recognize, accept and believe this with us
Now, it is natural for all of us to have a human interest in what happened to Paul. These very last verses of Acts tell us that nothing has changed for him. At verse 17, we read that “after three days, he called together the local leaders of the Jews”. We can assume that the first three days were spent recovering from his journey and meeting with the Christian leaders. Then, he meets with the Jewish leaders because that is what he ahs always does. It is important that he does so here. It is because of the accusations leveled against him in Jerusalem by the Jewish leaders there that he is in Rome and on his way to appear before the Emperor. As he has done before Felix and Festus and Agrippa in the preceding chapters, he tells the story of his arrest and gives an account of the accusations themselves.
It appears that all of this is news to the Jewish leaders in Rome. At verse 21, they say “We have received no letters from Judea about you.” Why should this be? Were the letters lost when the ship which was wrecked off the coast of Malta? Or have the leaders in Jerusalem assumed that Paul perished in the storm? The most likely explanation is that they now realize that they no longer have any real case against Paul and that any representation by them in Rome will result in further embarrassment. 
If the Jews in Jerusalem have backed off, there is a danger that some of the Jews in Rome will be stirred up against Paul, especially when at verse 28 he declares, “Let it be known to you then that this salvation of God has been sent to the Gentiles; they will listen”. For them as for almost all the other Jewish leaders in the communities through which he has traveled, Paul’s message will remain that of a Judean sect – something of which there were so many – a splinter group, dividing itself off from the main body, departing from orthodox opinion in some respect.

It would seem, however, that the Roman state is not too interested in Paul’s case either. We are told that he lives for two years in Rome at his own expense. It would seem that either he was discharged, or the case against him went by default. So what happened next? Picking up the threads involves more Biblical scholarship than we have time for this morning but we can find some clues in what are known as the Pastoral Epistles, two of them addressed to Timothy and one to Titus. In 2 Timothy 4 verses 16 and 17, we read, “At my first defence, no one came to my support….but the Lord stood by me and gave me strength so that through me the message might be fully proclaimed and all the Gentiles might hear it. So I was rescued from the lion’s mouth”. This is written in the context of another later trial referred to earlier in the same chapter where he writes at verses 6 “As for me, I am already being poured out as a libation, and the time of my departure has come”.
So what has happened in between? Paul may have been released in Rome about 60AD. It is believed that he may have visited Ephesus, Macedonia and Crete. In 1 Timothy 1 verse 3, he says “I urge you, as I did when I was on my way to Macedonia, to remain in Ephesus so that you may instruct certain people not to teach any different doctrine”. And in Titus 1 verse 5, we read “I left you behind in Crete…so that you should put in order what remained to be done. It may be that he travelled on to Spain, as he expressed a hope to do in Romans 15 verse 23 saying “I desire, as I have done for many years, to come to you, when I go to Spain”.
At some later date it is believed that he returned to Rome, under arrest once again. By this time, about 63 AD, Nero’s persecution of Christians was reaching its height. Nero had no interest in Paul earlier but now he is looking for a scapegoat for all the ills he has brought on the city. Paul becomes one of his targets and this time is sentenced to death. Tradition holds that he was beheaded with a sword on the Ostian way.

Paul would be the first to remind us that this is none of this is his story but rather that of Jesus of Nazareth as the Messiah, the fulfillment of all that had been taught by the Jewish prophets concerning the coming of the Christ and the establishing of the Kingdom of God. So, let his testimony become our testimony too, proclaiming with boldness Jesus as Lord, no matter the circumstance, no matter the cost, no matter the response:

“He lived there two whole years at his own expense and welcomed all who came to him, proclaiming the kingdom of God and teaching about the Lord Jesus Christ with all boldness and without hindrance”.
