
Later	Life	of	Paul	

Paul, The Apostle. Also known as Saul of Tarsus is the most influential leader in the early days of the Christian 
church. Through his missionary journeys to Asia Minor and Europe, Paul was the primary instrument in the 
expansion of the gospel to the Gentiles. Moreover, his letters to various churches and individuals contain the 
most thorough and deliberate theological formulations of the Church Age. 

Most of the biographical material available comes from the Book of Acts. Though modern critics question 
the reliability of this narrative, there is every good reason to use it as the basis for outlining Paul’s life. 
Moreover, the teachings of Paul, as set forth in his letters, are best summarized within the historical framework 
provided by the Acts narrative. 

Third Missionary Journey 

Ministry in Ephesus. On his way back to Antioch, Paul stopped to visit the great port city of Ephesus, on the 
southwestern coast of Asia Minor. The apostle was no doubt impressed with the potential of this metropolitan 
center for the spread of the gospel and he determined to return (Acts 18:18–21). It is not known how long it was 
before Paul set out on his third missionary journey (Luke merely tells us that he spent “some time in Antioch,” 
v 23). For this trip Paul appears to have followed the same route he had traveled on the previous journey, except 
instead of heading northwest to Troas he went to Ephesus, as he had planned (18:23; 19:1). 

His stay in Ephesus was long, productive, and stormy. As usual, he began to preach in the synagogue; as 
usual, opposition drove him away (19:8, 9). His ministry lasted for more than two years and the gospel spread 
throughout the large province of Asia (v 10). Luke also relates two major incidents: an exorcism that led to 
many conversions (vv 13–17) and a riot provoked by craftsmen (vv 23–40). The latter, who fashioned shrines 
for the goddess Artemis, were losing money as a result of Paul’s success. Paul was not directly affected by the 
uproar. Luke may have emphasized the incident as evidence that officials could find nothing legally wrong with 
Paul’s activities. 

Travel to Corinth. When Paul finally left Ephesus he went to Troas and was distressed not to find Titus 
there (2 Cor 2:12, 13). Concerned that perhaps Titus had met more trouble in Corinth, Paul continued on to 
Macedonia, probably to the city of Philippi (cf. Acts 20:1). There he did meet Titus, who reported with great joy 
that the Corinthians had finally come around (2 Cor 7:5–7, 13–16). To be sure, not everything was in order. 
There seemed to be some hesitation, for example, with regard to supporting the collection Paul was raising. 
More seriously, a few individuals in the church continued to resist Paul’s authority, and their opposition had to 
be dealt with. 

The apostle realized that when he met the Jerusalem church he would be faced with the same objections that 
had been thrown at him by the Judaizers during his third journey. The calm that he was enjoying in Corinth 
provided him with the opportunity to gather his thoughts and to formulate in a clear and organized way his 
answer to those objections. Under divine inspiration, therefore, he wrote a letter that may be viewed as a 
systematic response to the criticisms raised by Jews against what he called his gospel, that is, his distinctive 
presentation to the Gentiles. 

Travel to Jerusalem. Picking up the Acts narrative at 20:3, Paul left Corinth and retraced his steps through 
Macedonia. He and those accompanying him stopped in Troas for a week (20:6–11), then sailed on to the island 
of Miletus, where the elders from nearby Ephesus came to hear a farewell from the apostle (vv 13–38). To them 
he mentioned that the Holy Spirit had warned him of hardships he would have to face in Jerusalem (v 23). 
Indeed, as the party landed in Palestine, some of the brethren in Tyre pleaded with Paul not to go to Jerusalem; 
the scene repeated itself in Caesarea after the prophet Agabus prophesied that Paul would be imprisoned (Acts 
21:4, 10–12). Paul was persuaded, however, that he must fulfill his mission, and he was more than ready to 
suffer in the name of Christ (v 13). 



Upon his arrival in Jerusalem, he was met by James and the elders, who informed Paul that thousands of 
Jewish believers had questions about his methods and wondered whether in fact Paul was leading Jews to 
abandon Judaism. They suggested that Paul give evidence of his own obedience to the Law by joining four men 
who had made a vow and by paying for the expenses involved (21:17–24). Paul was quite willing to do this. 
Unfortunately, some Jews from the area around Ephesus recognized Paul and incited the crowds in the temple 
to riot (vv 27–30). When the Roman troops arrived on the scene, Paul was given the opportunity to speak to the 
crowds. He gave a ringing affirmation of his Christian faith, but as soon as he mentioned that God had 
commissioned him to go to the Gentiles (22:21) the crowds became unruly again. 

Imprisonment and Death 

Caesarea. The next day Paul was brought before the Jewish Sanhedrin; on this occasion he made an issue of 
his belief in the resurrection, and as a result members of the Sanhedrin began to argue vigorously among 
themselves. (The Sadducees opposed this doctrine while the Pharisees accepted it.) The dispute led to violence 
and Paul was taken to the barracks (23:6–10); the following night, having been apprised of a Jewish plot to kill 
Paul, the commander dispatched him to Caesarea, the official residence of the Roman governor, Felix (23:12–
35). 

Within a week Felix gave audience to the Jewish accusers and listened both to their complaints and to Paul’s 
defense, but he refused to make a judgment in the hopes of receiving a bribe. As a result Paul remained 
imprisoned in Caesarea for two years, until the governor was replaced by Porcius Festus (24:1–27). The most 
likely date for this change in administration is the year 59. Paul’s imprisonment in Caesarea, therefore, is 
usually dated about 57–59; this means that the third missionary journey would have spanned the period from 53 
to 57. 

Soon after Festus became governor, the Jews urged him to send Paul to Jerusalem to be tried. Paul 
protested, however, and, exercising his right as a Roman citizen, demanded to be tried by the emperor himself 
(Acts 25:1–12). Festus consulted with King Agrippa, who asked to hear Paul. Luke records a lengthy defense by 
Paul in chapter 26; Agrippa’s judgment was that “this man could have been set free, if he had not appealed to 
Caesar” (v 32). 

To Rome. Luke also documents quite carefully the trip to Rome, including the shipwreck and the stay on the 
island of Malta (27:1–28:10). Upon his arrival in Rome, Paul asked to see the Jewish leaders, to whom he gave 
an account of his situation. They were at first receptive and Paul presented the gospel to them. While some 
believed, most apparently objected, for the apostle reminded them of Isaiah’s mission to blind the eyes of the 
people and then concluded, “Therefore I want you to know that God’s salvation has been sent to the Gentiles 
and they will listen!” (28:17–28). The Book of Acts somewhat abruptly comes to an end with the information 
that Paul stayed under house arrest for two years and that he continued to preach boldly and without hindrance 
(vv 30, 31). 

Last Years. The evidence gathered from outside of Acts is not at all clear as to whether or not Paul was 
released from his imprisonment. If the Letter to the Philippians was written during this period, it can be inferred 
that Paul had some concern that he might be executed (cf. Phil 1:19–24; 2:17). On the other hand, he sounds 
rather confident that he will be released and will be able to see the Philippians again (1:25, 26; cf. also Phlm 
22). 

Conservative scholars have argued that Paul was indeed released after two years, since the charges against 
him were groundless; that he possibly traveled to Spain as he had hoped (Rom 15:24, 28); that he returned to 
the east, visiting Crete (Ti 1:5), Ephesus and Macedonia (1 Tm 1:3), Miletus and Corinth (2 Tm 4:20), Troas (2 
Tm 4:13), and Nicopolis (on the western coast of the Greek mainland, Ti 3:12); that he wrote 1 Timothy and 
Titus during this period of freedom; that finally he was imprisoned again after AD 64 (the year of the great fire 
in Rome, which led to the Neronian persecution of Christians); that he wrote 2 Timothy during this second 
imprisonment in Rome; and that he was decapitated under Nero between the years 65 and 67. Most likely, Paul 
was not yet 60 years old when he became a martyr for the faith. 



This reconstruction of events is somewhat speculative, but it seems to account for the data more clearly than 
other suggestions. However, even if Paul was indeed released after the imprisonment described in Acts 28, it 
must be emphasized that almost nothing is known about his activities after such a release. In other words, the 
real significance of Paul’s ministry must be deduced from the material actually found in the Book of Acts and in 
the major Pauline letters.  


