
Learning Together - Studies in the Book of 
Acts…

Meeting God in 
Paul - Part 1
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From Paul’s Letter to the Church in Philippi

It is true that some preach Christ out of envy and rivalry, but others out of 
goodwill. The latter do so out of love, knowing that I am put here for the defence 
of the gospel. The former preach Christ out of selfish ambition, not sincerely, 
supposing that they can stir up trouble for me while I am in chains. But what does it 
matter? 

The important thing is that in every way, whether from false motives or true, 
Christ is preached. And because of this I rejoice.

Yes, and I will continue to rejoice, for I know that through your prayers and God’s 
provision of the Spirit of Jesus Christ what has happened to me will turn out for 
my deliverance. I eagerly expect and hope that I will in no way be ashamed, but will 
have sufficient courage so that now as always Christ will be exalted in my body, 
whether by life or by death. For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain. 

If I am to go on living in the body, this will mean fruitful labour for me. Yet what 
shall I choose? I do not know! I am torn between the two: I desire to depart and be 
with Christ, which is better by far; but it is more necessary for you that I remain 
in the body. Convinced of this, I know that I will remain, and I will continue with 
all of you for your progress and joy in the faith, so that through my being with you 
again your boasting in Christ Jesus will abound on account of me.

What can we tell about the Man called Paul from this bit of just 
one of Paul’s many Letters, or ‘Epistles’ - which is just a posh 
word for a letter -???

I have used the outline of Paul’s life as found in ‘Meeting God in Paul’, by Rowan 
Williams, one time Archbishop of Wales and of Canterbury, then Master of 
Magdalen College, Cambridge. 
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If we are to be able to read Paul’s letters with proper understanding then we need to 
know something about both the Man and the time and place where he lived. So, in this 
study we will have a look at…

• Paul’s Social World - Outsiders and Insiders
• Paul the Roman Citizen
• Paul the Jew
• Paul the Man
• Paul’s Religion - None!

Then in future studies we go on to look at…

• Paul’s Conversion  
• A Damascus Road Experience - a Turning Point
• A Life’s Work - No Going back!

• Paul’s Journeys and Friends & Enemies
• Paul’s Disturbing Idea - Universal Welcome
• Paul’s Christian Universe - The New Creation
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Paul’s Social World - Paul the Roman Citizen

Acts 16

‘When it was daylight, the magistrates sent their officers to the jailer with the 
order: ‘Release those men.’ The jailer told Paul, ‘The magistrates have ordered 
that you and Silas be released. Now you can leave. Go in peace.’

But Paul said to the officers: ‘They beat us publicly without a trial, even though we 
are Roman citizens, and threw us into prison. And now do they want to get rid of 
us quietly? No! Let them come themselves and escort us out.’

The officers reported this to the magistrates, and when they heard that Paul and 
Silas were Roman citizens, they were alarmed. They came to appease them and 
escorted them from the prison, requesting them to leave the city’

Paul and Silas, who travelled with Paul for a while, had been put into prison after having 
been flogged.  They had been accused of causing uproar in the city and teaching 
customs and practices that were ‘Unlawful for us Romans to accept or practice’ In fact, 
they had just healed a young woman who was a slave who had gifts of divination and 
fortune telling. The story introduces some key ideas about the life and times of Paul…

Within the Roman Empire society was broken down into three main categories - 

• Slaves
• Migrants
• Citizens

Outside that and outside the Empire proper were those who did not ‘belong’ at all - 
people like those frightful Celts - but within the Empire, if you belonged there, you were 
one or other of these three types of person. The top of the pile, so as to speak, were the 
Citizens of the Empire, and Paul, quite rightly, valued that status. It opened doors for him 
that would otherwise be slammed in his face, and brought him into the presence of the 
Rulers and Authorities where he was able to speak feely to them as their equal.

But how did Paul become a Roman Citizen?

You could Buy your Citizenship, if you could save up enough cash.
Or you might be given your Citizenship as a Honour for Services Rendered…
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Or, and best of all, you could be Born a Roman Citizen - and that is how Paul became 
one - He was born into a family who were Citizens of the Roman City of  Tarsus, which 
he describes as ‘No mean City!’ In fact, he is introduced to us as ‘Saul of Tarsus’ Even 

being born a Citizen still meant that you were one a scale of  ‘membership’ Each Roman 
city had its ranking, with being a Citizen of Rome at the top of course. Going down the 
order - down the league as we might say - a Citizen of Rome itself would be top-dog 
wherever they went. If you were only a citizen of one of the small cities then your 
citizenship didn’t count much if you travelled to one further up the league.  Tarsus was 
an important place and ranked well up, so wherever Paul went he commanded respect.

On one occasion one of Paul’s Jailers was amazed at this status Paul had, and somewhat 
afraid too, and he comments that his own Citizenship had cost him a small fortune to 
buy…

Acts 22 - 

As they were shouting and throwing off their cloaks and flinging dust into the air, 
the commander ordered that Paul be taken into the barracks. He directed that he 
be flogged and interrogated in order to find out why the people were shouting at 
him like this.  As they stretched him out to flog him, Paul said to the centurion 
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standing there, ‘Is it legal for you to flog a Roman citizen who hasn’t even been 
found guilty?’
When the centurion heard this, he went to the commander and reported it. 
‘What are you going to do?’ he asked. ‘This man is a Roman citizen.’
The commander went to Paul and asked, ‘Tell me, are you a Roman citizen?’
‘Yes, I am,’ he answered.
Then the commander said, ‘I had to pay a lot of money for my citizenship.’
‘But I was born a citizen,’ Paul replied.

As a Citizen you had rights! You 
could vote. You could own 
property, stand for election, 
Marry without asking for 
anyone else’s permission, take 
someone to court (and be 
taken to court! - both would be 
expensive due to the number 
of palms that would have to be 
well greased if you were to 
win!), could make a will, and of 
course, and importantly for 
Paul, you could travel without 
hindrance wherever you liked 
within the the Empire.

So much for Roman Citizenship, but what about the other two categories? - 

A Migrant - or ‘Perigrinus’ - (we get ‘Perigrination’ from the word, 
meaning a circuitous journey or ‘Going round the long way!’) - a very topical 
classification even with us today.  These were the travellers, traders, and freelance hired 
hands of the day. Some, especially the traders, might be very wealthy. But your rights 
were limited.  You could move around and travel, but if things got difficult there was no-
one to help - no Embassy for you to seek shelter in.  Can you think of some who might 
fit into this class today?…

When you died then your property would usually be taken by the state. No voting, or 
proper recourse to law. In fact, you could be tortured, and if condemned then crucifixion 
was often the way the sentence would be carried out.  All in all, better a poor Citizen 
than a rich Perigrinus!
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Then there were the Slaves!… and you didn’t want to be one of those in Rome - or 
did you?

A Slave, in the Roman Empire, was literally the property of someone else! They had no 
rights of movement or travel other than under their Master’s license - in fact they really 
didn’t have any rights at all! They could not marry without their owner’s consent, and 
they could not own anything themselves without their owner’s consent either.

A slave could not own property, take anyone to court, or refuse their Master or Mistress’ 
sexual advances! However, if they were themselves taken to court they had to be 
tortured! It was assumed that they wold lie! Indeed, if they were called as witnesses to 
defend or condemn their Owner in court they would still be assumed to be lying and be 
tortured, simply because they were legally obliged to lie to protect their Master!!!!! They 
could also be killed without trial or real sanction, although an Owner in the habit of 
killing his or her slaves was regarded as acting in rather poor form, and rather foolish, as 
slaves were expensive to buy and replace!

In fact, if your Master was found guilty of a Treason then very often his whole household 
would be executed, including his slaves, whether or not they were deemed to be party to 
the treason!

So who would want to be a slave?! Well…

A slave could be very well educated and some Masters would invest a great deal in 
training the right slave even to be such vital service providers as the Family Doctor! (It is 
possible that Luke had been such a slave in his early life).  They might also be family 
tutors for the Masters children, and even for the children of the Emperor!

And from Jesus’ parables we see that they might be trusted even with the management 
of immense wealth. If allowed, they could accumulate some wealth for themselves, to the 
point of purchasing their freedom with that wealth. 

Paul’s life would be played out in this environment. Belonging - being in or outside the 
community and your status in that community mattered in everything! Look back at that 
first reading and have a think about how these ideas shaped even that short part of the 
story…
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This idea of belonging and the interplay of the different layers of society would also 
influence Paul’s writings. One of his letters, that to Philemon, …

Paul, a prisoner of Christ Jesus, and Timothy our brother,

To Philemon our dear friend and fellow worker –  also to Apphia our sister and 
Archippus our fellow soldier – and to the church that meets in your home:
Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

I always thank my God as I remember you in my prayers, because I hear about 
your love for all his holy people and your faith in the Lord Jesus. I pray that your 
partnership with us in the faith may be effective in deepening your understanding 
of every good thing we share for the sake of Christ. Your love has given me great 
joy and encouragement, because you, brother, have refreshed the hearts of the 
Lord’s people.

Therefore, although in Christ I could be bold and order you to do what you 
ought to do, yet I prefer to appeal to you on the basis of love. It is as none other 
than Paul – an old man and now also a prisoner of Christ Jesus – that I appeal to 
you for my son Onesimus, who became my son while I was in chains. 

Formerly he was useless to you, but now he has become useful both to you and 
to me.

I am sending him – who is my very heart – back to you. I would have liked to 
keep him with me so that he could take your place in helping me while I am in 
chains for the gospel. But I did not want to do anything without your consent, so 
that any favour you do would not seem forced but would be voluntary. Perhaps 
the reason he was separated from you for a little while was that you might have 
him back for ever – no longer as a slave, but better than a slave, as a dear brother. 
He is very dear to me but even dearer to you, both as a fellow man and as a 
brother in the Lord.

It was these sort of ideas that Paul preached and lived out in his own life that were so 
revolutionary. Eventually his insistence on being properly heard in court as a Roman 
Citizen would drive him to appeal to Caesar - the ultimate option reserved for Ranking 
Citizens only - and so would eventually lead to Paul being imprisoned in Rome, under 
house arrest even then (and probably where he wrote that letter to Philemon from), and 
by tradition, eventually to his execution in Rome as an old man… but that is for another 
time!
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