

CAESAREA BY THE SEA:  WHY WAS PAUL LEFT THERE IN JAIL SO LONG?  

The apostle Paul must have felt like he was stuck at the bus station when Felix kept him comfortably incarcerated for two years in Herod’s Praetorium in Caesarea Maritima (Acts 24:27). After two decades of fruitful itinerant ministry on several continents, having evangelized and filled the regions “from Jerusalem and round about as far as Illyricum” with churches, as he had written just a few months before (Romans 15:19), it was now his expressed intent to come to Rome.  He wanted, perhaps, to celebrate there a sort of pinnacle of his career.  Though he had been through Caesarea many times on his way to somewhere else, it had never been a place which detained him long.  Now he was—literally—detained there, and there was no indication of when he could get going again.  He must have been enormously frustrated.
Stuck in Caesarea With Those Roman Blues Again

Having evangelized Gentile regions and campaigned, fought for, and successfully won equal citizenship for his Gentile converts in the new ecclesia community that was emerging alongside, and no longer merely within, Judaism, Paul was eager to come to the center of the empire.  He expected to cap off his career in the midst of the urbane, multi-ethnic, cosmopolitan church there.  His letter to Rome written from Gaius's home in Corinth in the early winter months of A.D. 58 greets dozens of old friends by name, Gentile and Jewish friends who had learned to celebrate and worship the Lord and Messiah Jesus together.

The many Greek and Latin names in Romans 16 indicate how successful Paul had been in his mission.  The church at Rome was probably exceptional in the degree of its heterogeneity and racial diversity.  Little wonder that Paul wanted to go there, and exercise a ministry at the heart of the empire.


Yet here he was, stuck at the bus station, as it were.  Stuck for many weeks . . . which turned into months . . . then finally years, in a town through which he had often passed on his way either out of Palestine or back to Israel after his many journeys and ministries.  Caesarea Maritima on the coast of Israel looked out onto the sea which led to everywhere of importance.  It had no doubt become familiar to Paul in his frequent sojourning;  it is unlikely that each time he wished to embark he could count on immediately finding a ship leaving that very day.  So he undoubtedly had spent several days at a time there in the past, waiting until some grain ship coming up the coast from Alexandria on its way north or west could sell him passage.

We know from Acts 21:8-15 that when disembarking at Caesarea he sometimes rested up a few days there before making his way up the hilly road to Jerusalem.  But until this enforced stay at Caesarea recorded in Acts 23-27—a sort of Roman protective custody for Paul from the murderous wrath of the Jewish hierarchy at Jerusalem—Paul apparently had not considered Caesarea to be a strategic focus of his ministry.  He evidently did not see it as that important a place.


This neglect of attention has been repeated down through the years: for most Bible students, the places considered key to the beginnings and growth of the church are Jerusalem, Antioch, and Rome.  If pressed to expand horizons one might select Ephesus, Corinth, or Philippi as cities to study for insight into the background of the early church, mainly on the basis of familiarity with the Pauline letters written to congregations in those cities.


But who studies Caesarea?  Who—least of all Paul—would naturally think of Herod's architectural paean to pagan Hellenism and sycophantic Roman allegiance as a strategically important center for the early church?  But just as Paul found himself arrested at Caesarea for a longer time than he would have naturally foreseen, those who linger over studies of this city gradually come to recognize it as a more important part of the background to the New Testament community than we usually think.


More than merely the bus station through which the narratives of the Book of Acts have to pass on their way to “more important places,” Caesarea on the Sea was strategic enough to the development of the early church that the sovereign God permitted the Apostle Paul to be “stuck” there for more than two years—right at what seemed to be the height of his missionary career. 
 What Does an apostle Do with Unexpected Free Time?

The unanticipated leisure that Paul experienced must have taken some getting used to, after dashing around the known world at a frantic pace for the previous twenty years.  He’d been evangelizing, planting churches, putting out flash fires, training apprentices, rebuking enemies that inevitably snuck up behind him in the new churches, and supervising an ever-wider network of congregations from many differing cultural backgrounds.  Now, in unforeseen circumstances, with extra time on his hands, he found he was able to reflect on matters he had only addressed in an ad hoc manner in earlier letters.

Some of the differences that scholars note between Ephesians and Colossians, say, and earlier epistles to the Thessalonians, Corinthians, and Galatians, might reflect Paul’s growing understanding of some theological matters.  Earlier he seemed burdened with proving to his fellow Jews that his theology was correct and persuading them that Jesus is the promised One.  But Romans 9-11—written just months prior to his incarceration in Caesarea—shows that Paul had come to understand that God for His own purposes had permitted a temporary hardening of unbelief to fall upon the majority of the Jewish people.  As if to confirm theory with fact, the events that occurred at Jerusalem and Caesarea just days after he arrived back in Israel with a generous gift from the Gentile churches (which he had hoped would bolster his claims about the universal scope of Jesus’ messianic ministry) convinced him that the religious elite at Jerusalem were recalcitrant in their unbelief (Acts 21-26).  Thereafter both the tone of his writings and the scope of his theology are noticeably different.  He continued to affirm the continuity of his own message with the hope of the fathers (Acts 26:6;  28:20) and to urge acceptance of it in his discourse with Jews (Acts 26:27-29;  28:17-23).  But in later epistles Paul seldom argued from or even cited Tanak (the Hebrew Scriptures, the Old Testament).  In Colossians and Ephesians he wrote of Christ’s work of reconciliation and edification in broad sociological and theological terms.

Pausing at Caesarea for a significant period of time appears to have had a formative effect on Paul and his theological and sociological vision;  it would not be amiss to similarly pause and consider that city and its ramifications for the development of the early church.

Before Caesarea: Greeks, Phoenicians, and Strato’s Tower

Caesarea appeared quite late on the historical-geographical playing board.  Through most of its history the people of Israel had been looking inland for most of the aggression that came against the land.  Whether from desert tribes like the Midianites or more organized powers like the Assyrians, Israel looked northward, southward, and eastward for dangerous intrusions.  They generally ignored the sea to the west;  it was a fearsome place, depicted in psalms and poetry as an object of loathing for Israelites.  It is not surprising that no major Hebrew cities had ever been built along the coast;  they left sea-going and the concomitant trade to the Phoenicians.


Therefore the Hebrews’ contact with the inhabited world west of the sea was limited.  The city-states of Greece likewise did not concern themselves militarily with areas much eastward of the west coast of Asia Minor, until Persia and Greece began to spar with one another in the late sixth century B.C..  But the northern areas, especially, of Israel began very early on to be populated by an amalgam of various ethnic groups.

The northern Israelite nation whose capital was Samaria disappeared in 722 B.C. when the Assyrians decimated the countryside, carrying off captives and resettling the land with immigrants from other defeated nations under their purview.  Though many former Israelites did return and settle back into their former homeland, particularly after Ninevah fell in 609, they were never able to forge a new nation into being.  Likewise, when thousands from the southern Kingdom of Judah were carried off into captivity in Babylon, and the capital Jerusalem torn down and burnt to the ground in 587, Judah never recovered its former glory. 

After the Assyrian and Babylonian decimation of the western alliance nations in the eighth through the sixth centuries, the coastlands remained desolate for several centuries.
  Nebuchadnezzar’s thirteen year siege of the glorious port city of Tyre exhausted his and his soldiers’ patience;  when they finally breached the walls they took the place apart, stone by stone, until there was nothing left standing.  By the time Alexander came through in 333 B.C., Tyre was finally functioning again, but not as it had in the past.

Southward down the coast however, another port town had already come into being.  Egypt broke free from Persian rule at the beginning of the fourth century B.C. with the help of the Phoenician king Strato the First (375-361).  They rewarded him lavishly, and Strato also received generous thanks from the Athenians, who recognized the advantage to themselves in the coastlands’ rebellion from Persia.  Newly prosperous and wanting to encourage trade with Greece, King Strato established a port (of sorts) for shallow-draft seagoing vessels south of Mount Carmel on the Palestinian coast, 25 miles northwest of Samaria, and built a lighthouse tower, from which the new town took its name.


Strato’s Tower drew both Greeks and Phoenicians to colonize and live at what later would become Caesarea on the coast of Israel.  Those who are accustomed to thinking that only Jews, or at least predominantly Jews, lived in the geographical boundaries of the land of Israel, may find this strange news.  Moreover, it is sometimes disputed.  Alt frequently argued against the idea of a “Gentile Galilee,”
 and recently Riesner called the view that numerous Gentiles populated Galilee prior to the first century A.D. “the modern scientific myth.”
  Chancey’s recent monograph uses the same terminology (and supports the contention with a considerable bibliography).
  However, evidence for a significant pagan population in Palestine from the time of the Assyrian conquest onwards is difficult to dismiss so easily.

PAGANS AND GOD-FEARERS IN PALESTINE


Artifacts discovered since 1940 reveal that Hellenistic intrusions into the eastern cultures began earlier than we are accustomed to think.  Archeological evidences demonstrate Greek inhabitants in Palestine from the seventh century B.C., increasing in number by the fourth century B.C., when the armies of Alexander the Great came through.
 From that point on, Greek influence on the residents of the territory we call Israel was considerable, as demonstrated by Hengel’s careful descriptions of the Macedonian military colonies throughout Palestine, and fortifications raised subsequently by both the Seleucids and the Ptolemies,
 and his delineations of trade and transit lines throughout the land.


The 1200 Zenon papyri dating from 259 B.C. detail Ptolemaic commerce between Syria and Egypt through, and often with, Israel.
  They also offer our first literary notice of Strato’s Tower.  As a port town, it naturally prospered from trade between the fertile agricultural areas of Palestine inland from the sea and the outside world having access through the harbor at what would later become Caesarea.


The Seleucids took and ruled Strato's Tower, but from 198 to 129 B.C. experienced a gradual disintegration of the Seleucid hegemony.
  In fact it was a Ptolemy whom Alexander Janneus paid off when he could not rout his rival Zoilus from his stronghold in the fortress there, and who handed over the hapless Zoilus--and the city itself--to Alexander Janneus.


For a while after that Jews and Gentiles lived together (in how much harmony we are uncertain) until Pompey came from Rome to clear the pirates from the area.  In 63 B.C. he declared Strato's Tower, along with several other Palestinian cities, a Greek free city, whereupon the Jews departed.


Thereafter it appears to have declined somewhat in importance.  The Greek historian Strabo, visiting shortly after Pompey’s time, remarked that “. . . it has a landing place for vessels . . .”
 but little more.  But its day was about to dawn.
ROMAN CAPITAL ON ISRAELITE SOIL

When Octavian invaded Egypt in pursuit of Anthony, the Idumean Herod (who later built the Jerusalem Temple, and who in his old age tried to kill the infant Jesus) provided funds and provisions for Octavian’s soldiers.  Though he had formerly been Anthony’s ally, Herod assured Octavian after the defeat of Anthony that he would be as good a friend to him as he had been to Anthony.  As reward, Octavian (who would soon become Augustus Caesar) gave Strato's Tower, among other cities, to Herod.


Herod transformed the decrepit little town into a magnificent harbor city, gave it Caesar’s name, and deliberately invited the Greco-Roman world to make its home there.  In 22 B.C. Herod began a major overhauling of the port.  For centuries Josephus’s descriptions of 50 foot long, 10 foot wide, and 9 foot high blocks of concrete and stone being let down by cranes and pulleys and placed in 37 meters deep water
 were laughingly discounted and considered exaggerations calculated to make an impression.  But recent scuba-diving archeological investigations have corroborated Josephus’s descriptions of the 500 foot concrete breakwaters that Herod designed to increase the depth of the harbor to accommodate deep-drafted ships bearing heavy cargo.


It was well-placed: the only port on the long shoreline of shallow beaches that stretched all the way from Alexandria in Egypt to Tyre in Syria.  The valley highway led straight up from the port into fertile Galilee, and to trade routes leading out to the eastern lands.  Those eastern kingdoms, in turn, now had a port from which they could reach anywhere in the increasingly homogenous civilization that stretched around what Rome had begun to call “our lake,” the Mediterranean Sea.  A focal point for international trade on an empire-wide scale, Caesarea was destined to prosper.  Its enviable harbor, and the impression which only a planned city can make, instantly hiked Caesarea’s reputation throughout the world.


Octavian—Caesar Augustus, as he became known shortly after assuming the throne of the Roman Empire—encouraged economic initiatives in his client states, and particularly valued mobility as a faculty enhancing the power and economic prosperity of the Empire.
  So, in addition to the famous Roman road-building projects, he also encouraged mobility of goods by sea, as enhanced by Herod’s port-building project at Strato’s Tower.  By creating a harbor in conjunction with Caesar—and naming it after him—Herod shored up his defenses at home and tied himself strategically to Rome.


Convinced that Herod shared his vision for a united political and economic zone around the Mediterranean, Augustus made hefty contributions for the construction of the city that bore his name on the eastern edge of his empire.  Herod’s capital was a wonder.  It had a Temple to the goddess Roma and another Temple dedicated to Caesar, an enormous gymnasium, and an amphitheater.  The layout of the city and all its architecture were entirely Hellenistic.  The opulence displayed there was calculated to impress Roman dignitaries coming through to visit Herod at his residence (which was there, rather than in Jerusalem, most of the time).


With the establishment of Caesarea as the Roman capital of the region, soldiers of many races and entrepreneurs of every stripe flowed more and more freely into Israel.  The pan-Hellenistic ideal of a diverse but unified human family vied with the ethnocentric separatism of Judaism for dominance as the national ethos.  The abundance of coins minted at Caesarea over the next century, found from one end of the empire to the other by modern archeologists, testifies to the world-wide impact of the city.
  These same coins, with the deese Roma inscribed upon the faces, also testify to the cult of emperor worship at Caesarea,
 a bitter anomaly for Jewish pragmatists who would have liked to endorse the provisional “kingship” of Herod—he also built a magnificent Temple for their God.

All this secularization and Hellenization was regarded with a baleful eye in Jerusalem.  The gatekeepers of Judaism pulled their robes tighter about them, and resisted assimilation into the growing World Community of the Roman Empire.  Two more contrasting cities than isolationist Jerusalem and pluralistic Caesarea would be hard to imagine, especially as competing capitals of one nation.

As the residence of Roman procurators from A.D. 6 on, Caesarea began to rival Jerusalem immediately.
  The Herod dynasty, who all grew up there, considered it the true capital.  It was at Caesarea that Herod Agrippa I (the same Herod who in an attempt to please the Temple hierarchy had killed James the apostle in Jerusalem and would have also killed Peter, Acts 12) was acclaimed a god in A.D. 44 by the local pagans when the morning light shining on his silvery garment dazzled their eyes.  Secular and biblical accounts of his immediate subsequent death in internal agony concur.  At Caesarea Agrippa II and Bernice—both very much at home there—visited the governor's palace when the new governor Festus had just arrived to replace Felix (Acts 25-6).  Though Jerusalem remained the religious capital of the Jews, when it fell in A.D. 70 Caesarea immediately became a colonia.  It had already seen an emperor (Vespasian) crowned in its streets the year before (a story that will be treated below).  Over the next 12 centuries Caesarea remained the undisputed capital of the region.

From its establishment on, Caesarea had the unique reputation of an utterly Hellenic city by design.  It was a metropolis strategically placed to be in direct contact with the capital of the empire, but at the same time unique because built on the soil of a monotheistic people, by a supposed “King of the Jews,” the Idumean Herod the Great.
GENTILES AND JEWS—TOGETHER?

“Jewish-pagan tensions in the cities of Palestine and Syria contributed greatly, as is well-known, to the outbreak of the war in 66 C.E.  Many areas of Palestine had heavy concentrations of pagans.”
  While the numerous Gentiles who came to live in Palestine continued their own religious customs, not all were hostile to Judaism.  They could not help but notice the monotheistic practices and the wholesome ethos of their Jewish neighbors.  Many were attracted to the Hebrew religion and were assimilated (with various degrees of enthusiasm!) by local synagogues.


Many others, while attracted to Judaism’s “sense of community, lofty theology, and moral principles . . . were unwilling to take on Judaism’s dietary laws, circumcision and other rigorous customs.”
  This latter category of God-fearers would have found the fledgling church at places like Antioch or Caesarea just the right balance.  Caesarea was a ripe and fertile spot for the new sociological experiment that we associate primarily with Paul at its origins—a messianic monotheism based on the revealed Hebrew Scriptures, but accepting Gentiles as full-fledged (not peripheral) members of the religious community without requiring them to practice Jewish dietary laws and religious traditions like circumcision and Sabbath keeping.


That the Jewish knowledge of God attracted pagans is demonstrated by the practices of at least two Roman centurions mentioned in the New Testament.  Luke 7:1-10 records an intervention on the part of Jewish residents of Capernaum, asking Jesus to help a Roman stationed there “because he is worthy of it: he loves our nation, and built us a synagogue.”  More significant to our subject here, Acts 10 describes a devout Italian centurion living in Caesarea who prayed daily, gave alms to the Jews, and whose prayers were answered as God directed him to send to Joppa to get Simon Peter.

When Peter preached the gospel in Cornelius's house in Caesarea the whole household was converted, filled with the Spirit, and baptized.  They entertained Peter for a few days, which cost him some flack when he got back to Jerusalem, but according to Schlatter, Keck, Dibelius, and Haenchen “when the Jerusalem church approved Peter's action (Acts 11:18) the decisive step had been taken towards opening the Church to the non-Jewish world.”
  Caesarea is a pivotal point on the geo-historical map of the earliest church.

Though Peter only stayed there “a few days” (Acts 10:48), the church at Caesarea apparently flourished.  It would not require a wild flight of the imagination to surmise that Cornelius’ household became the nucleus for a local church that eventually included more “foreigners” who were assigned to military or imperial bureaucratic duty in the capital.  The unusual new church comprised of people coming from a variety of ethnic and cultural backgrounds would have nevertheless enjoyed a certain stability: Philip the Evangelist, one of the seven Hellenists who had been appointed to deacon ministry in the Jerusalem church when cross-cultural conflicts arose there (Acts 6), took up residence and ministered in Caesarea for twenty years.  How Philip came to Caesarea, and how his prior experience in ministry prepared him to work there, is an interesting story in itself, and increases our understanding of the nature of the church founded in Caesarea.
THE CROSS-CULTURAL MINISTRIES OF PHILIP THE EVANGELIST

Philip first appears in Acts 6 as one of the seven men “full of faith and the Holy Spirit” who mediated social conflicts that arose in Jerusalem between Hellenistic Jews and native Hebrews in the daily distribution to widows.  A “Hellenist” himself,
 he was chosen by the congregation and appointed by the apostles.  Luke’s subsequent narrative immediately makes it clear that the deacons’ ministry went far beyond serving tables.


In the aftermath of the persecution that broke out in Judea after Stephen’s martyrdom, Philip went to Samaria (Acts 8:1-13).  That already was a groundbreaking move on his part;  the Jewish attitude towards Samaritans is well-known, illustrated often enough by Jesus’ very disciples!  In the semi-pagan atmosphere of Samaria  Philip saw enormous response to his preaching and wonder-working.  Even Simon the Magician was converted.

Philip’s résumé now showed administrative experience mediating cross-cultural conflicts between Hellenist and Judean Jews in Jerusalem, and evangelism, healing, and deliverance ministry in the interracial context of Samaria.  Next he was directed to a lonely desert road where he had a hermeneutical teaching and evangelistic ministry with an African court official (8:26-39).  That experience, no doubt, broadened even more his sense of who may belong to the Kingdom of Jesus.  Thereafter Philip, still directed supernaturally, went up the coastline preaching in all the cities until he came to Caesarea (8:40).


There, apparently, God stopped him, settled him down, and gave him a solidifying ministry with the nascent church at Caesarea for the next twenty years.  The next time we see him in Acts it is as Paul and his crew stepped ashore at Caesarea in A.D. 58 and lodged at his home.  Luke’s mentioning that “Philip had four virgin daughters who were prophetesses” gives us some inclination of the nature of the church at Caesarea, as does the dramatic spectacle put on by the prophet Agabus when he arrived in their midst (21:9-11).


Philip evidently was just the man to serve the church at Caesarea.  He was acceptable to the mainline orthodox Jews back at Jerusalem, yet had no qualms about ministering to Samaritans, to Africans, to Gentiles of every stripe.  The unusual Caesarean church, whose nucleus and first converts were the family and friends of an Italian army officer, must have been one-of-a-kind on Jewish soil.  We know from the hostility Paul encountered in Jerusalem just for being seen walking around with a Greek, whom the local Jews surmised Paul had brought into the Temple (Acts 21:27-32), that the Judeans were of no mind to accept Gentiles in their midst.  The church at Caesarea was utterly other from that narrow ethos.  Multi-cultural Philip was just the right sort of person to lead that church.
A MULTI-ETHNIC CHURCH IN A MULTI-ETHNIC ENVIRONMENT


In Caesarea, Rome—not Jerusalem—was the authority.  It apparently did not occur to Paul to spend time there.  He would pass through, greet the church, and keep going (Acts 15:1-4;  18:22;  21:8).  He had his eye on other, ‘more important’ places, no doubt.  Even just prior to being detained there for two years, all Paul could talk about was going to Rome, which he considered the most strategic place to be next.

But apparently God had a different plan.


While Paul did not stop at Caesarea for any length of time until he was detained there in protective custody by Felix, if one thinks about it, Caesarea was just the right place for Paul’s message.  Paul’s vision of the church led to the development of the new ‘tertium genus,’ the ‘third race,’ as Harnack coined the term.
  Actually, it was Eusebius (interestingly enough, a native of Caesarea) who in the fourth century said that “Christians admittedly are a new people.”
  To be sure, Celsus would very soon challenge the Christians’ right to consider themselves an authentic version of the older tradition, Judaism, asking “Who is wrong, Jesus, or Moses?”
  For Celsus, who flourished around A.D. 160, Judaism was tolerable because it was a national religion of forefathers but Christianity was despicable precisely because it draws to itself people from every race and rank.  The “national,” the racial, is tolerable in religion, but the universal is not.


Yet for a season the Jewish-Gentile nature of the church seemed to prosper, as a sort of third race that was blindly loyal to neither.  The Christians therefore stayed out of the Jewish-Syrian conflicts in Caesarea in A.D. 58-66, (which heated up at exactly the same time that Paul was imprisoned there, the last two years of Felix's governorship).  Similarly, the followers of Jesus among the Jews also withdrew from Jerusalem before the siege by the Roman army began, according to the legends.


Governors like Felix and Festus obtained first-hand knowledge of Christianity through extensive interviews with the Apostle Paul and by observing the continuous stream of visits of his friends to the Praetorium during his stay there (Acts 24:23-27), and they reported back directly to the Emperor at Rome.  They eventually recognized that Christianity was not identical with Judaism, both from the evident hostility of the Jerusalem hierarchy to Paul and from the refusal of the church community to get embroiled in the race riots between Jews and Syrians that took place in the streets of Caesarea throughout the waning years of Felix’s governorship.

The distinction was important, for at first the nascent church was identified with Judaism, to which many of the empire’s citizens already had an aversion because of the perceived arrogance of a notion of ethnicity tied to monotheism and election.  The Jewish revolts in 66 and 135 further alienated the citizenry of the empire, and could easily have inspired an associative hatred for the church in the minds of the rest of the populace.  But thanks in part to the healthy heterogeneous Christian population of Caesarea, and the further explanations Paul made to Felix during his incarceration, a possible danger to the nascent church was avoided.

Street Fights in Caesarea Lead to All-Out Jewish Wars


It is well the Christians at Caesarea did distance themselves from the Jewish-pagan conflicts—Josephus claimed that when the riots, which increased in temperature under Florus’s administration, finally gave way to civil war in A.D. 66, the pagans killed 20,000 Jews in the region near Caesarea right at the outset.


The Roman general Vespasian came down from Antioch to stop the war, but instead it spread to Jerusalem and the rest of Judea.  He placed 12,000 troops at a time in Caesarea from A.D. 66 through 70.  It was a place of rest for them between campaigns in the rugged Judean countryside.
  Luxuries from the sea trade kept moral high during the long siege of Jerusalem, as Vespasian regularly rotated his troops in and out of the city.  Accustomed as we are to thinking of Palestine as a dry and harsh land (and it is) Caesarea was the exception: enormous aqueducts built by Herod brought water to the city,
 local farmers brought produce from the uniquely rich lava flow fields of the Sharon Plain, and sea-going vessels brought everything else one could want.

Then, in A.D. 69, after a year of rampant chaos and anarchy throughout the Roman empire following Nero’s suicide, Vespasian was acclaimed as Emperor.  It was at Caesarea that he was officially installed, a ceremony which put the place on the map forever.  Leaving his son Titus in charge of the siege of Jerusalem, he went to Rome to take up leadership of the empire.

Titus continued the practice of rotating troops through the city of Caesarea, allowing them to actually enjoy service in Palestine, and he held great Greco-Roman festivities there, including wild beast tournaments in which, according to Josephus, some 2500 Jewish prisoners of war perished.
  By this time the Jewish population of the city had for all practical purposes disappeared.
  With all these government-paid troops in town, the city prospered more than ever, at the very moment that clouds of dust rose into the air over its rival, Jerusalem, collapsed in a rock pile of ruins and debris.
ADVANTAGES FOR THE APOSTLE

But ten years before all that, Paul found himself waiting in the Praetorium, for months.  Despite the apparent inconvenience of Paul’s custody in Caesarea, it actually may have been a good thing for the early church that Paul spent so much time (albeit against his will) in that particular place, at that particular moment.

Luke says Felix put Paul up in style in Herod’s own palace (Acts 23:35) and did not prevent his friends from coming and going while he was there (24:23).  Thus Paul’s extended stay no doubt permitted him to contribute to the local church, building them up while he sojourned there.  But there were other advantages to the prolonged stay of the apostle in the maritime capital of Israel.

Caesarea was the natural funnel through which pilgrims (i.e., the devout) would pass who were coming from Rome and elsewhere in the Mediterranean to go up to Jerusalem.
  Paul himself was wont to try to be in Jerusalem on time for major religious holidays (Acts 20:16).  He understood the pilgrim mindset.  He would have been just the right person to meet with such persons (accommodating them in the Praetorium, no less!) and give them his views on the religion they were passing through Caesarea to go to Jerusalem to celebrate.  It was an ideal spot for Paul to minister: on Jewish soil, yet enjoying the full protection of the Roman government.


He could continue, as well, to develop the more cosmopolitan ministry among many races to which he had been called.  Living at the edge of the Mediterranean in Caesarea kept him in immediate contact with the vast network of churches he had founded in the 20 breathless years that preceded this enforced rest.  “With its busy port and ready access to sea routes, the city offered Paul, although an unwilling guest, the ancient equivalent of air-mail communication with the churches he had established in Asia Minor, Macedonia, and Greece.  Certainly he wrote letters to them from Caesarea, and some of them may be among the epistles that survive.”


Paul mentioned in Philippians 1:13 that “it has become clear throughout the whole palace guard and to everyone else that I am in chains for Christ.”  While the singular Praetorium can be translated by the collective “the Praetorian guard,” and most often has been understood that way at Philippians 1:13, the same term when used seven times in the Gospels and Acts is always with reference to the building, the headquarters of that elite martial unit.  Acts 23:35 says that Felix gave orders for Paul to be kept in the Praetorium that Herod had built there in Caesarea, and there he stayed for two years.

In either case, what is important for our subject here is that Paul’s time in Caesarea gave him the opportunity to get to know influential, highly placed military officers well, and to speak the gospel to them.  He, and they, had nothing but time on their hands while he waited the outcome of his detention, so we may well imagine that he employed it to fully inform these key functionaries of the Roman empire of the intricate nuances of his faith.  The Praetorian guard were responsible for the protection and welfare of the emperor himself, a sort of parallel to the Secret Services of the United States and the United Kingdom, though they actually had far more political power than their equivalents today (sometimes actually contributing to the selection of a new emperor).  Paul obviously made a good impression upon the elite soldier group that guarded him in the Praetorium;  their friendliness and favor is noted repeatedly in the final chapters of Acts, throughout the narratives of the sea crossings to Rome, and even after they arrived at the capital of the empire.

Similarly, Paul’s two years of extended conversations with Governor Felix—whose brother Pallus was Emperor Nero's closest advisor—also served as excellent preparation for speaking in that particular milieu when the opportunity would eventually present itself.  Paul admitted on several occasions that rhetoric was not his forté;  the New Testament record shows he could be both longwinded and obtuse.  It was important for the Kingdom’s sake that, before he had discourse with the highest authorities in Rome, he learn the art and protocol of public address appropriate to high levels of Roman aristocracy.  What had served him adequately as an extemporaneous synagogue commentator, a street preacher, and a marketplace debater was perhaps not sufficient for the task that lay ahead of him: to present the claims of Jesus as Lord of Lords to the highest earthly powers of his day.  So instead of permitting him to race to Rome directly from twenty years of missionary service, and there give one of his rambling ad hoc impromptu speeches, God apparently set Paul quietly down in Caesarea for awhile to rest, recuperate, and reflect, to renew and re-organize his mind and spirit, to gain fluency in the language of the realm, before sending him on to Rome as His emissary to the rulers of this temporal sphere.

Paul’s companion and physician Luke no doubt also took advantage of the extended stay in Caesarea to do much of his research for Luke/Acts.  The Palestinian setting made it possible for him to interview many eyewitnesses of Jesus’ earthly ministry and to fill in any lacunae he may have had regarding the early days of the church, that is, what transpired before he joined Paul’s traveling party on the latter’s second missionary journey.

Excursus:


Luke’s historical spade work prefigured the later reputation of Caesarea as a center of learning and of archives of the church.  In A.D. 231 Origen accepted an invitation to leave Alexandria and come reside and work in Caesarea.  His weighty presence added to the already academic atmosphere of the town.  Because his famous Hexapla was too immense to carry around or make copies of, many scholars came to Caesarea to study with him.  The Caesarea school of theologians figure prominently in the debates of the next three centuries.


Origen’s library, left as a legacy, became the seedbed which attracted further holdings.  The wealthy Pamphilus used his family fortune to procure more books, until the Caesarea library came to hold 30,000 volumes, rivaling Alexandria.
  Pamphilus became a teacher as well as a patron.  Among his students was Eusebius, who perused the materials in the vast library and organized it into his famous Ecclesiastical History.  Much of what we know today of the earliest generations of the church is derived from that work.  Eusebius’ reputation soon attracted the attention of the new emperor, Constantine, who elevated him, and the scholarly community at Caesarea, to prominence.
ADVANTAGES FOR THE EARLY CHURCH


The establishment of the Caesarea church in the fourth decade of the first century was particularly timely;  many exotic religions were just becoming legitimate in the empire.  Though eastern religions were persecuted and forbidden by Roman law under the Republic, and Augustus (27 B.C.-A.D.14) too ruled them illegal, he actually thought them innocuous and did not actively pursue their extinction.  Under Tiberius the Isis cult was persecuted in Rome, but in A.D. 38 Caligula actually constructed an Isis temple.  With Claudius as Emperor (41-44) Attis was worshipped, and Isis and Mithras continued to grow as cults.  (By the third century the Sun cult was one of the biggest in the empire.)


At precisely the moment that the emperors were letting go of the sanctions against non-Roman religions, Christianity was having its debut.  Against all odds, it was favored by the Caesarean captivity of Paul.  Growing up under the aegis of the Roman procurator right in Caesarea, with the principal apostle of the church a “guest” and frequent interlocutor in the governor's mansion for two years (Acts 24:24-27), the Christian church established for itself an ipso facto legitimacy which would have been hard-won elsewhere.  Paul probably did not understand or appreciate all this at the time, but his lengthy conversations with Felix between 59-61, while the Jews and Syrians tried Felix’s patience outside in the streets with their respective inflexible obstinacies,
 must have clearly impressed that Roman with the Christian alternative: a group of people of varied races, united by their common faith, and worshipping peacefully and lawfully together, refusing to join the violent racial disturbances that went on incessantly during Felix’s final two years in Caesarea.


The bitter antagonism of the Jerusalem elite towards Paul also forcefully impressed upon Felix that those official leaders did not consider Paul’s ecclesia a legitimate constituent of Judaism.  The hitherto confused picture on the part of Roman rulers vis a vis Judaism and the Christians could have been a great detriment to the cause when the Jews in Egypt and in Palestine revolted against the empire in the middle of the first century.  But when Nero recalled Felix to Rome in 62, the governor very likely explained to Rome’s highest officials all that he had observed and learned from his dealings with Paul and his Jewish adversaries.

Felix was replaced as governor by Festus, who had to start from scratch to learn what all these intricacies of Jewish theology and politics meant.  It was incomprehensible to him at first, but he didn’t have much time to catch up.  The very first item on the High Priests’ agenda when he went up to meet them in Jerusalem was that they wanted to kill Paul.  Festus had probably already learned that the High Priest took advantage of the six month interlude between Felix’s departure and his own arrival as the new governor and instigated a riot to stone to death James the Just, brother of Jesus of Nazareth and leader of the Messianic sect at Jerusalem.  The priests followed Festus back to Caesarea, where, his very first day on the job there, he had to bring out Paul to face his accusers and try to understand what were their differences.  It was all very bewildering.

When King Herod Agrippa II and Bernice came to visit, Festus immediately seized upon the occasion and on their understanding of local ways to try to get a handle on why the Jewish leaders were so antagonistic to Paul.  Paul’s own explanation of his relationship to Judaism must have puzzled them even more, for he averred that his theology was in continuity with, not in contrast to, “the hope of the promise made by God to our fathers” (Acts 26:6).  In any case, Herod and Festus concurred, even if the official Jewish ruling is that this is a new religion and not part of their protected status in the empire, there is nothing illegal about it, and people like Paul should be able to propagate their beliefs without punishment.

That differences between Judaism and the Messianic sect or Christianity were soon widely acknowledged throughout the empire may be seen in Seutonius’s description of the Christians as “a body of people addicted to a novel and mischievous superstition.”

PAUL’S THEOLOGY DEVELOPED AND DEEPENED

As a corollary to this adjusting of the government’s view of Christianity while Paul was in Caesarea, there appears from the New Testament to have been development in Paul’s view of Christianity also.  The extant letters written before this period and his behavior recorded in Acts differ in several ways from epistles written after the prolonged imprisonment in Caesarea.  Of course we cannot see into Paul’s heart with perfect perspicacity to explain those differences, but the following suggestions may be weighed for plausibility alongside other, differing, explanations.

From his first days in Damascus after his conversion, again in Jerusalem soon after that, and at every wayside synagogue that he encountered traversing the empire as a missionary for the next two decades, Paul kept trying to persuade his peers in the Sanhedrin, and the average Jew in the street, that Jesus is the Messiah.  From the beginning he focused on demonstrating through his mastery of the Hebrew Scriptures that, properly understood, they point to Jesus.  Though called to be the apostle to the Gentiles, Paul seemed for decades burdened with a deep personal need to convince his own kinfolk of the gospel.

Proving his own theological orthodoxy to the Jerusalem elite of which he had been a part before his conversion also seemed of paramount importance.  Twice, just before this incarceration at Caesarea (twenty years after his initial conversion!), Paul publicly proclaimed his right standing from having lived in perfect obedience to Torah (Acts 23:1, 24:16).  But something happened while Paul was incarcerated.  Two years or so later, instead of still clinging to that status, he testified in Philippians 3:2-14 that though he used to pride himself upon his ethnic, intellectual, and ethical characteristics, the more he realized who Jesus the Messiah really is, the less all of that meant to him anymore.  He now focused ever the more on attaining the righteousness of God which is by faith, stretching forward “to lay hold of that for which also I was laid hold of by Christ Jesus” (3:12).

The two years that Paul had had to reflect while incarcerated in Caesarea brought him to some sort of resignation or resolution with regard to the lingering wish that he might persuade the Judaic hierarchy to see things his way.  The cross-roads finally came when he refused Festus’s offer to let him be tried in Jerusalem (Acts 25:9-11).  When the governor asked if he would like to go to Jerusalem to stand trial, his words to Festus sound like a conclusion he had finally come to within himself about his identity and his vocation, as much as a juridical pronouncement, “I am standing before Caesar’s tribunal, which is where I ought to be tried” (Acts 25:10).

Perhaps after twenty years of evangelistic work and heated polemics, he looked around at what had come into existence, recognized its increasingly inclusive and diverse character, and the concurrent recalcitrance of the unbelieving Jewish hierarchy at Jerusalem, and proceeded thereafter with a new freedom.  Paul never wavered from the affirmation about his beloved Jewish kinsmen proclaimed in Romans 10:1, “Brethren, my heart’s desire and my prayer to God for them is for their salvation.”  But during his sojourning in Caesarea he seems to have come to a resolute state concerning his own personal ministry in the future.


He also appears to have broadened the scope of his thinking.  “The grace of God has appeared bringing salvation to all men . . . Jesus gave himself for us . . . to purify for himself a people of his own” (Titus 2:11, 14).
  The theology of Paul that emerges after his long time of reflection in Caesarea (what we read in Philippians, Colossians, and Ephesians) is a cosmic theology—and a cosmopolitan theology.  It is both broader and deeper than what we read in the earlier, hastily-posted missives addressed to various churches in crises.  The Christ of Colossians is the maker, sustainer, redeemer, and reconciler of the entire creation.  The corporate Body of that same Christ portrayed in Ephesians is whole and undivided, comprised of both Jewish and non-Jewish believers on equal footing before God.  While seeds of these themes may be found in earlier Pauline locutions, it is in the later epistles written near the end of his long parenthesis of imprisonment that they flourished and bloomed.


In Colossians 1:15-20, Paul identified Christ as The First-born over all Creation, the One through whom all things came into being, the One who, in Himself, reconciles everything in existence back to Himself and to the Father, and the One who sustains all things.  This cosmic level Lord of Lords is at the same time the Head of the Church, whose earthly Body is made up of Jews and Gentiles together.  Christ Jesus destroyed the dividing wall that formerly separated both of them from one another and from Himself, so that Gentiles are now fellow household members in the family of God (Ephesians 2:14-19).  They are fellow heirs, members of the same body, and partakers of the promise in Messiah Jesus (Ephesians 3:6).  Thus, rather than Jewish-specific themes like Davidic sonship, Abrahamic faith object, or Christ as “the end of the Law,” the focus of Paul’s Christology in his later letters broadens to more universal concepts.

Yet the cosmic scope of Christ’s preeminence does not eclipse his personal indwelling in the individual believer.  After spending more than two years in the solitude of the jail cell, Paul knew Christ more intimately than ever before.  He exulted in proclaiming “the riches of the glory of this mystery, which is: Christ in you, the hope of glory” (Colossians 1:27).


None of this implies that he had been short-sighted in the earlier writings we recognize as inspired canon.  But Paul, like any of us, grew to know Jesus, and the implications of His Lordship, better with time.  Because of the leisure that was his lot at Caesarea for two years, he had the opportunity to reflect at length on issues that he perhaps had not had the time to unpack when he was working in the marketplace with his hands all day, and teaching all evening, as an itinerant self-supporting evangelist and church planter.
CONCLUSION


The artificial deep-water harbor created by Herod the Great permitted increased trade and communication between Israel and the rest of the world.  When the messianic movement centered around Jesus of Nazareth arose, Caesarea became one of its principal gateways back and forth between the pluralistic Roman world, of which Caesarea was designedly a part, and Israel, where the group had its moorings.  Though Paul would not have chosen to spend so much time there, its distinctive character provided a valuable backdrop for his musings.

Ironically, the full ramifications of divine revelation flourished in the hurly-burly secular environment of Greco-Roman pluralism.  If Jerusalem was a fortress high on a mountain far off the main highways, defensive, and deliberately inaccessible from the rest of the world, Caesarea Maritima was an open port on a boundless sea, looking out towards the known world and designedly accommodating to visitors.  The messianic community of Jesus’ followers left behind the Jerusalem fortress paradigm, and adopted the more inclusive pattern of Caesarea on the Sea.  The multi-ethnic pluralism of Caesarea, not the racial exclusivity of Jerusalem, became the model for the nascent church.
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