
Lesson 9 Acts 24-25-26 Handout – Some Aspects of Roman Law 

The Apostle’s case is now handled in the Roman judicial process known as 
cognitio extra ordinem, which was also used in criminal law cases and which 
would eventually (in the second century) replace trials held before “permanent 
tribunals” (quaestiones perpetuae). The main feature that distinguished 
cognitio extra ordinem from the previous system of trials before a permanent 
tribunal was that the case was heard by the emperor or, in his name, by a 
magistrate or an imperial official aided by an advisory council. Another 
difference was that the newer type of legal process, the one applied in Paul’s 
case, allowed a judge more initiative; it had five stages: 1) private accusation; 
2) a formal pro tribunali hearing; 3) use by the judge of expert legal advice; 4) 
hearing of evidence from the parties concerned; and 5) assessment of this 
evidence by the judge. The judge also had the power to vary the penalty 
according to the seriousness of the offence.1 

Chapters 24 and 25 of Acts are in fact an important source of information 
about the use of extraordinary procedures in criminal cases. The narrative tells 
us about Paul’s being accused privately by Jews (cf. 23:35; 24:1). It uses the 
correct legal terminology when referring to hearings by the judge (cf. 25:6, 
17). It mentions the committee of experts who assist the judge (cf. 25:9, 12). It 
describes the charges in some detail and shows the kind of discretion the 
magistrates (Felix and Festus) had in the way they handled the case and 
approached the evidence. 2 

 
1 The Navarre Bible: New Testament (p. 538). (2008). Four Courts Press; Scepter 
Publishers. 
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