
Welcome to what we affectionately refer to as a “Gap Week” here at Stuart 
Heights Baptist Church. We just finished up our summer series with a study 
on James during the months of June and July and next week we start our 
fall series. Next week Gary will be here at the Chattanooga campus 
teaching a series on Angels, so I want to invite you to participate in that. 
And Brian will be at the Soddy campus, teaching on “The Johns” - 1st, 2nd, 
and 3rd John. The goal is to make both of those available via streaming, so 
you could even attend one and watch the other or watch them both.  I invite 
you to plug in to at least one of them as we continue to instruct His church 
body well and reach you wherever you are. 
 
I’m one of several that is willing and able to teach, and Coach Brian tapped 
me on the shoulder and asked me to “get in the game” this week, so here I 
am. 
 
I would take a minute to ask for prayers for Brian as he is “this close” to 
finishing his work on a doctorate degree. He has busy weeks and very busy 
weeks and this is one of his very busy weeks as he presses toward the 
goal of getting his thesis written and reviewed. It’s no small thing that he is 
endeavoring to do so please pray for him and encourage him when you get 
the opportunity. Prayers for you Pastor Brian. 
 
So when you get that “will you teach” opportunity, after you’ve accepted 
(which is never really a question unless there’s just an insurmountable 
scheduling problem), the wee bit of consternation I have is “what am I 
going to teach about.” Which really isn’t fair, because once I’ve prayed and 
asked for His help in settling on a passage on which to teach, my 
consternation is gone until it’s time for me to teach while Krystal’s 
consternation runs from the time she hears that I’m going to teach until I’m 
done. The source of her consternation is different from mine, but being 
married to me, and knowing me, I can tell you that her consternation is real 
and happens just about every time I talk in public. 
 



So this is a one-week series that isn’t a one-week series. You can prepare 
by turning to Acts chapter 21 this evening. Put a marker there because that 
will be our primary text for tonight. We’ll look at two other short passages 
before we get there, but we will get there. 
 
This study is born out of other studies that we’ve done in the last couple 
years. As we get into various passages, there are questions that roll around 
in my head and many of them lodge in there and don’t get completely lost 
and what we’re going to talk about tonight is one such question. 
 
The last week that includes the crucifixion of Jesus is well chronicled in 
Scripture and the resurrection, as it should be as one of the central events 
in all of history, is celebrated every year. 
 
From his arrest on Thursday night until his resurrection on Sunday 
morning, we have almost a continuous account in the Gospels of the 
events around Jesus and several of His disciples during that excruciating 
time from his arrest to his death and resurrection. Just prior to that we have 
the recorded conversations of Jesus and his disciples as they plead with 
Him not to go to Jerusalem but we’re told that He set His face towards 
Jerusalem, knowing what he had to face and taking it willingly. 
 
It’s fascinating to study it and I felt led during what we call Holy Week this 
past Easter to do a video series on what was going on and, to the extent I 
could understand it, and then, in my limited ability, explain what the Bible 
said about this most holiest of weeks in all of human history. If you look 
hard enough for it, I believe you can still find the series on Facebook. 
 
Also, we did a study on the book of Philippians in our Wednesday night 
summer series a couple years ago and it turns out that our current Sunday 
School material is based in Philippians. You’ve heard me say before, some 
of you many times, that the context of the text is important and, if knowable, 
should be a subject of study for us -- not to take away from the text, but to 



help us better understand the messenger, the audience, and the message 
itself. 
 
You can’t read the book of Philippians without being confronted and 
astounded by the fact that Paul is writing this gracious, worshipful, thankful 
letter to one of the churches he planted about a decade earlier -- writing it 
while under house arrest in Rome. I’ve often thought about doing more 
research into just how Paul got to this point -- having already been in prison 
often, facing all types of other punishments -- all for the cause of Christ. 
During his time before his conversion, when training as a Pharisee, he 
never would have had to endure what he went through as a minister of the 
Gospel of Jesus Christ. But Jesus changed Him completely, pointing him in 
a completely different direction. And as a result, Paul suffered greatly. He 
talks about it in 2 Corinthians 11:22-28 -- read it with me and, if you dare, 
compare it to your own experiences. 2 Corinthians 11:22-28: 
 

22 Are they Hebrews? So am I. Are they Israelites? So am I. Are they 
the seed of Abraham? So am I. 23 Are they ministers of Christ?—I 
speak as a fool—I am more: in labors more abundant, in stripes 
above measure, in prisons more frequently, in deaths often. 24 From 
the Jews five times I received forty stripes minus one. 25 Three times 
I was beaten with rods; once I was stoned; three times I was 
shipwrecked; a night and a day I have been in the deep; 26 in 
journeys often, in perils of waters, in perils of robbers, in perils of my 
own countrymen, in perils of the Gentiles, in perils in the city, in perils 
in the wilderness, in perils in the sea, in perils among false brethren; 
27 in weariness and toil, in sleeplessness often, in hunger and thirst, 
in fastings often, in cold and nakedness— 28 besides the other 
things, what comes upon me daily: my deep concern for all the 
churches.  

 
I did the math -- that’s 195 stripes that he received. And this was all by the 
time he wrote 2 Corinthians around 55 AD while on his 3rd missionary 



journey during which he spent 3 years in Ephesus. His back had to be just 
a mass of scar tissue by that point. It was a good thing that God saw fit to 
have a doctor, Dr. Luke, accompany him as his travelling companion. 
 
As it turns out, the Bible has much to say about the events leading up to 
and culminating with the death of the Apostle Paul, much of it in what I will 
characterize as the less talked about part of the book of Acts. How many 
messages or Sunday School lessons do you recall that focused on a 
passage from Acts 21 through the end of the book, chapter 28. For 
whatever the reason that we don’t hear much from this part of Scripture, I 
want you to know that I find great peace in these chapters as I watch the 
man of God peacefully go through turbulent circumstances because He 
knows that God is with him. It should be a testimony to us of how we 
should respond during turbulent times. He doesn’t fear death. He’s endured 
just about everything the world has thrown at him. He hasn’t penned the 
words in Philippians yet, but you can almost see him thinking, “For me to 
live is Christ, and to die is gain.” 
 
So this is the first in a one-week series :) on what I’ll call the Beginning of 
the End That Results in a New Beginning of the Life of the Apostle Paul. 
While the account from Jesus’ arrest until His death and resurrection 
occurred over three-and-a-half days, Paul’s arrest, which also happened in 
Jerusalem, until his death took somewhere between 7 to 10 years.  
 
After reading through Acts 21 - 28 and preparing for tonight, I estimate that 
to work through the full account and the other related references in Paul’s 
writings, it would take 8 to 10 weeks, maybe even 12, to handle the 
Scripture well. I’m going to do my best (and since I’ve written out our lesson 
for tonight I’m fairly confident that I’ll have some success) to stay on only 
the part of the account of Paul’s last years on this earth and not stray into 
the other rich, testimonial information in the rest of the account.  
We are going to do an introduction to these eight chapters and then get into 
a verse-by-verse study beginning in chapter 21 and we’ll get as far as we 



can get while treating the Scripture as well as I’m able. So we’ll get where 
we get and, right now, only God knows how far that will be, but I’ve got 
enough material prepared to go well beyond 8:00 so we will see where we 
are at 6:45. 
 
Let me also echo the caution that the Apostle Paul gave repeatedly all 
through His writings and sermons -- the primary focus of study for tonight 
and whatever series results from it should not be the Apostle Paul. It should 
be the Lord and Savior of Paul, Jesus Christ.  I’ll echo what we’ve learned 
in our recent studies in James, Philippians, and Brian’s study of Colossians 
-- we shouldn’t be in wonder at what Paul accomplished and how he 
conducted himself as if he did this on his own. Paul, the ever faithful 
ambassador of Jesus Christ, knew and always pointed us to the source of 
the truth, his strength, his joy, and his contentment. With an almost 
unmatched clarity, he always kept in mind just what it was that Jesus had 
done for him and the love of Christ motivated Paul to the point of 
extraordinary, even preposterous attitudes and behavior, regardless of his 
circumstances.  
 
Before we really dig in and begin, there are 3 things to keep in mind during 
our study today and during any subsequent studies on these chapters: 
 

1) I believe Paul had this in mind and experienced it all through his 
ministry career and multiple times in Acts 21 through 28. Turn in your 
Bible to Luke 12 and let’s read what Jesus had to say: 

 

1 In the meantime, when an innumerable multitude of people had 
gathered together, so that they trampled one another, He began to 
say to His disciples first of all, “Beware of the leaven of the Pharisees, 
which is hypocrisy. 2 For there is nothing covered that will not be 
revealed, nor hidden that will not be known. 3 Therefore whatever 
you have spoken in the dark will be heard in the light, and what you 



have spoken in the ear in inner rooms will be proclaimed on the 
housetops. 

[Jesus Teaches the Fear of God] 

4 “And I say to you, My friends, do not be afraid of those who kill the 
body, and after that have no more that they can do. 5 But I will show 
you whom you should fear: Fear Him who, after He has killed, has 
power to cast into hell; yes, I say to you, fear Him! 

6 “Are not five sparrows sold for two copper coins? And not one of 
them is forgotten before God. 7 But the very hairs of your head are all 
numbered. Do not fear therefore; you are of more value than many 
sparrows. 

[Confess Christ Before Men] 

8 “Also I say to you, whoever confesses Me before men, him the Son 
of Man also will confess before the angels of God. 9 But he who 
denies Me before men will be denied before the angels of God. 

10 “And anyone who speaks a word against the Son of Man, it will be 
forgiven him; but to him who blasphemes against the Holy Spirit, it 
will not be forgiven. 

11 “Now when they bring you to the synagogues and magistrates and 
authorities, do not worry about how or what you should answer, or 
what you should say. 12 For the Holy Spirit will teach you in that very 
hour what you ought to say.” 

 
I used to think about this often -- if called upon to defend the faith in 
dire circumstances, how would I respond? But Jesus Himself tells us 
not to worry about this -- that we will be given the words to say when 
this situation arises.  



We should recognize that this marks a turning point in Paul’s ministry. 
For the decade plus of his ministry up to this point, he’s been on 
“offense” -- going from city to city and preaching the gospel, engaging 
just like Jesus engaged in preaching to groups and in one-on-one 
ministry. Now God has him going on “defense” and we get what I 
believe to be the full text of 5 speeches from Paul in these last 
chapters of Acts -- and we would do well to pay attention to them and 
incorporate them and use elements of them ourselves for those times 
that we are engaged to give a defense to anyone that asks about the 
hope that is within us (1 Peter 3:15). 

 
2) Paul enjoyed dual citizenship. He was born both a Hebrew and a 

Roman citizen. With Jesus and so many other Christians in the New 
Testament, this was not the case, but it was the case with Paul and it 
comes up frequently, most of the time, but not always, for his “good”. 
 

3) Another thing to keep in mind is watch how Paul is in a bubble in the 
middle of chaos happening all around him. From time to time the 
chaos “reaches” him, but you can see God protecting him even when 
that happens. And I don’t think this was just an observation we can 
see in hindsight -- I think Paul and others saw God’s protection 
happening to Paul over and over. I think Luke would watchi things 
happen and just shake his head in wonder. Remember, Paul’s 
already been shipwrecked three times and during one of those times 
he spent 24 hours in the water; he’s been stoned (to death but it 
didn’t work) once, been bitten by a poisonous snake. It was clear that 
Paul wasn’t going to die until God was ready for him to die. 

 
With this, we’re ready to set up the context for Acts 21. It’s 56 AD. Paul is 
about 50 years old. He’s been a Jesus Follower for a little over 20 years. 
He’s been in ministry for about a decade. And it’s been about 24 years 
since Jesus ascended.  
 



He and those travelling with him are completing his third missionary journey 
which began 3 years earlier in Antioch.  
 
[CLICK] Timeline of Paul's life 
 
Chapter 21 starts with the last stops on this journey. 
 
Last little thing before we read this chapter.  
 
[CLICK] Romans and Hebrew hierarchies 
 
Here’s a chart of the religious and political players that we’ll see from 
chapter 21 through the end of the book of Acts. We’ll only touch lightly on a 
small part of this tonight, but keep this in mind as you encounter the rest of 
the book of Acts. It’s almost like a score sheet for you to keep the different 
players straight in the narrative. 
 
It’s important to know that the political and religious structure of Israel and 
Jerusalem at this time is little changed from the time of Jesus and His 
crucifixion. Israel is still not independent and that chafes on them. The 
religious leaders are still trying to stop Christianity -- protecting their 
position, literally, at all costs. They are incredibly frustrated because Jesus 
is no longer around but His followers won’t disappear like they had hoped. 
Rome isn’t much better -- they don’t understand Christianity. They see it as 
a belief system but it doesn’t fit the model and because they don’t 
understand it, they identify it as a threat. Think about it. Christianity doesn’t 
fit their “modern” definition of a religion. The 3-fold religious test, for a 
Christian, presents a problem for others.  
 
Q1 - Where is your temple building?  
A1 - We don’t have a temple. As a matter of fact, each one of us is a 
temple. 
 



Q2 - Then where do you do sacrifices? 
A2 - We don’t do sacrifices. Jesus was the last sacrifice and now I’m called 
to be a living sacrifice. 
 
Q3 - Where are your priests? 
A3 - We don’t have priests. Jesus is our high priest and we hold to the 
priesthood of the believer.  
 
No wonder Christians wigged out the Romans. By the way, do you know 
the proof verses for each of these answers? 
 
We know that the Jewish religious leaders and the Roman government 
were both doing everything they could to stamp out Christianity.  
 
We also know that the nation of Israel and Rome are on a collision course 
that culminates in 70 AD, just a few years after Paul dies, in the total 
destruction of the city of Jerusalem and the temple.  
 
[CLICK] Pictures of Temple 
 
Here are a couple of pictures of the temple and the temple complex that 
were built on the Dome of the Rock, just in front of the Mount of Olives. 
Notice the orientation of the temple building to the Mount of Olives -- almost 
as if presenting itself to someone that would one day be standing on the 
top of the Mt. Olivet. Also note the Antonio Fortress up in the upper right of 
the picture. It was built by the Romans to overlook the whole temple 
complex and was built to defend both external and internal attacks. More 
about that during the week that we get to our verse-by-verse look at the 
end of chapter 21. Just know that as we read the passage, Paul and his 
group are inside the actual temple walls when the melee breaks out, the 
doors that are shut are at the bottom of the actual temple area -- the only 
doors into that area, and while a riot is breaking out around him and men 
are rushing in from the city and the rest of the temple complex, Paul is 



being taken to this fortress, the stairs being under the portico in the upper 
left and chapter 21 ends with Paul standing on the top of the portico, just 
outside the Roman fortress when he asks for and receives permission to 
speak. I really think it helps us to remember when we’re able to build a 
congruent mental picture of what we’re reading in the text, so I want you to 
have that mental picture. 
 
And now, with no further ado, the feature of tonight, God’s Word from Acts 
chapter 21: 
 

1 Now it came to pass, that when we had departed from them and set 
sail, running a straight course we came to Cos, the following day to 
Rhodes, and from there to Patara. 2 And finding a ship sailing over to 
Phoenicia, we went aboard and set sail. 3 When we had sighted 
Cyprus, we passed it on the left, sailed to Syria, and landed at Tyre; 
for there the ship was to unload her cargo. 4 And finding disciples, we 
stayed there seven days. They told Paul through the Spirit not to go 
up to Jerusalem. 5 When we had come to the end of those days, we 
departed and went on our way; and they all accompanied us, with 
wives and children, till we were out of the city. And we knelt down on 
the shore and prayed. 6 When we had taken our leave of one 
another, we boarded the ship, and they returned home. 

7 And when we had finished our voyage from Tyre, we came to 
Ptolemais, greeted the brethren, and stayed with them one day. 8 On 
the next day we who were Paul’s companions departed and came to 
Caesarea, and entered the house of Philip the evangelist, who was 
one of the seven, and stayed with him. 9 Now this man had four virgin 
daughters who prophesied. 10 And as we stayed many days, a 
certain prophet named Agabus came down from Judea. 11 When he 
had come to us, he took Paul’s belt, bound his own hands and feet, 
and said, “Thus says the Holy Spirit, ‘So shall the Jews at Jerusalem 



bind the man who owns this belt, and deliver him into the hands of 
the Gentiles.’ ” 

12 Now when we heard these things, both we and those from that 
place pleaded with him not to go up to Jerusalem. 13 Then Paul 
answered, “What do you mean by weeping and breaking my heart? 
For I am ready not only to be bound, but also to die at Jerusalem for 
the name of the Lord Jesus.” 

14 So when he would not be persuaded, we ceased, saying, “The will 
of the Lord be done.” 

Paul Urged to Make Peace 

15 And after those days we packed and went up to Jerusalem. 16 
Also some of the disciples from Caesarea went with us and brought 
with them a certain Mnason of Cyprus, an early disciple, with whom 
we were to lodge. 

17 And when we had come to Jerusalem, the brethren received us 
gladly. 18 On the following day Paul went in with us to James, and all 
the elders were present. 19 When he had greeted them, he told in 
detail those things which God had done among the Gentiles through 
his ministry. 20 And when they heard it, they glorified the Lord. And 
they said to him, “You see, brother, how many myriads of Jews there 
are who have believed, and they are all zealous for the law; 21 but 
they have been informed about you that you teach all the Jews who 
are among the Gentiles to forsake Moses, saying that they ought not 
to circumcise their children nor to walk according to the customs. 22 
What then? The assembly must certainly meet, for they will hear that 
you have come. 23 Therefore do what we tell you: We have four men 
who have taken a vow. 24 Take them and be purified with them, and 
pay their expenses so that they may shave their heads, and that all 
may know that those things of which they were informed concerning 
you are nothing, but that you yourself also walk orderly and keep the 



law. 25 But concerning the Gentiles who believe, we have written and 
decided that they should observe no such thing, except that they 
should keep themselves from things offered to idols, from blood, from 
things strangled, and from sexual immorality.” 

[Arrested in the Temple] 

26 Then Paul took the men, and the next day, having been purified 
with them, entered the temple to announce the expiration of the days 
of purification, at which time an offering should be made for each one 
of them. 

27 Now when the seven days were almost ended, the Jews from 
Asia, seeing him in the temple, stirred up the whole crowd and laid 
hands on him, 28 crying out, “Men of Israel, help! This is the man who 
teaches all men everywhere against the people, the law, and this 
place; and furthermore he also brought Greeks into the temple and 
has defiled this holy place.” 29 (For they had previously seen 
Trophimus the Ephesian with him in the city, whom they supposed 
that Paul had brought into the temple.) 

30 And all the city was disturbed; and the people ran together, seized 
Paul, and dragged him out of the temple; and immediately the doors 
were shut. 31 Now as they were seeking to kill him, news came to the 
commander of the garrison that all Jerusalem was in an uproar. 32 
He immediately took soldiers and centurions, and ran down to them. 
And when they saw the commander and the soldiers, they stopped 
beating Paul. 33 Then the commander came near and took him, and 
commanded him to be bound with two chains; and he asked who he 
was and what he had done. 34 And some among the multitude cried 
one thing and some another. 

So when he could not ascertain the truth because of the tumult, he 
commanded him to be taken into the barracks. 35 When he reached 
the stairs, he had to be carried by the soldiers because of the 



violence of the mob. 36 For the multitude of the people followed after, 
crying out, “Away with him!” 

[Addressing the Jerusalem Mob] 

37 Then as Paul was about to be led into the barracks, he said to the 
commander, “May I speak to you?” 

He replied, “Can you speak Greek? 38 Are you not the Egyptian who 
some time ago stirred up a rebellion and led the four thousand 
assassins out into the wilderness?” 

39 But Paul said, “I am a Jew from Tarsus, in Cilicia, a citizen of no 
mean city; and I implore you, permit me to speak to the people.” 

40 So when he had given him permission, Paul stood on the stairs 
and motioned with his hand to the people. And when there was a 
great silence, he spoke to them in the Hebrew language, saying, 

 
Now that we’ve set the scene and we’ve read the passage, let’s take our 
time walking through this chapter and get as far as we can get. Lord willing, 
at some future time we’ll pick up where we leave off tonight when we get to 
our time for prayer. I’d invite you to read on your own and walk through the 
events recorded for us at the end of the book of Acts. 
 
As we enter chapter 21, we know that Paul and his fellow travelers, Luke 
being among them, are on the final leg, the last 2-3 weeks of his third 
missionary journey.  
 
[CLICK] Map 
 
In verses 1 through 3, we see that much of this return trip happens by boat 
out on the Mediterranean Sea. They sail to Cos, then to Rhodes, then to 
Patara. They sight the isle of Cyprus and continue to sail to Tyre. The ship 



had to unload its cargo at that point so in verse 4 we see that they found 
disciples in the city of Tyre and stayed there with them for 7 days. And 
these disciples, much like Jesus’ disciples, warn Paul, by the Spirit, not to 
go to Jerusalem.  
 
In verse 5, we see that they stayed for some number of days and as they 
were leaving to get back on a boat, we get a glimpse of the familial nature 
of fellow believers that can quicken around the bonds of Christ. Just staying 
with them for a few days, as they were going back to the harbor to catch 
their boat, the fellow disciples and their friends all went down to the dock 
with them and prayed with them -- remember, they had warned Paul not to 
go to Jerusalem but he was determined to go and many of them probably 
thought they’d never see Paul again on this side of eternity. 
 
In verse 7, we see them now begin a short journey that will end in 
Jerusalem. They sailed from Tyre to Ptolemais, met with other believers, 
and stayed with them for a day. The next day, verse 8, the core team 
travels to Ceasarea together and arrives at Philip, the evangelist’s house to 
stay with him and his family.  Philip is described as “one of the seven”. 
[Essay Question #1] The seven were those commissioned as the first 
deacons, Stephen also being one of them, back in Acts 6 when the church 
started experiencing phenomenal growth and the apostles couldn’t keep up 
with the needs of the body. You have heard it said, “Beware those of you 
that wish to be teachers.” I’ll go ahead and add to it, “Beware those of you 
that wish to be deacons.” They killed many of the first deacons that were 
called to this office. Philip is talked about in Acts 8.  
 
He has 4 virgin daughters that prophesied (in verse 9) which Luke must 
have found interesting and the Spirit impressed on him to document, but 
the fact doesn’t appear to be necessary to the story other than the fact that 
the Spirit impressed on Luke to write it down and He’s the boss. 
 



In verse 10 it says that they stayed with Philip for many days and after a 
while a prophet named Agabus from Judea came with a prophecy for Paul. 
Now think about that for a minute. It probably took several days for him to 
arrive at Ceasarea and the Spirit led him to make the trip so that he could 
meet Paul and give him the message. I’m always thinking about things like 
this -- when he made the trip, did he know who he was going to meet? Did 
he know what he was going to say? Did he come up with the method for 
delivering his message or was all of it totally impromptu? Did Paul and 
Agabus know each other? We know that the Spirit led him to deliver his 
message and, in verse 11, Agabus walks up to Paul, takes Paul’s belt (did 
he ask him nicely or did he just take it off him) and ties Paul’s hands AND 
feet together and tells everyone in hearing, “Thus says the Holy Spirit, ‘So 
shall the Jews at Jerusalem bind the man who owns this belt, and deliver 
him into the hands of the Gentiles.’ ”  
 
So Paul has now been warned a second time about what will happen to 
him if he goes to Jerusalem.  
 
Verses 12 through 14 are pretty remarkable for several reasons and would 
be a great conversation piece for your small group, family, conversations. I 
plan to talk about it with our small group tomorrow night. 
 
I’ve mentioned this before -- always pay attention to the pronouns in the 
text. Luke rarely includes himself in the story of Acts, often choosing to be 
the silent observer and recorder of the events, but in this case he is 
overwhelmed out of his care for Paul. We get the idea in verse 12 that 
everyone around Paul ganged up on him to attempt to convince him to 
change his mind about going to Jerusalem. 
 
So what should we conclude about Paul being warned not once, but twice 
about going to Jerusalem and him still insisting. Some would even say that 
he was going against the Holy Spirit. You can see the depth of the emotion 
in his response when he asks them how he’s supposed to respond to their 



weeping and pleading with him. He tells them that he is fully aware of the 
danger but that he’s ready not just to be bound but to die for the cause of 
Christ in Jerusalem. 
 
Verse 14, you can see a resigned Luke that says that they stopped trying 
and said, “The will of the Lord be done.” 
 
Think about being Paul during this time. Being led by the Spirit. And 
hearing the warnings of those that cared for him, many times coming from 
the Holy Spirit. What is Paul to conclude and what are we to think about 
Paul’s insistence that he go to Jerusalem even with all the warnings against 
it. There are some that suggest that Paul was being disobedient in insisting 
that he continue on to Jerusalem. [Essay Question 2] What do you think 
was the purpose of the Holy Spirit providing these warnings to Paul? 
Discuss amongst yourselves.  :) 
 
In verse 15, the group packs up and heads to Jerusalem and they travel 
with disciples from Caesarea along with an early disciple, Mnason of 
Cyprus, who owned a house in Jerusalem where they would stay. 
 
The population of Jerusalem at this time was probably between 500,000 
and 600,000 but it would swell to 3 or 4 times that number during religious 
feasts and festivals. 
 
When they got to Jerusalem, the other believers received them gladly and 
the next day, Paul and the others went in to James and all the elders of the 
church at Jerusalem were present. I’m reminded of the point Terry Brown 
made in his introduction to the book of James about how James, the 
half-brother of Jesus who is now the head of the church in Jerusalem, and 
Paul were friends.  
 



In verse 19, we hear that Paul told the elders all that God had done among 
the Gentiles during his recently-completed missionary journey. Their 
reaction, in verse 20, was to glorify the Lord.  
 
But in verse 21, James and the elders report to Paul and his team that 
there were those that have been spreading a report that Paul was out 
teaching all the Jews that are among the Gentiles (not in Israel) that they 
should forsake Moses, that they not circumcise their children and not walk 
according to the customs.  
 
We know that that isn’t true. The church leaders knew that it wasn’t true. 
You can look back in chapter 19 or 20 and see where Paul and those with 
him observed the Passover -- they would have rather done so in Jerusalem 
but they followed the Jewish tradition and observed Passover even though 
they were in a foreign city.  
And now they lay out a plan for Paul to prove that what has been said 
about him isn’t true. In verse 22 through 24 they describe their plan for Paul 
to demonstrate his respect for traditional Jewish Christianity by participating 
in a vow which involved the presentation of an offering at the temple. 
James suggested that Paul go with four brothers who were soon to 
complete a Nazirite vow (Numbers 6:1-21). James asked Paul to pay for 
the animals for their sacrifice to show his support of them and for their 
desire to follow the traditional Jewish law. By fulfilling this request (v 26), 
Paul showed that he didn’t object to Jewish believers following Jewish 
customs as long as the gospel of Jesus Christ wasn’t compromised. It was 
also obvious that a Gentile wouldn’t be nor should be required to follow 
these customs. Paul gave notice that in seven days he and the brothers 
would appear at the temple to conclude the vow and make the offerings.  
 
There was much in the way of Jewish tradition that was still compatible and 
not in opposition to Christianity. These four young men had been observing 
and following the instructions for the Navirite vow for at least 23 days (the 



minimum vow was 30 days), so Paul wasn’t, himself taking the Nazirite vow 
at this time, but he did back in Acts 18:18.  
 
But Paul was participating in a seven-day ritual purification, an observance 
often done by a Hebrew that had traveled extensively in Gentile territory. 
He did this in order to be able to qualify for participation in the completion 
ceremony of these four Nazirites which took place within the temple which 
was still considered sacred. Paul is demonstrating a willingness to be fully 
loyal to the Torah in his bearing of the expenses for the others and in 
undergoing the purification ritual himself.  
 
Did Paul have to do this? He had every right as an apostle and as a 
believer under Christian liberty to refute the false statements that were 
being made against him and to choose a path other than this one, saving 
himself significant time and expense.  
 
And, given the outcome, what should we conclude about the wisdom and 
Spirit-ledness of James and the other elders that came up with this plan? 
Was it the right thing for Paul to do? 
 
Let’s deal with Paul first and we’ll probably not get to the James/elders 
question tonight and we’ll be putting a marker in our Bibles at Acts 21 verse 
24. We want to be intentional with this because verse 25 highlights the 
important distinction between what was being taught to believing Jews and 
what was being taught, and not taught, to believing Gentiles. Not that they 
were teaching a different Gospel -- they were teaching and preaching the 
same Gospel, just acknowledging that they were different audiences. More 
to come on that, Lord willing, at some future time. 
 
Let me read to you -- from page 338 in Exalting Jesus in Acts, the 
Christ-Centered Exposition series, this book in the series written by Tony 
Merida. 


