
The picture of the ruins in the water is from Cenchreae.  The grassy looking one is from Ephesus.  The area in view at Ephesus was all ocean in Paul’s time.


Acts 18:18- 22

After staying there (in Corinth) for a considerable time, Paul said farewell to the believers and sailed for Syria, accompanied by Priscilla and Aquila.  At Cenchreae he had his hair cut, for he was under a vow.  19 When they reached Ephesus, he left them there, but first he himself went into the synagogue and had a discussion with the Jews.  20 When they asked him to stay longer, he declined; 21 but on taking leave of them, he said, "I will return to you, if God wills." Then he set sail from Ephesus.  22 When he had landed at Caesarea, he went up to Jerusalem and greeted the church, and then went down to Antioch.

Dear Friends,

After a long hiatus, I am posting some thoughts again on the Book of Acts.  We recently completed a four session survey of Acts at church.  It was a drive-by Bible study- a flyover- four sessions are too few to unearth the whole book.  Lots of questions went unanswered.  Here is a shot one answer.

One person asked about the vow mentioned in Acts 18:18 cited above.  Paul was setting out from Cenchreae.  Where’s that?  Corinth is at one end of an important portage over the narrow isthmus, Cenchreae is at the other end.  Cenchreae is the Aegean port where anyone leaving Corinth for points east would embark.  Paul cut his hair (shaved his head?) went aboard ship.

Notice his goal was Syria, at the extreme eastern end of the Mediterranean, a long sail from Corinth in Greece.  Very few ships, if any, would attempt that journey as a nonstop voyage.  So he first crossed the Aegean, nearly due east, to get to Ephesus, another port city on the coast of what is now Turkey.

They asked him to linger in Ephesus, but he declined, got aboard again, and sailed the long route to Caesarea, and then went overland to Jerusalem.

What about the vow?  It is not explained in the text of Acts and Paul does not mention a vow in his letters.  The answer to the question will always involve some speculation, but an educated guess grows from practices in ancient Israel.  Some quotes from the book of Numbers and from First Samuel help a bit.  These passages are listed at the end of this post.  

When a person made a vow to the God of Israel, they took on a specific promise to serve God, either by a special offering at the temple, or by some special service.  The vow was serious and required some outward signs, visible evidence that the one under the vow was being faithful.  

The one taking the vow agreed to restrictions.  No alcohol, not even a hint of anything grape!  And also, no razor could touch them, that is, no haircuts while under the vow.  A shaved head was a sign that someone had just taken a vow- hair can grow a long time when you start from nothing!

It is important to note that Paul did not stay in Ephesus.  He appeared to be hurrying to Jerusalem.  If the vow was a special sacrifice, this could only happen in Jerusalem.  He had to get there as quickly as possible.  Perhaps Paul took the vow to demonstrate to the Jerusalem Christians that he was still following the Law of Moses.  Paul had to fend off many attacks on his ministry because he did not require gentiles to follow the Jewish purity laws.  Arriving in Jerusalem with a shaved head would speak volumes to his critics.  As I said, this is speculative, but not unlikely.  The quick (for the time) journey to Jerusalem adds weight to this educated guess.  

Vows are described a bit in the two following Bible passages.  The word ‘nazirite’ refers to the person taking the vow.
 

Numbers 6:2-5
Speak to the Israelites and say to them: When either men or women make a special vow, the vow of a nazirite, to separate themselves to the LORD, 3 they shall separate themselves from wine and strong drink; they shall drink no wine vinegar or other vinegar, and shall not drink any grape juice or eat grapes, fresh or dried.  4 All their days as nazirites they shall eat nothing that is produced by the grapevine, not even the seeds or the skins. 5 All the days of their nazirite vow no razor shall come upon the head; until the time is completed for which they separate themselves to the LORD, they shall be holy; they shall let the locks of the head grow long.


1st Samuel 1:11  
This text is about a barren woman, Hannah, who prayed to God for a child.

She made this vow: "O LORD of hosts, if only you will look on the misery of your servant, and remember me, and not forget your servant, but will give to your servant a male child, then I will set him before you as a nazirite until the day of his death. He shall drink neither wine nor intoxicants, and no razor shall touch his head."

