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The 21st chapter begins with a final powerful comment about Paul’s meeting with 
the Ephesian leaders in Miletus. After they had prayed together and hugged and 
wept, Luke says they had to tear themselves away from them so they could 
board the ship and continue their journey. The parting was emotionally traumatic. 
There was a layover in Tyre where the ship had to unload some cargo. Again 
Paul met with some local believers and stayed with them for seven days. At this 
point scripture tells us something that is a bit baffling. 
We landed at Tyre, where our ship was to unload its cargo. 4 We sought out the 
disciples there and stayed with them seven days. Through the Spirit they urged Paul not 
to go on to Jerusalem. (Acts 21:3-4) 

I. In	The	Spirit	Or	In	the	Flesh?	
If you have been following this closely, you will notice that Paul felt very certain 
the Spirit had not only warned him of the troubles ahead, but was also compelling 
him to go anyway. Yet here it is said, that “through the Spirit” these people urged 
Paul not to go to Jerusalem.” The apparent implication is that the Spirit told Paul 
to go, and the Spirit told these people to tell Paul not to go. Who was right?  
We can be sure of one thing – The Spirit did not give two contradictory 
instructions. It is more reasonable to assume Paul was not mistaken in following 
the leading of the Spirit. That leaves the people somewhat at fault.  
It is likely that the Spirit was truly involved in confirming to the people the troubles 
Paul would face in Jerusalem. However, they did not process that information 
and they reacted in the flesh, urging Paul not to go.  
It is actually beneficial to us that we have this information. Here is a Biblical 
example of a mixture of people responding to the Spirit and the flesh. We have to 
admit that still happens today. It is vitally important for us to recognize where the 
Spirit leaves off and the flesh begins.  
This was a clear case of people with the best of intentions being more focused 
on concerns for Paul’s safety than they were supporting Paul in following the 
leading of the Spirit. This is not hard to understand. Perhaps in begging Paul not 
to go they were simply challenging him as to how convinced he was that this was 
God leading him. They cared very much about his well-being. If they could 
possibly talk him out of this, they would, but they could not. Paul was convinced 
of the will of God revealed to him. Once again Paul had to leave friends behind 
who were not as convinced as he was about the wisdom of what he was doing.  

II. Caesarea	
After spending one day in Ptolemais and making contact with the believers there, 
Paul then proceeded to Caesarea and spent a few days with Philip the 
evangelist. Luke reminds informs us of four facts, three which are personal facts 
about Philip.  
He reminds us that Philip was the evangelist (we remember the great revival he 
ignited in Samaria).  
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He also reminds us that Philip was also “one of the seven”, which is a reference 
to the 6th chapter of Acts where seven deacons were chosen to distribute food to 
all the new converts under their care.  
The third bit of information Luke provides is something not previously known to 
the reader. Philip had four unmarried daughters who were all prophets 
(prophetesses, to use the gender appropriate designation). The word for 
unmarried is “virgins” and some scholars think it implies the girls were under the 
age of sixteen. Although the mention of these four young ladies appears to be an 
insignificant side note, the fact is this passage offers very strong support for the 
inclusiveness of the gospel and discipleship. Against the backdrop of a male-
dominated culture and a patriarchal society, Luke informs us that young females 
were being used by God in the gifts of the Spirit. One uncontestable theme in the 
Book of Acts is the inclusive nature of the gospel and the Kingdom. The notable 
women include Lydia, Dorcas, Priscilla, the four daughters of Philip.  
Although we don’t have a problem with recognizing the ministry of women in our 
denomination, there is still a significant sentiment against women in ministry in 
this age and in our culture. Recently John Piper and John MacArthur have both 
led a public charge against women in ministry. I have recently seen very vile 
comments against women in ministry, some going so far at to call it sin, evil, and 
even demonic. Luke gives ample evidence that the early church had no qualms 
about women being used by God in ministry.   
The fourth point of interest is the arrival of a prophet named Agabus. We saw 
Abagus once before in the book of Acts. It is recorded in the 11th chapter that 
Agabus prophesied a famine coming to Judea which prompted the church to take 
up offerings in preparation for the needy. Here, Agabus issues a prophetic 
warning with a bit of dramatic flair. He takes Paul’s belt and ties his own hands 
and feet with it, then says,  
“The Holy Spirit says, ‘In this way the Jewish leaders in Jerusalem will bind the owner of 
this belt and will hand him over to the Gentiles.” 
Once Paul’s friends heard the prophecy, they strongly objected. On his journey 
back to Jerusalem, Paul’s strongest opposition to following the leading of the 
Lord comes from his Christian friends. This presents a difficult dilemma. First, we 
typically recommend people seek wise counsel from family and friends when 
faced with serious decisions. But then we see Paul gets bad advice from all his 
friends. The danger of trying to learn something from this is we might think such 
advice is not trustworthy. Or we might think nobody knows the will of God for our 
lives as well as we do. The fact is, the only trustworthy lesson we can learn from 
this is how important it is to know God’s voice and how he speaks to us. And, 
knowing God’s voice and leading is not an easy thing. People quite often mistake 
their own desires for the will of God. Paul had a relationship with God that was 
deeper than the typical Christian today. It is not that we can’t have that kind of 
relationship, but just that few people do. Second, Paul’s conviction that God was 
leading him to return to Jerusalem was confirmed by Agabus, a trusted prophet. 
Sometimes we need confirmation to be assured of what God is speaking to us. 
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Don’t be afraid to ask God for confirmation. He doesn’t want you acting in blind 
faith. He wants you to know! 
And it is important to know for sure because sometimes the ones who love us the 
most may try to protect us from bearing the cross of Christ, and that can be a 
great challenge to us in faithfully following the Lord.  

III. Jerusalem	–	Ground	Zero	
A. America	is	about	rugged	individualism.	Christianity	is	about	community.		

Don’t confuse the two. We can’t live our Christianity by the rules of democracy or 
by the rules of capitalism or socialism or by the rules of libertarianism or 
communism. We live by the precepts of Christ as set forth in Christianity.  
When Paul arrives in Jerusalem, he excitedly gives a report of the marvelous 
work God is going among the Gentiles. The fellow believers rejoiced with him, 
but at the same time they shared about a situation of great concern.  
20 When they heard this, they praised God. Then they said to Paul: “You see, brother, 
how many thousands of Jews have believed, and all of them are zealous for the 
law. 21 They have been informed that you teach all the Jews who live among the Gentiles 
to turn away from Moses, telling them not to circumcise their children or live according 
to our customs. 22 What shall we do? They will certainly hear that you have come, 23 so 
do what we tell you. There are four men with us who have made a vow. 24 Take these 
men, join in their purification rites and pay their expenses, so that they can have their 
heads shaved. Then everyone will know there is no truth in these reports about you, but 
that you yourself are living in obedience to the law. 25 As for the Gentile believers, we 
have written to them our decision that they should abstain from food sacrificed to idols, 
from blood, from the meat of strangled animals and from sexual immorality.” 

26 The next day Paul took the men and purified himself along with them. Then he went 
to the temple to give notice of the date when the days of purification would end and the 
offering would be made for each of them. (Acts 21:20-26) 
Paul is not warmly connected with the Judaizers. Throughout his ministry they 
caused him a great deal of difficulty as seen by the epistles he wrote. Paul does 
not agree at all with the Jewish converts who still cling to their old Jewish 
practices. Paul writes extensively and persuasively in Romans and Galatians that 
the two religions don’t mix. He used the example of Abraham casting out the 
bondwoman and her son to demonstrate the old was cast out and the new 
embraced. We have no questions or misunderstandings of where Paul lands on 
this subject matter, but we might find it a bit amazing if not puzzling how Paul 
reacted to this matter. His fellow Christians in Jerusalem recommended Paul go 
through this ceremony to give the impression to the Messianic Jews that he was 
an avid supporter and practitioner of the law of Moses. The public demonstration 
might calm the Messianic Jews enough to keep there from being a big 
confrontation in Jerusalem.  
Why would Paul -who was so adamant that the law was unnecessary to and 
incompatible with the new covenant - why would Paul agree to this charade? 
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Because he had to pick his battles. This not only demonstrates Paul’s willingness 
to put the best interest of others ahead of his own, but it also demonstrates 
Paul’s wisdom in choosing the right time and place to have a debate.  
Furthermore, this proved to be a very wise decision. After wisely avoiding any 
unnecessary confrontation with his own people over doctrinal differences, Paul is 
soon attacked by some Jews who arrived in Jerusalem from Asia. These Jews 
saw Paul enter the Jewish temple and mistakenly believed Paul’s Gentile co-
worker (Trophimus the Ephesian) had entered with him. Gentiles were allowed in 
the outer court, but not the inner court. It would have been considered an 
outrageously blasphemous act for a Gentile to enter the inner court. There were 
signs posted in the Temple in Greek and Latin warning all Gentiles that the 
penalty of trespassing was death. The Romans permitted the Jews to establish 
that law and reinforce it on their own.  
Fully believing Paul had welcomed a Gentile into the inner courts, the Jews were 
infuriated and news spread quickly through Jerusalem as hundreds of concerned 
Jews came running from all over the city. The mob had seized Paul and were 
beating him, trying to kill him. Roman soldiers waded into the frenzy to see what 
was happening and when the rioters saw the guards, they stopped beating Paul.  
Paul had bigger problems than fighting fellow Christians over doctrinal issues 
and he picked his battles wisely.  
One of the challenges we face in the church today is wisely picking our battles. 
The enemy is trying to divide us in every way possible. Remaining united is tricky 
because there really are some issues that we cannot sweep under the rug, but 
there are other issues that are too insignificant to bother with. If we major in 
minors we waste time and energy. Paul did spend more time at a later date 
making his case for breaking away from bondage to the Old Testament laws, but 
for the time being, that was not an important issue. Right at the moment, it was 
Christ followers being attacked by Christ haters. That united them together.  
Moral compromise is never appropriate and our stance on moral issues has 
indeed split the church many times, but methods and personal preferences are 
not matters that should split a church congregation.  


