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Acts: Jesus Plainly Spoken | Chasing Shadows 
(Acts 21.15-26) 

Overview. 
This week, we will see Paul’s arrival in Jerusalem and his response to rumors of teaching 
Gentile Christians to forsake the Law of Moses, circumcision, and Jewish customs.  
Lesson.  
Paul writes in Colossians 2.8-17 warning the recipients of getting caught up by false 
philosophy and traditions that are contrary to Christ.  Here he speaks to tradition that can 
captivate and mislead you from what Christ has done.  Not a circumcision made by human 
hands, but by circumcision of Christ, being buried with him in baptism.  God made us alive 
by forgiving us all our trespasses and canceling this record of debt that stood against us 
with its legal demands, nailing it to the cross. Paul then sums up these thoughts in verses 
16-17: “Therefore let no one pass judgment on you in questions of food and drink, or with 
regard to festival or a new moon or a Sabbath.  These are a shadow of the things to come, 
but the substance belongs to Christ.” Christ is the end of the law in being both its fulfillment 
and its termination.  Any system of salvation based on performance is excluded. 
 

 
 

KEY VERSE 
“…and they have been 
told about you that you 
teach all the Jews who 

are among the Gentiles 
to forsake Moses…” 

Acts 21.21a 
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BIG IDEA 
We need not be      

surprised when our 
living for Jesus is met 

with opposition. 
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TAKE HOME 
As we live in a world 
that can be hostile to 
Christ-followers, Paul 
gives us insight to a 

proper response. 
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Today’s text in Acts 21 quickly reminds us of the dealings that happened in Jerusalem some 15 years earlier, after 
Paul and Barnabas returned from their first missionary journey.   They reported some amazing encounters of what 
God was doing among the Gentiles who received Christ.  This event was known as the Jerusalem Council.  The 
debate was that some Jewish men were telling their new Gentile brothers that they needed to be circumcised (Acts 
15.4-21). Peter addressed the apostles and elders on the matter and Paul and Barnabas shared all that God was 
doing on their journey to Asia Minor.  This led James to suggest to not make it difficult for Gentiles who have turned 
to God.  A letter was drafted requiring some things to abstain from (ch. 29-30). 
  

“There were many disciples of Jesus in the early church 
who thought it quite possible, and indeed eminently 

desirable, to combine faith in Christ with the pursuit of 
righteousness through keeping the law, but Paul regarded 

this attitude as an impossible compromise.”  F.F. Bruce 
 
Fifteen years later after two more missionary journeys by Paul, he returns to Jerusalem greeted by the same James, 
Jesus’ brother, who still leads over the Jerusalem church and the Jewish Christian believers.  In Acts 21, we find 
Paul once again reporting what God is doing among the Gentiles. In verse 21, James shares a concern.  People are 
talking and stirring up controversy.  They hear that Jews are being told to turn their backs on Moses and to not be 
circumcised or live according to the Jewish customs.  James and the elders asked Paul to join with four men in 
going to purify themselves in the temple in order to show that he was careful to observe the law and thus diffuse 
what was being said about him.  Paul obliges. 

Paul’s response in this section is worth noting.  We see once again as in Acts 15 that Paul reports on what God is 
doing among the Gentiles and then the church and Paul give God glory (Acts 21.19-20).  We see Paul submit to 
James and the elders by agreeing to walk through the purification process at the temple in order to possibly diffuse 
the situation.  Paul’s spirit speaks to his willingness to preserve unity among the church at all cost, while at the same 
time never compromising the truth of the Gospel.  The word for this way of character living is “magnanimous”, which 
means being noble of mind and character, beyond criticism, and above reproach.  May we live magnanimous lives, 
giving reports on what God is doing and giving Him glory, always living out and never compromising the truth of the 
Gospel. 

 Questions. 
1. How would you summarize today’s message? What aspects of the message stuck with you? 

2. Jewish men were poisoning the well in the church of Jerusalem.  In regards to the Gospel, how 
discerning are you?  What can cloud your judgment?  Can you easily be swayed? 

3. In the 15 years between Paul’s first & second visits to Jerusalem, he writes the letters of Galatians, 1 & 
2 Corinthians & Romans.  Galatians and Romans give us great insight into Paul’s doctrinal development 
of Justification by Faith and Freedom in Christ.  Many of Paul’s thoughts are seemingly written in 
response to the church in the current cultural climate, i.e. the influence of Jewish Law, tradition and 
custom.  Read & discuss some of Paul’s words addressing these situations.  Galatians 2.16, 5.1; 
Romans 3.28-31, 7.4, 10.4, 13.10; 1 Corinthians 9.19-23. 

4. What steps can you take to become magnanimous? 

5. What specific applications of this message are you convicted about implementing into your life? 


