
A Divided Grace 
Acts 21:15-23 

 

In the passage we are looking at this week, we are going to see some difficult actions 

taking place. Some things that are hard to decipher or make a solid commitment as to 

the intent, as well as the results. I am praying that as we look at this section that you’ll 

be stretched to look at it with an open mind and a discerning spirit. S  

All too often we read through a passage of scripture, skipping over seemingly small 

items and in doing so I feel we often miss the bigger story, or the more complete 

understanding of what the Lord is revealing through His Word. 

I don’t know if you’ve noticed or not, but the Word of God, although powerful, inerrant, 

and fully inspired by the Holy Spirit can be confusing and appear for us at times to 

be very messy. We find that God through and for His purposes more often than not 

reveals events that can pretty well set our limited understanding and mortal minds 

in a quandary.  

It is an established S fact that God, who is omniscient (He knows all things – past 

present and future), S  omnipotent (He has power and authority over all things and 

events). And by that very fact, some of His actions will bring about situations which we 

either don’t understand or we’re real uncomfortable with.  

Is that true with you? Or am I the only one? 

S We believe God, we trust God, but many times we don’t understand what God is 

doing and we find ourselves uneasy or even fearful in the midst of these events. I 

believe it’s only “natural”, it is actually a part of the limitations of our humanity. This 

is why we have to walk in faith, for without faith it’s impossible to please God (Hebrews 

11:6). 



As we look at the 21st chapter of the book of Acts today, we are going to see an event in 

the life of Paul which I believe brings all of these things to the forefront. We will first read 

a large portion of the scripture to put it all in context, then we will look closer at the 

situation I am speaking about. 

But before we get to the passage, let me remind you S that Paul is now finishing up his 

Third Missionary Journey. As he arrives from Greece, Macedonia and Asia he has a 

company of men with him from several of the areas he had ministered. Chapter 20, 

verse 4 Luke tells us who they are and where they came from… 

Look with me at 20:4 

4 
And Sopater of Berea accompanied him to Asia--also Aristarchus and 

Secundus of the Thessalonians, and Gaius of Derbe, and Timothy, and 
Tychicus and Trophimus of Asia. 

With the exception of Timothy, all of these men – including Luke the writer of this book 

were Gentiles. But even Timothy himself was part Gentile, having a Gentile father, yet 

Paul did have him circumcised before taking him on his missionary journeys. S Eight 

men traveling with the Apostle Paul as he heads toward Jerusalem, stopping in 

Caesarea and staying at the house of Philip and staying there for many days. 

As the Third Missionary Journey was ending, Paul had received several and various 

warnings that once he arrived in Jerusalem he would be arrested and imprisoned. S 

Agabus the prophet had come to Caesarea and as 11 “…he took Paul's belt, bound 

his own hands and feet, (he) 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.'" 

Paul understood this truth and humbly, yet boldly proclaimed –  

“I am ready not only to be bound, but also to die at Jerusalem for the name 
of the Lord Jesus." (Acts 21:13) 

So, with that background and in that context, let’s look at this passage for today –  



Acts 21 S 
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." 

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. 



The narrative continues on to speak of Paul’s arrest and actually sets up the fulfillment 

of his call to go to Rome to preach the Gospel. As a matter of fact, from here until the 

end of the book of Acts, (chapter 28) we find the events that bring Paul to Rome and 

sets him in a position to pen what have been called the Prison Epistles: Ephesians, 

Colossians, Philemon and Philippians. S 

We are currently doing a verse by verse study through those books on Wednesday 

evening, titled “Letters from Chains”. 

But that’s enough of my shameless plug for the Wednesday night study, let’s get back 

to the passage at hand. 

S First of all we see that along with the aforementioned men, there were some 

disciples from Caesarea. We don’t know how many, but with them was a certain 

Mnason of Cyprus, an early disciple. Some have speculated that Mnason could have 

come to Christ during the First Missionary Journey of Paul and Barnabus. Others 

believe that he was perhaps a Cyprian Jew living in or visiting Jerusalem on that Day of 

Pentecost when over three thousand came to Christ following the teachings of Peter. 

Whatever the case, he has now opened up his house up for the missionary team to stay 

in while they were in Jerusalem.      

Verses 17-19 gives us a very quick overview of the team’s initial meeting with the 

leadership of the Church in Jerusalem –  

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.  

Apparently, the first day was simply a time of rejoicing as Paul and the others arrived in 

Jerusalem – they were gladly received. Perhaps it was late in the day, we don’t know. 

Not much is said of this particular meeting. But the following day is when they actually 

got down to business.  



Luke shares that all of the team, along with Paul had the opportunity to meet with 

James, the brother of the Lord Jesus and the elders. Paul had the opportunity to share 

with these who were the leadership of the Church in Jerusalem, in detail those things 

which God had done among the Gentiles through his ministry.  

Undoubtedly he was able to use the lives of each one of these men as a testimony of 

the power of God to touch and change the hearts of even the Gentiles. With him 

were men from Cyprus, Asia Minor, Macedonia, and Greece, as well as Caesarea. 

What an awesome living testimony of Grace.     

As James and the elders heard Paul’s detailed account and possibly even heard the 

testimony of these men, Luke tells us that when they heard it, they glorified the Lord. 

NOW RIGHT HERE is where I see something happening that, to be honest with you 

actually hit me for the first time, THIS TIME during my study for THIS message. 

I’ve read Acts many times, I’ve taught it verse-by-verse more than a few of times, but for 

some reason as I studied it this time something jumped out as if it were written in bold 

print, underlined and in italics.  

When James and the elders heard what God had been doing in these Gentiles lives, 

throughout the “uttermost parts of the world”, Luke tells us in verse 20 when they 

heard it, they glorified the Lord. And then, in what seems to be the very same 

breath, the whole the conversation changes directions dramatically.  

 

Instead of continuing on it the good work of the Spirit of God in the lives of the 

Gentiles, they suddenly and very dramatically changed the direction of the 

conversation. Look at it again –       

20 
And when they heard it, they glorified the Lord.  

(Period: a very STRONG period)  

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; 

The important thing in the minds of those who were in the leadership in Jerusalem was 

not the fact that God had opened up such a glorious salvation even to the Gentiles. 



For them, at least at this time, it didn’t seem as though they cared or were excited for 

the fact that God was bringing the these Believing Gentiles to the same level as the 

Believing Jews; or as Paul would later write S to the Church in Ephesus –  

Ephesians 2 
13 

But now in Christ Jesus you (Gentiles) who once were far off have been 

brought near by the blood of Christ. 
14 

For He Himself is our peace, who has 

made both (Jew and Gentile) one, and has broken down the middle wall of 

separation, 
15 

having abolished in His flesh the enmity, that is, the law of 

commandments contained in ordinances, so as to create in Himself one new 
man from the two, thus making peace, 

But these Believing Jews in Jerusalem were still very zealous for the law! 

Thousands of Jews had come to a saving knowledge of Jesus Christ on the Day of 

Pentecost and now some 20 years later – many myriads of Jews there are who have 

believed. But the problem was, even after coming to Christ by faith, they were still all 

zealous for the law. Legalism was still a huge part of their Christian experience. 

Some of these would have been a part of the Judaizers who had followed after Paul as 

he traveled through the cities. As Paul proclaimed the Grace of God through Faith in 

Christ, they followed with their own twisted perversion on the message of Grace –  

“Oh yes, the grace of God is available, but first you must become a Jew and 

follow after the customs, traditions and Law of Moses.”  

They were still bond to legalism.  

There seems to have been a breakdown  
in the Church at Jerusalem  

in reference to the power of the message of Grace. 

Is there any wonder why there is so much said to the Churches in the Epistles about the 

dangers of the Law and the need to fully understand and lay hold to the power of 

the message of grace?  

And we need to remember, this was after twenty years of teachings in the Church.  

How could that be? 



What would have drawn them so far from  
grace and back into legalism? 

S Personally I believe the answer is two-fold:  

1. The comfort of tradition and 2. The perceived safety of compromise. 

1. First of all, the comfort so many find in TRADITION.  

“Right or wrong, this is the way we have done it for years.  
And this is the way we will continue to do it.” 

Tevye from the Musical, Fiddler on the Roof explains about tradition in a portion of his 

earlier dialogue. Listen carefully as we play a clip from the movie – S 

…Because of our traditions, everyone knows who he is and what God expects 

him to do." 

But, is tradition the determining factor for the will of God in our lives? I don’t think so... 

S 

Please don’t get me wrong. I have no problems with traditions. Traditions can be very 

good and very helpful in our lives, but when tradition begins to rob the life of what the 

Holy Spirit is desiring to do in an individual or a Church, tradition needs to go out the 

window or at the very least be reviewed and adjusted to allow the freedom of the work 

and hand of God.  

If you are trying to keep the Law and tradition, I guarantee you will fall, just like a 

Fiddler on the Roof in the midst of a storm. 

The Christian Jews in and around Jerusalem felt comfortable in what they knew. Living 

by the Law was the norm for them and so they tried to impose the same idea on all 

who came to Christ... 

They felt that with their keeping of the Law, even as Christians they could still fit into 

the Jewish Society – and for them, that was more important than taking a stand for the 

truth. The Law and the traditions were given to point individuals to Jesus, even as Paul 

told the Church of Galatia: Galatians 3:24-25 S 



24 
Therefore the law was our tutor to bring us to Christ, that we might be 

justified by faith. 
25 

But after faith has come, we are no longer under a tutor 
(or under the Law). 

But if they actually believed that… and lived that… they would have been persecuted by 

their fellow Jews and perhaps even by their own family. And that brings us to the 

second of the reasons for being drawn so far from grace and back into legalism –  

S 2. Their perception or thought was that compromise gave them the ability to fit 

in, protecting them from persecution.  

Back to back Roman Emperors had brought growing persecution to the Jews as a 

whole. Claudius who had ruled from AD 41-54 had expelled all the Jews from Rome 

due to his paranoia. Following him Nero (AD 54-68) was a total maniac bringing severe 

persecution upon both Jews and Christians in Rome. 

But meanwhile in Jerusalem, the Christian community (mainly former Jews) where 

able to peacefully coexist with the Jews. By and large during this time frame, particularly 

in Jerusalem, Christianity was simply viewed as another sect of Judaism, along with 

the Pharisees, Sadducees, and Essenes. In that area it was mainly Jews who were 

coming to faith in Christ. Therefore, if these new converts rejected the traditions of 

Judaism, they would have broken all their connections within the community. 

According to the historians, the various sects of Judaism actually agreed on most of the 

basic aspects of their religion and their way of life. But, when it came to details, they 

would disagree with one another violently1  – thus the ability for a traditionalist, a Law 

observant Jewish Christian to remain as part of the synagogue and Temple activities. 

But we also find that right around this time frame in history, the politics of the area 

were beginning to heat up. Rebellions of the Jews against the Romans were starting to 

take place. Historians tell us that at this time, S “(In) Jerusalem… tensions are rising, and in 

the Temple the sicarii, or assassins, are murdering Jewish aristocrats suspected of collaborating 

with the Gentiles.  

                                            
1
 https://www.britannica.com/biography/Jesus/The-Jewish-religion-in-the-1st-century 



Jewish nationalism is on the rise, and nationalism’s exclusivity made it intolerant of 

supposedly faithful members of its people who have fellowship with “members of other 

peoples”. 
2 This would include Jewish Christians receiving Gentile Christians with open 

arms. 

S And in the midst of all this, as Jewish Christians are trying to find a place of 

compromise and peaceful coexistence, Paul comes into Jerusalem with this group of 

Gentile Christians. And, his message of grace, downplaying the importance of 

tradition and the Law could very easily upset their delicate, man-made balance of 

peace. 

On top of all of this, misinformation has been spread concerning the Apostle Paul. The 

elders of Jerusalem tell Paul – (VS. 21ff) 

These Jewish Christians who are zealous for the law  
21 

…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…  

And that’s where the problem accelerates… 

The Holy Spirit had already told Paul he would be arrested and imprisoned. But the 

Spirit just didn’t tell him that it would be because of the desire for his Brothers in the 

Lord to hold on to tradition… to seek to coexist… 

Even the Church of today needs to wake up and recognize that holding on to traditions 

or trying to compromise with the rest of the world will never bring about, or fulfill the 

promises it offers. Paul realized this truth early on and was willing to stand firm in the 

truth of the Gospel… without compromise. He was also determined to fight hard 

against those who would try to declare or teach any other Gospel.  

                                            
2
 Craig S. Keener, The IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testament (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1993), Ac 

21:20–22. 



S Paul fully understood that the Law could never satisfy the soul, S and 

compromise with the world would only bring destruction.  

 

But the question is, what about you?  

Some 2,000 years later, have you learned that truth? 

S Where are you in your walk in Christ? 

S Are you trying to hold onto lifestyles or traditions of the past? Hoping that they will 

satisfy you and bring you some sort of completeness? 

S Are you trying to compromise your faith with the things of this world, only to find that 

your faith is growing weaker and weaker as each day passes?  


