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The Believer’s Gethsemane1 

Acts 21:1-16 

 

 Submitting ourselves to God’s will does not mean that everything will always go well for us. 

 We seem to think that it will—that if we’re being obedient to what God wants, He is 

somehow obligated to bless us and our efforts as we think He should. 

 But Scripture and sometimes personal experience show us a different picture. 

 

Paul’s journey to Jerusalem 

Here in our text in Acts 21:1-16, we find the Apostle Paul on his way to Jerusalem as he was 

completing what we often call his third missionary journey.  

Two things were going on with this trip. 

First, Paul was on something of a farewell tour as he visited many of the churches in Asia 

Minor (today’s Turkey) and in Macedonia and Achaia (the northern and southern portions of 

Greece). At the end of chapter 20, he had summoned the elders of the church at Ephesus and 

charged them to shepherd God’s flock there, which He had put in their care. In the course of his 

comments, he told them, “Now I know that none of you among whom I have gone about preaching 

the kingdom will ever see me again.” 2 He knew this would be his last time there. His eyes were set 

on Spain, where he intended to go after he went to Jerusalem. He wanted to preach the gospel 

where it had never been preached. 

Now the second thing was the reason Paul was going to Jerusalem. He had been collecting an 

offering from the predominantly Gentile churches for the Jerusalem church, a predominantly 

Jewish Christian congregation. His hope was to foster a stronger relationship between the two 

groups by having the Gentile churches express their thanks through this offering, as well as to 

provide tangible assistance to the Jerusalem church, which at this point was in great poverty and 

need. 

So here in our text, Paul was continuing his farewell tour, determined to go on to Jerusalem. 

His ultimate plan was to deliver the offering from the Gentile churches for the church in 

Jerusalem, then go from Jerusalem to Rome to visit the church there. He had no real connection 

to the church in Rome at this point, but wanted to enlist their support as the western-most major 

church for his intended mission to Spain. 

 Paul was determined to go to Jerusalem, then on to Rome (Acts 19:21), and eventually to 

Spain (Romans 15:23-29), despite the fact that he was being warned over and over not to go by 

fellow Christians who were concerned for his welfare (Acts 20:22-24; 21:4, 11). Yet he believed 

it was God’s will and plan, and that God would work His purpose and accomplish what He had 

said He’d do through Paul. And he was committed to it. 
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Here in our text, the author Luke gives us something of a travel log. This is in the “we” 

section of Acts, which would seem to indicate that Luke is traveling with Paul at this point. He 

briefly traces their journey from Miletus, where Paul had summoned the Ephesian elders to come 

see him for the last time, to Tyre on the coast of Syria (21:1-4). It was an emotional parting, but 

Paul was determined to go on to Jerusalem. 

When Paul and his travel companions got to Tyre, they stayed with some disciples there for 

seven days. Luke tells us that through the Spirit they urged Paul not to go on to Jerusalem. 

Nevertheless, when the time came to leave, they left and continued on their way (21:4-6). 

From Tyre their ship sailed down the Mediterranean coast to Ptolemais, where the ship 

landed for a day. Paul and his companions greeted and visited with the Christians there that day. 

Then then next day, they sailed on down to Caesarea, the seaside city that Herod the Great had 

built and that served as the Roman capital of the province of Judea (21:7-9).  

While they were there, they stayed at the house of Philip the evangelist, one of the Seven deacons 

of Acts 6. Philip had four unmarried daughters, and all four were prophetesses. 

They had been there for a number of days when Agabus, a prophet from the church in 

Jerusalem, came to visit. This was the same Agabus we see in Acts 11 who came from Jerusalem 

to Antioch and prophesied about the coming famine, resulting in the church at Antioch taking an 

offering for the saints in Jerusalem and sending it by Barnabas and Saul, who was now going by 

his Roman name Paul (11:27-30).  

Agabus performed a prophetic symbolic act, similar to the way the Old Testament prophets 

sometimes did. He took Paul’s belt. This was actually a long cloth that would be wrapped around 

the waist several times and used to carry money or other items.3 Agabus took it and tied his own 

hands and feet with it. Then he told them,  

 
“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’” (21:11). 

 

Now Agabus was a trusted prophet in the church. So Luke says, When we heard this, we and 

the people there pleaded with Paul not to go up to Jerusalem (21:12). 

But Paul would have none of that. He told them, “Why are you weeping and breaking my heart? 

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

 So when they couldn’t change his mind, the disciples gave up and said, “The Lord’s will be 

done” (21:14). So after that, Luke tells us, they started on their way to Jerusalem (21:15-16). 

As Paul moved toward Jerusalem, he was committed to God’s will, whatever that might 

mean. 

 You’ve heard me say before that Acts is the companion to the Gospel according to Luke, a 

sort of second volume, as was common with ancient biographies. The purpose of Acts is to show 

how Jesus’ followers, empowered by the Holy Spirit as Jesus was, did the same kinds of things 

that Jesus had done. 

 Luke goes to great lengths to show that there were some significant parallels between Jesus’ 

ministry and suffering and Paul’s. Jesus was determined to go to Jerusalem, knowing that it 

would lead to His death on the cross. Paul was likewise determined to go to Jerusalem, even 

though he was warned multiple times that he would likely be imprisoned and possibly killed. In 

our text the people were pleading with him not to go. But Paul was resolute and moved forward. 

 At the beginning of His ministry when He was tempted for forty days and nights in the 
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wilderness, and at other times right up to His death, Jesus was tempted by Satan to take an easier 

way to be the Messiah rather than to be obedient to the Father’s will and be the Messiah He had 

sent Him to be. The night before His death, there in the Garden of Gethsemane, while His closest 

disciples slept when He had asked them to pray, Jesus wrestled with it one last time and 

confirmed again that decision that He had made at the beginning: “Father, if you are willing, take 

this cup from me; yet not my will, but yours be done” (Luke 22:42). 

 Well, this was Paul’s Gethsemane. Once again that commitment he had made was being 

challenged, this time by those who loved him dearly and wanted what was best for him. And 

once again, he affirmed his commitment to his call and God’s will, even if it meant 

imprisonment or death.  

 

Our Gethsemanes 

So what’s the point of all this for us? We’re not Paul. And we certainly aren’t Jesus. So what 

does it mean for us? 

Simply this: God calls us to be committed to His will, whatever it might mean, whatever it 

might cost. In other words, we all have our own Gethsemanes. There are several important 

implications of this truth that we need to consider carefully. 

 

First, being committed to God’s will is an “up front” decision. It’s never a matter of God’s 

showing us what He wants us to do or what He wants to do through us, then saying, “Okay, here 

it is. Now you decide.” He calls for the same kind of upfront commitment that Abraham gave 

him—where we say, “Lord, whatever Your will is, my answer is Yes. Now show me what it is so 

I can obey.” It’s what Henry Blackaby, somewhere in his writings about experiencing God, calls 

“planned obedience.” 

 

A second implication is that we must be committed to God’s will even when it’s costly or 

threatens our well-being. 

Like Paul, and more importantly like Jesus, we must yield to God’s will no matter what. Paul 

had ample warning, given through the Spirit, of what it was going to cost him, yet he was willing 

and determined to go through with his trip to Jerusalem no matter what the cost, for the sake of 

name of the Lord Jesus. His commitment led to his fellow-believers’ commitment. 

We’re not talking about fatalism here, but about understanding that God has a plan that 

sometimes leads us through the fire, storm, or flood for the greater good of His kingdom! 

 

And finally, we must be committed to God’s will even when it’s costly for those we love. The 

response of Paul’s companions and the believers at Caesarea broke Paul’s heart, just as his 

determination broke theirs. 

A good example of how all this comes together is with the families of missionaries or 

ministers. Let me tell you about two missionary families Jo Ann and I have known. 

Tom and Beth are dear friends of ours. He had planted a church in Cary, which he recently 

came back to twenty-five years later as pastor for the second time. During those early years, he 

invited me to preach for a spiritual focus week. Toward the end of that series of services, he and 

Beth came forward at the commitment time to share that God was calling them to the mission 

field and they were ready to respond. They ended up in Southeast Asia for five years, then in 

Texas for another five years as global missions administrators. 

Now we had gotten to know Tom’s mother Betty a little. Not only was her son going to the 
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other side of the world, but he and his wife were taking two of her little grandchildren with them! 

Some years later when we were visiting them all in Oklahoma City, Betty told me that there was 

a while that she was not very happy with me. My response was, “Betty, that was God’s doing, 

not mine!” Now don’t get me wrong; she was very supportive of their call and their obedience; 

but it was costly for her as well as for them! 

And then there was David and Joy. She had grown up in one of the churches I served as 

pastor. Thirty years earlier, her parents, John and Shirley, had given her to the Lord to serve as a 

missionary if He so chose. When Joy grew up, she married a Christian man who was called to 

the ministry, and together they sensed God’s call to the mission field. Joy’s parents were good 

with that. They had made that commitment decades before. But as Joy and David went to Kenya, 

John’s cancer was spreading to his bones. Joy was in Kenya as he suffered, and when he died. 

She was not even able to come home for his funeral. It was costly for her and for her parents. But 

they were okay with it and trusted God in the midst of it all. 

  

 Jo Ann and I have experienced it to some degree as well—times when God led us from a 

church we loved and enjoyed to another where things were not well, where it was a hard 

situation with difficult circumstances. 

 I look back now on our time in those situations and realize that God used those experiences 

in a powerful way to teach me some things I might never have learned anywhere else. Among 

those lessons is that submitting to God’s will sometimes means the hard road. 

As hard as it is, here is the truth. As disciples of Jesus, we must be committed to God’s will, 

whatever it might mean, whatever it might cost. 

 Are you?      

 

MEG 
                                                 

1 The title of this sermon and my approach to this text are both indebted to Charles H. Talbert and his treatment 

of this passage in Acts: Knox Preaching Guides, ed. John H. Hayes (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1984), 88-92. 
2 Scripture quotations taken from The Holy Bible, New International Version® (2011 edition). 
3 Talbert, 89. 


