
Evangelism 102: Lessons in Acts #21

“Best Laid Plans”

Acts 21:17-36

Ralph Waldo Emerson declared, “To be great is to be misunderstood.”
 Even more than misunderstood, truly great people have been misrepresented, misjudged and mistreated. In our own nation’s history, our greatest leaders have been maligned in horrible ways. Respected chief executives as George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and Abraham Lincoln were reviled in ways that might cause current political pundits to flinch. The election of 1824 was so nasty that Andrew Jackson’s wife Rachel, who endured horrible slander by the opposite side, died before her husband could take office, and President Jackson blamed his opponents for her death. 

The same can be said for great ones in the Bible. Moses was criticized by the very nation he liberated from bondage; David was run out of town by his own son and had an adversary pelt him with dirt and rocks while verbally insulting him; Elijah had to run for his life after demonstrating the power of God in a most dramatic way. And no one has ever been more misunderstood and mistreated than Jesus Christ.

So it comes as no surprise that the apostle Paul had to deal with his share of being misunderstood, misrepresented, misjudged, and mistreated. In his missionary journeys he has faced such misbehavior from his fellow Jews as well as Gentiles. He had been stoned, arrested, beaten, and run out of town. Now, returning to Jerusalem with a collection of money from the Gentile churches for poverty-stricken Jewish Christians, Paul would face his biggest challenge yet.

A Friendly Reception

This occasion begins with a friendly reception in verses 17-20a,

When we arrived at Jerusalem, the brothers received us warmly. The next day Paul and the rest of us went to see James, and all the elders were present. Paul greeted them and reported in detail what God had done among the Gentiles through his ministry. When they heard this, they praised God.
Paul’s visit to Jerusalem started pleasantly enough. “The brothers” Luke describes in verse 17 were probably the rank-and-file, the laymen of the Jerusalem church. Then, the next day, the group (notice Luke says, “Paul and the rest of us”) met with the leaders of the church, headed by James, the brother of Jesus. This was not their first meeting; it was at least their fourth. Paul had called on James during his first visit to Jerusalem years previously, according to Galatians 1:18-19; and again when he went there fourteen years after that, as Galatians 2:1, 9 record. Then they had both been prominent figures at the Jerusalem Council in Acts 15. 

During the intervening years, however, the movements they led had grown considerably under God’s hand. James and Paul were the representative leaders of two large groups of Christians, Jewish and Gentile. So when they faced each other in Jerusalem, there could have been an awkward confrontation. But both apostles were in a conciliatory frame of mind.

In deference to their authority, Paul gave a full account of his three missionary journeys and the results. Dozens of churches thrived in major cities across the eastern half of the empire, and already they were beginning to grow and replicate themselves. Notably, he gave God the credit for the rapid spread of the gospel among the Gentiles.

We wish that Luke had told us more about that first meeting with the church leaders in Jerusalem. James and the other leaders did receive them gladly, but how did they respond to the gift from the Gentiles? Nothing is said about it. Were some of them perhaps a bit suspicious? Certainly the legalistic wing of the church would question anything that Paul said or did.

The bottom line, though, is clear from verses 19-20. Paul reported what God had done among the Gentiles, and in verse 20 when the Jews heard about it, they praised God. The success of the mission is deliberately attributed to God: whatever doubts might still linger in Jewish minds about the Gentile mission, it was guided and planned by God.

A Fence-mending Request

But in verses 20-25, the Jewish leaders make a fence-mending request of Paul,

Then they said to Paul: “You see, brother, how many thousands of Jews have believed, and all of them are zealous for the law. 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. What shall we do? They will certainly hear that you have come, so do what we tell you. There are four men with us who have made a vow. Take these men, join in their purification rites and pay their expenses, so that they can have their heads shaved. Then everybody will know there is no truth in these reports about you, but that you yourself are living in obedience to the law. 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.” 

The church elders believed Paul immediately. Having affirmed him and his ministry, they turned to the question of vindicating his work among those who did not have an opportunity to interview the apostle in person. For the sake of unity and order, they needed to reassure tens of thousands of believing Jews without the aid of mass media. So they decided to use the same grapevine that had spread the rumors.

The “vow” refers to the Nazirite vow, one of Israel’s most ancient customs described in Numbers 6:1-21. This special oath set a Jew apart from normal life, often to be used by God to accomplish a specific objective. While he or she was dedicated to this task, the individual agreed to three stipulations: abstain from any product of the vine (wine, strong drink, grapes, vinegar, raisins, juice), avoid all contact with the dead, and allow his or her hair to grow uncut. In recorded Hebrew history, we know of only two men who took the oath of the Nazirite for life—Samson and John the Baptist. In most cases during Paul’s time, the vow was temporary. At the end of this special season, the Nazirite would deliver a special sacrifice to the temple, prescribed in Numbers 6:14-15,

a year-old male lamb without defect for a burnt offering, a year-old ewe lamb without defect for a sin offering, a ram without defect for a fellowship offering, together with their grain offerings and drink offerings, and a basket of bread made without yeast—cakes made of fine flour mixed with oil, and wafers spread with oil.
During the ceremony, the Nazirite shaved his or her head and presented the cut hair to the priest, who burned it on the altar. After this ritual, the Nazirite received a portion of the sacrificial meal to eat and could again enjoy the fruit of the vine.

Ending such a vow cost the Nazirite a large sum; the animals alone could serve a hundred people at a banquet. Because Jews regarded Nazirites so highly, the community considered any assistance given to them a great honor. Moreover, the vow provided the ideal opportunity for Paul to illustrate his disposition toward Old Testament Law. Unlike circumcision, which Jews confused with the means of gaining salvation, people placed themselves under the Nazirite vow voluntarily. Paul could show his support for Jewish law without compromising his stand on grace. So, the elders suggested he sponsor these four Christian Jews as they consummated their vows. As a patron, he would go through the purification ritual with them and pay for their offerings. Funding one Nazirite ritual demonstrated a high regard for Jewish tradition; funding four would have made front-page news. No conscientious Jew could accuse Paul of denigrating Judaism. Or so the elders thought.

F. F. Bruce suggests that the leaders were naïve in putting this proposal to Paul. He also questions the wisdom of Paul in complying with the plan. He writes, 

Probably he himself was not too sanguine about its outcome; but if his falling in with their proposal would relieve them of embarrassment, he was prepared to bend over backward in applying his stated policy: “to those under the law, I became as one under the law—though not being myself under the law—that I might win those under the law” (1 Cor. 9:20). Certainly he cannot fairly be charged with compromising his own gospel principles.

Some scholars are critical of both Paul and the Jewish Christian leaders for this idea. I think that is just 20/20 hindsight; I believe their intentions were pure.

I agree with John Stott’s summation:

We can only thank God for the generosity of spirit displayed by both James and Paul. They were already agreed doctrinally (that salvation was by grace in Christ through faith) and ethically (that Christians must obey the moral law). The issue between them concerned culture, ceremony and tradition. The solution to which they came was not a compromise, is the sense of sacrificing a doctrinal or moral principle, but a concession in the area of practice.

Luke’s narrative stops using the pronouns “we” and “us” after verse 18, but there’s no reason to believe Luke left the area. At this point, the entourage fades into the background as the events of the story center on Paul. As a Gentile, Luke could move about freely in Jerusalem, but he wisely kept a low profile in the temple and around unbelieving Jews. Meanwhile, Paul’s experiences would isolate him from the group, leaving very few contexts in which “we” would be relevant. Luke could personally witness Paul’s experiences, but he would not participate in them.

Verse 26 records Paul’s cooperation: “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.”
Paul reported to the priest the next day and shared in the purification ceremony, but he himself did not take any vows. He and the men had to wait seven days and then offer the prescribed sacrifices.
 The end was in sight; the plan seemed to be working.

Until it didn’t.

A Frightening Result

What transpired was a frightening result, beginning in verses 27-29,

When the seven days were nearly over, some Jews from the province of Asia saw Paul at the temple. They stirred up the whole crowd and seized him, shouting, “Men of Israel, help us! This is the man who teaches all men everywhere against our people and our law and this place. And besides, he has brought Greeks into the temple area and defiled this holy place.” They had previously seen Trophimus the Ephesian in the city with Paul and assumed that Paul had brought him into the temple area.

The scheme unraveled when some Jews saw Paul at the temple and started a riot. Ironically, it was not Jews from Jerusalem that sparked the uproar; it was a group of Jewish pilgrims from Ephesus who suddenly recognized Paul in the Temple precincts and grabbed him.

Why did they grab Paul? Earlier they had seen Paul with a Gentile believer from Ephesus named Trophimus, and they assumed that they were together in the Temple. But this was a capital offense: Gentiles might visit the outer court of the temple (which for this reason was sometimes called the Court of the Gentiles), but they were forbidden to penetrate any of the inner courts on pain of death.
 Marking off an inner enclosure in the Temple were 13 stone slabs that bore the following inscription in Hebrew and Greek:

Let no Gentile enter within the balustrade and enclosure surrounding the sanctuary. Whoever is caught will be personally responsible for his consequent death.

Two of these notices have been discovered; one is still intact. Later on the Roman conqueror Titus would attest to the power of these signs when he told Jews in Jerusalem, “Have we not given you permission to put to death any who pass beyond [these notices], even if he were a Roman?”

Of course, Paul did nothing of the kind, but as is typical with mob mentality, the truth did not matter, as verses 30-32,

The whole city was aroused, and the people came running from all directions. Seizing Paul, they dragged him from the temple, and immediately the gates were shut. While they were trying to kill him, news reached the commander of the Roman troops that the whole city of Jerusalem was in an uproar. He at once took some officers and soldiers and ran down to the crowd. When the rioters saw the commander and his soldiers, they stopped beating Paul. 

They seized Paul and would have killed him had the Roman guards not intervened in the nick of time. (At least 1,000 soldiers were stationed in the Antonia Fortress at the northwest corner of the temple area.) The temple crowd was in an uproar, completely ignorant of what was going on. The scene reminds you of the riot in Ephesus. It required the chief captain (Claudius Lysias), two centurions, and perhaps 200 soldiers to get the mob under control and to rescue Paul.

The seriousness of the situation is described in verses 33-36,

The commander came up and arrested him and ordered him to be bound with two chains. Then he asked who he was and what he had done. Some in the crowd shouted one thing and some another, and since the commander could not get at the truth because of the uproar, he ordered that Paul be taken into the barracks. When Paul reached the steps, the violence of the mob was so great he had to be carried by the soldiers. The crowd that followed kept shouting, “Away with him!”
The crowd was bent on lynching Paul while the commanded on taking him into protective custody. It is a striking example of Luke’s aim to contrast Jewish hostility with Roman justice. 

When the commander failed to discover who the prisoner was and what he had done, because of the hubbub, he had him taken, indeed (owing to the mob’s violence) carried, into the barracks. Meanwhile, the crowd was shouting, “Away with him,” just as nearly thirty years previously another crowd had shouted about another Prisoner.

So, what do we make of this episode in Paul’s life? 

Was Paul wrong? According to some scholars, Paul had no business adopting James’ suggestion in the first place. They claim he was going against his own principles, that he was, in fact, a hypocrite. He was trying to appear to the Jews as something both they and he knew he was not. At least, they say, he was guilty of compromise on an issue that should not be compromised.

But Paul himself said he lived according to the principle of “all things to all men” in order to win some. He did these things for the sake of the gospel. In my opinion, Paul was simply putting this rule into practice when he accepted the suggestion of James. I agree with William LaSor who calls this “a good idea that went wrong.” 
 Their intentions were good and their motives were pure. In fact, it was not the Jerusalem Jews that caused the problem; it was Jews from Ephesus! Who could have anticipated that?

Sometimes the best laid plans blow up in our faces. We can say the right words, do the right things, and still not see the results we had hoped. As I have said on many occasions, don’t judge your success by the results! There are too many variables that are out of your hands. As the Keith Green song put it, “You just keep doing your best and pray that it’s blessed, and He’ll take care of the rest.”

I began this message with the quote from Emerson, “To be great is to be misunderstood.” Paul was certainly misunderstood in this circumstance and it led to an arrest and, as we will see, several years of incarceration unjustly. Even today there are those who question or even accuse Paul of wrongdoing in this matter.

Our efforts may not lead to riots and arrests, but we may be similarly misunderstood and mistreated in our efforts of evangelism. Take this encouragement from one who was also misunderstood in his own day, Theodore Roosevelt, 

It is not the critic who counts, not the man who points out how the strong man stumbled or where the doer of deeds could have done them better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood, who strives valiantly, who errs and comes short again and again, who knows the great enthusiasm, the great devotions, and spends himself in a worthy cause, who at the best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who know neither victory nor defeat.

May we be those who dare greatly for the cause of Christ, who even in defeat can find victory in Jesus!
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