ACTS CHAPTER #21

Chapter Key:  Paul’s return to Jerusalem and his arrest.

Verse 4  And after looking up the disciples, we stayed there seven days  Being there for seven days would have given them the opportunity to worship with the church on the first day of the week.

They kept telling Paul through the Spirit not to set foot in Jerusalem  If these men were telling Paul by inspiration that he should not go to Jerusalem then he would have sinned in going. However, the word translated “through” in this verse also includes the idea of “because of.” In that case the meaning would be that these men were telling Paul not to go to Jerusalem because of what they had learned would happen to him through the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit had made known to them that Paul would be arrested and would suffer in Jerusalem so they wanted him to avoid that by staying out of the city (Acts 21:10-12). In spite of what might happen to him, and the urging of his friends, Paul felt he had to go to Jerusalem (Acts 20:22-23; 21:13). 

Verse 5  This would seem to indicate a close bond that had developed between Paul and his companions and the church at Tyre.

Verse 6  We arrived at Ptolemais; and after greeting the brethren  From this we could logically conclude that there was a church in Ptolemais.

Verse 8  Philip the evangelist, who was one of the seven  This is the Philip who was chosen back in Acts 6:5 along with six others to serve tables. He is here referred to as “the evangelist.” An evangelist is simply one who is a messenger of good news, or one who preaches the gospel of Christ. The last we heard of Philip was back in Acts 8:40 where he had come to Caesarea. Here about twenty years later we once again find him in Caesarea. He could have lived somewhere else part of that period, but it is also possible that he resided there all during that time. If so, this would show that an evangelist does not have to be one that travels around all the time, without a home, as some teach. Evidently he also had quite a large home to accommodate Paul and his eight traveling companions (Acts 20:4, 6).

Verse 9  Four virgin daughters who were prophetesses  This is a fulfillment of part of Joel’s prophecy quoted by Peter in his first sermon (Acts 2:17-18).

Verse 10  Agabus  See Acts 11:27-28.
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Verse 11  He took Paul’s belt  After Agabus took Paul’s belt, he bound his own hands and feet. Then he stated what the Holy Spirit had revealed to him. Notice that he does not say that the Holy Spirit said Paul should not go to Jerusalem, but only what would happen to him when he did.

Verse 12  We as well as the local residents  Luke and the other men traveling with Paul, along with his friends that lived in Caesarea, were all trying to talk him out of going to Jerusalem.

Verse 13  I am ready not only to be bound, but even to die at Jerusalem  This shows that Paul thought it was a possibility that he might be put to death in Jerusalem, but if that was true he was ready to suffer even death in his commitment to the Lord (Acts 20:24).

Verse 14  The will of the Lord be done.  For the Lord’s will to be accomplished should be our goal in all that we pray for and in everything we do (Mt 6:10; 26:39-44; Jas 4:13-15).

Verse 16  Mnason of Cyprus  This disciple had been converted a long time ago, perhaps when the church was first established on the day of Pentecost. It is also possible that he knew Barnabas back on the island of Cyprus since they were both from there. 

Verse 17  Jerusalem  This marks the end of the third journey. This time he does not return to Antioch as he had done on the first two journeys.

The brethren received us gladly  This was answer, at least in part, to his prayer and what he had asked the church in Rome to pray for in Rom 15:30-33. Paul was concerned that the Jewish Christians in Jerusalem might not graciously accept financial help from Gentile Christians, but they did. Paul’s deliverance from the Jews would also come about although it would take years to be accomplished and he would be taken to Rome in the process.

Verse 18  James  Thought by most to be the Lord’s brother. He is specified in Gal 1:19 and thought to be referred to in Gal 2:9 and Acts 15:13.

Verse 19  The things God had done among the Gentiles through his ministry.  Paul gave God the credit for the things he had accomplished in his preaching to the Gentiles.
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Verse 20  They began glorifying God  They were in full agreement with Paul and his teaching.

Many thousands among the Jews who have believed  Remember Acts 2:41 and 4:4 and note that it has been many years since then.

They are all zealous for the Law  Even though these Jews had become Christians they still held to some of the practices of the Law of Moses for several years. There was a transition period for the Jews during which they had to educate their consciences and become confident of exactly what their proper relationship as Christians was to the Law of Moses and the customs they had practiced for so long. This is why books like Romans, Galatians and Hebrews were written and why Paul acted the way he did in the following verses in this chapter.

Verse 21  The three charges made against Paul in this verse are that he:

1.) Taught Jews among the Gentiles to forsake Moses.  -  Paul did not do this. He believed and followed everything that Moses said, remembering that Moses commanded the Jews to listen to and obey the Christ when he came (Acts 3:22-23; Deut 18:15, 18).

2.) Told people not to circumcise their children.  -  This is not true. He did refuse to have Titus circumcised when people were falsely teaching that circumcision was necessary in order to be saved (Gal 2:3-5). On the other hand he had Timothy circumcised as a matter of expediency when he accompanied Paul on his second journey (Acts 16:1-3). Paul taught that circumcision was not necessary for salvation but could be practiced and was a matter that was in the realm of judgment.

3.) Was telling people not to walk according to the customs.  -  Again we will see that this was untrue. Paul did not object to the Jews partaking in various customs as long as the practice did not interfere with the gospel, and it was not taught as if it was part of the new covenant when it was not.

So all three of these charges were misrepresentations of what Paul believed and taught.

Verses 22-24  The leaders of the church ask Paul to pay the expenses involved in the completion of the vow that four men had taken. By doing this people would see that he did not object to the keeping of the Law in that way.

Verse 25  But concerning the Gentiles  This is referred to because it is a reminder that they had already settled whether or not these customs were necessary for salvation and they were not. Instead, in a special letter to the Gentiles, they had been commanded to abstain from 
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Verse 25  Continued  certain things that would generally be a problem for people that were coming out of a pagan culture (Acts 15:22-29). 

Verse 26  Paul did as had been requested concerning the four men and their vow. He obviously did not view this as a matter of necessity because of law since he had written in both Romans and Galatians that Christians were not under the old law. Some claim he was acting hypocritically. The most reasonable assessment of his actions is that he viewed what he did as a matter of judgment and expediency and he was willing to do such things for the sake of the consciences of his brethren. This is in harmony with what he wrote in 1 Cor 9:19-23.

Note the following comments from McGarvey: “In order to reconcile this position with Paul’s teaching in those epistles written previous to this time, we have only to observe the distinction which he never lost sight of, between that which we are at liberty to do for the sake of others, and that which we are bound to do in order to obey God. He had taught that the law had been ‘our tutor to bring us to Christ’ and that since faith is come ‘we are no longer under a tutor’ (Gal 3:24-25); that the Jews had been made ‘dead to the law through the body of Christ’ (Rom 7:4); and that in Christ neither circumcision availeth anything, nor uncircumcision (Gal 5:6; 6:15; 1 Cor 7:19). But while teaching thus, he found no fault with the Jews who continued the observances of the law; he had only tried to convince them that the observance was no longer binding on their consciences. The only difference between him and the most extreme Judaizers, of whom there were doubtless some in the multitude of believers to whom James referred, was that the latter held these observances to be matters of duty, while he held them to be matters of indifference.” (Commentary on Acts pp. 206-207).

Verse 27  Jews from Asia  They were probably in Jerusalem for Pentecost. If these were Jews from Ephesus we could go to Acts 19:8-9 to see how they had responded to Paul.

Laid hands on him  Here Paul is arrested and part of what the Holy Spirit had said would happen to Paul has come true (Acts 20:23). 

Verse 28  Once again false charges are being brought against Paul.

1.) He preaches against our people, the law and this place (the temple).

2.) He brought Greeks into the temple and defiled it.

Note F.F. Bruce’s comments on bringing Greeks into the temple: “The Roman authorities were so conciliatory of Jewish religious scruples in this regard that they ratified the death sentence for this trespass even when it was passed on Roman citizens. That no Greek might unwittingly enter into the forbidden areas, notices in Greek and Latin were fixed to the 
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Verse 28  Continued  barrier at the foot of the steps leading up to the inner precincts, warning them that death was the penalty for further ingress. Two of these notices (both in Greek) have been found – one in 1871 and one in 1935 – the text of which runs: ‘No foreigner may enter within the barricade which surrounds the temple and enclosure. Anyone caught doing so will have himself to blame for his ensuing death.’” (Commentary on Acts p. 409).

Verse 29  Trophimus the Ephesian  This charge was totally unsubstantiated. They had simply jumped to the conclusion that because Paul had been seen in town with this Gentile that he had also taken him into the temple, defiling it. For other references to Trophimus see Acts 20:4 and 2 Tim 4:20. 

Verse 30  Immediately the doors were shut.  If a Gentile, an “unclean” person, had come into the temple then it would have to be temporarily closed while a ceremonial cleansing of the temple took place.

Verse 31  Cohort  This was a chiliarc, a commander over 1,000 men.

Verse 32  They stopped beating Paul  Here another part of what the Holy Spirit had said would happen to Paul came about, he suffered affliction (Acts 20:23).

Verse 33  Bound with two chains  Now the Romans have taken charge of Paul and have bound him with chains (Acts 21:11).

Verse 34  The barracks  This was the Castle or Fortress of Antonia which was the quarters for the Roman army stationed in Jerusalem.

Verse 35  He was carried by the soldiers  This was necessary in order to protect Paul from the violent mob.

Verse 36  Away with him!  Put him to death! Compare Luke 23:18.

Verse 37  Do you know Greek?  It appears that the commander was surprised to find out that Paul knew Greek. He evidently thought Paul was a particular Egyptian that must not have known Greek. This new information changed his mind about who Paul was.

Verse 38  Then you are not the Egyptian  According to Josephus, this Egyptian claimed to be a prophet, and promised his followers they would take Jerusalem from the Romans. As proof of his claims he said he would miraculously make the walls of Jerusalem fall when he reached the top of the Mount of Olives. 

Verse 40  Hebrew dialect  Jewish Aramaic.

