PAUL’S JOURNEY TO JERUSALEM (Part I)
Acts 21:1-39

Key Verse: 21:13
“Then Paul answered, ‘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.’”


Paul’s trip to Jerusalem marked the end of his third missionary journey, and with it the end of his life as a missionary and the beginning of his life as a prisoner. He had prayed to visit Rome as a missionary, but he would go there in chains. In this way the gospel would reach Rome and beyond. In this way the name of the Lord Jesus would truly be magnified in Paul and through him. In today’s passage, Paul was dissuaded from going to Jerusalem because the Spirit warned that he would be bound and handed over to the Gentiles. What did Paul do? He went anyway. In this way, we learn that he was a man who was bound to the name of the Lord Jesus.
I.  Ready to be bound, ready to die (1-14)

Acts 21:1 begins, “After we had torn ourselves away from them…” Paul was just leaving the elders of the church in Ephesus, where he had spent much time on his final mission trip. It was a bittersweet farewell, for Paul somehow knew what would befall the church there after he left—that wolves would come in and not spare the flock. But Paul was led by the Spirit not to protect them as a shepherd, but to go to Jerusalem as a testimony to the church there, though that would mean prison and hardships awaited him. So they essentially gave Paul to the work, but grieved at the thought of never seeing their beloved shepherd again. And he went on to Jerusalem. In such a way they committed each other into the grace of God, the grace that promised trouble, at the same time revealed the God of grace. 
Verses 1-3 say, “After we had torn ourselves away from them, we put out to sea and sailed straight to Cos. The next day we went to Rhodes and from there to Patara. We found a ship crossing over to Phoenicia, went on board and set sail. After sighting Cyprus and passing to the south of it, we sailed on to Syria. We landed at Tyre, where our ship was to unload its cargo.” When Paul left the elders from Ephesus after their meeting in Miletus, they sailed south around Asia Minor. But instead of heading back to the church in Antioch from where he had come, the instead sailed to the south of Cyprus to the city of Tyre. Tyre is a city between Antioch to the north and Jerusalem to the south. There were disciples there that Paul could stay with. Verses 4-6 say, “Finding the disciples there, we stayed with them seven days. Through the Spirit they urged Paul not to go on to Jerusalem. But when our time was up, we left and continued on our way. All the disciples and their wives and children accompanied us out of the city, and there on the beach we knelt to pray. After saying good-by to each other, we went aboard the ship, and they returned home.”

How long did Paul stay in Tyre? According to these verses he stayed there with the disciples for seven days. And while he was there, what urging in the Spirit did the disciples there give Paul? They urged him in the Spirit not to go to Jerusalem. This is interesting. Paul had been moving with breakneck speed to get to Jerusalem before Pentecost. He was always in a hurry to get there, so much so that he didn’t even stop in Ephesus, the church where he had labored for over two years, and even though he knew he would never see them again. Paul rushed instead to the place that the Spirit warned him would mean hardship and prison. Now the disciples in Tyre warned him and urged him through the Spirit as well. What kind of Spirit is it that urges Paul on to Jerusalem on the one hand, yet through the disciples warns him not to go on the other? It is truly the Holy Spirit, beyond our understanding or explanation. So what was Paul’s response? Verse 5 simply tells us that when their time was up, they left and continued on their way. Why? It might seem that after being warned by the disciples through the Spirit, this might be an opportunity for Paul to change direction and go back to Antioch. After all, that was his home church from where he had been sent out on all of his journeys. He owed it to them to see them. Maybe they deserved the offering of the Gentile churches more than the church in Jerusalem. From a rational point of view, this is very true. Then maybe Paul didn’t believe what they told him? Certainly he did. It is the same thing he spoke of in Acts 20:22-23. “And now, compelled by the Spirit, I am going to Jerusalem, not knowing what will happen to me there. I only know that in every city the Holy Spirit warns me that prison and hardships are facing me.” Paul was not under any delusion about what a trip to Jerusalem meant. But he went. He had ample opportunity to return to Antioch instead of going on to Jerusalem, but he went. He had the Spirit’s urging to not go to Jerusalem, but he went. What can we learn from him? We learn one thing from the parting scene. They continued on their way with prayer. This is one thing we learn about devotion to the Spirit of God. We cannot follow the Spirit with our understanding. We can’t rationalize what is sometimes an irrational urging by the Spirit. But we can follow the Spirit with prayer as we seek the glory of God in the gospel. We can never know precisely what the Spirit has in store for us, every detail. If we want to be urged by the Spirit to avoid suffering, to do the rational thing, to explain the work of God, then we should follow the urging to go to Antioch, and not to go to Jerusalem. But certainly the Spirit will lead us to learn the glory of Jesus Christ, who was crucified and raised, as much as we seek it. We can know his glory through prayer. For us, when we seek to know Christ, the Spirit will urge us on to Jerusalem, on to know Christ more deeply.
Verses 7-9 say, “We continued our voyage from Tyre and landed at Ptolemais, where we greeted the brothers and stayed with them for a day. Leaving the next day, we reached Caesarea and stayed at the house of Philip the evangelist, one of the Seven. He had four unmarried daughters who prophesied.” The voyage continued south toward Jerusalem. Along the way Paul and his companions met believers not only in Tyre, but also in Ptolemais and Caesarea. In Caesarea they stayed at the home of Philip the evangelist. This is the same Philip who worked with Stephen in Acts 6 to administer the food, who was full of wisdom and the Spirit, and who worked very hard to disseminate the gospel during the persecution in Acts 8, both in Samaria and to the Ethiopian eunuch. Each of Philip’s daughters was a prophetess.

What happened there? Look at verses 10-11. “After we had been there a number of days, a prophet named Agabus came down from Judea. Coming over to us, he took Paul’s belt, tied his own hands and feet with it and said, ‘The Holy Spirit says, “In this way the Jews of Jerusalem will bind the owner of this belt and will hand him over to the Gentiles.”’” The prophecy of Agabus was very clear. Paul was going to Jerusalem. There he would be bound and handed over to the Gentiles. This is what the Holy Spirit said through Agabus. He was known as a prophet, and he came from Judea. He was credible in what he said. In fact, it is consistent with what the Holy Spirit had been urging Paul directly, and through others, since he headed toward Jerusalem.
How did the author Luke and the others respond to this prophecy? Verse 12 says, “When we heard this, we and the people there pleaded with Paul not to go up to Jerusalem.” It is understandable. Paul was their shepherd, the apostle to the Gentiles. He had been preaching the word of God that worked so powerfully in Asia Minor and in Greece. He had a hope to preach the gospel in Rome, in Spain, and who know where else. So they pleaded with Paul not to go up to Jerusalem, but to heed the warning of the Holy Spirit and the prophet and not go up to Jerusalem. Their response is reasonable and defendable and rational and understandable. 
But how did Paul respond? Let’s read verse 13. “Then Paul answered, ‘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.’” Paul’s response to the prophecy that he would be bound and handed over was surprising. In the past I thought of his response as courageous and heroic, sort of like, “I’m ready. Bring it on!” But Paul is not courageous in that sense. He actually speaks to us who are not that courageous. What can we learn from Paul’s response here?
First, “Why are you weeping and breaking my heart?” This was Paul’s first response to those who were pleading with him not to go up to Jerusalem. This scene had been played out before, both in Ephesus and Tyre. Each time there was a tearful and prayerful farewell. But Paul never rebuked those who pleaded with him to avoid going up to Jerusalem. In fact, we learn that for him it also meant a broken heart. Paul was not a “superapostle” or gospel preaching machine. Here we see the humanity of the apostle to the end, the tender love for the people of God, his own sheep, bought at the price of Jesus’ blood. It broke Paul’s heart to see them weeping at the prospect of Paul going up to Jerusalem. At the same time, we are reminded of Jesus who wept outside the tomb of Lazarus. We are reminded of the Lord Jesus who wept when he saw the specter of the power of sin and death hanging over God’s people, planting fear in the very ones that God had purchased with the precious blood of Jesus. Paul was heartbroken in the same way the Lord is heartbroken that his people suffer because of the power of sin and fear. In Paul’s response—even in his broken heart—we see a man who is already bound to the Lord Jesus.
Second, for the name of the Lord Jesus. Look at verse 13 again. “Then Paul answered, ‘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.’” We can learn Paul’s courage in this verse. But how can we live with this courage? Or do we just feel bad that we should be like Paul, but instead we’re wimps? Instead of ending at courage, we can learn here the source of Paul’s life, whether we call that courage or whatever. We can learn what the Lord has been doing in Paul’s life, creating a man who is bound to the name of the Lord Jesus. That is the Lord’s work. May God create you to be courageous in this way. But in Paul’s simple comment, “I am ready not only to be bound, but also to die in Jerusalem for the name of the Lord Jesus,” we learn that he is inseparably bound to Jesus Christ. The chains of this world can’t be used to break this bond, even death can’t break the bond of life established between Paul and Jesus. In this way Paul is confessing the authority of the name of his King Jesus over the power of the enemies of God, over the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms, over sin, over life and death itself. At the same time, he is confessing the power of the name to create a sinner to be bound to God. It is a completely new thing. We witness the truth in Paul’s confession here. The name of the Lord Jesus is the power to create God’s people. It is no less than the power of God himself. We see courage or heartbreak, but thank God that we who are earthbound can learn to see the Holy God, who is making a new creation of Paul, who is the promise of a new heaven and new earth, whose gospel—this same gospel—is given to each of us that we may know the glory of God in the same way, and be bound to the Lord Jesus.
Third, I am ready. How could Paul be ready to live in chains for the gospel, even die simply for the name of the Lord Jesus? But that is what he confessed. Certainly he didn’t want to suffer or die. But we can learn what it meant for him to be led by the Spirit, what it meant to have the conflict of a broken heart on the one hand and the conviction to go to Jerusalem on the other. Paul was constantly faced with such conflict, but pressed on to Jerusalem, to being bound with a chain, to even being killed. What he wrote the Philippian church around this time can give us a clue. “I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead.” (Php 3:10-11) This is what Paul saw, the glory of God in the gospel, which for him overshadowed every other consideration. The fact that he was still subjected to the temptation to follow his broken heart only suggests that his one sided focus on the glory of Jesus involved continual repentance from his side. What had he been learning in the past thirteen years of missionary life? Was it courage? It was Christ himself. And yet, as much as he had learned it, there was still the glory to be had, almost close enough to taste at times, but still ahead, to which he must press on day after day, through Jerusalem through being bound, even through death itself. Paul was completely enamored with Jesus. It was the love relationship with Christ to which Paul had so completely invested himself as to be one with Christ, bound to Christ, even as he walked through this life. The confession of Paul, “I am ready,” to me was not an expression of courage, but a confession of love, of a man who has been captured by the undeniable beauty of the budding love, and who must follow it to blossom, through the suffering and death, until the eternal love of God is in full bloom, and he is found in it, a resurrected man, a new creation, with life eternal. In the gospel of Jesus, God revealed that he is ready to save us from the power of sin and death at the cost of his Son. He calls us to be ready, to be bound to the Lord Jesus by the power of the gospel until the fruit of his new creation work is complete in us. 
Verse 14 says, “When he would not be dissuaded, we gave up and said, ‘The Lord’s will be done.’” There is an element of fatalism in the confession, “The Lord’s will be done,” here. They tried the power of dissuasion, then gave up and said, “The Lord’s will be done.” But we can learn something about the Lord’s will. The Lord’s will is that this world may be redeemed from the power of sin and death. At the same time his will is that Paul may go to Jerusalem. The Lord’s will permeates the lives of his people. It meets them in their heartbreak and their temptation to fatalism. But may the Lord’s will be done. May the Lord continue his redemptive work in all these things, and create those who are bound in love to the Lord Jesus.

II.  Paul Arrested in Jerusalem (15-39)
Verses 15-16 say, “After this, we got ready and went up to Jerusalem. Some of the disciples from Caesarea accompanied us and brought us to the home of Mnason, where we were to stay. He was a man from Cyprus and one of the early disciples.” Paul and his companions arrived without fanfare in Jerusalem. They did not immediately make their presence known, and there was no announcement evidently of their coming. Finally they went to see the leaders of the church in Jerusalem. Look at verses 17-19. “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.” In these verses we see Paul’s main testimony as he met with the leaders in Jerusalem. It was what God had done among the Gentiles. When Paul looked back on the ministry, he was convicted that it was God himself through the Holy Spirit who worked so powerfully among the Gentiles. Going back to the time of his calling, Paul was called to be a minister to the Gentiles (9:15), and came here to testify to it, though he endangered himself. The testimony was that critical to him and to the work of God. In other words, what Paul’s ministry revealed was God himself. So Paul had to testify to the work of God and the grace of God in detail.
Now look at verses 20-26. How did the believers in Jerusalem respond to Paul’s world mission report? Verse 20a says that when they heard this, they praised God. But what concern overshadowed Paul’s report? Verses 20b-25 say, “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 interesting thing about the response of the believers in Jerusalem was that they cared so deeply about how the Gentile ministry would be received among the Jews, and what the perception of Jewish believers would be. Their response reveals that they did not or could not see what direction the ministry of the word of God was moving. They did not see what Paul saw, nor did they hear the detail that Paul described. Their response indicates that the Gentiles were a kind of second class work of God next to the Jews. 

Then how did Paul comply when it seems his ministry was disregarded or disrespected? Verse 26 says, “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.” Why did Paul react like this? If his ministry was disrespected, shouldn’t he defend it? But he didn’t Instead he joined in the rites of purification. His compliance is the humility. It is also the confession of the grace of God in Judea. It is the submission to the truth of God in history, who called the people of Israel, who sent Jesus the Christ through them. Paul never disrespected the work of God in history. He loved it, and his obedience here is no less than his confession of faith in the God of Israel, who was moving all things through the gospel of Jesus to the conclusion. Jesus died for the people of Israel, and Paul never hindered the work of God in Jerusalem, or to the ends of the earth, Jew or Gentile.
What happened while Paul was in the temple following the request of the elders? Verses 27-32 say, “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 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.” Paul was obedient to the wishes of the leaders in Jerusalem, but to no avail. When some Jews from a Gentile region saw Paul, they created a rumor and started a riot. By creating false accusations, they stirred the whole city into a frenzy. Eventually the Roman commander and soldiers showed up, but by that point, Paul had beaten violently. 

How was Paul saved? Verses 33-39 say, “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!’ As the soldiers were about to take Paul into the barracks, he asked the commander, ‘May I say something to you?’ ‘Do you speak Greek?’ he replied. ‘Aren’t you the Egyptian who started a revolt and led four thousand terrorists out into the desert some time ago?’ Paul answered, ‘I am a Jew, from Tarsus in Cilicia, a citizen of no ordinary city. Please let me speak to the people.’” Paul was beaten to within an inch of his life. But he wanted to speak to the people. What could he possibly speak to the people other than what he testified to in every city he spoke, and also to the leaders of the church in Jerusalem, who gave him a lukewarm reception? But Paul was compelled to preach the gospel even in this case. The same Spirit that had revealed the glory of Jesus to Paul in the Gentile ministry, and had urged him to go up to Jerusalem against the wishes of even his close companions, the same Spirit compelled him to preach the gospel even now. To us it seems like a time to escape from certain death. To Paul it was the opportunity—the God-given opportunity—to preach the gospel. In 1 Corinthians 9:16 Paul said, “Yet when I preach the gospel, I cannot boast for I am compelled to preach. Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel!” Through his trip to Jerusalem Paul would be arrested and bound. But through his arrest and his testimony here, he is revealed as one who cannot be bound to anything other than to the name of the Lord Jesus. It is a bond of love so fierce nothing else gets in. We should pray for this ministry, that among us who may even lack courage, or who are subject to a broken heart and tears, there may spring up the love for Jesus’ name in us.
