PAUL’S JOURNEY TO JERUSALEM (Part II)
Acts 21:40-23:11
Key Verse: 23:11
“The following night the Lord stood near Paul and said, ‘Take courage! As

you have testified about me in Jerusalem, so you must also testify in Rome.’”


The apostle Paul had made a journey to Jerusalem to testify about God’s work through the Holy Spirit among the Gentiles. He brought an offering from the Gentile churches he had established all over Asia Minor and Greece. It was a journey he was in a hurry to make by Pentecost, as if the offering of the Gentiles for the church in Jerusalem was itself the testimony of the gospel work and the Risen Lord. Paul went though he was warned by the Holy Spirit in numerous ways that hardship and prison were facing him there.


When we see the apostle, we are tempted to want to be like him, to testify fearlessly to the gospel, to endure hardships and even prison for the sake of Jesus’ name. We remember that through this same Paul, we believe today. But we should remember that Paul didn’t see the fruit of his labor at the time. He had no idea what his testimony would bring, other than prison and hardship for him, and in that way glory to God. In other words, he had no agenda or pragmatic purpose in testifying to Jesus. His testimony was holy, and Paul was encouraged by Jesus himself and his word. May God bless us to listen to God’s word, to learn from Paul, to repent of whatever it is that blinds us to Jesus’ glory, even if that is some competing glory that we have in our minds, until we see with absolute clarity what it was that Paul saw here, that so compelled him.
I.  Paul's testimony to the crowd (21:37-22:29)

How was it that Paul—the one the Jews were pursuing presumably to death unless the Roman commander got involved—was granted permission to speak to the crowd? Verse 40a says, “Having received the commander’s permission…” Here we see that Paul was beseeching the permission of the Gentile commander in order to speak to his own people. Here we see his almost desperate need to speak to the very ones who were pursuing his life. Verse 40b says, “Paul stood on the steps and motioned to the crowd. When they were all silent, he said to them in Aramaic…” Paul spoke in the native tongue of the people. This seemed to come as a surprise to them, since he was basically accused of defiling the temple by allowing Gentiles to be brought into the temple area. In all things we see that Paul was apparently at the mercy of the Gentile commander on the one hand, and the crowd of Jews on the other. It seemed impossible that he could speak under the circumstances, but suddenly, everything was quiet, and all eyes turned to Paul, and he began to testify to the people.
First, “I am a Jew…and zealous for God.” (1-5) Paul’s testimony begins in verses 1-5. “Brothers and fathers, listen now to my defense.” When they heard him speak to them in Aramaic, they became very quiet. Then Paul said: “I am a Jew, born in Tarsus of Cilicia, but brought up in this city. Under Gamaliel I was thoroughly trained in the law of our fathers and was just as zealous for God as any of you are today. I persecuted the followers of this Way to their death, arresting both men and women and throwing them into prison, as also the high priest and all the Council can testify. I even obtained letters from them to their brothers in Damascus, and went there to bring these people as prisoners to Jerusalem to be punished.” Here Paul testified to who he was. As for being a Jew, Paul was a Jew by birth. Beyond that, he was more than just a Jew by virtue of being born into a Jewish family. He was a trained Jew, trained by the Pharisee Gamaliel in the law. Gamaliel was one of the most respected leaders in all of Jerusalem (5:34-40a). He was a Pharisee as well as a teacher of the law, and was honored by all the people. Under his direction, Paul became zealous for God. It was a zeal that became an obsession for Paul. Just as the Jews in this crowd pursued Paul, at one point Paul, in his zeal, pursued Jesus’ followers. But unlike the Jews here, who went after Paul when he came to Jerusalem, Paul actually went after Jesus’ people in places as far away as Damascus in Syria, in order to punish them.
Why did Paul do this? And why were the Jews now persecuting Paul? Paul admitted in these verses that it was because they were zealous for God. This is amazing. Their zeal for God—and even Paul’s former zeal for God—seem to be admirable qualities. Who doesn’t want to be zealous for God? And yet the zeal for God made Paul and now the Jews in this passage blind to the very one they were zealous for. Their zeal made them murderous in their hearts. They became obedient to their own zeal, but blinded to God. They were Jews, and zealous for God, but something was wrong.
Second, “Wash your sins away.” (6-16) What did Paul testify to the zealous ones? He began by recounting how he met Jesus and became a follower of his. Look at verses 6-11. “About noon as I came near Damascus, suddenly a bright light from heaven flashed around me. I fell to the ground and heard a voice say to me, ‘Saul! Saul! Why do you persecute me?’ ‘Who are you, Lord?’ I asked. ‘I am Jesus of Nazareth, whom you are persecuting,’ he replied. My companions saw the light, but they did not understand the voice of him who was speaking to me. ‘What shall I do, Lord?’ I asked. ‘Get up,’ the Lord said, ‘and go into Damascus. There you will be told all that you have been assigned to do.’ My companions led me by the hand into Damascus, because the brilliance of the light had blinded me.” Paul’s meeting was the abrupt change of his life. Jesus’ word came to Paul when he was busy being zealous for God and persecuting God’s people. The word of Jesus interrupted his journey and his life completely. Paul’s zeal was dissolved in the bright light of Jesus. And the word of Jesus shone the light of God on all things, including his life of zeal up to this point. What did Jesus say? “Saul! Saul! Why do you persecute me? I am Jesus of Nazareth, who you are persecuting.” What a bright light the word of Jesus shows on the life of the one who is met by it. Is Paul a man of zeal? Or a persecutor of Jesus? The word of Jesus reveals it to us. But wait, at the same time, has Paul’s life been the zeal for God, the persecution of the Lord, or the preparation of the testimony of the grace of God in the gospel of Jesus? The light of Jesus’ word shines a new light on this life. Finally, verse 9 says, “My companions saw the light, but they did not understand the voice of him who was speaking to me.” The light of Jesus’ word is not a matter of understanding. It is an intensely personal business—a holy thing—between the man Paul and the Lord Jesus. Zeal is a human thing. By meeting Jesus, Paul was created newly in the light of Jesus’ word.
Who was Ananias? Verse 12 says, “A man named Ananias came to see me. He was a devout observer of the law and highly respected by all the Jews living there.” Ananias himself was a devout observer of the law. But this devout observer of the law had a message for Paul from Jesus. He was himself respected by the Jews. But he was a follower of Jesus. He was certainly zealous for God, but at the same time he was his holy instrument to deliver the message of the gospel of Jesus to Paul. What was his message? Verses 13-16 say, “He stood beside me and said, ‘Brother Saul, receive your sight!’ And at that very moment I was able to see him. Then he said: ‘The God of our fathers has chosen you to know his will and to see the Righteous One and to hear words from his mouth. You will be his witness to all men of what you have seen and heard. And now what are you waiting for? Get up, be baptized and wash your sins away, calling on his name.’” In these verses, Paul’s blindness was cured, and his sins were forgiven. The power of sin blinds men to God. In Paul’s case, and in the case of the Jews who wanted to kill him, the power of sin had corrupted the zeal for God among God’s own people. The power of sin had blinded Paul, the most zealous, to God himself. The power of sin had blinded the Jews, who were called to be God’s own, to God himself. Since the forgiveness of sins came to Paul, he was freed from blindness. His ears were open to the word of God, the Righteous One himself. Meeting Jesus brought the power of the forgiveness of sins to Paul. Why did Paul want to testify this to the zealots who wanted him dead? It is because Paul was no longer blind. He saw the glory of God that first met him on the road to Damascus. He saw it more clearly than ever now, when he testified to the Jews the truth of Jesus, his Righteous One.
Third, “I will send you to the Gentiles.” (17-22) After his meeting Jesus, what did Paul do? He went back to Jerusalem. This makes sense, since this is where the temple was, the people of God, the history of God. That is where Paul could testify to those who were zealous for God. But what happened upon his return to Jerusalem? Look at verses 17-21. “When I returned to Jerusalem and was praying at the temple, I fell into a trance and saw the Lord speaking. ‘Quick!’ he said to me. ‘Leave Jerusalem immediately, because they will not accept your testimony about me.’ ‘Lord,’ I replied, ‘these men know that I went from one synagogue to another to imprison and beat those who believe in you. And when the blood of your martyr Stephen was shed, I stood there giving my approval and guarding the clothes of those who were killing him.’ Then the Lord said to me, ‘Go; I will send you far away to the Gentiles.’”

When Paul returned to Jerusalem, he thought he would be a wonderful, credible testimony to God’s work. But Jesus said, “No.” The Lord told him that his testimony would not be acceptable to the Jews in Jerusalem, and he had another plan for Paul, to carry the name of Jesus before the Gentiles and their kings. This was the will of God for Paul, and the will of God for the gospel. In an historical sense, the gospel of Jesus is the fulfillment of the hope of God for the world. Isaiah 49:6-7 says, “It is too small a thing for you to be my servant to restore the tribes of Jacob and bring back those of Israel I have kept. I will also make you a light for the Gentiles, that you may bring my salvation to the ends of the earth.” The Jews were zealous for God, but they were blind to God at the same time. What God had been doing since Jesus came is fulfilling the hope of his coming, the salvation of this world. For that he sent Paul to the Gentiles. Paul came back to announce the work of God that the zealous ones could never see.
What would happen when Paul announced the Gentile ministry to the Jews who were so zealous? Look at verse 22. “The crowd listened to Paul until he said this. Then they raised their voices and shouted, ‘Rid the earth of him! He’s not fit to live!’” Paul was rejected with such violence when he announced the work of God among the Gentiles. Those who appeared to be zealous for God were revealed to be zealous for the Jews, if not zealous even only for themselves. Those who claimed to see were revealed to be blinded to the work of God in the gospel. They were blinded by their nationalism, but more importantly, they were blinded by the power of sin, deceived and ignorant.
What was the result for Paul? Read verses 23-29. “As they were shouting and throwing off their cloaks and flinging dust into the air, the commander ordered Paul to be taken into the barracks. He directed that he be flogged and questioned in order to find out why the people were shouting at him like this. As they stretched him out to flog him, Paul said to the centurion standing there, ‘Is it legal for you to flog a Roman citizen who hasn’t even been found guilty?’ When the centurion heard this, he went to the commander and reported it. ‘What are you going to do?’ he asked. ‘This man is a Roman citizen.’ The commander went to Paul and asked, ‘Tell me, are you a Roman citizen?’ ‘Yes, I am,’ he answered. Then the commander said, ‘I had to pay a big price for my citizenship.’ ‘But I was born a citizen,’ Paul replied. Those who were about to question him withdrew immediately. The commander himself was alarmed when he realized that he had put Paul, a Roman citizen, in chains.” 
This was Paul’s life. He was enabled to see the work of God in the Gentile community on his three separate missionary journeys. Those trips were for him the continual confirmation of the word Jesus spoke to him, and the calling he received when his sins were forgiven. Paul’s life was itself the testimony of the gospel of Jesus. Then what was the value? To the Jews he was worthy of death. They would just as soon rid the earth of him because of who he was. That was the worth of the testimony to the Jews. And to the political leaders and commanders of this world? The testimony had no value there either. In fact, the Romans were more interested in Paul’s human citizenship than his spiritual one. At least Paul’s identity as a citizen of Rome could save him from a flogging. What did the identity as a servant of Jesus do for Paul? Because of it, Paul, the servant of Jesus, was now in chains and his life in jeopardy. He would spend the next months and years as a prisoner, testifying to Jews and Gentiles about Jesus. This was his life as God’s servant.
II.  “Take Courage!” (22:30-23:11)

Why did the Romans send him to the Sanhedrin? Verse 30 says, “The next day, since the commander wanted to find out exactly why Paul was being accused by the Jews, he released him and ordered the chief priests and all the Sanhedrin to assemble. Then he brought Paul and had him stand before them.” It appears that the commander didn’t know how to begin discussing a case that inv0olved a dispute between the Jews and one of their own. So he brought the Roman prisoner to stand before the Jewish leadership, presumably to be judged by their law.

 So how did Paul address the Sanhedrin? Look at 23:1-5. “Paul looked straight at the Sanhedrin and said, ‘My brothers, I have fulfilled my duty to God in all good conscience to this day.’ At this the high priest Ananias ordered those standing near Paul to strike him on the mouth. Then Paul said to him, ‘God will strike you, you whitewashed wall! You sit there to judge me according to the law, yet you yourself violate the law by commanding that I be struck!’ Those who were standing near Paul said, ‘You dare to insult God’s high priest?’ Paul replied, ‘Brothers, I did not realize that he was the high priest; for it is written: “Do not speak evil about the ruler of your people.”’” Paul began his testimony by defending himself against the outrageous charge against him of defiling the temple. He had a clear conscience. But before he could get a second sentence out, the high priest ordered that he be struck. As far as a trial goes, it was a sham. But because Paul was so knowledgeable of the law, it was easy for him to hold even a high priest accountable to God for his actions, and his violation of the law.
Then how did Paul react when the trial he was a part of was proved to be nothing more than an excuse to punish him? Look at verses 6-10. “Then Paul, knowing that some of them were Sadducees and the others Pharisees, called out in the Sanhedrin, ‘My brothers, I am a Pharisee, the son of a Pharisee. I stand on trial because of my hope in the resurrection of the dead.’ When he said this, a dispute broke out between the Pharisees and the Sadducees, and the assembly was divided. (The Sadducees say that there is no resurrection, and that there are neither angels nor spirits, but the Pharisees acknowledge them all.) There was a great uproar, and some of the teachers of the law who were Pharisees stood up and argued vigorously. ‘We find nothing wrong with this man,’ they said. ‘What if a spirit or an angel has spoken to him?’ The dispute became so violent that the commander was afraid Paul would be torn to pieces by them. He ordered the troops to go down and take him away from them by force and bring him into the barracks.” Paul realized that those who were zealous for God among the Sanhedrin members were zealous in different ways. So he spoke the truth about his hope in the resurrection of the dead, knowing that it would divide the Sanhedrin members. Paul always found a way to testify to anyone the hope that he had.

Paul was wise enough in the ways of the world to use his Roman citizenship as well as his affiliation as a Pharisee to his best advantage. But the result was he was still in chains with no hope to be freed. What could be his situation at this time? Look at verse 11. “The following night the Lord stood near Paul and said, ‘Take courage! As you have testified about me in Jerusalem, so you must also testify in Rome.’” Paul could have met the end of his human wisdom and courage by now. He could have met the end of his human zeal long ago. Then what? He was left with the gospel and chains. The Lord met Paul when he was out of human zeal and wisdom and courage, with the words, “Take courage!” This was how Rome was testified by Paul. This was how Paul met the Lord. In today’s passage we see the Jews who were zealous for God but blind, and we see Paul who was dead to things like zeal, but alive to God. He was helpless from a human sense, but in this way a testimony to the gospel. He was given the command to take courage when he couldn’t possibly be courageous. That is how the gospel was testified to Rome. I pray God may help us who are like Paul to take courage when it is impossible. Human zeal never ends in the work of God. But the work of God is done through his helpless servants, who listen to the impossible command, “Take courage!” and, “You must also testify in Rome.” May God bless us to listen to Jesus in our weakness.
