
Evangelism 102: Lessons in Acts #20

“The Lonely Path of Obedience”

Acts 21:1-15

“Farewell tours” have become a thing in recent years. Athletes announce that the upcoming season will be their last, and every last away game features a ceremony with fan appreciation, gifts to the retiring player (sometimes goofy, sometimes genuine), and a farewell speech to the opposing crowds. Musicians and bands also have farewell tours where fans are encouraged to come see their favorite artists “one last time” in their area. Such occasions tend to be bittersweet with conflicting emotions running high.

As the apostle Paul left Ephesus to take the special collection to Jerusalem and then to Rome and the western frontier of the Empire, he had his own “farewell tour.” He told the Ephesian elders in Acts 20:22-25,

“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. However, I consider my life worth nothing to me, if only I may finish the race and complete the task the Lord Jesus has given me—the task of testifying to the gospel of God’s grace. Now I know that none of you among whom I have gone about preaching the kingdom will ever see me again.”

Emotions ran high here as well, as Luke describes in Acts 20:37-38, “They all wept as they embraced him and kissed him. What grieved them most was his statement that they would never see his face again.” As we will see in Acts 21, this scene repeats itself everywhere Paul goes on his way to Jerusalem.

Along the way, though, a disagreement arose between Paul and these fellow Christians—even some of his closest friends—regarding the will of God. Paul was convinced that he knew Spirit’s direction for his life, while the believers he encountered was equally convinced that the God had another idea for the apostle.

This subject of God’s will can be a difficult one. I have at least a dozen books in my library on the topic, and there are many more out there. Each one seems to have a unique angle one how to understand the divine plan for our lives. Chuck Swindoll (who himself wrote one of these books) writes,

The longer I live, the more I wish it were easier to determine the will of God. I usually have less difficulty following God’s instructions than determining exactly what He wants. To be candid, I’ve found that receiving counsel from others often creates more confusion than clarity. Paul, too, faced this tension in following the Spirit’s direction.

When emotions run high, as they did throughout Paul’s travels to Jerusalem, the matter becomes even more murky. 

A Genuine Persuasion

Luke records a genuine persuasion from Paul’s friends in Acts 21:1-6,

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. 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.

Paul and his companions sailed back to Syria, just north of Palestine. He had originally intended to visit his adopted hometown of Syrian Antioch, but time was running short. He hoped to be in Jerusalem in time to celebrate Pentecost and deliver the money donated by the Gentile churches he had planted. Having found a ship bound for Tyre, the men set sail.
 Upon arriving there, they had to wait for seven days while the cargo was unloaded. These seven days, added to the 29 days since the Passover in Philippi, would leave only two weeks until Pentecost.
 

While in Tyre, Paul began to get very personal and powerful messages from his friends that his visit to Jerusalem would be difficult and dangerous. The believers “kept on saying to him” (literally in Greek) that he should not set foot in Jerusalem.

The phrase “through the Spirit” in verse four is troublesome, because it appears Paul received conflicting instructions from the Holy Spirit. Acts 20:22 and 21:14 both suggest Paul went to Jerusalem in obedience to God’s command. Luke’s grammar here doesn’t solve the problem; throughout his narrative, he uses this phrase to indicate authentic communication from God.

We will consider this matter in detail at the end of the message, but for now let me say that both Paul and his friends were hearing accurately from the Holy Spirit. The information they received was not contradictory, but their reactions were quite different. Paul’s well-meaning friends were rightfully concerned for his safety, and they warned him to abandon his plan of going to Jerusalem. But Paul’s mind was already made up, and he was not to be diverted from his purpose by such predictions.

A Graphic Prophecy

Paul and his entourage moved on in verses 7-12, where we read of a graphic prophecy,

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. 

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.’”

When we heard this, we and the people there pleaded with Paul not to go up to Jerusalem.

Paul and his friends ended up in Caesarea, the Roman capitol of the province of Judea, located 40 miles south of Tyre. Here he meets Philip the evangelist (one of the seven deacons of Acts 6, not the apostle with the same name). Since Philip had been an associate of Stephen, and Paul had taken part in Stephen’s death, this must have been an interesting meeting.

The last we heard of Philip was Acts 8:40, who after his conversion of the Ethiopian eunuch showed up in Caesarea.
 About 25 years had passed since then, and we find Philip settling down in Caesarea where he started a family.
 

Luke adds in verse nine that Philip had four daughters who were unmarried (literally, virgins) and prophesied.
 The fact that they had not yet married has nothing to do with their prophetic gifts; Luke merely indicates that they were present in Philip’s home while Paul and his companions stayed in Caesarea. It is likely that they gave Paul more of the same warnings he had received since leaving Corinth.

It may surprise some that these women had a prophetic ministry, but this is not unusual in the Bible. Miriam, the sister of Moses, is identified as a prophetess in Exodus 15:20, Deborah in Judges 4:4, Huldah in 2 Kings 22:14, and Noahdiah in Nehemiah 6:14. In the New Testament we read of Anna the prophetess in Luke 2:36, and Paul speaks of women praying and prophesying in church in 1 Corinthians 11:5.

Luke does not record any specific prediction from Philip’s daughters, but in verse ten he mentions the graphic prophecy of a man named Agabus. He had earlier predicted the famine that took place around ad 46 during the reign of Emperor Claudius, recorded in Acts 11:28, and he had ample opportunity to observe the political climate in Jerusalem; no one could offer clearer information concerning Paul’s safety than this man. In a dramatic gesture reminiscent of the great Old Testament prophets (e.g., 1 Kgs. 11:29-31), he bound his own hands and feet with Paul’s belt, which was not a leather strap with a buckle like modern belts, but a long cloth sash that would have been wrapped several times around the midsection and tied in a knot to hold the outer garment in place.

During his demonstration, the prophet made it clear that he spoke on behalf of God. “The Holy Spirit says…” leaves little room for misunderstanding. He stated unequivocally that Paul would be arrested and handed over to the Gentiles. His choice of words closely resembles the Lord’s prediction of His own arrest in Luke 18:31-32.

But, unlike the Christians in Tyre who also spoke “through the Spirit,” Agabus does not draw the conclusion that Paul ought not to continue his journey.
 Paul’s friends most certainly did, though! Verse twelve states, “When we heard this, we and the people there pleaded with Paul not to go up to Jerusalem” “We”—even Luke was pleading with Paul not to go on to Jerusalem.
 The pressure on Paul to abandon his Jerusalem mission was mounting!

A Godly Persistence

Paul responds to this with a godly persistence, seen in 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.’” The New English Bible renders Paul’s question as, “Why are you trying to weaken my resolution?”

A natural response to all the warnings might have been for Paul to board a ship and sail for Rome and Spain immediately. From a purely human standpoint, that would be the implied message from God: “Danger awaits you in Jerusalem; don’t go there!” But Paul couldn’t ignore the divine compulsion within, even when Luke himself and others in Paul’s company joined in urging him to avoid Jerusalem. Paul knew he had been called to Jerusalem to accomplish a yet-unknown divine purpose. The warnings merely gave him the opportunity to count the cost of obedience before his ordeal began and to prepare himself mentally for what he would face. If he had gone to Jerusalem and his arrest took him by surprise, he might have responded differently to the injustice and failed to see opportunities for ministry.

Paul must have felt all alone in his determination to go to Jerusalem. Sometimes we are called to travel the lonely path of obedience, despite everyone’s opposing views.

This incident serves to show Paul’s complete willingness to do the will of God. It is hard for a man to make a sacrifice that is going to be unpleasant for himself; it is even harder when the people whom he loves are going to be hurt by his action and plead with him to act differently.
 How many pastors, evangelists and missionaries have walked this difficult road, emotionally torn between their heavenly calling and the breaking hearts of their families and friends? Yet, when push came to shove, Paul like his Master in Luke 9:51, “set his face to go to Jerusalem.”

Luke records in verse 14-15, “When he would not be dissuaded, we gave up and said, ‘The Lord’s will be done.’ After this, we got ready and went up to Jerusalem.” His friends—Luke included—finally recognized that it was the Lord’s will for Paul to go to Jerusalem.
 

So they came to the final stage of the journey. The phrase “we got ready” very likely means that they saddled horses for a journey which was about 64 miles long and would in any case be more easily accomplished on horseback than on foot.
 Once they arrived in Jerusalem, they stayed at the home of Mnason, a Cypriot (like Barnabas) and a founding member of the Jerusalem church.
 He may have been one of those converted on the first Pentecost.
 And so, after all of the death threats, detours, and delays, Paul arrived in Jerusalem to fulfill his mission.

How are we to understand this situation? Was Paul right or wrong in making that trip to Jerusalem? Wiersbe writes, “If it seems improper, or even blasphemous, so to examine the actions of an apostle, keep in mind that he was a human being like anyone else. His epistles were inspired, but this does not necessarily mean that everything he did was perfect.”

Some are critical of Paul’s decision, such as E. M. Blaiklock, who writes,

Paul’s determination to persist in the course of danger is puzzling… On the face of it, Paul seems to have moved on against unanimous, wise, loving and sincere advice, and commonly such counsel can be regarded as a major factor in the guidance of God. Scripture never hesitates to record a failing or a weakness in a noble man, and it is difficult to believe that Luke did not deplore his friend’s determination. It is quite certain that a mighty ministry was to be tragically abbreviated by the events which the visit to Jerusalem precipitated.

Others say that because of Paul’s headstrong refusal to listen to God’s prophets, he lost at least four years of his life: two in custody in Caesarea and two in house arrest in Rome. He accomplished nothing by going to Jerusalem. His plan to bring about unity of the Jewish Christians and the gentile churches was lost in the riot that broke out. Some even suggest that he had to use all the money he brought to pay the expenses of trials and travel (which is why Luke, embarrassed, never mentions the fund!)

However, as Wiersbe points out, prophetic utterances can be taken as warnings (“Get ready!”) rather than as prohibitions (“You must not go!”). Agabus did not forbid Paul to go to Jerusalem; he only told him what to expect if he did go.

So, how should we interpret the warning of the believers in Tyre? Like the many concerned voices before them, they accurately saw Paul’s future as revealed by the Holy Spirit—persecution and suffering in Jerusalem—but then they gave him advice based on their own desires. They faithfully foretold Paul’s suffering, but they advised him “not to set foot in Jerusalem,” where Paul, by the Spirit, felt compelled to go. We, too, may have to make decisions that some individuals will say is wrong. That makes tough decisions even tougher, but sometimes poor advice can be given in love; our closest family and friends mean well and want the best for us—at least what they think is best for us. Still, we need people who will look for God’s good, people who will say, “Let God be God.”

In Paul’s case, the warning was divine while the urging was human.
 It is false theology that assumes that every success results from doing the will of God, while every calamity and failure indicates that God’s will has not been done.

Why did Paul encounter such pressure from his friends to go against what he knew to be the will of God? First, Paul’s acquaintances demonstrated the all-too-common inclination of being quick to know God’s will for someone else. We need to avoid making snap judgments or offering spiritual formulas. What matters is God’s will for us, not what others think we should do.

Second, the well-meaning believers were trying to make God’s will conform to their preconceptions. “If Paul goes to Jerusalem, he is going to suffer, and we will be deprived of his ministry. This cannot be God’s will.” This speaks powerfully to our American culture. As Herbert Hendin says, “It is no accident that at the present time the dominant trends in psychoanalysis are the rediscovery of narcissism. The society is marked by self-interest and ego-centrism that increasingly reduces all relations to the question, ‘What am I getting out of it?’“ We see similar trends in the church. “God wants me to be happy. If I am not happy, I am not in his will.” “God does not want me to suffer pain. I am in pain. Therefore I am not in God’s will.” Yet nowhere in Scripture backs this claim. God calls us to be holy, not necessarily happy.

Oswald Chambers expresses the proper approach perfectly:

To choose to suffer means that there is something wrong; to choose God’s will even if it means suffering is a very different thing. No healthy saint ever chooses suffering; he chooses God’s will, as Jesus did, whether it means suffering or not. 

We must not make our understanding of God’s guidance conditional on our own happiness or sense of completeness. We are not to preach because we enjoy it, but because it is God’s will. We should not serve as elders or deacons because it is always fun, but because God wants us to. We should not work with a special ed Sunday school class because it is fulfilling (though it is), but because God had led us to do so.

Third, in attempting to turn Paul away from Jerusalem, his friends demonstrated that their spiritual focus was more horizontal than vertical. Their love and loyalty were commendable—they wanted to preserve Paul. But their motives, though noble, were shortsighted. These Christians were not seeing God’s ultimate purposes. They were looking out for Paul’s good but not God’s.

In the end Paul was victorious because he approached life the same way Christ did. In fact, his going to Jerusalem is remarkably parallel to Christ’s: the plots of the Jews, being handed over to the Gentiles, a triple prediction of coming suffering, his steadfast determination, a trusting surrender to God’s will. 

Paul held firmly to God’s revealed will and did it! He had a longstanding inward constraint to go to Jerusalem and suffer if need be, a resolve that went all the way back to his conversion when Christ said in Acts 9:16, “I will show him how much he must suffer for my name.” Paul refused to be deterred from God’s revealed will.

Further, he was not a man-pleaser. He wrote in Galatians 1:10,

Am I not trying to win the approval of men, or of God? Or am I trying to please man? If I were still trying to please men, I would not be a servant of Christ.
Also, Paul trusted in God’s sovereignty. He believed God knew what he was doing when he sent him to sure persecution in Jerusalem. Paul withstood the pressure and followed God’s will. May we all do the same!
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