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Introduction: 
It seems to be a universal human longing to “home” for the holidays.


When there are special events in the life of your culture, you want to be home.

Every culture and religion has developed its traditional ways 

of celebrating special times of year.

After the last several chapters it might be easy to forget that Paul is a Jew.

In Acts 15 we read about the Jerusalem Council –



how the apostles and elders determined 

that Gentiles do not need to become Jews in order to become Christians.


And ever since then, 


Paul has been bringing the gospel to the Gentiles.

But now Paul is coming home for Pentecost.

Pentecost was the feast of Weeks – the fulfillment of Passover.

Passover was the feast where Israelites remembered how God delivered them 


from bondage and slavery in Egypt.


Then they counted 7 weeks and on the Sunday after the 7th Sabbath,


they celebrated Pentecost – 



the feast of rejoicing in how God had brought them into the land.

And even so Paul is now headed for Jerusalem for the feast of Pentecost.


The gospel of Luke is focused on Passover.


But Luke’s second book, Acts, is focused on Pentecost,



because it is the fulfillment of Jesus’ work,



just like Pentecost is the fulfillment of Passover.

And so Paul is headed home for Pentecost.

Why do I call it home?


After all, Paul was from Tarsus!


But for every Jew, there was a sense in which Jerusalem was home.


It is where God’s temple was.


It is the center of God’s purposes for the family of Israel.

I went on line to see how other ministers have handled this text.


Most of the sermons I saw dealt with how Paul is an example for us.



We are called to have the courage of our convictions –




so if you are convinced that Christ is calling you to do something,




then don’t let even the objections of fellow Christians stop you.


The longer I have been in the ministry, 

the more convinced I have become that the best thing a pastor can do 

is tell you what God says in his word.

And no matter how many times I read Acts 21, 

I cannot see that as the main point of the text.



I can see how that might be an incidental comment in passing – 




because certainly Paul is so convinced of his calling to go to Jerusalem,




that he sets aside the warnings of his friends –



but the main point of the text is that Paul is like Jesus.

And therefore you should listen to Paul!

Like we saw last time, when Paul himself told us that character matters,

the apostolic teaching is trustworthy because of its content 

but also because of the character of the apostles themselves.

Luke wants you to see that you can trust Paul’s teaching,

because not only does Paul say what Jesus said,



Paul also lives like Jesus lived.

What do you think of when I say “Paul lived like Jesus lived”?
For that matter, what do you think of when I talk about how “character matters”?

Do you think of someone who lives an ethical life?

Do you think of someone who is generally kind and thoughtful.

Because that is NOT the point that Luke is making!

After all, Jesus reminded us that everyone is nice to their friends! 

Even the Gentiles love those who love them!
But Jesus laid down his life for those who hated him!

And so will Paul.

If you want to know what “Christian character” looks like,

don’t look at those who behave decently and lead a “normal” life.

Christian character has to do with laying down your life for others.


Christian character has to do with imitating Jesus in his suffering and death.

After all, the parallels between Paul and Jesus in Luke’s gospel and now in Acts,


are focused on their awareness of the plots of the Jews,


being handed over to the Gentiles to be judged,


their resolute determination to do God’s will regardless of the consequences,


and being convicted on baseless charges by Roman officials motivated by mob violence.
Christian character does not just mean “morally upstanding” – 

it means suffering with Christ!

Last time we heard Paul’s farewell message to the elders of Ephesus.


In many ways this message summed up Paul’s ministry to the Gentiles.


He has proclaimed the whole counsel of God,



the gospel message of repentance toward God and faith in Jesus Christ.

And now Paul is headed for Jerusalem for Pentecost.


Luke builds up the suspense in the way that he tells the story.

Stage 1 took us from Ephesus through Maceonia and Greece (19:21-20:6)

Stage 2 took us from Philippi to Troas and Miletus (20:7-38).

Now stage 3 takes us to Tyre, Caesarea, and finally, to Jerusalem itself.

1. From Miletus to Tyre (21:1-6)
In verses 1-6 we watch Paul on his journey from Miletus to Tyre.

Luke tended to skim over details when he told about Paul’s missionary travels.

He included the locations where Paul went, but he didn’t explain the details of the trip.

But now he includes such details as “when we had come in sight of Cyprus, 


leaving it on the left we sailed to Syria.” (v3)

Some have said that this is because Luke was traveling with Paul.


It is true that Luke was traveling with Paul, 



but that doesn’t explain why he gives such details as “leaving it on the left”!

Luke wants us to join them on the voyage from Cyprus to Tyre.

He wants us to join Paul on this pilgrimage to Jerusalem.

But when they arrived at Tyre, the ship had to unload its cargo,


so they sought out the disciples and stayed there for a week.

And through the Spirit they were telling Paul not to go on to Jerusalem. (v4)

This is an interesting statement.

Paul said to the Ephesian elders that 

“the Holy Spirit testifies to me in every city 

that imprisonment and afflictions await me.” (20:23)

But here the disciples tell Paul “through the Spirit”


not to go on to Jerusalem.

What does this mean?


Is the Holy Spirit giving contradictory counsel?
I would suggest that the Spirit was saying the same thing to the disciples

that he was saying to Paul – 



namely, that Paul is facing imprisonment and affliction.

And so “through the Spirit” – based on the Spirit’s counsel – 

they urge him not to go on.

But Paul is like his master.

Jesus foretold his death three times while on the road to Jerusalem.


Paul will be warned of coming affliction three times – 



but if he is to follow his master, then he must continue to go forward.

When our days there were ended, we departed and went on our journey,

and they all, with wives and children, accompanied us until we were outside the city.

And kneeling down on the beach, we prayed and said farewell to one another.
It is a touching scene – the disciples of Tyre together with their wives and little ones,


gathered with Paul on the beach, kneeling in prayer.

As Jesus had said – a servant is like his master!

If they listened to my voice, they will listen to yours!

But Paul is heading home for Pentecost
2. From Tyre to Caesarea (21:7-14)
After staying for a day with the brothers at Ptolemais,

Paul and his companions came to Caesarea 

and stayed for some time with Philip the evangelist.

Philip was one of the seven. 


When the 12 apostles needed to hand over the oversight of the Jerusalem church to others


Philip had been one of the seven men who had been appointed.


Now he lives in Caesarea – and he is referred to as an evangelist – 



one who proclaims the gospel.

He had four unmarried daughters, who prophesied.


This probably refers to something that they said specifically about Paul.

But the details of their prophesy are not mentioned here – 



probably because it is obvious what they said!


If Paul goes to Jerusalem he will suffer!

After all that is what Agabus said as well!


While we were staying for many days, a prophet named Agabus came down from Judea.


And coming to us, he took Paul’s belt and bound his own feet and hands and said,



‘Thus says the Holy Spirit, 

This is how the Jews at Jerusalem will bind the man who owns this belt 


and deliver him into the hands of the Gentiles.’

Agabus is the one who had prophesied the famine in Judea a few years before. (11:28)

Now he prophesies that the Jews will do to Paul what they did to Jesus.

And on the basis of this prophesy,

We and the people there urged him not to go up to Jerusalem.

Some have argued that Agabus is an example of a “fallible prophet” 

because technically Paul was not bound by the Jews,



he was beaten by the Jews, and then bound by the Romans! (see verse 33)

But while it may have been a Roman who “literally” bound Paul,


it was because of the Jewish riot that Paul was bound and handed over to the Romans.

If you expect absolute literalism in all prophesy,


then you may run into some trouble with the very first prediction in the Bible:



He shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise his heel (Genesis 3:15).


As far as we know, Jesus’ heel was never bruised on the cross!
But that’s not the point!


The imagery in Genesis 3:15 is that the serpent will bite Christ’s heel,



but Christ will stomp on the serpent’s head!


And that did happen on the cross!
And even so, Agabus is exactly right as to what would happen to Paul.

But the attention given to this minor point is tragic,

because it distracts us from the main point – which is Paul’s response!

What are you doing, weeping and breaking my heart?


For I am ready not only to be imprisoned but even to die in Jerusalem 

for the name of the Lord Jesus.

Why is Paul so determined to go to Jerusalem?

Because it is his calling to go first to Jerusalem, and then to Rome – 



regardless of whatever suffering may come his way.

Does the name of the Lord Jesus have that power over you?


Are you willing to follow his call – regardless of what may happen to you?

And since he would not be persuaded, we ceased and said,


Let the will of the Lord be done.
The easy road is not necessarily the best road.

The way of suffering is the way of the Lord Jesus.

So do not be surprised if the will of the Lord for you is a hard and difficult road.

It is the way the master went, should not the servant walk it, too?
Paul is almost home for Pentecost
3. Jerusalem at Last (21:15-20a)
When we had come to Jerusalem, the brothers received us gladly.

On the following day Paul went in with us to James, and all the elders were present.


After greeting them, he related one by one 

the things that God had done among the Gentiles through his ministry.


And when they heard it, they glorified God.
The firstfruits of the Gentiles have been brought in through Paul’s ministry.

The work of Jesus on the cross – the establishment of the new humanity –


has begun to come to fruition.


Gentiles are being brought into the family of God,



and the Jewish leadership of the church in Jerusalem gives glory to God.

As Luke had said in chapter 1,

this is a story of how Jesus continued to do and to teach through his apostles.
And so after many years of ministry since the Jerusalem Council,

after laboring throughout modern Turkey, Macedonia and Greece,



Paul is home for Pentecost! 
4. The Request of the Elders (21:20b-26)
But being home for Pentecost is not as easy as it sounds –


then again, that was what Paul had expected!

And so after Paul finishes his report, and after the elders glorify God,

they immediately respond by saying,


You see, brother, how many thousands there are among the Jews 
of those who have believed.


They are all zealous for the law, 
and they have been told about you 
that you teach all the Jews who are among the Gentiles to forsake Moses, 
telling them not to circumcise their children 
or walk according to our customs.
This, of course, was not true.


Paul had even circumcised Timothy, because his mother was a Jew.


Paul never told Jews to forsake Moses – 



rather, he told Gentiles that they were not obliged to follow Moses.


Certainly Paul did not demand the same level of Jewish observance 
that most Jerusalem Jews would have wished, 
but then again, there was a big difference between being a Jew living in Jerusalem, 
and being a Jew living in Thessalonica! 
Living as a new community in Jesus would look quite different in different places.
But the elders in Jerusalem want Paul to demonstrate that he is still a Jew.
What then is to be done?


They will certainly hear that you have come.



Do therefore what we tell you.

We have four men who are under a vow;

take these men and purify yourself along with them and pay their expenses,


so that they may shave their heads.


Thus all will know that there is nothing in what they have been told about you,



but that you yourself also live in observance of the law.

But as for the Gentiles who have believed, 


we have sent a letter with our judgment 

that they should abstain from what has been sacrificed to idols, and from blood,

and from what has been strangled, and from sexual immorality.
The elders here repeat the directions of the Jerusalem Council,

indicating again that this is not some temporary decision for a few local churches,


but a decision regarding all Gentile converts to the Way.

We are bound not to the Mosaic law, but to the Noahic covenant.
But Paul is a Jew –

and therefore they expect Paul to have no difficulty doing what they ask.

What exactly are they asking him to do?

You may recall that a few weeks ago we saw that Paul had shaved his head



because he was under a vow (18:18).

Numbers 6 relates the full process for this.

The Nazirite vow was a vow of separation to the LORD –


a vow of special service or dedication.


During the period of the vow one was to abstain from every product of the vine – 



no wine, no vinegar, no grapes, no raisins.


And also he was forbidden to cut his hair during his vow,



or go near a dead body (not even his father or mother or brother or sister).

But when the period of his separation was complete,


he was to bring a gift to the LORD,



one male lamb a year old without blemish for a burnt offering,



and one ewe lamb a year old without blemish as a sin offering,



and one ram without blemish as a peace offering,



and a basket of unleavened bread, loaves of fine flour mixed with oil, 

and unleavened wafers smeared with oil, 

and their grain offering and their drink offerings. (Numb 6:13-15)

And then the Nazirite shall shave his consecrated head at the entrance of the tent of meeting 

and shall take the hair from his consecrated head 

and put it on the fire that is under the sacrifice of the peace offering.
In other words, in order for Paul to comply with the elders’ request,

he will need to bring burnt offerings, sin offerings, and peace offerings to the temple.

How can someone who believes in the final and complete sacrifice of Jesus Christ

bring animal sacrifices to the temple?

You might think that Paul would have a problem with this.
But he doesn’t.


After all, the temple was God’s temple.

The sacrifices had been commanded by God.


And while it is clear from Paul’s epistles 

that he did not view animal sacrifices as necessary,

nonetheless he can bring animal sacrifices to the temple,


because as long as the temple is standing, 


it is God’s temple.

Jesus had warned that the temple would one day be destroyed,


but until that day (which as of Acts 21 is only around a decade away)


it was proper for Jews to bring sacrifices to the temple.

And even Jewish Christians were not denying the final sacrifice of Jesus,


any more than Jesus’ parents had denied it when they offered the sacrifice of the firstborn


for Jesus after he was born.

For them, as for their fathers, the animal sacrifice was a sign – a sacrament –

pointing to Jesus. 

But no Gentile would ever offer a sacrifice at that temple in Jerusalem.


Because the temple was not the place where Jew and Gentile would come together.


Rather, Jesus – the living temple of God – 

is the place where Jew and Gentile come together in one new man.

Conclusion:
But now that the earthly temple has been destroyed,


there is no earthly sanctuary where all of God’s people can gather.

And so for us, Jesus is home for the holidays.

The heavenly temple is our true home.


And we gather together with our new family, the church of Jesus Christ,



as those who celebrate together the exaltation of Jesus.


The cultural celebrations of various times of the year are fine—

though they can be dangerous as well,

if they distract us from our true identity.


If we get so busy with the consumer culture of the modern Christmas celebration


that we don’t have time for each other,



then we have really lost the point entirely!


And for that matter, 



if our natural family connections become more important to us



than our new family in Jesus, then we are also in trouble.

And that is where Paul reminds us that our calling is found in Jesus Christ.

We are to imitate him,

participating in his sufferings that we might also share in his glory.

I keep preaching this.


I keep saying to you that the path of suffering is the only road to glory.

One of these days I’ll believe it.


I keep proclaiming it, because it is unquestionably the message of the scriptures.


I believe it intellectually –



but I do not yet know what it means.
But let us walk the road together – 


and let us learn as brothers and sisters in Christ,



how we, too, may share in Christ’s sufferings,



encouraging one another as long as it is called today.
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