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Paul’s determination to go to Jerusalem come what may 

Acts 21:1-26 
Introduction 
Today marks the end of 9 years of ministry for me here in Armagh Baptist Church. 
You probably don’t remember, but I started in Acts ch.1 the first Sunday morning I 
was with you. I preached through a number of chapters until we came to a church 
that Paul had planted and then we broke away and looked at the letter that he 
wrote to them. So from time to time I have picked up where we left off and we’ve 
managed to get through the first 20 chapters, on and off, over 9 years.  
Well, it’s about time we got to the end! So I hope to finish the Book of Acts by July! 
 
As we come into Acts ch.21, Paul has just torn himself away from the Ephesian 
Elders as he said farewell to them on the beach at Miletus in ch.20.  
Now the ship that he’s on seems to stop at every port along the way (21:1), and 
since he’s keen to get to Jerusalem by the day of Pentecost (20:16), he feels that 
time is running out for him, so he changes ship at Patara and boards a bigger one 
that would launch out and go direct across the 400 miles of open sea to the 
Judean Coast, where he can get off and then travel on up to Jerusalem on foot. 
 
Our passage this morning in Acts 21:1-26 deals with the people that Paul met once 
he got off the ship in some key towns along the Eastern Mediterranean Coastline. 
We find that they all give him a warm welcome, but many of them are concerned 
about what Paul will face when he gets to Jerusalem, and some of them try to put 
him off from going there at all. First of all we see Paul…  
 
1. Meeting New Friends in Tyre (vs.1-7) 
 
Where did these believers come from in Tyre – the main port of Phoenicia? 
Well it is most likely that these believers arrived here because of the persecution 
that Saul of Tarsus unleashed on them after the stoning of Stephen.  
 
In other words Paul, in his pre-conversion days as the persecutor Saul of Tarsus, 
had probably been responsible for these Christians having to move from 
Jerusalem to Tyre in Phoenicia.  

“Now those who were scattered because of the persecution that arose 
over Stephen travelled as far as Phoenicia and Cyprus and Antioch, 
speaking the word to no one except Jews.” (Acts 11:19) 
 

So wherever they went they witnessed, but they only witnessed to Jews, not 
Gentiles. 
 
However in Acts 15:3 Paul and Barnabas had visited the region of Phoenicia 
some years later as they travelled down from the Church in Antioch to the Church 
in Jerusalem, just before the Jerusalem Council.  

We are told then that the believers in Phoenicia rejoiced over the news of what 
God was doing among the Gentiles through the ministry of Paul and Barnabas.  
So they were now glad that Gentiles were beginning to trust in Christ as their 
Saviour as well. They weren’t just bigoted Jews. 
 
So here in Acts 21, again Paul is able to tell these Phoenician Christians about all 
that God had since done in saving Gentiles, and of all the churches he’d had the 
privilege of planting in Asia and Europe that were now made up mostly of Gentiles!  
 
It seems that these believers in Phoenicia rejoiced again with Paul over all that 
God was doing – it seems they had a great week of fellowship together.  
They had a great bond between them because they were united in Christ.  
Paul may once have been their arch-enemy and because of him they had had to 
flee for their lives from Jerusalem – but now they were all saved by God’s grace – 
they were united in Christ, and rejoiced together in the progress of God’s Work and 
the on-going spread of the Gospel. 
 
But we read in v.4 that ‘through the Spirit’ the believers in Phoenica tried to tell 
Paul not to go on to Jerusalem. Obviously since they had had to flee from 
Jerusalem many years earlier as Paul was persecuting them, they knew exactly 
what it was like to be on the receiving end of persecution. They also were aware 
that many of Paul’s former colleagues were still busy and active around Jerusalem. 
 
They were afraid that Paul too would be persecuted, imprisoned or even put to 
death, so they warned him not to go. But Paul had told the Ephesian Elders that he 
felt ‘compelled by the Spirit’ to go to Jerusalem (Acts 20:22-24).  
 
N.B. It seems strange that the same Holy Spirit would now use these believers in 
Phoenicia to tell him not to go, if he himself felt compelled by the Spirit to go!?  
Be very careful when someone tells you they’re speaking to you by the Holy Spirit. 
Sometimes they might be right, sometimes they might be wrong. Be very careful! 
 
I suspect that parting on the beach in Tyre would have brought back many 
memories of Paul’s parting from the Ephesian Elders in the previous chapter – just 
a matter of weeks ago. The fact that women and children are included here would 
make it even more poignant a parting. These were whole families saying farewell 
to Paul, and they now believed it could be the last time they would see him alive.  
 
2. Meeting Old Friends in Caesarea (vs.8-14) 
 
When Paul and his companions reached Caesarea they went into the house of 
Philip the evangelist and they stayed there with him.  
 
Now here’s a turn-up for the books! The last time we heard about Philip was before 
Paul’s conversion, so we have no record of Paul ever having met Philip before.  



As far as Philip was concerned, Paul had been his arch-enemy – persecuting him 
and his fellow believers to the death! 
 
We first met Philip in Acts 6:5 when he was appointed as one of the first seven 
deacons of the church in Jerusalem:  

“And what they said pleased the whole gathering, and they chose 
Stephen, a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit, and Philip (etc)… 
These they set before the apostles, and they prayed and laid their 
hands on them.”  

So we see that Stephen and Philip would have been close friends – both of them 
were deacons of the church in Jerusalem and both were also gifted evangelists. 
 
But then we read of the stoning of Stephen – the first Christian martyr in Acts 7:58: 
 

“And the witnesses laid down their garments at the feet of a young 
man named Saul. And as they were stoning Stephen, he called out, 
‘Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.’ And falling to his knees he cried out 
with a loud voice, ‘Lord, do not hold this sin against them.’ And 
when he had said this, he fell asleep. And Saul approved of his 
execution.” 
 
“And there arose on that day a great persecution against the church in 
Jerusalem, and they were all scattered throughout the regions of 
Judea and Samaria, except the apostles. Devout men buried Stephen 
and made great lamentation over him. But Saul was ravaging the 
church, and entering house after house, he dragged off men and 
women and committed them to prison.” 

 
“Now those who were scattered went about preaching the word. 
Philip went down to the city of Samaria and proclaimed to them the 
Christ.” (then after a revival in Samaria and the conversion of the 
Ethiopian Eunuch - the first Samaritans and the first African converts), 
Acts 8:40 tells us “But Philip found himself at Azotus, and as he 
passed through he preached the gospel to all the towns until he came 
to Caesarea.” 

 
And the next time that Philip is mentioned is about 20 years later here in Acts 21:8, 
where Paul, his former persecutor, and murderer of his closest friend, now stays in 
his house as a guest!  

What a change the Gospel brings - uniting old enemies as new friends. 
What forgiveness it took on Philip’s part to even let Paul into his house. 

But he wasn’t bitter. If God had forgiven Saul of Tarsus and made him into the 
greatest Gospel preacher the world has ever seen, then Philip knew he had to 
forgive him too.  
I wonder would we be so forgiving of someone who had killed our closest friend? 

I just wonder was Paul being powerfully reminded of what he used to be like here 
in Caesarea? When he met Philip, and enjoyed hospitality in his home, I’m sure he 
would have remembered Stephen’s last words:  

“Lord, do not hold this sin against them.” 
I’m sure Philip remembered those words as he gave hospitality to Paul now, but if 
the Lord wasn’t holding such terrible sins against Paul, then as a child of God, he 
had no right to hold this sin against him either! So Paul was now reunited with 
those believers he used to persecute to the death.  
 

I’m sure he was now clear in his own mind about the sort of thing he was letting 
himself in for, as he continued on down the road to Jerusalem. 

 
Notice in Acts 21:9 that Philip has four unmarried daughters and they all have the 
gift of prophecy. But it’s interesting that they don’t feel led to prophesy of what lay 
ahead in Jerusalem for Paul, and they don’t try to stop him going, even if they did 
have such gifts -unlike the Phoenician believers who tried their hardest to stop him!  
 
But in Caesarea Paul met an old friend called Agabus: 
 
Paul met this man before in Acts 11:27-28, where we read:  
 

“Now in these days prophets came down from Jerusalem to Antioch. 
And one of them named Agabus stood up and foretold by the Spirit 
that there would be a great famine over all the world (this took place 
in the days of Claudius). So the disciples determined, everyone 
according to his ability, to send relief to the brothers living in Judea. 
And they did so, sending it to the elders by the hand of Barnabas and 
Saul.” 

 
So Paul had met this man Agabus very shortly after he was converted to Christ. 
Agabus was a prophet from Jerusalem. And this prophecy he had given all those 
years earlier had come true. We’re told that a famine did break out in the days of 
Claudius. So he was a true prophet, not a false one. He had the gift of prophecy. 
 
All the more reason then that Paul should take him seriously when he prophesied 
about Paul this time in Acts 21:11. Paul could now be sure this too would happen. 
 

- He might have had some doubts about what the believers in Tyre had said 
by the Spirit about his trip to Jerusalem. 

- He might have taken comfort that the four daughters of Philip who had the 
gift of prophecy hadn’t said a word about it. 

- But now Agabus – a known Prophet of the church in Jerusalem – a man 
whose prophecies had come true in the past - was now telling him he was 
going to be bound hand and foot if he went on up to Jerusalem (v.11). 



Notice that the believers in Caesarea, knowing this was what was going to happen, 
tried to put Paul off going on to Jerusalem (v.12). Even Luke and his other 
travelling companions tried to do the same – “we…urged him not to go” (v.12). 
 
But look at Paul’s answer (v.13):  

“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.” 
 

So finally they all gave in and said, “Let the will of the Lord be done.” (v.14). 
 
N.B. Agabus wasn’t trying to stop Paul from going to Jerusalem; the people were. 
Agabus was simply being used by the Holy Spirit to tell Paul, in a little more detail 
than before, what he was going to face there.  
 
Remember what Paul said to the Ephesian Elders? (Read Acts 20:22-24).  
He seems to know what the Lord said to Ananias the day he was converted: 
 

‘Go, for he is a chosen instrument of mine to carry my name before  
the Gentiles and kings and the children of Israel. For I will show him  
how much he must suffer for the sake of my name.’ (Acts 9:15-16) 

 
Paul wasn’t put off. He was convinced that this was God’s Will for him, so he had 
resolutely decided to go to Jerusalem no matter what lay ahead, no matter what he 
would have to face there. N.B. If we are convinced that something is God’s Will for 
us, then we shouldn’t be put off even if we know that difficulties lie ahead. 
 
Remember Jesus predicted again and again exactly what was going to happen to 

Him as He made His way up to Jerusalem, but He was still determined to go! 
 
It was in the Garden of Gethsemane that Jesus was tempted to waiver from his 
course, and maybe these prophecies along the way could have been used to put 
Paul off from going on. But Just as Jesus got to the point in the Garden of saying, 
“Nevertheless not my will, but yours be done.” So the people and Paul’s 
travelling companions seemed to get to that point too –  

‘We ceased and said… “Let the will of the Lord be done.” (v.14). 
 
3. Meeting Church Leaders in Jerusalem (vs.15-26) 
 
When Paul and his companions got to Jerusalem they went to meet with James, 
the half brother of our Lord. (He wrote the Book of James in our Bibles). He was 
now the clear leader of the church in Jerusalem. But all the elders of the church 
were present too. Paul had a similar meeting with the leaders of the church in 
Jerusalem some time before this when Paul had to stand up for the truth of the 
Gospel against the influence of the Judaizers.  

That meeting is recorded for us in Galatians ch. 2 and also in Acts 15 just before 
the Jerusalem Council. I’m sure Paul thought that the whole matter was dealt with 
that day. That the issue was over. That the whole church was now in agreement 
that Salvation is by faith alone in Christ alone, not plus good works, and not plus 
law-keeping and not plus circumcision. We are saved by faith alone in the finished 
work of Christ alone. i.e. Faith in Christ plus nothing else – that’s what saves. 
 
But it seems here that many of those issues are still plaguing the Jewish Church. 
Paul’s 15 years or so in Gentile evangelism has helped him to throw off all these 
old scruples, even though he’d come from a strict background as a Pharisee in 
Jerusalem. But the Judaizers who had travelled around after Paul wherever he 
went, and caused trouble wherever he planted a church, were still there in the 
stronghold of Jerusalem!  
 
What’s more the leaders of the church in Jerusalem seem to still be afraid of them. 
That’s why they ask Paul to go along with their plan of action to appease these 
people and try to prevent any trouble in the church while Paul was there (vs.20-24) 
 
It’s sad, but these church leaders seem to have completely played down Paul’s 
reason for coming to Jerusalem – which was to present a generous gift from the 
Gentile churches to the poorer Jewish church which was going through hard times 
– it’s not even mentioned! They hardly even thank him for the gift he had brought! 
 
After glorifying God for what He had done through Paul in reaching the Gentiles 
(v.20a) in their next breath, they turn Paul’s attention to their Jewish scruples! They 
were so blinded themselves, they couldn’t see how inconsistent they were being! 
 
But sadly their plan was to back-fire on them. For some reason Paul decides to 
submit himself to the course of action suggested by the elders of the Jerusalem 
Church. Maybe he was just submitting to the authority of the elders, (but you know, 
sometimes elders get it wrong!) - Anyhow Paul decides to do what they suggest:  
 
At their last meeting Paul had got an agreement that all anybody from a Gentile 
background had to do once they were saved was to “abstain from food sacrificed 
to idols, from blood, from the meat of strangled animals and from sexual 
immorality.” That’s what James is talking about here in v.24. 
 
Maybe because Paul had got concessions for Gentile believers the last time, he 
now felt it was time to do something for the Jewish believers this time – to join in 
with this purification rite for these four young men at the Jewish Temple…  
 
So Paul does it (v.26). But it was in doing this very thing that Paul ended up being 
seized by the Jews, and then arrested by the Romans, and bound hand and foot, 
just as Agabus had predicted! 
 



The leaders of the Jerusalem Church asked Paul to compromise for the sake of 
keeping peace in the church, but in the end it back-fired on them, a riot breaks out 
in Jerusalem and Paul the Apostle to the Gentiles, ends up getting arrested. 
 
Conclusion 
 
What are we to make of all this?  
 
Well, we have seen this morning, at the start of this final section of the Acts of the 
Apostles, that Paul was ready to go to Jerusalem, and not only to be bound, but 
also to die for the name of the Lord Jesus (21:13).  
 
Paul had a Faith worth dying for, and a Saviour worth living for.  
Many in the history of the church have done the same. They have laid down their 
lives for the sake of the Gospel - but they believed it was worth dying for.  
 
The Gospel is coming under attack these days. It’s not so popular, or so easy, to 
stand up and be counted as a Christian any longer. Society has changed. Things 
that we took as read in the last generation, are now all up for grabs:  
 

- The biblical view of marriage between one man and one woman for life.  
- The idea that not only can two women get married to each other, but that 

it’s legally possible for them to have a child, by means of IVF. Supposedly 
with no ‘man’ involved! (e.g. That's what Ruth Davidson – the leader of the 
Conservatives in Scotland – announced just this week. She’s pregnant!). 

- The repeal of the 8
th
 Amendment in the ROI, to allow for abortion to take 

place right up until 26 weeks of pregnancy. Who saw that coming!? 
- The pressure being brought to bear on N.I. from Westminister to bring our 

abortion laws into line with the rest of the UK, is huge at the moment. 
- These are all ethical and moral issues, but they have the effect of cutting 

the feet from under any of us who claim to be Bible-believing Christians. 
- So maybe the days for standing up and being counted, and for being 

willing to die for the sake of the Gospel, aren’t as far away as we think? 
- And if you try to take this Gospel to Muslim lands around our world, you 

will know then, that you must be prepared to lay down your life for the sake 
of the Gospel. Would you be willing to go, if it meant losing your life? 

 
Paul was. He was willing to go to Jerusalem knowing what lay ahead for him. 

Some tried to put him off. Some prophesied clearly what would happen to him. 
But just like his Saviour before him, he set his face to go to Jerusalem. 

 
We need to know what we believe and why we believe it today. 

And when we do, I hope we would be willing to die for what we believe, 
But first of all, we need to start living as if we believe it! 

We’ve freedom to practise our faith; but what about Sunday & Wednesday nights? 

 


