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Paul Speaks to the Crowd in Jerusalem 

Acts 21:27-22:29 
The Story so far… 

Last time as we looked at the first part of Acts 21 we saw Paul absolutely 
determined to get to Jerusalem at the end of his Third Missionary Journey around 
Europe. When he did get to Jerusalem he discovered that the Judaizers, false 
teachers who had travelled around after him wherever he went, and caused 
trouble wherever he planted a church, were still very active in Jerusalem.  
 
He discovers that the church leaders there seemed to 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 (Acts 21:20-24). 
 
For some reason Paul decides to submit himself to the course of action suggested 
by the elders of the Jerusalem Church. He was asked to join in a purification rite 
for four young men at the Jewish Temple. So he does so in v.26.  
 
But it is in doing this very thing that Paul ends up being seized by the Jews, and 
then arrested by the Romans and bound hand and foot, just as the prophet 
Agabus had predicted back in v.11. 
 
So the leaders of the Jerusalem Church had tried to get Paul to compromise for 
the sake of keeping peace in the church, but in the end it all back-fired on them, a 
riot breaks out in Jerusalem, and Paul ends up getting arrested! 
 
1. Paul’s Arrest (21:27-40) 
 
It was some Jews from Asia who recognise Paul from his travels there (probably in 
Ephesus) and stir up the crowd against him (vs.27-29).  
 
The whole city of Jerusalem goes into an uproar because of Paul (21:30-32). 
The Jews shut the Temple gates so that Paul would have no place of refuge and 
were in the process of killing him, when the Roman Soldiers arrive and stop them. 
 
But the Roman Commander arrests Paul (vs.33-36) - partly to save his life, and 
partly to find out what was going on. 
 
Paul has to be carried by the soldiers to the safety of the Barracks – the Fortress 
of Antonia, which was near the Temple precincts.  
But as Paul is man-handled to get him to safety he stops and asks for the right to 
address the crowd to defend himself.  
He speaks to the Roman Commander in Greek, which surprises him, because he 
thought that his prisoner was an Egytian (vs.37-40).  

The Roman commander mistook Paul for an Egyptian revolutionary who had led 
4000 ‘sicarii’ / dagger-men / Jewish anti-Roman terrorists out into the desert.  
Many of them had been killed by the Romans, but their leader escaped.  
He thought Paul was him!? 
 
When the commander realises Paul is not the leader of any terrorists, he permits 
him to speak to the crowd. Paul now changes his tack and addresses the crowd 
not in Greek, but in Aramaic or Hebrew – the language of the Jews. Paul was an 
intelligent man, knowing when to use the language to suit the moment best. 
 
2. Paul’s Defence (22:1-21) 
 
Paul’s Defence to the crowd here is a good example of how to bear witness to 
Jesus, how to give your testimony. Because that’s all he does here.  
Perhaps he was remembering that he was supposed to use these occasions as 
opportunities for witness, and that the Holy Spirit would give him the words to say.  
 
Back in Acts 9:15 he was told right from his conversion that he would be God’s… 

“chosen instrument to carry my name before the Gentiles and their kings and 
before the people of Israel. I will show him how much he must suffer for my name.” 
 
But back in the Gospels Jesus told the rest of the disciples that when they were 
arrested for their faith in Jesus they were to use their defence as an opportunity to 
witness for Jesus, they weren’t to worry about what they would say, because the 
Holy Spirit would help them and give them the words to say. 
 
Paul would soon get further opportunities in the days that followed to testify to 
Kings, Governors and every level of Roman Society – right to the very heart of 
Rome as he would make his defence before Caesar himself!  
Paul always took his opportunities – he didn’t miss any.  
He always remembered to use these occasions to witness for Jesus.  
 
We get plenty of opportunities to witness for Jesus too, but how often do we take 
them, how often do we use them? I’m sure our circumstances aren’t half as 
dangerous or as threatening as Paul’s and yet we so often stay quiet. What should 
we say at such times? Well Paul stuck to his own story of what the Lord had done 
for him. His testimony consisted of three points: before, during and after his 
conversion to Christ: 
 
(i) Paul’s life before his conversion (vs.1-5) (BEFORE) 
 
(v.1) Paul begins his defence by referring to his hearers as ‘Brothers and fathers’ 
because that is what they were – they were his fellow Jews – his spiritual brothers 
and fathers of his boyhood faith.  



(v.2) The very fact that he speaks to them in Aramaic brings a quiet, even 
reverent, hush over the crowd. This is ‘one of their own’ speaking to them. This is 
not some foreign missionary – this is one of their own – that’s always a powerful 
witness. Many of them would have known him already. 
 
(v.3) Paul then outlines his credentials to this Jewish audience.  
He begins: “I am a Jew” – (N.B. Not I was a Jew, but I am a Jew).  
There was nothing wrong with his Jewish background, his Old Testament faith as 
we would call it. Any true self-respecting Jew should have done exactly what he 
had done – put his faith in Jesus of Nazareth, because he was the Messiah the 
Jewish faith had been looking forward to for all these centuries.  
So he wasn’t turning his back on his Jewish up-bringing at all, he was embracing 
all that it pointed to – Christ. 
 
So he says, “I am a Jew, born in Tarsus of Cilicia,” in the North East corner of the 
Mediterranean Sea.  That’s where he was born, but he was “brought up in this city” 
– Jerusalem. So as a boy, or certainly as a young man he had come to Jerusalem 
to study his faith under the greatest of teachers – Rabbi Gamaliel – highly 
respected by all who stood in that crowd that day. So far so good. 
 “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.” 
 
So in other words he was saying, you might think you’re zealous for God, I was 
more! How did he demonstrate this zeal? Well he says,  

“I persecuted the followers of this Way to their death, 
arresting both men and women and throwing them into prison.” 

 
He called Christians – ‘the followers of the Way’ – what did he mean by that? 
Well it seems to have been a common term used of the early Christians in Jewish 
circles, as long as they were seen as a sect within Judaism. But why “the Way”?  
 
Well surely it must stem from their emphasis on the words of Jesus when he said, 
 “I am the Way, the Truth and the Life, no one comes to the Father, except 
 through me!” (John 14:6). They claimed Jesus was the only Way to God. 
And he still is today. There is no other way to get right with God, than by trusting in 
who Jesus is – The Son of God, and in what he has done to save us – his finished 
work and perfect sacrifice for our sins, once and for all on the cross. There is no 
other way. All roads don’t lead to God! It’s not a matter of you choose your way, 
and I’ll choose my way and we’ll all get to God in the end! Because we won’t! 
Unless you come by Jesus, and by the way of the cross you cannot be saved. 
 
(v.5) Then Paul reminds his hearers that their own High Priest and all the Council 
– The Jewish Sanhedrin can testify to that, because they were the ones who gave 
him authority to go and root out these Christians and arrest them and put them to 
death!  

In fact he was on their business the day he went to Damascus to bring back more 
Christians to Jerusalem to be punished! (v.5). 
 
So that’s the sort of person Paul was – Religious, yes! Zealous for God, yes! 
Sincere, yes! – But sincerely wrong! Just like many people today.  
 
He was ruthless in trying to stamp out God’s people, Christians, the followers of 
Jesus, the followers of the Way. He even committed murder in the process and all 
kinds of terrible torture, but he still thought he was right with God, and that these 
Christians were the enemy! 
 
If anybody had said in those days that Saul of Tarsus would one day be a 
Christian, in fact the greatest Christian missionary and preacher and theologian 
the world has ever seen, and a contributor to the Christian Scriptures, his friends 
would have laughed at the very thought of it.  

What? – Saul of Tarsus – a Christian – come off it? But he did! 
 
(ii) Paul’s conversion experience (vs.6-16) (DURING) 
 
Notice God stepped into Paul’s life. God took the initiative. 
 
(v.6) It was about noon as Paul came near the city of Damascus. He was just 
going about his business, not expecting anything dramatic to happen that day. 
 
But God had different plans. All of a sudden God shone his light all around Saul 
and into his heart. It was a bright light from heaven. He knew where it was from! 
He fell to the ground and he heard a voice speaking to him personally.  
 
In v.9 we’re told that his companions saw the light, but they didn’t understand the 
voice that was speaking to Saul. He might have been in a crowd, surrounded by 
his companions, but God had singled him out. God was speaking to him that day. 
God was doing business with Saul on his own that day. And that’s how God works.  
 
Conversion is a very personal thing. Each one’s story is different, how God gets 
our attention, but he does get it, he does speak to us, and in that moment we have 
to respond to him. The voice from heaven said to him,  

“Saul! Saul! Why are you persecuting me?” 
I’m sure Saul never had thought about it like that before. He just thought he was 
getting rid of a few more fanatical Christians, but the voice from heaven said, 
“You’re persecuting me!” This was a personal war that Saul of Tarsus was waging. 
But what he didn’t realize was that he was fighting against the very person he 
thought he was serving – God! And the penny had dropped – look at Saul’s first 
words in reply: “Who are you, Lord?” he asked (v.8). 
He hardly needed to ask – he knew it was the Lord he had come face to face with: 
 “I am Jesus of Nazareth, whom you are persecuting.” 



Here Saul of Tarsus had come face to face with none other than Jesus of 
Nazareth. The prophet from back-water Galilee, who had been nailed to a cross 
outside Jerusalem a few years earlier. As far as Saul was concerned he was dead 
and gone. But now he knew he wasn’t dead and gone, he was very much alive – 
he was speaking to him from heaven! Jesus is not dead – he is very much alive. 
He did rise again from the dead, and he did ascend back into heaven.  
He’s still there ready to be the Saviour of anyone who will put their trust in Him. 
 
 “What shall I do, Lord?” (v.10) 
 
Well the Lord had already prepared another man, Ananias – a Christian believer in 
Damascus – to be his instrument to bring Saul of Tarsus to faith in Christ. So the 
Lord told him to get up and go into Damascus, not on his war horse, but being led 
by his companions by the hand, because now he was blind, now the great Saul of 
Tarsus had been humbled - There he would be told all that he had to do (v.10-11). 
 
 So Paul continues with his defense before the crowd in Jerusalem.  
 They’re still quiet, still listening patiently to all he has to say. 
 
(v.12) So once in Damascus this man called Ananias came to see him. And just 
like many in Paul’s audience that day ‘he was a devout observer of the law and 
highly respected by all the Jews living there’ in Damascus. 
 
(v.13) This devout Jewish believer, then stood beside Saul and said, “Brother Saul, 
receive your sight!” And at that very moment the scales fell off Saul’s eyes and he 
was able to see – but not just able to see physically, for the first time in his life he 
was able to see the truth spiritually as well. He could now see that Jesus of 
Nazareth was the Messiah, the one they had all been waiting for – he was the 
Saviour of the world! 
 
(v.14-16) But Ananias had another message for Saul of Tarsus that day. Not only 
was that the day of his conversion to Christ, it was also the day of his calling to 
be a witness for Jesus – to be an evangelist, an apostle to tell others about Jesus. 
 

“The God of our Fathers (i.e. The God of the Jews) appointed you to know 
his will, to see the Righteous One and to hear a voice from his mouth 
(meaning Jesus, the Messiah). For you will be a witness for him to 
everyone of what you have seen and heard. And now why do you wait?  
Rise and be baptized and wash away your sins, calling on his name.” 
 

The Bible says, “Whoever shall call upon the name of the Lord shall be saved.” 
That’s all we have to do – call on the Lord to save us, and as soon as we do, he 
saves us. And that even goes for the worst of sinners – even the likes of Saul of 
Tarsus, so it certainly includes each of us here this morning!  
Call on his name and be saved, and you’ll have your sins washed away because:  

“The blood of Jesus, God’s Son, cleanses us from all sin.” 
 
And then once we have trusted in Jesus and been saved, or born again, then we 
should be baptized, just as Saul of Tarsus was here – a man in his 30s.  
He was baptized as a new believer in Christ. That’s how Paul was converted to 
Christ. God stepped into his life that day.  
 
Have you been converted to Christ – has God come into your life and become 
your Saviour? Do you know your sins have been forgiven and washed away, like 
Saul?  - So we’ve seen the Before, and the During, but what about the After? 
 
(iii) Paul’s life since his conversion (vs.17-21) (AFTER) 
 
It was actually some years later – about three years later – that Paul finally got 
back to Jerusalem. But when he did – he went straight to the Temple – so he still 
respected the Temple – even now as a born again Christian from a Jewish 
background. 
 
In v.17 he went to the Temple to pray. Nothing wrong with that – It was God’s 
house – it was supposed to be a place of prayer. But while he was there praying to 
God, he fell into a trance. In his trance he saw the Lord speaking to him – so this 
was a vision. The Lord said to him at that time,  
 

“Make haste and get out of Jerusalem quickly, because they    
(that is, the Jews) will not accept your testimony about me.” (v.18). 
 

At which point Paul argues with the Lord! (vs.19-20)  
 

“Lord, they themselves know that in one synagogue after another I 
imprisoned and beat those who believed in you.  
And when the blood of Stephen your witness (martyr) was being shed, I 
myself was standing by and approving and watching over the garments of 
those who killed him.”  
 

In other words Paul was saying ‘Can I not stay around here and witness to these 
Jews – let them see the change in my life – surely that will speak volumes to them’ 
 
But the Lord said no! He knew that these Jews were so annoyed about Saul 
‘changing sides’ as they saw it that they just wouldn’t accept his witness or 
testimony about Jesus.  
 
So…and this was the punch-line of Paul’s speech that day, God said to him (v.21): 

“Go, for I will send you far away to the Gentiles.” 
 

At that point the crowd goes hopping mad - and the riot breaks out again! 



You see this was the reason why the Jews turned against Paul – It wasn’t just that 
he had become a follower of this Christian sect, it was his Gentile evangelism! 
(vs.22-23) 
 
Up until he said the word ‘Gentile’ they were listening in hushed silence (v.21-22). 
- This was racism. This was bigotry at its worst. The Jews just couldn’t get it into 
their heads that God could have any time at all for other nationalities to be saved! 
 
Centuries of bigotry and hatred had grown up to blind their minds to the spiritual 
needs of those all around them. But you know, we need to be careful too that the 
same thing doesn’t happen to us! Whatever side of the political or religious divide 
you were brought up in Ireland, God still wants to save people from ‘the other side’ 
as far as you are concerned, whatever side that might be. God wants to save 
people from any nationality living in Ireland or in any country around the world. 
God has a big vision. We are the ones who try to restrict him by our prejudices and 
bigotry, God wants to save all men, and women, and young people - from 
whatever background they come. 
 
But the crowd just went mad at this point – a bit like we see in Middle Eastern 
conflicts to this day. When some atrocity happens on one side or the other, they 
take to the streets flinging dust in the air, just going mad for revenge.  
That’s what it was like! 
 
But the Roman Commander (v.24) gave orders for Paul to be taken on into the 
barracks to be flogged and interrogated to find out what the trouble was all about. 
 
But it was as they were stretching Paul out to flog him (with the leather whips with 
pieces of bone and metal stuck into them) that Paul quietly said, 
 

Hold on here a minute, “Is it lawful for you to flog a man  
who is a Roman Citizen and uncondemned?”  

 
Of course Paul knew that it wasn’t legal. He was playing his citizenship card here. 
 
3. Paul’s Citizenship (22:22-29) 
 
The moment the Roman Centurion realised Paul was a Roman Citizen (vs.24-26) 
he reports this to his commanding officer, the Tribune, who comes down quickly to 
Paul to find out if it really was true. (v.27-28) 
 
He discovers that it is true – Paul is a Roman Citizen, as well as a citizen of an 
important City - Tarshish, in Cilicia.  
 
Paul even had his citizenship by right, the Roman Commander has to admit that 
he had paid a lot of money for his – probably as a bribe to some official!  

Paul had more rights under Roman Law than this Commander had.  
- No Roman Citizen was allowed to be flogged or beaten with rods or crucified.  
- Roman Citizens were exempt from all the worst treatments that the Romans kept 
for their worst enemies. 
- Paul was a Roman Citizen and he knew his rights, so here he declares them. 
 
This gave the Roman Commander a big problem - he had put a Roman Citizen in 
chains! Something he could actually lose his own life for! (v.29). 
 
Paul now had his captors where he wanted them. He had rights, and he was going 
to stand on them, until he got some measure of justice. Paul didn’t just roll over 
and give in, and go quietly. He knew that God was in control of his situation, even 
when it seemed totally out of control.  
 
As he quietly, but forcefully demanded his rights, he knew he would get further 
opportunities to bear witness for his Lord, even before the highest courts in the 
Empire. That’s what he was doing, and if necessary he was willing not only to bear 
witness for Jesus in Jerusalem, but even in Rome also. 
 
Daniel McArthur from Ashers Bakery has been standing up for his rights, quietly 
and graciously, over the last 2 years, as he’s had to stand in front of judges and 
tribunals at every level of the Judicial system. He is standing up for liberty of 
conscience and free speech. And he has done it so well.  
He has rights, and he has been standing up for them. For all of us. 
 
Conclusion 
 
We like to stand up for our rights, don’t we?  
But how willing are we to simply bear witness for Jesus?  
 
Our circumstances are nowhere near as difficult as Paul’s were, or Daniel’s are, 
and yet we keep quiet and say nothing, rather than speak a few words of witness, 
or give our testimony, or tell our story of what the Lord has done for us. 
 
 Surely if God has really changed us, as we say he has,  
 why aren’t we more vocal about witnessing for him? 
 
Jesus died and rose again for us, so that we would become His Witnesses.  
 
So what’s the problem?   
(See Luke 24:45-49, Acts 1:8).  
 
We are called to be His Witnesses! 
 
Will you take your opportunities to witness for Jesus this week? 


