
All Scripture is from the NKJV unless otherwise noted. 1 

Text: Acts 21:17-26 
Title: Paul Reports to Jerusalem 
Truth: What God did in Paul’s ministry was not what some people thought Paul 
was doing in his ministry. 
Date/Location: Wednesday 2/11/2014 and 2/26/2025 at FBC 
 

Introduction 

The ministry report offered Paul an opportunity to glorify God for His work, 
and also to correct a misconception that was circulating thanks to the 
rumor mill. 

Paul and his crew spent about 12 days in Jerusalem (Acts 21:18-23:30). 

21:17 – day 1 
21:18 – day 2 
21:26 – day 3 
21:27 – days 4-9 or 10 
22:30 – day 10 or 11 
23:12 – day 11 or 12 
23:32 – day 12 or 13, when Paul has left Jerusalem 

I. Ministry Report, v. 17-19 

A. Other occurrences of “missionary reports” are found in Acts 14:26-27 and 
18:22.  

B. We follow this apostolic example of informing the church about the 
missionary ministry. How? By inviting missionaries to come when they 
are on furlough. By sharing their prayer letters every week in the church. 
This provides accountability for the missionary because he must show 
that he is actually doing the work. This also permits the church to be 
involved in the blessing of hearing what God is doing in far away lands. 

 We also inform the church family about the work that is going on locally. 
This happens at our annual general meeting and throughout the year. 

C. Note the reception by the church – “received us gladly.” It certainly is 
wonderful to receive a warm welcome. They waited until the next day to 
give us a report. 

D. The list of people attending is interesting: Paul, us, James, and all the 
elders. The “us” alerts us that Luke is likely part of the group, and it 
appears from 20:5-6 that a number of other men also are part of the 
team: “Sopater of Berea accompanied him to Asia—also Aristarchus and 
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Secundus of the Thessalonians, and Gaius of Derbe, and Timothy, and 
Tychicus and Trophimus of Asia.” 

E. Paul told in detail those things which God had done among the Gentiles 
through his ministry. He expounded or reported everything about the 
Lord’s work in Galatia, Phrygia, Ephesus, the riot, the miracles, the death 
threat, Troas, saying goodbye to the Ephesian elders and teaching them 
one last time, and then the journeys back to Jerusalem. 

 Notice that God was given the credit for work done. We cannot have it 
any other way. We did not do it. Nor can we say the sinner did it. It is 
“God did it,” “Jesus did it,” and “the Holy Spirit did it.” 

1. God does His work through our ministry. In fact, He grants that 
ministry—1 Timothy 1:12. 

2. God does His work through the sinner’s faith. In fact, He grants that 
faith, Ephesians 2:8, John 6:44, 6:65. 

3. It is God’s work from start to finish that saves and carries on Christian 
ministry. Philippians 1:6, 2:13. 

4. This reality is convicting because it keeps us humble. It is also 
encouraging because if we are praying and hoping to accomplish 
something for the Lord, we can trust Him to do the work that only He 
can do. 

II. Response to Ministry Report, v. 20-25 

A. The Christians in the Jerusalem church glorified the Lord when they heard 
the news of all the work God was doing. 

B. Then they gave their own report about many Jews who believed. The 
word they use is “myriads” which is a very large number but not a 
specific number. It is certainly in the thousands since we know of three 
thousand saved (Acts 2:41) and five thousand (Acts 4:4). Consequently, 
they have a lot of Christian people who grew up under the Mosaic Law 
and they are zealous to maintain of it what they can while being 
Christian. 

C. They also gave a report about how misinformation concerning Paul’s 
ministry was causing these converts to be deeply concerned. Note that 
misinformation, wrong though it was, had a real effect. It caused real 
problems that really need to be dealt with and could not be ignored. This 
was going to cause the church to gather and have a meeting about this 
matter because it was such a controversy. 
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D. What is the nature of the misinformation? They said that Paul was 
teaching Jews to forsake Moses, to not circumcise your children, and to 
not walk in the Jewish customs. This was entirely false.  

 This was actually a common misinterpretation of what Paul was saying.  

E. When you say something publicly, there is often  someone in the crowd 
who “hears” it a different way. If they ask a question that reveals their 
misunderstanding or the lack of precision in the speaker’s explanation, it 
is good. But many times they willingly and/or unlovingly carry that 
misunderstanding with them. Either they are ignorantly misinformed or 
they become upset. They might speculate about the motives of the 
preacher, and think evil of him. 

 Be very careful HOW you hear. Listen and think, do not jump to 
conclusions. 

F. Paul was, at that very moment, participating in a Jewish custom! He 
himself had been circumcised; he had Timothy circumcised; and he 
believed that the law was good—if one uses it lawfully (1 Timothy 1:8). 
The charges were false on all counts. 

G. Where did the misunderstanding come from? People heard, “you are not 
saved by keeping the Law of Moses” and they thought it meant “forsake 
the law and its customs entirely.” People heard, “if you are circumcised, 
you are a debtor to keep the whole law.” They heard, “circumcision is 
not necessary to be saved.” What they thought it meant was, “you 
cannot circumcise your children.” Paul never said what they were 
thinking it meant. What needed to happen was that they back up and 
think: did circumcision of the male body part ever create heart 
circumcision and regeneration? No. Did keeping the law ever make 
someone right with God? No, not even in the Old Testament time did it 
do that. Keeping the Law never saved anyone at any time in world 
history, not Jews, and not Gentiles. 

H. The leaders of the church suggested how Paul could diffuse the whole 
thing, apart from a direct confrontation with his accusers (v. 23-24, 26). 
This would serve to show-not-just-tell the opponents about Paul’s real 
beliefs. 

1. How Paul would do this: Basically he would put himself under the law 
in a public fashion so everyone could see that he is not against it. He 
would follow the purification ritual and pay the men’s expenses so 
they could shave their heads. These men had apparently taken a 
Nazirite vow, since they needed a haircut. Paul’s paying of expenses 
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was not just to pay the barber, but to pay for the sacrificial ritual as 
well. This was an act of benevolence for Paul, perhaps helping four 
poor men, and would be considered a very honorable thing for Paul to 
do to show solidarity with his people. (It is amazing what paying for 
someone’s expenses can do to a relationship.) 

2. The situation and the cleansing ritual and sacrifice may be explained 
by ritual defilement (Numbers 6:9-12), or the completion of the 
period of the vow (6:13-21). 

3. Paul bent over backwards, according to his principle of 1 Cor. 9:20. He 
did not mind restricting his liberty or going the extra mile in order to 
help people in their spiritual walk. 

 A commentator explains: “Coming from abroad, Paul would have had 
to regain ceremonial purity by a seven day ritual of purification before 
he could be present at the absolution ceremony of the four Jewish 
Christians in the Jerusalem temple. This ritual included reporting to 
one of the priests and being sprinkled with water of atonement on the 
third and seventh days.”1 

 Remember, Paul had taken a vow in Acts 18:18 some years earlier, so 
he was not adverse to doing that. 

4. Verse 26 shows that He did exactly what was agreed upon. He went 
through purification ritual, and was going to make an offering, an 
animal sacrifice. 

 What about that?! This ought to catch our attention. What would Paul 
be doing offering an animal sacrifice? Even if he were “only” paying 
for and supporting the other men to make an animal sacrifice, this still 
implicates Paul in animal sacrifices in the age of grace, after the cross 
of Christ. That is not supposed to happen, is it? 

5. I can easily fit Paul’s animal sacrifice into a memorial view of animal 
sacrifices, as some theologians interpret the animal sacrifices in the 
millennial temple (Ezekiel 40:41-43, 43:18, 44:11, 44:30, 46:24).  

 We can also fit them into our understanding in a better way. Animal 
sacrifices were never effective to fully remove sin. Sacrifices were 
completely ineffective to one who had no faith. To those with faith, 
sacrifices would provide a real forgiveness in terms of the temporal, 

 
1 Ajith Fernando, Acts, The NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan 
Publishing House, 1998), 553, quoting Longenecker at this location with no citation. 
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governmental, legal framework of the nation of Israel. They did not 
provide spiritual salvation or forgiveness at the level required for 
spiritual salvation. So Paul was simply operating at the temporal, 
governmental level. He was not undercutting his theology of the 
gospel any more than when he took Timothy and had him 
circumcised. He did that to help Timothy (a Jew) avoid unnecessary 
offense (Acts 16:3). Titus was not circumcised, for he was a Greek. 

6. Jewish Christians would likely receive His overture as genuine and they 
would be satisfied that their thoughts were misinformed. They would 
know that Paul walked orderly and kept the Law. But the Jewish non-
Christian opposition to his ministry was deeper than this simple ritual 
could placate. 

7. It is not realistic to think that the elders in the Jerusalem church were 
luring Paul into a trap. But they probably did have some level of 
concern about their own ministry if Paul did not do something to 
show the accusers were wrong. 

I. Would I follow this advice? Would I do what Paul did? No. Why? 

1. I am not a Jew insofar as I know, and so I could not go into the temple 
(see the later false charge by the crowd). 

2. The temple is not presently standing and the sacrificial system is gone. 

3. Even if (1) and (2) were not problems, doing the sacrifice would be too 
confusing to outside observers for the gospel. We need a clear 
testimony of the finality of Christ’s sacrifice, even in the face of 
misunderstanding of the role of sacrifice in the first place. I am not 
saying what Paul did was wrong, but I would figure out a different way 
to appease those detractors who had wrong information about my 
ministry. Teaching in a friendly environment would be my choice. 

4. This situation cannot exactly be replicated today, so the church would 
not have to deal with it exactly this way. But other situations arise and 
wisdom is needed to navigate the situation. 

J. In verse 25, the brothers in the Jerusalem church shift gears from talking 
about Jewish believers to talking about the Gentile Christians. They 
reminded Paul about what they decided at the Jerusalem council.  

1. The things that the Gentiles were told to avoid were either out and out 
sin (idolatry and sexual immorality), things commanded by God for all 
humanity (eating blood, Gen. 9:4), or severely offensive to the Jewish 
conscience (things strangled). 
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2.  It has always puzzled me why they said this to Paul, because Paul was 
there in Acts 15. He already knew this and had been preaching it for a 
while. Why the repetition? In short, for them to reiterate that they 
still hold the view decided by the Council in Acts 15, despite giving 
advice that might seem contrary to it in Paul’s case. This special case 
required special handling, not to undermine the gospel but to support 
Paul’s ministry credibility in the gospel. 

 Bruce gives a decent answer to this quandary. His point is that the 
Jewish church leaders are re-emphasizing their commitment to the 
Acts 15 council decision, not to put Gentiles under the Law, but they 
believe that in the present situation it is necessary for them to do 
something drastic to show the Jewish people they are not opposed to 
culture or Law.  

 Marshall adds that perhaps the declaration was given to review the 
church’s earlier decision for the benefit of Paul’s traveling companions 
who may not have been first-hand recipients of it. In any case, it 
serves to show that Gentiles do NOT have to follow the Law to have 
fellowship in the church. 

Conclusion, v. 26 

The apostle immediately began to execute the suggested plan. He went 
through the ritual to become ceremonially clean (purified), and went into 
the temple to perform the necessary notification and preparation for an 
offering that they would make to conclude their vow. This peaceful 
activity would be rudely interrupted by some people from Asia who had 
been misinformed about Paul’s teaching. 

We observed two main portions of discussion in Jerusalem. The first was 
about what God had done through their ministry. The second portion 
concerned what Paul was doing and supposed errors in his teaching. 
While this had to be handled, it was not ultimately profitable. I suggest 
we focus on what God is doing as opposed to what people are doing! 

Another principle we should glean from this passage is how the church 
handled a sensitive and controversial matter. They addressed the issue 
straightforwardly and came up with a plan to address it. They did not 
split over it. The church leadership was full of love for God and for the 
people to whom they ministered and they wanted to handle the matter 
well. 

 MAP 


