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1. Paul welcomed in Jerusalem (cf. Acts 21:17-26) 

a. Paul met with the leaders of the church there (James and all the elders), and gave them a full 

report of his work.  They were thankful for what God was doing among the Gentiles and saw 

some of the Gentile converts who had come with Paul and could tell of their genuine love for and 

commitment to Jesus.  However, in Jerusalem the Christian community was almost entirely from 

a Jewish background and they seemed to still value many of the Jewish laws and customs being 

zealous for the law. 

b. The Christian community in Jerusalem had heard false rumors about Paul that he had become 

essentially anti-Jewish, and told Jewish Christians that it was wrong for them to continue in 

Jewish laws and customs.  From Rom. 14:4-6 it appears that he didn’t have a problem with 

Jewish Christians who wanted to continue to observe old customs and laws; he himself did so 

sometimes like when he took and fulfilled a vow of consecration in Acts 18:18-21.  Paul seemed 

fine with this, so long as they didn’t think it made them more right before God.   

c. The elders advised Paul to both join and sponsor four Christians from a Jewish background who 

had made a vow of consecration similar to Paul’s Nazirite vow mentioned in Acts 18:18-21. 

d. The elders believed this would convince everyone that Paul did not preach against Jewish laws 

and customs for those Christians who wanted to observe them.  Paul agreed to demonstrate that 

he never taught Christian Jews to forsake Moses and not to circumcise their children and that 

they were required to ignore Jewish customs, as he had been falsely accused of. 

i. The Jerusalem elders understood that this had nothing to do with Gentiles who believe in 

Jesus; they did not have to perform any Jewish rituals to be right with God.  

e. Paul agreed because there was never a hint that such things would be required of Gentiles as a 

test of righteousness.  “He had shown them that their ceremonies were useless but not 

destructive; that they were only dangerous when they depended on them for salvation.” (Clarke)   

i. Many commentators believe this was a terrible mistake on Paul’s part.  Yet Paul’s motive is 

explained in 1 Cor. 9:20, “to the Jews I became as a Jew, that I might win Jews; to those who 

are under the law, as under the law, that I might win those who are under the law...” 

f. This offering which was an animal sacrifice, was not in any way for the purpose of atonement or 

forgiveness.  The only the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross atones for sin.  Not every sacrifice in the 

Jewish system was for atonement; many were for thanksgiving or dedication, as this one was. 

2. Paul persecuted in Jerusalem (cf. Acts 21:26-40)  “Now when the seven days were almost ended, the 

Jews from Asia, seeing him in the temple, stirred up the whole crowd and laid hands on him,” 
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a. His enemies claimed that Paul was against the people of Israel, the law, and the temple.  Paul 

simply rejected trust in any of these as a basis for righteousness before God which is only 

through Jesus Christ.    The charges against Paul in Acts 21:28 are an echo of the charges against 

Stephen Acts 6:13.  Paul, who had helped preside over that execution, is now accused in a similar 

way. 

b. At a major Jewish feast, these accusations would be inflammatory and the crowds became 

enraged believing also that he had profaned the temple by bringing Gentiles into its inner courts. 

It was absolutely prohibited for Gentiles to go beyond the designated “Court of the Gentiles” in 

the temple grounds. Signs were posted which read (in both Greek and Latin): “No foreigner may 

enter within the barricade which surrounds the temple and enclosure. Anyone who is caught 

trespassing will bear personal responsibility for his ensuing death.”  The Romans were so 

sensitive to this that they authorized the Jews to execute anyone that offended in this way, even 

if the offender was a Roman citizen. 

c. The mob didn’t just want to take him out of the temple courts; they wanted to kill him, right 

there in the outer courtyard area of the temple mount.  In the Tower of Antonia, the northwest 

corner of the temple, were more than 500 Roman soldiers were stationed only two flights of 

stairs from the Court of the Gentiles. 

d. When the Jews saw the Roman soldiers, they stopped beating Paul. They arrested Paul both for 

his own protection and to remove the cause of the uproar.  Paul probably remembered the 

prophecy of Agabus (cf. Acts 21:11). 

e. At first, the Roman commander thought that Paul was a terrorist, and was surprised that Paul 

was an educated man and could speak Greek.  The language itself was a surprise, because it 

showed that Paul was a man educated in the Greek world, not just any rabble-rouser.  And the 

phrase itself was a surprise because it seems far too polite and reserved.  One would not expect 

Paul to be saying politely, “Pardon me sir, may I have a moment with you?”  The Egyptian 

mentioned, also mentioned by Josephus, led a ragged army of four thousand men to the Mount 

of Olives where they declared they would take over the temple mount.  Roman soldiers had 

quickly scattered them, but the leader got away.  As Paul identified himself to the Roman 

commander, it put him in an entirely different standing.  He was a citizen of Tarsus, not a 

suspected terrorist. 

f. Even when his life was in danger from an angry mob and he was suspected of being a dangerous 

criminal, Paul had one thing on his mind: “Let me preach the gospel!”  

g. Why did the commander permit Paul to speak to the crowd?  Perhaps he had recognized that he 

had done wrong to Paul, a Roman citizen, when he bound him with chains and because he hoped 

that Paul’s speech might quiet down the mob. 

h. What a dramatic moment! Paul, standing on stairs overlooking the massive open courtyard of 

the temple mount, made a dramatic sweep of his hand – and the angry, rioting mob fell silent. 

Then, Paul spoke to them in the Hebrew language, identifying himself with his Jewish audience, 
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not with his Roman protectors.   This was an opportunity Paul had waited a lifetime for.  He had 

an incredible passion for the salvation of his fellow Jews (cf. Rom. 9:1-5). 

3. It begins with rejection by men, but rejection is not persecution. 

a. Jesus was rejected by men; they sought to make Him stumble.  Luke 11:53-54, “And as He said 

these things to them, the scribes and the Pharisees began to assail Him vehemently, and to cross-

examine Him about many things, lying in wait for Him, and seeking to catch Him in something He 

might say, that they might accuse Him.”  

b. Earthly rejection, properly embraced, is an opportunity to gain heavenly treasure; turn your pain 

into pearls.  Pearls at 12 gates, Rev. 21:21, “The twelve gates were twelve pearls: each individual 

gate was of one pearl.”  Acts 14:22, “We must through many tribulations enter the kingdom of 

God.” 

c. One of the greatest challenges of Christian ministry is to make myself vulnerable to kindness and 

affection, while not allowing myself to be penetrated by rejection. 

d. Looking at your source of acceptance (God) brings healing from rejection.  If a man’s acceptance 

will build you up, then man’s rejection will devastate.  Jesus was not touched by the praise of 

men, so He was not wounded by the rejection of man; He did not allow man’s praises to feed His 

soul.  Jn. 2:23-25, “Now when He was in Jerusalem at the Passover, during the feast, many 

believed in His name when they saw the signs which He did.  But Jesus did not commit Himself to 

them, because He knew all men, and had no need that anyone should testify of man, for He knew 

what was in man.” 

4. Persecution is a normal response to the growth of the Church and to the worship of Christ. 

a. Deliverance is promised to the offspring of Adam & Eve, but it will take place in a process of 

bruising and pain; Gen. 3:15, “And I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between 

your seed and her Seed; He shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise His heel.”   

b. Then murder follows naturally worship in the story of Cain and Abel.  (cf. Gen. 4:3-8) 

i. Jesus perceived Abel’s death as martyrdom.  Mt. 23:33-35, “Serpents, brood of vipers! How 

can you escape the condemnation of hell?  Therefore, indeed, I send you prophets, wise men, 

and scribes: some of them you will kill and crucify, and some of them you will scourge in your 

synagogues and persecute from city to city, that on you may come all the righteous bloodshed 

on the earth, from the blood of righteous Abel to the blood of Zechariah, son of Berechiah, 

whom you murdered between the temple and the altar.”   

ii. 1 Jn. 3:11-13, “For this is the message that you heard from the beginning, that we should love 

one another, not as Cain who was of the wicked one and murdered his brother.  And why did 

he murder him?  Because his works were evil and his brother's righteous.  Do not marvel, my 

brethren, if the world hates you.” 

c. Persecution is promised in the Bible to those who choose to walk with Christ.   

i. Acts 9:16, “For I will show him how many things he must suffer for My name's sake.” 

ii. Acts 14:22, “strengthening the souls of the disciples, exhorting them to continue in the faith, 

and saying, "We must through many tribulations enter the kingdom of God.” 
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iii. 1 Thess. 3:3, “no one should be shaken by these afflictions; for you yourselves know that we 

are appointed to this.” 

iv. 1 Pet. 2:21, “For to this you were called, because Christ also suffered for us, leaving us an 

example, that you should follow His steps...” 

v. 1 Pet. 3:9, 17, “not returning evil for evil or reviling for reviling, but on the contrary blessing, 

knowing that you were called to this, that you may inherit a blessing... For it is better, if it is 

the will of God, to suffer for doing good than for doing evil.” 

vi. Mt. 10:19-20, “but when they deliver you up, do not worry about how or what you should 

speak. For it will be given to you in that hour what you should speak; for it is not you who 

speak, but the Spirit of your Father who speaks in you.” 

vii. As Josef Ton observed, “Christ's cross was for propitiation.  Our cross is for propagation.” 

d. The hope of the persecuted is solidified with the Revelation of John’s vision of the victorious 

Lamb.  Written to address the apparent discrepancy between the belief that God's kingdom has 

come and that Jesus Christ is Lord and the reality that the forces of evil continued to exist, to 

dominate the culture and even flourish, while oppressing Christians to varying degrees, 

Revelation provide the churches with what they most needed; a revelation of who Jesus Christ is. 

God's priority is not so much to answer the questions that His people may have as to why they 

are persecuted as to give them a revelation of Himself.  In this final book of the Bible, Jesus is 

revealed as the one who is in the midst of the churches, as one who is in control of history and 

who will soon bring history to its conclusion.  The believers to whom John writes face the 

challenge of witnessing for Christ in the midst of temptations to compromise with idolatry. John 

sees the persecution as increasing and his warning is meant to prepare the churches for that day, 

as well as for the challenges they presently face.  He sees that not all of the churches are 

prepared; some are already well on their way to denying Christ.  The Christian in Revelation is 

called to witness for Christ, even to the point of death, in the midst of compromising Christianity 

and a hostile world, knowing that his reward is coming. Revelation helps us to see that there is 

always hope. 

e. We continue the task of taking the gospel to the end of the earth, knowing that He goes with us 

and that we do not suffer alone.  In all of our afflictions, God is afflicted and just as Jesus 

demanded of Saul of Tarsus, so He asks of today's persecutors, "Why do you persecute Me?"  The 

knowledge that nothing can separate us from Christ's love (cf. Rom. 8:35), that the Spirit prays 

for us when we can only groan in agony (cf. Rom. 8:26,27) and gives us His words in the face of 

our accusers (cf. Mt. 10: 19-20) provides the help that the disciples of Jesus require to remain 

faithful witnesses. God has provided all that is necessary for the disciple to stand firm. 

5. Persecution today. 

a. More than 200 million people in over 60 nations face violent persecution or detention because of 

their identity as Christians.  At least that many or more are discriminated against on a regular 

basis because of the faith. 
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b. In China, the Protestant church had maybe 1,260,000 members in 1949. Today the church has 

grown to at least 81 million members (registered and unregistered). 

c. The church in Sudan is the fastest growing church in the Muslim world; this despite facing some 

of the most horrendous persecution known to man in recent years. 

 

 

 

  

 


