The will of the Lord be done – but is this the Lord’s will?

Acts 21:1-21

Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, I suppose we all know what it is like to be faced with a decision and you don’t know what to do. Maybe you just don’t know what is right or wrong in a certain situation; or perhaps you have two or three different alternatives in front of you and they could all be right in themselves and you don’t know which is right for you at this moment, which is wise. Paul’s situation in our text this morning is not quite like these sorts of situations. He already has set out on a course of action which he believed was the Lord’s will: to go to Jerusalem. But now he is faced by people who claim to be speaking by the Spirit telling him not to continue. And not once, but on at least two occasions and by many people, some of his trusted friends and travelling companions among them. 
Our chapter begins giving us the story of the rest of Paul’s journey from Corinth, originally, to Jerusalem. He has fare-welled the Ephesian elders at a place on the coast of Western Asia Minor (Western Turkey) called Miletus. 
#
In the main, it was a pretty direct trip from Western Asia Minor to Tyre in Phoenicia, or what today we call Lebanon. They stayed there a week and find the disciples – note that word again; disciples, not Christians, not mere believers; disciples – and it would appear that there were prophets among them. In verse four we read, “They kept telling Paul through the Spirit not to set foot in Jerusalem.”
#
From Tyre, they go 40 kilometres down the coast to Ptolemais and spend a day there. 
#
From Ptolemais they go 40 or 50 kilometres further south to Caesarea and Paul is warned all over again about going to Jerusalem, and this time by a recognized prophet, a chap by the name of Agabus. Back in chapter 11 (v.28) Agabus had prophesied that there would be a famine over all the world. That prophecy had come true and perhaps it was because of that famine that Paul was taking these funds back to Jerusalem to relieve the plight of the Jerusalem believers. 
#
But despite all these warnings, Paul persists. He goes on to Jerusalem and the result we will find out next week, Lord willing. But at Jerusalem, as we have read, he also undertakes this Nazarite vow. We need to look at that. 
We see Paul in this chapter doing just what he had done at the end of his first and second missionary journeys. He returns to the church which sent him to report back on the work he had been doing in their name, only this time he doesn’t go back to Antioch. Perhaps that’s because he’s desperate to get to Jerusalem by the Feast of Pentecost. Maybe it’s also got to do with all this money he’s carrying for the church in Jerusalem. There’s no point in carrying that further and exposing it longer than necessary to the possibility of theft. 
The day after he arrives in Jerusalem he meets the elders of the Jerusalem church and, we read in verse 19, “He relates to them one by one the things which God has done among the Gentiles through his ministry.” Everybody is delighted and in much rejoicing they glorify God (v.20). But they have some things to report as well. It is not only among the Gentiles that the Holy Spirit has been working and making converts. The Jerusalem church can report that thousands of Jews have recently believed. But just there was the difficulty for the church. It seems to me that there are four things that jump out at us in this text that are questions and that raise difficulties and I want to look at those this morning. First of all, let’s take 
1.
The Nazarite vow
These many thousands of converted Jews, we read, “were all zealous for the Law” (v.20). From the rest of the story we can see that it was not just the moral law, the Ten Commandments, they were zealous for, but it was the ceremonial law and the laws of worship which really have now, in Christ, passed away. 
Furthermore, there were people around spreading false stories about Paul, James says. They say you teach that the Jews everywhere should not keep the Law of Moses. They should not circumcise their sons. They are not to bother about the ancient Jewish customs (v.21). What was to be done so that Paul would be accepted by these Jewish believers in Jerusalem? What would show them that these rumours were not true? 
It occurred to me that Paul could simply, as the phrase goes, show them the money. Surely, if he produced this large gift he had from the Gentiles for the Jews who are presently in dire straits in Jerusalem, that would show his love for the Jews. Well, it might show his love for the Jews but that was not the problem. The problem for these Jewish believers was: did he love the Law? And they might just think he was trying to buy them off with this big gift. 
At any rate, James had a brainwave. Under Old Testament Law you could, as a Jewish believer, voluntarily take a Nazarite vow for a specified period of time to indicate some form of special devotion to the Lord; or maybe it was to show thankfulness to the Lord for some special mercy he had performed in your life. So James tells Paul that there are four men in the church at present who have taken one of these Nazarite vows and if Paul would join them and even pay their hairdresser’s fees and the cost of their offerings that would put the lie to these rumours. 
James is very careful to point out that he was not going back on the decisions of the Jerusalem Synod in chapter fifteen – that the Gentiles are free from all of this.
 Only, “they must not eat meat sacrificed to idols or blood or meat that has been strangled and they must abstain from sexual immorality” (v.25). 
Paul goes along with James’ idea because the unity between Jewish Christians and the Gentile Christians is very important to him. It’s interesting to read the commentators on this. One can come across different reactions to what Paul did. One even said, “Paul shows a thoroughly craven spirit here – he just caves in, in other words. He was wrong. To sacrifice a principle to gain an opportunity is always wrong.” And the man is right when he says that. He also goes on the make an interesting comment. “Men who will never compromise to save their own lives will sometimes compromise to help others.”
 And that’s true too. 
But Paul doesn’t see a principle here; as long as no one is insisting that Gentiles also keep these laws, or even as long as they don’t insist that Jews keep these laws. All of these things like circumcision, keeping the Jewish feasts, and so forth, are neither here nor there now that Christ has come and fulfilled them. They do not have to be kept anymore. But Paul knew that many of his fellow-countrymen were sensitive about these laws and that it would take years for them to leave it all behind. It’s a difficult thing throwing off two thousand years of history that has been well bred into you. And Paul himself had recently taken just such a vow in Corinth (18:18). We don’t know what for. We are not told. But maybe it still came quite naturally to Paul to show thankfulness to God for some special mercy by taking such a vow. It was still natural for him as it was for these other Jewish believers. 
I think we should probably see Paul joining these men here in this vow in the same light as he circumcised Timothy back in chapter 16. Timothy had a Gentile father and a Jewish mother and he hadn’t been circumcised. Paul wanted to take him with him in his evangelism of the synagogues as he went around various other cities, so to make Timothy acceptable to the Jewish people to whom he would bring the gospel, he circumcised him. It is all just part of Paul making himself a Jew to the Jews, Gentile to Gentiles, to gain an ear for the Gospel and to bring the two branches of the church together.
 
The next thing that raises a question – it certainly did in my mind – is;

2.
The Petrine boast – the Peter-like boast. 
There are the people in Caesarea trying to persuade Paul not to go to Jerusalem. 
#
Agabus has prophesied that Paul would be bound by the Jews and handed over to the Gentiles.
 
#
Philip, the evangelist in whose home Paul is staying, has four daughters who were prophets. Why are they mentioned? It is not said that they do or say anything, but maybe we are intended to understand that they added their prophecies to the same effect.
 
#
Whether they did or not, at the prophecy of Agabus, “We,” says Luke, meaning himself and Paul’s other travelling companions, “as well as the local residents began begging him not to go up to Jerusalem” (v.12). So Paul has to reply, “What are you doing, weeping and breaking my heart? For I am ready not only to be bound but even to die at Jerusalem for the name of the Lord Jesus” (v.13).

That must raise questions in our minds for the Apostle Peter had said exactly the same thing to Jesus. “Lord I will never forsake you even if I have to die with you.” “Peter,” Jesus replied, “before the cock crows twice tomorrow morning you will have denied me three times.” And yet Paul’s identical boast here goes completely unchecked. Indeed it is apparently approved. How are Peter’s and Paul’s identical boasts different? Why is Peter foolish and Paul commendable? 
Paul had escaped a death threat in Damascus, right at the very beginning of his Christian life, by going over the wall in a basket at night (9:25). On another occasion, when he heard of a plot to throw him overboard between Corinth and Syria, he went overland instead (20:3). Paul did not have a death wish. 
On the other hand, Paul had faced considerable opposition and violence. 
#
He had been beaten with rods and put in the stocks in Philippi (16:22ff.). 
#
And in 2 Corinthians 11:25 he tells us that that was only one of three occasions in which he had been beaten with rods for the sake of the gospel. 
#
Before that, in chapter 14, he had been stoned and left for dead outside the city of Lystra in Central Asia Minor (14:19). 
That is the difference between Peter and Paul. Paul was not boasting foolishly. He was not boasting at all. He was simply giving voice to a determination which he had already shown himself able to keep. 
So, the Nazarite vow; the Petrine boast; the third thing I would like to speak about is; 
3.
The Spirit’s word
It is here that I think we come to the really difficult bit. Because what was the Word of the Spirit in this passage? What was the leading of the Spirit? 
#
On the one hand, as far back as chapter 20, verse 23, “the Holy Spirit has been solemnly testifying to me,” Paul says, “in every city, saying that bonds and afflictions await me in Jerusalem.” And now you have Agabus saying plainly that if Paul goes to Jerusalem he will be bound and handed over to the Romans.

#
On the other hand, in chapter 20, verse 22, Paul says to the Ephesian elders, “Bound in the Spirit I am on my way to Jerusalem.”
 In fact, even earlier, chapter 19 I think, we read that, “Paul purposed in the Spirit to go to Jerusalem.” 
On the one hand, Paul believes the Holy Spirit is commanding him to go to Jerusalem. On the other, the Holy Spirit is warning him that great troubles await him there. How are we to understand this? Some people try to answer the question by saying that there is a difference between prophecy and prohibition. In other words, Paul is being warned but he’s not being forbidden. And of course, there is a difference between those two; that’s quite right. So when these Christians hear these prophecies, out of their love for Paul they naturally warn him. The only difficulty with this explanation is that in verse four of our chapter this morning we read that in Tyre the disciples were “telling Paul through the Spirit not to set foot in Jerusalem.” In some New American Standard Bibles there is a marginal note that says, “because of impressions given by the Spirit.”
 That is a very unhelpful note. It’s not a good explanation of the text at all. The text as you have it is correct. The disciples were “telling Paul through the Spirit not to set foot in Jerusalem.” 
We don’t have the same problem today because we no longer have prophets. The Scriptures are complete and in them we have all we need to know for faith and life.
 But we still believe that the Lord leads and guides his people through his Word and by his providence (by what happens in our lives). It can be a very difficult thing sometimes to know the Lord’s will for us. And it can be matters of quite some importance, with important consequences. It can be about marriage, for instance, or about a career. Many of you people have had to answer the question, should we emigrate or not? And then, should it be to New Zealand or somewhere else? 
People take different approaches to answering this question. Sometimes people say, I believe this is a good way to go but I’ll leave it to the Lord. If he opens the door, I’ll know it’s his will. If he doesn’t, then I know it’s not. I’d like to talk about this for a minute. God may work in this fashion. On the other hand, I’ve seen people do some pretty daft things based on the ‘open door’ method. It’s certainly not infallible, to my mind. And the reason, it seems to me, is that in our text Paul had an open door before him and a closed door! Paul understood the Holy Spirit quite clearly to be directing him to Jerusalem. There’s his open door. Yet surely the warnings of persecution, and we’re not to court persecution, could legitimately be interpreted as closed doors. Certainly the people “telling Paul through the Spirit not to set foot in Jerusalem” is a closed door! Difficult, isn’t it? 
There are times when the Holy Spirit tests us, people of God, to prove our obedience. In the book of Judges in chapter two we read this: God is speaking to Israel and he says, “Because this nation has transgressed my covenant which I commanded their fathers, and has not listened to my voice, I also will no longer drive out before them any of the nations which Joshua left when he died.” Under Joshua they never completed the task of cleaning the Canaanites out of the land. So God says, “I will no longer drive these nations out, in order to test Israel by them, whether they will keep the way of the Lord to walk in it as their fathers did, or not” (vv.20ff.). 
God tests us at times. And outwardly, testing and tempting may look like the same thing. Jesus tells us in the prayer he gives us to pray, “Lead us not into temptation.” Does God really lead us into temptation? Well, what does that petition mean if he doesn’t? We need to understand that carefully, because James says, “God cannot be tempted, nor does he tempt anyone.” 
There is a very good example of this in the Scriptures and it is spoken of very carefully. In Matthew chapter four, verse one, immediately after Jesus had been baptized in the Jordan, we read, “Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil.” And that, I suggest, is what God is doing with Paul here. With these prophecies and warnings not to go to Jerusalem God was testing Paul’s obedience. And the Lord may do that with us too. He may lead us into situations where we will be tempted by the devil, to test us. 
We need to be very careful and very humble about claiming the Lord’s guidance or the Lord’s will about anything that is not clearly set out in the Word of God. We must do what seems wise. But we may often only know whether it was the Lord’s will quite some time after the event. 
But there is one thing that greatly helps us, and that is the fourth point that I wish to speak to: 
4.
The believer’s obedience
I’m not saying that people are being disobedient when they follow the ‘open door’ method. I’m not saying people are being disobedient however we try to discern the Lord’s will. There is, for example, another method that people sometimes use. They speak about having peace about something. But that on its own might be the very worst thing. We’re all sinners, people of God, until our dying day, and the devil can give us peace simply when we get our own way. 
My point is this, as I said in the beginning: it is often difficult to know what the Lord wants us to do in certain situations. In the main, he just wants us to use godly wisdom, to use our brains in the context of a life lived in fellowship with the Lord through his Word and prayer and fellowship with his people. And the first part of that will be a life lived in obedience to the will of God that we do know for sure; his written will, his Word. When we do that, then we can expect God to guide the thinking of our minds in other matters. 

And that is what Paul did here. Informed in a way that was appropriate to that particular time in history and to the fact that Paul was an apostle, Paul was absolutely certain that he was to go to Jerusalem. That was God’s will that he knew for sure. He also knew, and by now equally surely, that he would meet with bonds and afflictions, but he took that for what it was, the Lord leading him into temptation to test him, “whether he would keep the way of the Lord to walk in it as his fathers did or not” (Judges 2). 
In 1 Corinthians 11, verse one, Paul says, “Follow me as I follow Christ.” We might say, Follow me insofar as I follow Christ; when I follow Christ. And maybe that is all that Paul meant there. But I think he means a little more. Paul strove to live in absolute obedience to the Lord and he knew, that with sins and failings for sure, nevertheless, he did to a great extent and certainly in the general direction of his life, live in obedience to the Lord. 
Many scholars have noticed a close parallel between the last days of Jesus before the crucifixion and these last months of the Apostle Paul’s life on his way to Jerusalem. And of course, the last days of Jesus were travelling to Jerusalem as well. As Jesus “set his face as a flint to Jerusalem,” so did Paul. 
#
Three times Jesus spoke to his disciples about his coming sufferings. Three times it is recorded that Paul is warned of his coming sufferings.
 
#
Three times Jesus prayed to be released. Three times he prayed that his Father’s will be done. Three times we read that Paul purposed in the Spirit to go to Jerusalem.
 
#
“Away with him,” cried the crowd, of Jesus, before Pilate. And as we will read next week, Lord willing, as “Paul was carried by the soldiers because of the mob, a multitude of people kept following behind crying out, Away with him” (21:36). 
#
And finally, Agabus says that Paul would be bound “by the Jews at Jerusalem who would deliver him into the hands of the Gentiles” (11). On one of the occasions that Jesus predicted his death, he said, “The Son of Man will be delivered up to the Chief Priests and scribes and they will condemn him to death and will deliver him up to the Gentiles.”
 
We mustn’t press it too far, of course, but the parallels seem too obvious, and they seem to be intended. 
And this, brothers and sisters, is the secret to everything in life; not so much knowing the Lord’s will for us in certain difficult situations. There are many more practical things involved and I want to speak about some of those in my sermon this evening – practical pointers to help us know the Lord’s will in such situations. But this is the basic point: the Lord Jesus lived a successful life, absolutely, and it was a life lived under his own Word about himself, Psalm 40; “I have come to do thy will O God.” 
Did anybody in history, any mere human being, that is, live as successful a life as the Apostle Paul? As far as we can tell the Apostle Paul has had more influence on the history of the world than anyone, save Jesus Christ, and he did so because he was absolutely committed to obeying the Lord every way he knew. 
We see this same connection in other parts of Scripture. 
#
We sang of one of them in Psalm 119, verses 17 and 18, earlier. Our Bibles have it, “Deal bountifully with thy servant Lord that I may live and keep thy Word.” That is why we should ask for the Lord’s help. That is why we should ask for the Lord’s blessing: that we may live in obedience to him. And then, and only then, the Psalmist goes on and asks, “Open my eyes that I may see wonderful things out of thy Law.” In the context of obedience we may ask the Lord to reveal more out of his Word, and shed more light on the path of life. 
#
Peter speaks of the same thing in second Peter, chapter one, about assurance. He says in the earlier verses that we believers need to add to our faith certain Christian virtues, and lists a good number of them; and then he says, “Therefore, brethren, be all the more diligent to make certain about his calling and choosing you, for as long as you practice these things – as long as you live in obedience according to these virtues – you will never stumble, for in this way the entrance into the eternal kingdom of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ will be abundantly opened to you.” 
That’s the way to understand the Word of God and the will of God. As we strive earnestly to live lives of obedience then we may have confidence that the Lord will guide us in his will; simple, humble obedience to whatever of the Word of God we do know and understand; and that will probably keep most of us busy enough. 
Amen. 
John Rogers, preached in the Reformed Church of the North Shore on 30th March, 2008
�   On v.23f., Calvin says, their request “has no other purpose except that he might testify that he does not abhor the Law, like an impious apostate, who would shake off the yoke of the Lord Himself, & urge others to similar contumacy.” Further, he says that to say that the figures of the Law are abrogated by the coming of Christ because he fulfilled them does not abolish the Law but rather it establishes them. For now they have a real meaning.


�   Gregory.


�   See 1 Corinthians 9:20-22.


�   On the similarity of Agabus’ parabolic method with that of several OT prophets, cf. 1 Kings 11:29ff.; Isaiah 20:3ff.; and Ezekiel 4:1ff.


�   Calvin has some very useful material on the phenomenon of prophetism in the NT, and on its temporariness, in his comments on this passage, additional to what has already been said in earlier sermons.


�   See also 9:16.


�   Cf. 19:21.


�   This is similar to Stott’s suggestion. He is aware of v.4 but suggests it may be intended to be a condensed sentence & if expanded we would read it as v.11f., viz., the Spirit warned of what Paul would face in Jerusalem and the people, in response to this warning by Spirit, pled with him not to go. This is possible, but I think it best to stick with the text.


�  2 Timothy 3:16-17; 2 Peter 1:3.


�  20:23; 21:4; 21:11.


�  19:21; 20:22; 21:13f.


�  Matthew 20:19.
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