And immediately the doors were shut
Acts 21:27 – 23:11
“Immediately the doors were shut” (21:30)! They are loaded words. When a child storms out of the room and slams the door or if a parent puts a child out and shuts the door after them, you have a crisis in the home. It can come. The parents in Israel were commanded to do that with children who were incorrigible, who would not be corrected. It could even be possible that a child should leave home. But never make it absolute. Never absolutely shut the door. Always leave open the possibility of finding each other again. The Lord knows when someone has committed the unforgivable sin. We don’t. Even in our Form for Excommunication we say, “… so long as he persists obstinately and impenitently in sin.” And in the prayer we ask God, “Since the church is always open for those who return let us seek to bring back this excommunicated person and God please bless our efforts.” And let us always be like the father in the parable; on the lookout for when they might return. 
In our story today Paul was definitely in the right and those in the wrong were those who shut the door. But they were not shutting any old door. It was the door of the Temple. It was a highly significant act. I’m not saying Paul was absolutely right. There are at least two of his actions in this story that could be questioned and maybe were wrong but Paul was not shutting doors. Actually, Paul could not have done more to keep the door wide open to his fellow-countrymen. In fact Paul was in the very act of bending over backwards to the Jews when all this blew up and led to the irrevocably shut door. 
Paul had agreed with James to go to the Temple with some Jewish disciples of the Lord who were “zealous for the Law” (21:20) and he had taken a vow with them. He had agreed to pay the expenses of their offerings and so forth. And all of this to dispel a rumour – a rumour mind you, only too readily believed – that Paul had spoken against the Law. But before the seven days (of the vow) were up, “some Jews from Asia – remember the riot in Ephesus? – began to stir up all the multitude and laid hands on Paul,” we read (21:27). And then in verses 28 and 29, they cried out, “Men of Israel come to our aid; this is the man who preaches to all men everywhere against our people, and the Law, and this place; and besides he has even brought Greeks into the Temple and has defiled this holy place, for they had previously seen Trophimus, the Ephesian, in the city with him and they supposed that Paul had brought him into the Temple.” 
They supposed that Paul had brought him into the Temple and they took drastic action on an assumption. They never thought to check their facts. 
But there is a lot more going on in our text this morning than these lessons about handling difficult situations. In Luke chapter 20 the Lord Jesus told a parable, the parable of the tenants in the vineyard. I’m sure you all remember it. This story in the book of Acts is the ultimate fulfilment of that parable. The servants in that parable were sent by the master to collect the rent from the tenants. They represent the prophets of the Old Testament whom God sent to Israel. The owner finally sent his beloved son, thinking, “Surely they will respect him.” He represents the Lord Jesus Christ. But they killed him! “What therefore will the owner of that vineyard do?” Jesus asked. And the people responded, forgetting themselves for a moment, because it was them to whom Jesus was referring; they said, “He will come and destroy those vine growers and give the vineyard to others.” And then Jesus quoted Psalm 118 that speaks about the stone which the builders of Israel rejected becoming the chief cornerstone, and Jesus said, “I am that stone. Everyone who falls on that stone will be broken to pieces and on whomever it falls will be scattered like dust.” That happened in 70AD, just ten years after our story in Acts this morning. 

Yet God was even more gracious than Jesus had indicated in the parable. In the parable, after the son was killed, the next thing was that the owner (God) would come and destroy the tenants of the vineyard. He had sent plenty of prophets in the past. Yet for another thirty years after the death of the Son, God sent more prophets, the apostles, to the nation of Israel. 
This is a major crisis for Israel. This is the end. “Immediately the doors were shut” was Israel’s final official No to the gospel, to their Messiah, and the next ten years are only a horrible slide into depravity and destruction, in which a million people were killed, the rest of the population of Israel was scattered to the four winds, and the kingdom of the Lord Jesus Christ was given to others. 
Let’s have a look at some aspects of our text. First of all: 
1.
Jesus and Paul
I mentioned last week that Luke seems quite clearly to be painting Paul’s journey to Jerusalem according to a very similar outline as Jesus’ final journey to Jerusalem.
 Both set their face as a flint to Jerusalem, Jesus fully knowing the outcome. He intended to provoke the crisis because he knew his hour had come. We cannot know what was in Paul’s mind except that he was absolutely determined to go and he believed himself to be lead by the Holy Spirit. But Luke tells the story in a way that the parallel with Jesus cannot be avoided. Both go to Jerusalem “to be handed over by the Jews to the Gentiles” to suffer.
We see the following parallels:

#
Both are rejected by their own people, arrested without a cause and imprisoned. 
#
Both are unjustly accused and wilfully misrepresented by false witnesses. 
#
Both are slapped in the face in court (23:2). 
#
Both are victims of Jewish plots against them (23:12ff.). 
#
Of both the crowd yelled, “Away with him” (21:36 cf. 22:22).

#
Both were subjected to several trials. 
I don’t mean that their suffering was the same. Of course not. Jesus’ suffering was unique. It was for sin; it was for us. Paul’s suffering was not like that and yet Paul speaks somewhere about “filling up what is lacking in the sufferings of Christ.” Not that there was anything lacking in Jesus’ sufferings to save us; but to take the gospel of the salvation that Jesus’ suffering procured, the church must suffer also. 
In John 10:16 Jesus said, “I have other sheep which are not of this fold (this Jewish fold); I must bring them also and they shall hear my voice and the two shall become one flock with one shepherd.” On the other hand, Jesus said, “I have not been sent to the Gentiles, I have only been sent to the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (Matthew 15:24). Paul was the “chosen instrument of mine to bear my name before the Gentiles and kings and sons of Israel, for I will show him how much he must suffer for my name,” we read in Acts 9:15, in order to bring the Gentiles into the church on the same basis as the Jews, with the same rights and privileges. That is the story of Paul’s whole ministry. We have seen it time and again and Luke wants us to see that Paul’s life and ministry was to complete and fulfil what Jesus had purchased. 
Secondly, we see a continual

2.
Rejection by Israel
The gospel is rejected by Jerusalem and by Jews all over the world. As Jesus was opposed in his life so, from the beginning, was the gospel and the apostles. 
#
Peter and John were very early imprisoned by the Sanhedrin (4:1 – 5:42). 
#
Stephen was martyred early in the church’s history (7:54ff.). 
#
Saul of Tarsus was at first a very great persecutor of the church (9:23ff. cf. 22:4).
#
But now, wherever he goes, in all his travels, as the apostle Paul, he is himself persecuted and the gospel is rejected by the Jews in city after city – Pisidian Antioch, Iconuim, Thessalonica, Berea, Corinth, Ephesus, and Greece again.
 
But now Paul comes to Jerusalem and there arises, in John Stott’s words, “an implacable determination to get rid of him once and for all.” They drag him out of the Temple and try to kill him (21:30) and he is only saved by Roman soldiers. But they didn’t stop there. “Away with the fellow; he shouldn’t be allowed to live,” they yelled when he tried to speak to them (22:22). And even after he is safely brought into the fortress of Antonia with a thousand Roman soldiers, forty men plot to kill him and vow not to eat until he had been (23:12). (We come to that some time in the future, Lord willing.) 
Jesus commanded the disciples “to be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea; then in Samaria and then to the uttermost parts of the earth.” So the book of Acts begins with the gospel going first to the Jews in Jerusalem. It ends with the gospel going to the Gentiles in Rome. But that overall pattern happens in micro time and again, in every city Paul goes to. And what we see here this morning is the final, official rejection of Jesus Christ by the nation of Israel. It is as if God is saying, “You did it irrevocably to my Son when you crucified him but will you underline that rejection in double bold or will you turn back?” 
The Temple had an outer court, the court of the Gentiles, and there was a stone wall between that outer court of the Gentiles and the inner court into which only Jews could go. On the wall of that outer court were clear signs in Greek and Latin every hundred metres or so, reading: “No foreigner may enter within the barricade which surrounds the Temple and enclosure. Anyone caught doing so will have himself to blame for his death.” And the Romans had actually given that permission “even though he be a Roman” who goes in there.

In their blind hatred they had jumped to the conclusion that Paul had taken a Gentile into the inner court and they hauled Paul out and “immediately the doors were shut” and they try to kill him. There’s an air of finality about that. It reminds us of what we read in the gospels that Judas went out “and it was night.” 
But on the other hand, thirdly, we see 
3.
Toleration and acceptance by the Gentiles
When we think about the persecution of Christians our default position is to think of Christians being fed to the lions in the Roman Coliseum. But the Romans were not the first persecutors of the church and Rome didn’t actually begin persecuting the church until a few years after this incident in the Temple in Jerusalem. The Jews were the first persecutors of the church. 
All the way through the book of Acts, Rome is pretty tolerant. Whenever Jews complain or oppose Christians, Rome comes down on the side of the church. It happens time and again and we’ve seen it as we’ve worked through the book. 
#
In 13:12 the proconsul of Cyprus, when faced with Paul and Jewish opposition, accepts Christianity.

#
In Philippi, after realising they had wrongly imprisoned them, the Roman authorities apologised to Paul & Silas and escort them out of town (16:35ff.).

#
In Corinth, Gallio refused even to hear Jewish accusations against them (18:12ff.).

#
In Ephesus, the town clerk declared the Christians innocent and rebuked the crowd for public disorder (19:35ff.).
#
And now Roman soldiers are delivering Paul from the Jews.

In the next few chapters, in his trials before Festus, Felix and Agrippa, Paul is declared innocent three times, just as Jesus was by Pilate.
 What is Luke trying to show us? Ramsay thinks that Luke wrote twenty years after this happened; a little after 80AD, during the reign of terror unleashed by the emperor Domitian, and he thinks that Luke’s purpose was to show Domitian and the Romans that they were being untrue to Rome’s treatment of Christians in earlier and better days.
 
But Luke also wants to show how Christians behave under persecution. The church is the bride of Christ and as he was innocent, as he was blameless, so must the church be. “Obey every ordinance of man for the Lord’s sake,” says Peter, unless that would require direct disobedience to our Lord. Suffer if you have to, but let it only be for righteousness’ sake, is the theme of Peter’s first letter. 
But there is one other thing we should also strive for, which comes through right through the story, and that is, fourthly: 
4.
Do all you can to be all things to all men
What really got Paul into trouble here? 
#
“This man preaches to all men everywhere against our people, and the Law, and this place; and he has now brought Greeks into the Temple and defiled it” (21:28).

#
And at the end of his speech from the stairs to the fortress of Antonia, right next door to the Temple, Paul says, “God said to me, Go, for I will send you far away to the Gentiles.” (22:21) 
That is what Israel could not stomach – that Gentiles were Christians and may be Christians merely by faith, and acceptable to God as Gentiles. They did not have to be circumcised and become Jews. Surely there is a lesson in that for us. We must not require people to become what they are not, so far as any natural aspect of humanity and life in this world is concerned, with all its differences as God has made us. 
So God says to Paul at the end of the story, the last verse I read, “Take courage Paul, for as you have solemnly witnessed to my cause at Jerusalem, so you must at Rome also.” 
Where a basic principle of the gospel or righteousness is involved Paul is unbendable. You see that in the way that he called the first council of the church in Acts chapter 15. He fought his own Jewish fellow-Christians for the freedom of the Gentiles from the laws of worship and separation that God gave to Israel until the Christ should come. He went out on a limb for that, often. But as absolutely unyielding as he is for the principle of the gospel, he bends over backwards to accommodate everybody in every other way he can. #
So here he is in the Temple, joining some Jewish Christians who are still zealous for those laws which have passed away, to affirm his solidarity with them as fellow-Jews, to affirm his love for his people and his heritage, his respect for the traditions and the fathers, that he might win them and bring the two branches of the church together. 
#
So when he speaks to the people after he had just been rescued from their blows by Roman soldiers, he couldn’t have said more to own them as his people. In chapter 22, verses three, four and five, he says,

  I am a Jew; born in Tarsus of Cilicia, but brought up in this city, educated under Gamaliel (whom everybody knew), strictly according to the law of our fathers, being zealous for God, just as you all are today. (That wasn’t even strictly correct. They thought they were zealous for God but, as Paul says in one of his letters, it was by ignorance, but he took them at face value.) I persecuted this Way to the death, binding and putting both men and women into prison, as also the high priest and all the Council and the elders can testify (for I did it) with letters from them.
And in verse 14 Paul says, “The God of our fathers appointed me to know his will.” “The God of our fathers” – your God is my God, he says to them. And when God told him to get out of Jerusalem because of the danger, he even argued with God. Out of love for his people he said, “But Lord, the people will accept me because they understand me because, like them, I went from synagogue to synagogue imprisoning and beating the believers. I stood by approving the stoning of Stephen. With my Jewish credentials, Lord, I’m the perfect man to take the gospel to them.” “You’re not Paul,” God replied, you must go far away to the Gentiles.” 
Paul could not have bent over backwards more to reach his hand out to his people, which just shows up another perversity of human nature. Sometimes those who are close to us are the wrong people. That’s not right, but it’s a fact. Sometimes it takes an outsider to say something to make us shut our mouths and listen. 
How do we sum this all up? There are four things we should take away from this.

1.
This is a crisis in the great work that God is doing in the world and in the life of the nation of Israel. God was bringing things to a head here to send his apostle who, in the outward circumstances of his life, so closely walked in the footsteps of his master to Rome, to demonstrate very clearly the worldwide nature of the saving work of God and the church. In everything, people of God, God is working. God is working in the social circumstances of New Zealand at this present time. God is working in the standoff between Iran and the United States, or between Islam and the West at this moment. We often cannot see that but in Scripture we are shown it; and so we are taught to believe that it is so, even when we can’t see it. Therefore we ought not rail against the Lord but rather submit to what he is doing in the world. 
2.
“If they hated me, they will hate you,” said Jesus. So they hated Paul. And in the life of Paul Luke wants us to see it very clearly. There is no escape from this. The toleration that we western Christians have known is not the experience of the majority of the Christian church throughout history, or even in the world today perhaps. If it looks like persecution for us in the future we should not be surprised. And it would be good to study Peter and Paul, not to mention Jesus, as to how to conduct ourselves when it comes. Except when there is a clear conflict with the Word of God, we must be exemplary citizens. “I find no fault in this man” ought to be able to be said of us also.

3.
When the Word of God is clear, we too must be clear and unbending. Jesus went to the cross absolutely obedient to the Father. Peter and Paul, and many of our brothers and sisters today even, die because we must obey God rather than man. And some of us cannot give up something as small in this life as good prospects in some sport we may be good at. We cannot like Moses give up the treasures of Egypt for a time for the treasures of Christ for eternity. Well, praise the Lord, some of us can and do. The Lord will bless you in that. 
4.
As unbendable as we must be where the Word of God is clear, we must in every way strive to be all things to all men that we may win them. If a door is to be permanently shut, let it not be us who close it. And let that be so in all our dealings, with the world and with one another. The work of the gospel is “to break down the dividing wall,” Paul says in Ephesians chapter two, between God and man and between man and man. And very likely Paul had this very wall in the Temple between the court of the Gentiles and the inner part where only the Jews could go in mind when he said that. The work of the gospel, in the words of John the Baptist, is “to restore fathers to children; children to fathers,” that brothers, all of us in Christ, whether family or church, “might dwell in unity” (Psalm 133). Are we, as the apostle Paul, doing what we can to reach out to bring that about, even if we cannot change our bottom line, as Paul could not and did not? Are we doing all in our power to reach out to explain and to win for Christ’s sake? 
Praise God for such a gospel and may he enable us to live it.


 Amen.
John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 6th April, 2008
�   Many scholars have noticed this, Ramsay especially. I follow Stott here because he brings it all together very well.


�   This list also is Stott’s. However, Stott lists five trials for each, including in the list for Paul, trial by the crowd. That seems to me slightly contrived, for on those grounds Jesus also was tried by the crowd. Hence I would see Jesus being tried by Annas, the Sanhedrin, Herod Antipas and twice by Pilate; Paul was tried by the Sanhedrin, the procurators Felix and Festus, and then by Herod Agrippa II.


�   Acts 13:46-50; 14:2,19; 17:4ff.,13; 18:6ff.,12ff.; 19:8-9; 20:3,19.


�   Two of these signs have been found, one in 1871, the other in 1935, both in Greek; Bruce. Stott also points out that “Titus (Roman general and later emperor) reminded the Jews that the Romans had even given them ‘leave to kill such as go beyond it, though he were a Roman,’” citing Josephus, Wars, VI.2.4.


�   Luke 23:4; 23:22 cf. Acts 25:5; 26:31-32. So too Claudius Lysius – 23:29.


�   Domitian ruled from 81-96 with persecution breaking out only in 95. That seems a very late date for the writing of Acts. However, the same rationale would also be applicable in Nero’s reign, which began in 54 and during which persecution began just a few years after this incident, in 64. Ramsay also believed that Luke contemplated a third book to complete the story of Paul’s trial before Caesar, acquittal, resumed labours and re-arrest and martyrdom under Nero.
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