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“Not my will, but Yours be done.”      Text – Acts 21:1-16       OT Reading – Psalm 86

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
I think we have all experienced those moments where we have a choice between two or more options and we are not sure which one to pick.  Or, it could be that we are resolved to do one thing but others are pretty sure we should be doing something else.  
And of course, when you, as a believer, have prayed about something and arrived at a decision, and your parents or your friends have prayed about it and disagree with your decision, it is even harder, isn’t it.  
And of course, I am not talking here about obvious matters of right and wrong, but about life choices; travel, career, education, calling, service opportunities, etc.  
· You want to take a ‘gap year,’ others think that is ‘worldly’ and that you should get a job.  
· You want to go to a mission post in Senegal, others think it is unwise and unsafe.  
· You want to accept a job and move to Auckland, others think the church needs you here.  
Now, there are all sorts of factors that are relevant to decisions like those, and we will make some comments about them later on.  But there is a sense in which this section of Acts is about a moment, or in fact several moments, that are exactly like that.  
Paul believes that the Holy Spirit wants him to go to Jerusalem, others disagree, also citing the Holy Spirit as their authority.  
And as you read through these verses, the view opposing Paul just seems to keep stacking up and up as he moves from city to city, getting closer, all the time, to Jerusalem.
So, in the providence of the Lord, we have a passage of Scripture before us today, which reveals something about discerning the will of the Lord.  
· And we will see that it is not always simple and straightforward, and that we may not even always make the best decisions.  However, the God whom we worship is a God of sovereign grace who rules and overrules, always accomplishing His good and saving purposes.  
· And we will see also that our focus, as we face these decisions, must always be the person and work of Jesus.  Two questions that will help us are: What did Jesus do and say and what would Jesus do?  
· And thirdly, we must remember that we are those in whom lives the Holy Spirit.  And we are commanded not to grieve Him in Eph. 4:30, which means instead that we seek the smile of His approval and agreement.  
And in these things you have the recipe for God glorifying and Christ-centred and Spirit-led decision making.
And so, as Paul makes his way to Jerusalem and encounters disagreement with his travel plans, we see several examples of believers seeking the will of the Lord.
And we simply want to ensure that we understand this passage before we seek the lessons it sets before us.
1. Well, ch. 21 is a continuation of one of the ‘we’ passages in Acts: “After WE had torn ourselves away from them, WE put out to sea…”  
a. And that means that Luke is currently with Paul.  He is not just recounting something someone else has told him.  He is an eye-witness himself.
2. And we are then given a lot of detail about the journey that they make towards Jerusalem.  
a. And if you look at a map sometime and read up about this travel route you will see that it is exactly in keeping with the regular way of making a journey like this.  
i. And from Luke’s record, it would appear that they were on a smaller boat all the way to Rhodes, as they followed the coastline, but transferred there to a larger boat for the more open-sea voyage to Syria.  
b. And so, they arrive on the coast of Syria at Tyre.  
i. Now, you may remember from ch. 20, that Paul was keen to be in Jerusalem for the Feast of Pentecost.  Well, they left Philippi after the Feast of Unleavened Bread, which was the anniversary of Christ’s death and resurrection; our Easter.  And that means they had 50 days to make the journey to Jerusalem.  And that is plenty of time to make such a journey.  
A. Thus, Paul had time, along the way, to stop and minister to at least some of the churches in the places they travel through.  And this is what happens here, again, in Tyre.  
B. From Tyre to Jerusalem is around a four-five day walk.  But it is still around about two weeks until Pentecost if you do the math with the dates Luke provides.  
1) And given all of the reports about what Paul is likely to face in Jerusalem, we may also be sure that he was not keen to be there any earlier than he needed to be!  
2) Clearly, Jerusalem was a hotbed of political and religious tension.  
a) And National feasts only ramped up the temperature by several degrees.  
3) So, Paul will time his journey, precisely.  
c. And we note these things, people of God, because they are so ordinary and so human.  We are reminded again that the accounts in the Bible are a record of real people with real concerns who make real plans as they seek to serve, all the while trusting in God as far as the outcomes are concerned.  The people on the pages of this book are people just like you and I who face opportunities and hardships and options, every day.  
3. And so, Paul and his companions are now in Tyre; a Phoenician city.  And we know from elsewhere in Acts that the gospel has already come to Tyre and that Paul has already visited here, previously.  And Paul stays there for a week.  And there Paul is told by the disciples, through the Spirit, not to go to Jerusalem.  
a. Now, before we consider this word of warning, I want us to note three passages from earlier in Acts.  
i. First of all, turn with me please to 9:15-16.  
A. There, Paul has just met the Lord Jesus on the road to Damascus and is now in Damascus.   And the Lord appears to Ananias and tells him to go to Paul and to heal him of his blindness.  And he says this to Ananias about Paul, “This man is my 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.”  
1) So there you have the Lord’s general outline of Paul’s life, if you will.  
ii. But the Lord’s will for Paul gets even more specific in 19:21.  Turn there please.  
A. Now, there are three Greek words in this verse that the NIV unhelpfully leaves out.  But I will include them because most other English versions have them there.  So v21, “after all this had happened, Paul decided in the spirit to go to Jerusalem passing through Macedonia and Achaia.  ‘After I have been there,’ he said, ‘I must visit Rome also.’”  
1) And those three words, “in the spirit,” don’t necessarily mean the Holy Spirit.  They could also mean Paul’s spirit, or his ‘heart of hearts,’ as it were.  
a) And the NIV translators see it that way, which is why they have simply said, “Paul decided to go to Jerusalem.”  
b) And other versions agree with that understanding and so they put ‘spirit’ with a lower-case ‘s,’ while other versions take this as a reference to the Holy Spirit and have ‘Spirit’ with a capital ‘S.’  
iii. But if we turn next to 20:22-23, we see further evidence there that this is not Paul just making his own plans, but Paul indeed following the will of the Holy Spirit.  For Paul says there, “And now, compelled by the Spirit, I am going to Jerusalem, not knowing what will happen to me there.  I only know that in every city the Holy Spirit warns me that prison and hardships are facing me.”  
iv. So, putting these three passages together:

A. We see that Paul knows that he is to be Jesus’ ambassador to the Gentiles and their kings.  So, his mention of Rome suggests that this too is part of what the Holy Spirit has made known to him.  
B. But he is also called to carry the name of Jesus to the people of Israel.  So, we cannot say that he had no business going to Jerusalem.  That too was in keeping with his job description.  
C. And finally, he has been told also, generally, that he will suffer for the name of Jesus, and more specifically, that prison and hardship faces him in connection with this trip to Jerusalem and Rome.    
b. So, with all of that in place, we are ready to interpret the interactions that Paul has with these seemingly contrary prophetic warnings about his visit to Jerusalem.  And the first one comes in 21:4 where we read, “Finding the disciples there, we stayed with them seven days.  Through the Spirit they urged Paul not to go on to Jerusalem.”  
i. But Paul clearly disagrees with this warning and continues on to Jerusalem.  
c. And then he arrives in Caesarea where he stays with Philip the evangelist who has                 four unmarried daughters who prophesy.
i. And most probably, this is mentioned because what they prophesy is the same as what was said in Tyre and what will be said by Agabus, even though Luke doesn’t explicitly tell us what they prophesied.
ii. But let’s just pause here for a moment to say a few words about these prophesying daughters.
A. 1 Cor. 11 is a passage that talks about head coverings in worship.  But it indicates to us that in this unusual time of being a NT church without a NT that both men and women would prophesy in church.  
1) Indeed, as 1 Cor. 14:1 says, it was a desirable gift because of its usefulness for the church of Christ.  
B. But to understand what is meant by this prophesying, we are helped by 1 Cor. 14:26-29.  So let’s turn there for a moment.   Paul says there, “What then shall we say, brothers?  When you come together, everyone has a hymn, or a word of instruction, a revelation, a tongue or an interpretation.  All of these must be done for the strengthening of the church.”  And then down to v29, “Two or three prophets should speak, and the others should weigh [or pass judgment or sift or evaluate or discern, as other versions put it] what is said.”  
1) It seems best from this verse and other places in the Bible, then, to understand this NT prophecy as made up two things: NT explanations of the OT Scriptures, in the form of interpretations or hymns, etc, and/or the prediction of future events.
a) This is not the OT prophet or the NT Apostle who comes with the infallible Word of God that is to be written down as Scripture, word for word, that abides forever.
b) This is a Spirit given gift of understanding and explanation and/or predicting that needed to be evaluated or weighed up against God’s written word or against other prophetic revelations.  
i) These daughters, probably because of their highly gifted father, had Spirit-given insights into the OT, which they used to bring the gospel to the Gentile society in which they lived and to build up the church of Christ.
2) Now, you and I have the complete revelation of God in the O&NT.  We also have the Holy Spirit living within us.  And so, whether we are together with believers in the study of God’s Word or out there with non-Christians, both men and women are to make use of their Spirit given understanding of the Word in order to share the gospel or to build one another up in the faith.
a) While Scripture reserves office in the church to men, Scripture encourages and expects both men and women to build one another up and to evangelize with the living Word of Jesus Christ. 
iii. So, back to Acts 21:10.  For now, a man named Agabus, whom we have met previously in Acts 11, comes to Caesarea with a prophecy that he illustrates with a belt.  We read, “Coming over to us, he took Paul's belt, tied his own hands and feet with it and said, "The Holy Spirit says, ‘In this way the Jews of Jerusalem will bind the owner of this belt and will hand him over to the Gentiles.’”
A. And so, yet again, a Spirit given prophecy appears to be saying something directly opposite to what Paul has been told by the Spirit.
iv. It’s no wonder, then, isn’t it, that we read, “When we heard this, we and the people there pleaded with Paul not to go up to Jerusalem.”
A. And Luke includes himself here with this “we.”  
1) It is basically Paul standing over here on the I-must-go-to-Jerusalem side and everyone else over there on the You-would-be-a-fool-to-go-to-Jerusalem side.
v. Now, perhaps you remember from our recent studies in ch. 19 that there was a riot in Ephesus and all the people headed to the local stadium.  And we were told there that “Paul wanted to appear before the crowd, but the disciples would not let him.  Even some of the officials of the province, friends of Paul, sent him a message begging him not to venture into the theatre.”  
A. And Paul did not go.  So, what is the difference here?  Why does Paul reject the counsel of everyone else in relation to journeying to Jerusalem?  Was he just pig-headed, perhaps?  Stubborn?  A martyr complex, maybe?  Or is Paul right to stand alone, as it were?
vi. Well, as we look at vv13-14, Luke provides us with an answer to this question in the text.  Look firstly at Paul’s response to their pleas.  He says, “Why are you weeping and breaking my heart?  I am ready not only to be bound, but also to die in Jerusalem for the name of the Lord Jesus.”  
A. You see, in these words we hear reminders of the activity and word of another.
1) Luke 9:51, “As the time approached for Him to be taken up to heaven, Jesus resolutely set out for Jerusalem.”
2) Matthew 20:18, Jesus said, “We are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be betrayed to the chief priests and the teachers of the law.”
3) Luke 24:7, “The Son of Man must be delivered into the hands of sinful men.”
a) So, Paul is going where His Saviour has gone before him, in this case, literally.
b) And Paul knows that all those with Christ at the time kept trying to convince Him not to go there.
c) And Paul knows that these attempts to dissuade Jesus were really temptations of the evil one to keep Him from the path He was called to walk.
d) So Paul will now do what His Saviour has done before him.
e) Paul will go where the Spirit of Christ has called him to go.
f) Paul is ready to suffer because Christ has suffered for him.
g) Paul is ready to suffer because His Saviour has warned Him, ahead of time, that he will suffer.  For even that, in this case, is a gift of grace.
h) And Paul knows also that “to live is Christ, and to die is gain.”
i) Paul can “do all things through Him that strengthens [him].” 
j) Paul knows that even should he die, Christ will use that to advance His kingdom.
k) Paul knows that “if God is for us, who can be against us?”
B. But note also the response of the others when Paul will not be dissuaded, “We gave up and said, “The Lord’s will be done.”  For in those words also we should be reminded, again, of the words of another.

1) Remember Jesus in Gethsemane?  “Father, if you are willing, take this cup from me; yet not my will, but yours be done.”
2) You see, if Paul’s companions saw that he could not be dissuaded and gave up, that would be a merely human reaction, which sadly can be all too typical, even of us.  But Luke is specific.  There is, at the very least, some uncertainty among this group over the best course of action.  Nevertheless, they are united in their confidence that God is a God of sovereign grace, and they are united in their determination to trust in the Lord.  And so, their response is “the Lord’s will be done.”
a) For that is the believer’s place – Not my will, but YOURS be done, O Lord.
vii. Congregation, there is no doubt that the Holy Spirit revealed something about Paul’s visit to Jerusalem to all those who tried to dissuade him from going there.  But taking into account all we have considered, it seems that the Holy Spirit’s part was that prison and suffering were what awaited Paul in Jerusalem, while the ‘don’t go there then!’ was the human-derived conclusion of these prophets.  
A. But Paul has weighed or passed judgment or sifted or evaluated or discerned their words against the revealed word of the Spirit to him as the Lord’s Apostle, and has resolved to go to Jerusalem in the strength of the Lord.
1) As one commentator puts it, Paul’s acquaintances demonstrated the all-too-common inclination of being quick to know God’s will for someone else.  
2) And perhaps also, they were guilty of trying to make God’s will conform to their own ideas.  
a) If Paul goes to Jerusalem, they reasoned, he will suffer and perhaps die.  And then the church will be deprived of his great gifts and abilities.  So surely, the Lord would not want him to go there.  This cannot be God’s will.  
b) And sadly, still today, many Christians try and interpret God’s will according to comfort and happiness feelings.  Surely God does not want me to feel unhappy or to be out of my comfort zone or to suffer?  So, this cannot be God’s will.  I will change my circumstances until I feel happy.  
i) But listen to these words from Oswald Chambers, “To choose to suffer means that there is something wrong; to choose God’s will even if it means suffering is a very different thing.  No healthy saint ever chooses to suffer; he chooses God’s will, as Jesus did, whether it means suffering or not.”  
4. So, what about you and me, today?  How do we make decisions about God’s will?  Well, I trust you have seen that a large part of this has to with a life that is lived unto the glory of God, is lived out of what Jesus has done for you and is committed to imitating His example, and which seeks, always, to be led by the Spirit.  The rest is just detail, isn’t it!

a. Some have helpfully suggested that we rely on the four councils – God’s Word, the Holy Spirit, our conscience, and the advice of mature believers.  
b. Others suggest the four ‘Ss’ – A heart that is Saved, Spirit-filled, Sanctified, and Submitted to God can know His will.  
c. And then there is Augustine’s beautiful advice, “Love God and do what you want.”  
d. But the preacher and commentator, Kent Hughes, also suggests the following:
i. Firstly, spend time with God’s Word regularly and especially.  
A. He or she who is regularly in the Word will be far more prepared to seek the Lord’s will when a situation arises than the one who only turns to the Word in emergencies.  But if an important decision is needed, perhaps it is time to take an afternoon or three days off from work in order to be alone with the Word of the Lord and in prayer. 
ii. Secondly, seek good advisers.  
A. Think carefully about who you ask for advice.  Make use of those the Lord has given you as authorities, your parents and elders, for example.  And beyond them, seek the counsel of mature, experienced believers who demonstrate godly attitudes.
iii. Thirdly, realize that God’s will may not be what you want.
iv. And lastly, once you have discerned the Lord’s will, do it.  
A. As Hughes says, “For most of us, the problem is not that of knowing God’s will but of obeying it.”
1) And so, boy and girls and young people, if you know that what your friends want to do is wrong, you must tell them and refrain from joining with them.
2) And if He has called you to give generously, to preach, to mission work, to service, to a church plant, to approach someone about an issue, to change a certain behaviour, to get rid of something you currently own, to stop a certain behaviour or habit, to apologize or to confess sin, etc, do it; do it, now.
May the Lord grant each one of us a commitment to being Christ-like as we seek His will, forgiveness for when we have set our will before His, and grace to serve Him even if it means suffering.  Amen.
