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“The Untidy Gospel”      Text –  Acts 21:17-36      NT Reading – 1 Cor 9:19-23; Gal 3:1-17

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
2000 years ago, Paul arrived in Jerusalem.  And today, in the Lord’s providence, Wally arrives in Hornby!  
Back then, having spent time out on the mission field, Paul arrived in Jerusalem to report on his work among the Gentiles.  
And today, having spent time out on the mission field in Papua New Guinea, Br. Wally and Sr. Sjanette will be with us this afternoon and will speak to us about their work in Papua New Guinea.  
And then, on Wednesday, making use of Skype, Alan will arrive in Hornby!  

God willing, as we gather for our A.G.M. we will have the opportunity to hear from Rev. Alan Douma about his work in Papua New Guinea, also.
And so, we share a wonderful connection with this passage in Acts as we also look forward to the reporting back of our brothers and sisters who are out on the mission field.

I am quite confident, however, that both the Hagoorts and the Doumas would be most surprised if their meetings with us end up as did Paul’s with the Jewish believers!  And this is so because, as we have read, Paul’s missionary report meeting had a pretty tragic outcome as far as Paul was concerned.  
And I say tragic, knowing that, yes, Paul knew that hardship awaited him in Jerusalem and that the Lord still accomplished incredible things through Paul’s arrest and imprisonment, as we shall see.  Nevertheless, Paul still found himself being falsely accused, being beaten up in an attempt to kill him, being bound in chains, and then a prisoner of the Romans.  
And from the text it appears that we can say that this is not despite the best efforts of the believers in Jerusalem, but actually because of the activity of the believers in Jerusalem.
What we find in these words, then, is that being a servant of the gospel can be an untidy business.  
· Things don’t always fit into nice neat categories.  
· The choices that we must make for the gospel’s sake aren’t always simple and obvious.  
· And believers will not always get it right.  
· And the gospel will at times produce intense reactions.
Nevertheless, in all of this, we look not to ourselves or our wisdom, but to Jesus Christ!  
When we do get it right, it is all glory to Christ Jesus, and we don’t get it right, it is still all glory to Christ Jesus, because He is able to make use of even our untidy gospel efforts.
So let’s look then at Acts 21:17-36 and walk through the four chapters of this account – first of all Paul’s arrival and mixed reception, then the curious advice of the elders, then Paul’s submissive response to their counsel, and finally, the crowd’s unholy hatred for Paul.

So, firstly then, Paul’s arrival and mixed reception.
1. Now congregation, you will be familiar with the phrase, ‘the elephant in the room,’ yes?  People will be together and talking about something, when someone will say something like, “Listen guys, we are all avoiding the elephant in the room.”  And what they mean is that there is one big and obvious thing that everyone is avoiding or scared to mention.  
a. Well, there is a kind of ‘elephant in the room’ here in Acts 21.  
i. Luke doesn’t mention it here, at all, but it is very relevant to this whole section.  
ii. We know about it, having worked through Acts and Paul’s journey to Jerusalem.  
iii. And it is this: One of the main reasons that Paul has come to Jerusalem is to deliver a generous gift of money from the Gentile churches to the church in Jerusalem.  
A. Paul has been collecting money from the churches to bring to Jerusalem because Jerusalem has been though very hard times.  
1) Paul says, for example, in Romans 15, “I am on my way to Jerusalem in the service of the saints there.  For Macedonia and Achaia were pleased to make a contribution for the poor among the saints in Jerusalem.  They were pleased to do it, and indeed they owe it to them.  For if the Gentiles have shared in the Jews' spiritual blessings, they owe it to the Jews to share with them their material blessings.”  
iv. And apart from the very practical benefit of this gift, in Paul’s mind, what better way to demonstrate to the Jewish believers in Jerusalem that the Gentiles had their best interests at heart than this love offering in their hour of need?  Paul’s presentation of this monetary gift would, he hoped, bind the believers together.  
v. And we can rest assured that we are talking here about a large some of money.
vi. Now, in Acts 24:17, when Luke records Paul’s defense before Felix, Paul says, “I came to Jerusalem to bring my people gifts for the poor.”  But Luke says not a word about it back here in Acts 21.  
A. And it is only a guess, because I am talking about what Luke does not mention, but it is as if he, Luke, as a good Gentile, is so embarrassed by what happens here in Jerusalem, that he cannot even bear to mention the elephant in the room – the gift, at this point.  
1) Perhaps he wishes to be as charitable as possible about what happens here, and so chooses to just not mention the gift at all.  Perhaps.
vii. But we know it is there.  And so, Paul and his companions arrive and are received warmly.  And then, the next day, they meet, officially, with James and the elders.  
A. And we may confidently assume that it is at this meeting that Paul presents the gift, because the next day he is in the temple and arrested.  
B. So there is Paul, and perhaps many sacks of money, as well as his travelling companions who include at least two Gentiles who can attest to Paul’s report and add their personal Christian greetings to their Jewish brothers.  
b. And Paul delivers his report about “what God had done among the Gentiles through his ministry.”  
i. And to their great credit, initially at least, they praise God.  
A. And may it be that we too, this afternoon and on Wednesday, praise God!  
1) For it is the most natural thing in the world for saved sinners to rejoice when they hear that the Gospel of Jesus Christ has saved other sinners.  Yes?  
c. Well, very sadly, the way Luke writes, it reads as though having got that all out of the way, now the elders could get to the main issue at hand – The Jewish problem.  “Then they said to Paul, ‘You see, brother, how many thousands of Jews have believed … [and] they have been informed that you teach all the Jews who live among the Gentiles to turn away from Moses … What shall we do?”
2. Well, as we move on now to consider what I have called the curious advice of the elders and Paul’s submissive response, I want you to know that this is one of those passages in the Bible where it is not easy to be certain about what is going on here.  Indeed, commentators are quite divided in terms of how they understand what is described here in this passage.  
a. And I expect you can see why this is so.  Considering the fact that Jesus has died on the cross and the veil in the temple was torn open, form top to bottom, and everything that Paul’s epistles say about how the coming of Christ fulfilled the ceremonies of the OT, and how observing these sorts of rules and ceremonies amounted to nothing else but a return to slavery and an emptying of the gospel power of Christ’s work, and everything that has been said about the gospel and the Gentiles, especially in relation to the question of circumcision and the synod in Acts 15, the advice of these elders and Paul’s willingness to do what they suggested is really hard to reconcile.  
i. Now, some commentators, having taken all this into account, see the elder’s advice and Paul’s response as in keeping with Jewish customs, which does not compromise the gospel.  This is not sacrificial law but Jewish tradition.
A. This is all about Paul becoming like a Jew in order to win the Jews, as we read in 1 Cor. 9.  
1) And so, they view Paul’s response as appropriate given the unique circumstances he was in.
ii. Others, however, are highly critical of both these elders and Paul in these verses.  
A. They view the reaction of the elders and their advice as rude, offensive, political, ungodly, and therefore, very sinful.  
B. In the light of what we read in Galatians 3, they say that the elders were wrong to suggest this and that Paul had no business, whatsoever, doing what they suggested as it clearly compromised the gospel.  
b. Well, having considered the text, I lean towards the later interpretation that views what happens here in a negative light.  And here is why.
i. In the first place, the attention that Luke gives to the response of the elders to Paul’s report is so minimal, by way of comparison to what they then go on to say, that we can be in no doubt as to where the Holy Spirit, through Luke, wants to focus our attention.
ii. And secondly, as has already been mentioned, there is the elephant in the room – the lack of any mention about the gift.  
A. Listen to what one commentator says, The gift “was in all probability sitting on the floor in the middle of the room where Paul, James, and the elders were meeting.  But there was no mention of it from the men in Jerusalem … no expressions of unworthiness at so generous a gift from men and women whom they had once counted as ‘dogs’ and of whom they remained deeply suspicious.  However we view the scene, an odour of ill-manners rises from the room.  Everything in us recoils as we read it.  Where is the love?  Where is the gratitude?  Where is the desire to ‘believe all things’ before rushing into judgment?” 
iii. And thirdly, making all this even worse, in v21, the elders give credence to what is at best a misrepresentation about Paul and at worst, outright slander.  For this is not what Paul has been teaching.   
A. But someone has been spreading this misinformation, and rather than shut it down or seek first from Paul an explanation, these elders give credence to it by putting the onus on Paul to demonstrate his commitment to Moses, when what he has just demonstrated, again, is his is commitment to Jesus Christ.
B. And if you have ever been the victim of slander, you will know the pain that Paul must now be experiencing.  
1) For two years Paul has been planning this trip.  
2) Time and again he has refused the counsel of those who have told him, ‘Don’t go to Jerusalem, Paul.’  

3) Each day he has carefully walked the minefield of declaring the gospel of Jesus to Jew and Gentile, all the while respecting Jewish sensitivities when the gospel was not at stake.  

4) And what high hopes he must have had for this visit in terms of cementing the ties of Christian brotherhood between Jew and Gentile with this gift.  

a) But now it all lies in tatters on the floor of the session room because slander has been heard and set free to fly, as it were.
iv. But fourthly, in terms of why the actions of these elders and Paul appear so troubling, look now at what is suggested by the elders.
A. The background to this Nazarite vow is found in Numbers 6:13-20.  It was a vow of separation or dedication to the Lord, during which no wine was to be drunk and the hair was not to be cut.
1) And the shortest period for such a vow was 30 days.  So Paul is not being asked to join in with the vow, but simply to join them for the time of purification and to pay for their expenses.
a) And indeed, in OT times, this was certainly seen as the act of a man dedicated to the Law.  
B. But note, from v20, where the emphasis is in all of this.  How are the believers described there?  They are “zealous for the law.”
C. And what will be the end result of this action of Paul, according to the elders, in v24?  “Everybody will know … that you yourself are living in obedience to the law.”
1) There are five verses describing the response of the elders to Paul’s report and their advice to him, and not once is the name or the person or the work of Jesus Christ even hinted at.  It is law, law, Moses, and law.  
D. And in terms of what this required of Paul:

1) He had to present himself to the priest, an office which had been fulfilled by Jesus Christ.

2) And this priest would wash him, Paul, and these four men, on the third and seventh days of the purification week, with ‘the waters of atonement.’  
a) And these waters were also fulfilled in Jesus Christ who described Himself and the Holy Spirit as the Living Water that cleansed once and for all.

3) And then, as part of those expenses that Paul was to cover himself, each of the four men needed to purchase a one year old, unblemished lamb, that would be sacrificed as a sin offering.  
a) And as you think about that, you cannot help but think that surely this is at odds with the gospel of Jesus Christ; the Lamb of God, crucified, as the complete and finished, atoning sacrifice for the sins of every believer.
E. So, here is Paul, being told to and agreeing to give money to the very priestly system that crucified Christ, in the very temple where the veil had been torn, for sacrifices that are part of ceremonies that have all been fulfilled by Jesus Christ.
v. And if you add all of this up, and add to it what they then say in v25, about the only things required of the Gentiles, it could very well be understood to equal this – Paul, we don’t require much of the Gentiles; we have been relatively gentle with them.  What goes on out in the mission field is not our problem.  But now you are in Jerusalem.  And we will accept this gift and allow your Gentile mission to continue so long as you now prove your Jewishness at the temple of Jehovah.  
Now, the last part of this section is the crowd’s unholy hatred for Paul, which is seen in his beating and arrest at the temple.  And I only want to say a few brief words about this very simple and straightforward description of what happens to Paul.  And then, we will come back and end with Paul’s submissive response to see what gospel lessons we may learn from this whole account. 

So, Paul does what the elders ask of him.  
And if you look down at v38, you get an indication of the lion’s den that Paul willingly walked into.  
· The soldiers are clearly on high alert because some time ago an Egyptian started a revolt and led 4000 terrorists out into the desert.  And we know from other sources that he had threatened to take over and cleanse Jerusalem.  
· And other English translations do not use the word ‘terrorist’ but Assassin.  These were the Sicarios or ‘dagger men.’  They would roam the temple precinct and stab to death anyone they thought was suspected of being friendly with Gentiles.  
· And ch. 22ff will reveal also that political and religious tensions in Jerusalem were at an absolute fever pitch at this time.  
And yet, it is right into the centre of this storm that Paul marches.  
And surprise, surprise (Yeah, right!), he is arrested, beaten and chained up, again, because of a slander – a false allegation that he has brought a Gentile into the temple.  
And so, they seized him, they tried to kill him, there was a city-wide uproar, and “the violence of the mob was so great that Paul had to be carried by the soldiers.”
So why then, given all of this, did Paul submit to the counsel of the elders?  
1. Well, let us first of all not forget that one of the key components of the Christian life is submission.  Paul submitted to the counsel of his elders.  
a. And he who easily and quickly ignores the counsel of those authorities that the Lord puts in place is a fool.  
i. And I don’t say this on behalf of the elders to try and strengthen our influence in any way.  For each of us an elder is also called to submit to elders.  And this passage, I believe, is an example of elders getting it wrong.  
ii. But God honours submission because it is to the very heart of what Jesus did to secure your salvation.  
b. And brothers and sisters, young people and boys and girls, submission is perhaps our chief struggle even as believers.  
i. It began right back in Eden.  Neither Eve nor Adam were willing to submit to God’s way.  
ii. And now, we struggle to submit to one another out of reverence for Christ, as Eph 5:21 calls us to do; its me!  Its self that is important.  It’s my rights and my feelings that are my chief concern.  
iii. We struggle to submit to husbands, as wives, to our employers, to the IRD, to the teacher, and to the orange light at the intersection.  
iv. And I will put up with so much at church, but then, “I will do it my way.  Don’t tell me what I must do.  You’ve got your opinion, I’ve got mine.  It’s too hard.  I am going where ME can flourish.”  
c. So even though we might not agree with Paul’s actions here, we can learn something from his Christ-like submission to authority.
2. But still, as to why Paul agreed to do what he was told to do is a difficult question to answer, as we noted earlier.  He either came dangerously close to or indeed did compromise the gospel.  
a. But as we seek an answer, let’s turn to Romans 9:1-3 as we close.  For there Paul says, “I speak the truth in Christ-- I am not lying, my conscience confirms it in the Holy Spirit--  I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart.  For I could wish that I myself were cursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my brothers, those of my own race.”
i. Paul’s first love was the Lord Jesus Christ.  
ii. Paul’s second love was the gospel of Jesus Christ.  
iii. And Paul’s third love was for his own people – the Jews.  
A. And so great was that love that he was willing to be damned to hell it that meant the Jews could be saved.  
1) Now, such a thing was impossible, but that was how Paul felt.  He was willing to lose it all, if his people could be brought to Jesus Christ.  And thus, Paul was willing to take risks for the sake of the gospel.  
a) Paul desired, with every fibre of his being, unity between Jew and Gentile.  In John 17, Jesus prayed, “that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you … May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me.”  
i) And so, in the Spirit of Christ’s prayer, and looking to the selfless example of Christ, and with a heart filled with a Christ-like love for Jew and Gentile, Paul chose, I believe, to walk on the law side of the fence for the sake of the gospel.  
A) You see, if he refused to do this, any chance of receiving a hearing among the Jews was gone.  And if he agreed to do this, his reputation in the eyes of the Gentiles might take a battering.  
B) So Paul tries, with a gospel motivation, to “become all things to all men so that by all possible means I might save some.”
b. And O how desperately that attitude is needed in the church of Jesus Christ today.  
i. For sadly, our attitude is more often like that of two neighbouring congregations in one town who were both struggling, and so they tried to unite, together.  Sadly though, union talks broke down because they could not agree on how to recite the Lord’s Prayer.  One church held to “Forgive us our debts,” and the other church held to “Forgive us our trespasses.”  And neither would budge, so they remained apart.
A. And this is where we Protestants and we Reformed need to take a long hard look at ourselves.  
1) As Protestants, we are defined by the word ‘protest.’  And since the Reformation of the 16th century, we have been very good at protesting, to the point that there are now 41,000 Christian denominations.  
2) And within that number are an ever increasing number of Reformed denominations, many of whom, supposedly, hold to the exact same confessions.  
a) But their historical links to the Netherlands, or personal clashes between key church members, or love for a particular Bible translation, or a tweak on one particular doctrine, or a commitment to a certain preaching style or songbook, etc, are THE reason why there is another denomination.  Is this the unity that Christ prayed for?
3. People of God, none of this is meant to say that we can disregard God’s commands for the sake of the gospel.  Anyone who says I get drunk at the pub every Friday so I can share the gospel with drunks is not demonstrating Paul’s gospel motivation.  
a. But on the other hand, and I have shared this story with you before, I think about the woman who belonged to a church that believed drinking alcohol was wrong.  But having invited a non-believer to have lunch with her and a few other ladies from church, when the non-believer turned up with a bottle of wine, the host opened the bottle and shared a glass of wine with her, for the sake of the gospel.  
i. And I know what you’re thinking right now.  It’s what I straight away thought when I first heard it.  Was she right to do this?  Was this wrong?  Is it OK because actually there is nothing wrong with drinking alcohol anyway? 

ii. But that’s not the point, you see.

iii. The point is this, If you do not burn for the lost souls of others you will being judged by others and rejection.  All will be comfortable for you; nice and tidy.

iv. If you don’t put forward a plan for an evangelistic activity, you will not be criticized for it.  No flies on you.

v. And if you don’t take risks for the gospel, no one will stand in the corner of the room and whisper to someone else, ‘Did you hear what Bob did!  Tut Tut!”  
b. You see, being a servant of the gospel, for the sake of Jesus Christ, can be an untidy business.  But the rewards are simply out of this world ( 
i. John Piper said, “God give us the emotions that we have after doing evangelism, before we do evangelism.”
May God be praised for our salvation in Jesus Christ.  And may the Lord see fit to still make use of our untidy gospel efforts, for His glory.  Amen.

