
For the Sake of Unity 

November 3, 2019 

Acts 21:17-26 

        We come this morning to a passage in our study of the book of Acts that 
is perhaps just a bit disturbing. It seems to go against everything we have been 
taught up to this point. Paul has completed his 3rd missionary journey and has 
made it to Jerusalem, where he will meet with the brothers and present them 
with the collection he has raised from among the predominantly Gentile 
congregations across modern-day Turkey and Greece. He already knows that 
this time in Jerusalem will bring hardship to him, imprisonment to him. He 
knows he is walking into a hornet’s nest. 

        The issue at hand is the same as has been the issue from the beginning of 
the book: inclusion of the Gentiles into the household of God. Paul’s 
relationship with the Gentiles, affirmation of the Gentiles, willingness to 
fellowship with the Gentiles, giving credence and status to the Gentiles, all of 
these put him at odds with both the Jews of Jerusalem and even the Jewish 
believers in Jesus. They were not happy having THOSE people among them. 

        So, here comes Paul with his travel party, made up of a motley crew of 
mainly Gentile believers, escorting Paul to Jerusalem. I can see how some might 
view this as an “in your face” type of action. Is Paul flaunting his relationship 
with the Gentiles? Is he trying to offend the Jewish brothers, let alone the Jews? 
We know he was given freedom to minister among the Gentiles back in Acts 15 
without requiring the Gentile believers becoming Jewish. But now, the issue is 
right in front of them. How would they respond? How would Paul handle 
himself? 

        That is what sets up this troubling text. Paul here takes action that he 
should not have been required to take. He accommodates the Jews for the sake 
of unity. He does what he teaches ought not be required. He goes overboard to 
show the Jews that he was a good Jew. That is disturbing to me. I think I would 
have told them to take a hike. I think I would have stood my ground on my 



freedom in Christ. But that was not Paul, and I think he was thinking soundly. 
It actually reflected his philosophy of ministry as we will see shortly. Paul was 
actually living what he preached. 

        Follow along as I read today’s text, Acts 21:17-26. READ 

Main point: The cause of the gospel takes priority over my rights and freedoms. 

        The unity of believers takes a higher priority than my individual rights as a 
believer. Demonstrating how the gospel unifies disparate groups of people is a 
cause worth doing things I would not ordinarily do. I’m trying to say this in 
various ways to make my point. There are times when for the good of the cause 
I will do things I would not ordinarily do to demonstrate the truth of the 
gospel. The gospel is more important than my ability to stand on my rights. Or, 
said the opposite way, when the exercise of my freedom brings harm to the 
cause of the gospel, I must not exercise such freedom. The gospel is more 
important. 

        I trust you can already see where this might lead us. Not only was this true 
for Paul, but it is true for us. Not only was this true in the situation of Jews and 
Gentiles, it is true today whether the issue is race, or nationality, or language, or 
worship style, or denomination. Yes, there is a place for the doctrine of 
separation, but there is also a time and place for demonstrating that the doctrine 
of separation must not supersede the unity of the gospel. There is room for 
both. (3 parts) 

I.           Report: God has been doing amazing work among the 
Gentiles.    vv. 17-20a 

        The basic report Paul gives the leaders of the Jerusalem church is that God 
has been at work among the Gentiles. This was presented as good news and even 
received as good news by the leaders of the church in Jerusalem. This is key. We 
don’t have his full report, but his summary of it here leaves no doubt. God was at 
work in mighty ways among people who not only had no framework for 
Christianity, but had no framework for the God of the Scriptures as a whole. Yet 



in spite of that, they were embracing the gospel in large numbers, taking strong 
and bold stands among their peers. 

  

         Ac 21:17 When we had come to Jerusalem, the brothers received us gladly. 

  

        I don’t want to gloss over this detail. It sounds virtually identical to the 
description of how Paul was received at each of his other ports of call. Is this 
surprising? A bit perhaps. I imagine Paul entering with a bit of fear and trepidation 
over the issue. He knows the history, he has been warned about what lies ahead. I 
suspect there was a lack of confidence about how he would be received. In spite 
of that, Paul and his band of brothers was received with gladness. He was among 
friends. 

  

  18 On the following day Paul went in with us to James, and all the elders were 
present.  19 After greeting them, he related one by one the things that God had 
done among the Gentiles through his ministry. 

  

        The next step was to spread the joy with the leaders of the church, led by 
James, the brother of Jesus. This was now the setting to give the detailed report 
of the journey(s). And from the information related here, it seems that Paul took 
them on a step by step recounting of all that happened. In one sense, it would 
have been great to hear such a report. On the other hand, I think we have such a 
report in our hands. It is called the book of Acts. Luke, who was clearly there that 
day (1st person plural “we” in v.17) and he at some point wrote the book. So we 
have perhaps an edited edition of that report. Notice the emphasis is on what God 
has done, not what Paul has done. The underlying purpose is to demonstrate that 
God was at work among the Gentiles. God was doing great and powerful things 
among people who had been out of reach from the Jews for all of time. But now, 



for the first time, they were embracing the God of the Jews and His Son, Jesus, as 
their Savior. That indeed is amazing! 

  

 20 And when they heard it, they glorified God. 

  

        Again, I do not want to gloss over this detail. This larger assembled group 
of leaders of the Jerusalem church responded with joy and praise of God. Don’t 
forget that it would have been this same group that agonized over the issue of 
requirements on the Gentile converts back in Acts 15 and the Jerusalem council. 
I’m sure they received persecution for their stand on that day. They too had 
“skin in the game.” Their standing up for Paul and the Gentile believers put 
them too at odds with their Jewish neighbors and even the strident Jewish 
Christians among them. 

        In fact, it might have been worse than we think. Paul got to leave with the 
message of freedom for the Gentiles. Yes, there were Jewish antagonists 
wherever he went, but he also had excited Gentile believers all around him. He 
had people who were happy with the decision. But these leaders of the Jerusalem 
church had to continue on in the context of a Jewish dominated culture and 
church. Everyone would have known about their decision. I am sure they 
received scorn, snubbing, ridicule, persecution, harassment for their position. 
They would have been outcasts among their own. 

        So, for them to hear how things went with Paul would have been especially 
good news to hear. Their bold stand had borne fruit! Glory be to God! 

II. Problem: The Jews are still not comfortable with “those” people. vv.20b-22 

        Given what is written here, these leaders of the church already knew what 
Paul would be facing. They faced it every day. The prejudices of the Jews 
toward the Gentiles would be front and center with Paul’s return to Jerusalem. 
All of their built up hatred would be poured out on him. He was the cause of all 
of their woes. In Paul’s absence, news of his exploits continued to filter back to 



the Jews of Jerusalem, often told from the perspective of those who were not 
happy with Paul and hated the thought of Gentiles being included in the people 
of God. In other words, news of Paul’s success traveled faster than Paul did! 
That’s a problem. 

  

20b- And they said to him, “You see, brother, how many thousands there 
are among the Jews of those who have believed. They are all zealous for the law, 

  

Here we see the current setting in Jerusalem: the gospel has made huge 
inroads in Jerusalem among the Jews. The church in Jerusalem has grown. This 
is a good thing. There are literally thousands of Christian Jews in Jerusalem. But 
here is the seed of the problem. These Jewish Christian new converts were all 
still thoroughly Jewish. They all still followed the Law. They had not given up 
their Jewish identity to become Christians. They simply embraced Jesus as their 
Jewish Messiah. Is this acceptable? Absolutely! 

Now, was this a good thing or a bad thing? Clearly, this was a good thing. 
The Church was growing. Jews were coming to faith, as was true at the very 
beginning, on the day of Pentecost. However… 

  

 21 and they have been told about you that you teach all the Jews who are 
among the Gentiles to forsake Moses, telling them not to circumcise their 
children or walk according to our customs. 

  

Their information about Paul has not been positive, particularly regarding 
what he was teaching the Jewish believers who were living in the context of a 
Gentile dominated church. Word had reached them that Paul taught Jewish 
believers that they did not need to follow the restrictions and requirements of 
the Law. They did not even need to circumcise their children. They could 



abandon their Jewish heritage. Was this the truth? I’m not sure. Perhaps as we 
will see in a moment. 

But are you seeing the dilemma here? Paul believes in Christian freedom, 
he would die for the freedom of the Christian. And yet, Jews living as Jews 
offends Gentiles. Gentiles living as Gentiles offends Jews. But, the unity of 
Jewish and Gentile believers demonstrates the power and truth of the gospel. So, 
what should Paul teach? What should he teach Jewish believers living in a 
Gentile context? What should he teach Gentiles living in a Jewish context? How 
far should they take or push their freedom? 

Actually, I would like to pause for a moment and read for you Paul’s 
thoughts on this issue, taken from I Corinthians 9. Here you get a glimpse of 
Paul’s perspective. 

  

19 For though I am free from all, I have made myself a servant to all, that I 
might win more of them. 20 To the Jews I became as a Jew, in order to win Jews. 
To those under the law I became as one under the law (though not being myself 
under the law) that I might win those under the law. 21 To those outside the law 
I became as one outside the law (not being outside the law of God but under the 
law of Christ) that I might win those outside the law. 22 To the weak I became 
weak, that I might win the weak. I have become all things to all people, that by 
all means I might save some. 23 I do it all for the sake of the gospel, that I may 
share with them in its blessings. 

  

So, Paul did not consider himself to be “under the law.” Even though he 
was a Jew, a Pharisee no less, he held to his freedom as a Christian. AND YET, 
he would live as a Jew if it meant he MIGHT win some Jews to Jesus. He would 
give up his freedom for the sake of the gospel. Can you see how powerful of a 
statement this is? Would you do that? The gospel trumps everything. 

Can you see how this helps explain his attitude here in Acts 21? When he 
was ministering in a Gentile context, he might just teach the Jewish believers 



that they did not need to offend their Gentile brothers by insisting on the 
requirements of Judaism. For the sake of Christian unity, that might be the case. 
But when news of that would get back to the Jews of Jerusalem, you can imagine 
the reaction. In fact, you don’t have to imagine, you can read it here. Paul was 
telling Jewish believers they didn’t have to be Jewish!!!! Gasp! 

  

 22 What then is to be done? They will certainly hear that you have come. 

Now we have the immediate problem. Word is going to spread quickly 
that Paul is in town. These people have been storing up all of these injustices for 
a long time. They are not going to take too kindly to Paul, especially if they see 
him hobnobbing with Gentiles, flaunting his relationship with Gentiles. Can you 
see the dilemma? 

Paul is attempting to show how the Gentiles are united with the Jews 
through Jesus and yet having the Gentiles with Paul would be offensive to them. 
Paul had the Gentile churches collect and send an offering. But it might not be 
received warmly because it is coming from Gentiles. It might be considered an 
“in your face” type of act. What can be done? 

III. Solution: Paul is in a unique position of being able to show that he is both 
Jewish and a friend of Gentiles.  vv. 23-27 

        As the person in the middle, Paul is uniquely situated to demonstrate both, 
that it might not be an either/or but a both/and. It seems to me that this is the 
solution proposed here. Paul gives up some of his freedom for the sake of the 
unity of the gospel. 

  

        23 Do therefore what we tell you. We have four men who are under a 
vow;  24 take these men and purify yourself along with them and pay their 
expenses, so that they may shave their heads. Thus all will know that there is 
nothing in what they have been told about you, but that you yourself also live in 
observance of the law. 



        From what I have read, Paul would have had to undergo a process of 
purification because he was travelling from Gentile territory. In order to go into 
the temple, he would have to be purified. So, he was already in the process. He 
was already operating under some such vow. He just needed to inform the 
proper authorities that he was this far along and would be ready to complete the 
process on a certain date. The leaders propose that he join a group of such Jews 
and pay their expenses, which was required of all such vow takers. This act of 
paying the expenses of another would have been seen as an act of charity. They 
could all then complete the process together, finally cut their hair, and all would 
be happy. Nothing demonstrates your commitment toward the Law like 
fulfilling a vow by shaving your head and paying the expenses of those with you! 
Go Jewish ritual! 

        Can you see why this is disturbing? Paul didn’t even need to go into the 
temple, let alone take a vow so he could be acceptable in the temple, let alone 
pay for others who were also trying to make themselves acceptable. Paul was not 
under the Law. The Law held no power over him. He fought for that principle. 
And yet, he is being told here that for the sake of unity, he needed to submit to 
Jewish ritual for the sake of the Jewish believers among them. He needed to live 
as a Jew in order to win more Jews, just as he lived as a Gentile in Greece so he 
could win more Gentiles. All things for all people so he MIGHT win SOME! 
That was his philosophy. 

  

 25 But as for the Gentiles who have believed, we have sent a letter with our 
judgment that they should abstain from what has been sacrificed to idols, and 
from blood, and from what has been strangled, and from sexual immorality.” 

  

        Here they make clear that the Gentiles with Paul did not also need to do 
such a thing. They had previously pronounced the freedom of the Gentile 
believer and they meant it. Gentile believers did not need to become Jews. But 
this did not settle the issue for the Jewish believers. What should be expected of 
them? I think Paul would say, “it depends on the setting.” In a Gentile setting, 



“nothing. You’re free!” But, in a Jewish setting, “enough to not be offensive to 
fellow Jews.”  All things to all people that I might win some. 

  

 26 Then Paul took the men, and the next day he purified himself along with 
them and went into the temple, giving notice when the days of purification 
would be fulfilled and the offering presented for each one of them. 

  

        He did it. He submitted to their request. He fulfilled his own vow and 
paid for the fulfillment of the vows of others. The Jewish priests were satisfied 
of his Jewish status and he was free to worship along with all the other Jewish 
men. 

        Again, we see the irony of all this. As a follower of Jesus, Paul did not need 
the approval of the Jewish priests at all. He did not need to enter the temple. He 
did not need to please this group of people. After all, they all hated him! But, 
for the sake of the Jerusalem church, filled with Jewish brothers and sisters in 
Christ, Paul submitted to Jewish ritual to gain the approval of the Jewish 
authorities. He didn’t need to, but he did. Why? For the sake of the cause, for 
the unity of the body, to give testimony to zealous Jewish believers that he still 
considered himself a Jew. He didn’t need to, but he did. 

  

Now I trust you can see where this hits us. For the sake of the gospel, we 
might need to set aside some of our freedoms, even though we don’t have to. 
For the sake of the gospel, we might just link arms with others with whom we 
do not agree. It might be across denominational lines, cultural lines, class lines, 
stylistic lines. It might make us uncomfortable, perhaps quite uncomfortable. 
But the question really is, “What would you do for the sake of the gospel?” 

  



        If we believe this passage is the Word of God, then what should be 
different about our lives? 

  

        1) We will see ourselves as Christians first. 

  

        2) We will be motivated first and foremost by the gospel of Jesus. 

  

        3) We will not insist on our freedom if it might further the work of the 
gospel. 

  

        4) We will embrace those who are different who also proclaim faith in 
Jesus. 

  

        5) We will act in such a way as to demonstrate the truth and power of the 
gospel. 

 


