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Acts 21:27-36 

  

        As we continue to wind our way through the book of Acts, we find 
ourselves in chapter 21. Paul has completed his third missionary journey and has 
made it to Jerusalem, where he has been warned by the Holy Spirit that hardship 
and imprisonment await him. He has been welcomed by the church leaders in 
Jerusalem, giving them a report on what God has done among the Gentiles in 
the various cities along Paul’s travels. He then agreed to go overboard in 
showing the Jews and Jewish followers of Jesus that he still considered himself 
to be a Jew and was concerned to be faithful to the requirements of the Jewish 
faith. He agreed to show the depth of his commitment by even paying the fees 
of four other people who were also going through the process of proving their 
Jewish credentials by ritual cleansing. Paul agreed for the sake of his Jewish 
fellow believers, for the sake of unity as we put it last week. 

        Well, that’s where we pick up the story this morning. What happens next? 
Do his efforts pay off? Let’s read the story. Once more, know that the story goes 
beyond the text of the morning. We are not done with the incident. Indeed, we 
are not even to the climactic point yet. Because we have a guest preacher in town 
next week, you’ll have to wait two weeks to continue the story, unless you 
choose to read ahead. READ Acts 21:27-36 

  

Main point: Christianity is designed to bring all people to God, not keep them 
away. 

  

        In one sense, today’s text is simply a moving forward of the plot line, a 
relating of the events that lead from one thing to another, more important event. 



But on another level, this text paints a much bigger picture, indeed a picture of 
gigantic proportions. The picture painted here shows the heart of the people of 
the day, who claimed to represent the God of Scripture, and the heart of the one 
man at the center of a movement called Christianity, that also claimed to 
represent the heart and purpose of the God of Scripture. The question is, 
“Which one of these truly represents the heart of God?” 

        Again, I trust you can easily see where this is headed. As always, now that 
we have been allowed inside the holy place, we are the ones who declare the 
truth about access to God, we now are in the position of welcoming in or 
keeping out. And the question is the same, “Do we represent well the heart of 
God?” And I truly believe this is an open question for each and every local 
church, each and every branch of Christianity, each and every generation. We are 
always in the position of serving as the gate keepers of access to the God of the 
universe. How well are we doing in representing God well? That is the question 
I hope you will ponder. (2 parts) 
  

  

  

  

 
 

  

I.           There will always be accusers who seek to protect God by keeping 
undesirable people out. vv. 27-29 

I trust you can see the double meaning here. Such accusers think they are 
protecting God, but in actuality they are defying God by keeping away those 
God is drawing near. 

  



Ac 21:27 When the seven days were almost completed, the Jews from Asia, 
seeing him in the temple, stirred up the whole crowd and laid hands on him, 

  

    I would like to begin by putting up a couple of slides giving the best sense of 
the Jewish temple in those days. You will have to have this image in your minds 
as we go through this story. The Jewish temple can be described as a space 
within a space within a space within a space within a space within a space. The 
purpose of such spaces within spaces was to regulate who could enter. 

(wider view) On the outside is the wall, the wailing wall of today 
would have been a part of this wall. This designated the temple property, the 
temple mount. There were gates regulating who could come in or go out. Inside 
these walls would have been various chambers, barracks (as we will see later) and 
rooms. But the vast majority of the space inside was courtyards. At this level, 
both Gentiles and Jews could be in the courtyards, so it was called the court of 
the Gentiles. You didn’t have to be Jewish to get into that space. But then you 
had to go through gates to get into the temple complex itself. (Switch to second 
slide) Inside this set of gates was the court of the women, meaning both male 
and female Jews could be here, but not Gentiles. 

Inside that space you had another courtyard regulated by more gates, 
this time allowing in only male Jews. And then, inside that space was the holy 
place, the temple building itself, a space where you had to be a priest to actually 
enter.  So, the temple building itself could only be entered into by selected 
priests who were actually on duty. Everyone else would have had to be satisfied 
to observe from the outside. 

Then, inside the holy place was the holy of holies. This space was 
accessible only by the high priest, only once per year and never without blood. 
This is where you actually met with God. This was His residence. This is where 
you had the mercy seat where sinful man could find mercy from holy God. So, 
your connection with God had to go through layers and layers. The system kept 
you away from God, not led you to Him. 



As most of you know, a curtain separated the holy place from the holy 
of holies. And I trust you can appreciate the significance of that curtain being 
torn from top to bottom (from God’s end) as Jesus died on the cross. That 
barrier was torn down. Access to God was not restricted to only one man, only 
once per year, only with blood. Access to God was available to all by One High 
Priest, Jesus, who offered His own blood. 

In fact, the author of Hebrews tells us that if Jesus is our High Priest, 
we can approach the throne of grace with boldness. We can know that we are 
approved to go inside the gate, inside the gate, inside the gate, inside the gate, 
inside the gate. That is the difference Jesus made. 

  

So, now we come to our story about Paul. Where is he? He was 
somewhere inside the temple complex. Since his time of purification had not yet 
been completed, I’m not sure he would have been allowed into the court of the 
men. Maybe he was still in the courtyard of the women. But he was inside the 
gate to the temple complex. He was in the area where only Jews could go. But 
there was a problem. Also in that same area were Jewish men from Ephesus, men 
who recognized Paul and had encountered him in their hometown of Ephesus. 
Remember the riot in Ephesus led by the artisans and the Jews who hated Paul? 
Here, these same Jews find themselves among friends, in a society where they are 
dominant, not the minority. They are in the Jewish temple, a space where 
suitability for presence was key. You were in the space because you qualified to 
be in the space. These Jewish men were among friends and brothers. 

They see Paul, this is their opportunity. Now the tables are turned… 

  

  

  28 crying out, “Men of Israel, help! This is the man who is teaching everyone 
everywhere against the people and the law and this place. Moreover, he even 
brought Greeks into the temple and has defiled this holy place.” 



  

    These men use their status and voices to lodge their complaint against Paul in 
perhaps THE place where it would be best received. By his presence, Paul was 
claiming to be one of them, but they knew him from elsewhere, where he was 
teaching everyone the exact opposite of what they all believed as Jews. He didn’t 
teach the people of God were ALL Jewish. He didn’t teach you had to obey the 
Jewish Law. He didn’t teach you had to worship God in this temple. In fact, this 
man brought a Greek, a Gentile into the temple, beyond the appropriate gate, 
defiling the space for themselves and for all of you. He has desecrated the 
temple! He has made unclean something that was clean. He has polluted the 
space you are in. 

    Can you see how powerful this argument would have been? Can you imagine 
how riled up the men occupying this space would have been? This space was 
only for those who qualified. This is the man who has been going against 
everything we all believe in. I need your help in getting rid of him! Help me! 

  

  29 For they had previously seen Trophimus the Ephesian with him in the city, 
and they supposed that Paul had brought him into the temple.  

  

These Jews from Ephesus argue that the local Jews might not have 
recognized a Gentile among them, but THEY knew. They knew this particular 
man who was with Paul, a Gentile from Ephesus! Now, Luke the author wants 
us to know that they had not ACTUALLY seen Trophimus in the temple, but 
had seen him around town and ASSUMED that he would have brought him 
into the temple. Remember, truth doesn’t matter to accusers, the nature and 
plausibility of the accusation is all that matters. And, as we see, it has the desired 
effect. People tend to have a strong reaction when they think they are protecting 
their God. 
 

II. Upset “protectors” may not be open to reason or restraint.   vv. 30-36 



        When people perceive they are acting to protect their god and their holy 
space, they can become quite unreasonable, irrational, unable to control 
themselves. What can in some circumstances be a very good thing, can also in 
other circumstances be used to close the gate to people God has invited inside. 
We see that play out here. 

  

        30 Then all the city was stirred up, and the people ran together. They 
seized Paul and dragged him out of the temple, and at once the gates were shut. 

  

        Are you catching this? With the whole city now in an uproar, Paul is taken 
out of his approved place and thrown out of the temple with the gate closing 
behind him. Where he once had gone to great lengths to show that he was 
willing to submit to their rules and rituals, now he is literally thrown out. 

        I can’t get past the image of the gate closing behind him. “And don’t come 
back!” is the intended message. You are not welcome past this point. You are to 
us on the level of the Gentiles, the outcasts, the people who are outside the 
family. And the door is shut, meaning there is no hope of you getting back in. 
We don’t want people like you among us! Isn’t that the purpose of a gate? A 
gate keeps unwanted out! 

        Wait, what did Jesus call Himself? In John 10, Jesus called Himself the 
door of His sheep. (10:9) He lets them in. He keeps the thieves and robbers 
out. If He lets you in, you are safe, qualified, approved, one of the flock. He 
determines who goes beyond the fence, into the sacred space. Are you catching 
the point? If we are going to regulate who is in and who is out, it had better be 
on the basis of Jesus. What does He say about them? To Him, are they clean or 
unclean? Gentile/Jew? Male/Female? Adults/Children? Slave/Free, 
Priests/People in the pew? 

To the Jews, Paul was unclean because he was being accused of cavorting 
with unclean people. He was ushered outside the door even though he had done 
everything they had required him to do. Still, he was not pure enough, clean 



enough, acceptable to be in that space. He was dragged out with the door 
slamming behind him. Access to God was cut off. Can you see how the point 
goes way beyond the details of the story. 

  

  31 And as they were seeking to kill him, word came to the tribune of the 
cohort that all Jerusalem was in confusion. 

  

        Not only was he kicked out, he deserved to die. He needed to die. He had 
defiled the holy space by just his presence. Their “laws” required that such an 
intruder be killed. There wasn’t even the need for a trial, a judge, evidence. Just 
as was true with Jesus, this case was self-evident. Paul was guilty and punishable 
by death. 

        Thankfully, this caught the attention of a higher authority, a non-Jewish 
authority, the local Roman authorities. And remember, what is their priority? 
Not justice for all, but calm. They want calm above all else. 

  

 32 He at once took soldiers and centurions and ran down to them. And when 
they saw the tribune and the soldiers, they stopped beating Paul. 

  

        The presence of a higher authority gives reason for a pause. 

  

 33 Then the tribune came up and arrested him and ordered him to be bound 
with two chains. He inquired who he was and what he had done. 

  



        They take their role seriously. Clearly these Jews must have had cause for 
seeking to kill this Paul. So they bound him securely (just as Paul had been 
warned). They sought to hear the evidence against this man at the center of the 
controversy. Who was this guy and what has he done that was so wrong that the 
whole city was in an uproar? 

  

 34 Some in the crowd were shouting one thing, some another. And as he could 
not learn the facts because of the uproar, he ordered him to be brought into the 
barracks. 

  

        Once more, just as it was with Jesus, these accusers couldn’t get together 
on their stories. Clearly this was a situation that needed to be sorted out, and in 
a calmer environment. This Roman official needed to get this situation under 
control, out of the context of an angry mob of religious fanatics! 

  

 35 And when he came to the steps, he was actually carried by the soldiers 
because of the violence of the crowd,  36 for the mob of the people followed, 
crying out, “Away with him!” 

  

        The people were not even stopping because of the presence of Roman 
troops. They were continuing their crusade to kill this infidel. The soldiers had 
to surround Paul, literally pick him up and carry him into their barracks. All the 
while, the crowd was yelling, “Kill him! Kill him!” or “Off with his head!” or 
some other such thing. This wretched excuse of a man had to die! 

        Clearly, the scene reminds us of what happened to Jesus. There, they cried 
out for the form of his execution, crucifixion. Here they simply called for him 
to die. But the sentiment was the same. This man had crossed a line that dare 
not be crossed. In Paul’s case, he was leading people to say, do, and believe 



wrong things about their God. He was bringing THOSE people into their 
sacred space. He had to die! 

        Now, unlike Jesus, who for the purposes of God did not offer up a 
defense, Paul gives a defense, which will be the subject of the next sermon. 
Actually, he just gives his testimony, which was his defense. But we will have to 
wait to look at that. 

        For today, what is the point? There is a natural tendency for people to 
limit access to their god and their sacred space. It is natural, normal. In my 
earlier life, I led a youth group that sang in churches. Whenever I came to a 
church, I always asked if they had any sacred spaces, where we would be 
offending if we entered. I get that. 

        But when we are in such a position of limiting access to God and to some 
sacred space, it had better be for a good reason. It had better correspond to the 
heart of God. In the case of access to God, it had better have Jesus in the 
criteria. He is the door, the gate. Race ought not be the criteria, ethnicity, 
amount of sin, notoriety of the sin, none of them ought to be used to keep 
people separated from God. The only thing that ought to be used is one’s 
relationship with Jesus. That is the point. 

        The problem with the system Paul was in was that it limited people, had 
multiple layers of limiting people, weeding them out, keeping them away. But as 
we know, that is not God’s nature. In Moses’ day, He invited the whole nation 
to meet with Him on Mt. Sinai. He invited, but they refused. They sent Moses 
as their representative. The whole system was set up by their refusal to come 
close to God. And later, through their prophets, God made His heart clear when 
He announced that the Gentiles would be drawn close to Him. They too could 
go into the sacred spaces. In fact, I don’t think it is a coincidence at all that 
shortly after the scene in this text, the whole temple was destroyed, never to be 
rebuilt. That whole system had to go. It did not reflect the heart of God. I’m 
quite sure no system like it today reflects God’s heart any better. Jesus is the 
only legitimate door to the sacred space, access to holy God. 

  



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

  

        1) We will seek to see all people, even ourselves, through the eyes of God. 

  

        2)  We will welcome those Jesus calls His own, keep out those Jesus does 
not know. 

  

        3) We will cherish our acceptance into the throne room of God. 

  

        4) We will approach the throne of grace with boldness through Jesus. 

 


