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The Continuing Acts of Jesus: Jerusalem and Rome for Jesus – or bust 
Acts 21-28 

November 12, 2017 
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1987 years ago, in 30AD Jesus went to the cross, died, was buried, and then three days 
later came back from the dead.  This event is the single most important event in all of 
human history – its veracity literally changes everything.   
 
But this event, and the power of God that coursed through it, don’t stand alone.  And so 
50 days after the resurrection God descended upon 120 believers as they met in a 
single room.  And in this moment ordinary women and men were transformed into 
witnesses for Jesus Christ by the infilling of His Spirit. 
 
And this was all to fulfill what Jesus had told them: 

You will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you 

will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and 
to the ends of the earth.” (Acts 1:8) 

 
Full of Jesus’ Spirit Peter preached and 3000 people came to Christ.  And these early 
Jesus followers gave themselves and their talents to furthering the expanse of Jesus’ 
kingdom.  They sold property, they shared what they had, and they invested their 
possessions, imaging Christ to each other and the world.  And the church kept growing. 
 
But while the church grew, opposition grew as well.  And so not much time had passed 
before a godly man named Stephen stood up and preached a powerful sermon that 
enraged the Jewish religious establishment.  They dragged him out of the town and 
stoned him.  And while this was happening the angry mob laid their coats at the feet of a 
zealous Pharisee named Saul. 
 
Persecution erupted in Jerusalem as Saul began tearing the church down, but tragedy 
never catches Jesus off guard.  And so this persecution served a purpose – it propelled 
the good news of Jesus’ salvation out of Jerusalem and into Judea and Samaria.  And 
then it crossed the racial line as Peter started preaching to the Gentiles.   
 
It was around this time that Jesus took the fulfillment of His plan to the next level and 
revealed Himself to one who had been voted the least likely candidate for salvation – 
Saul.  In a flash of light Saul was thrown from his horse, converted, transformed and not 
long after given a new name.   
 
Everything about Paul had been changed except for his personality – he was still a 
brilliant and zealous warrior for what he believed in.  And so Paul risked life, limb and 
reputation to systematically spread the good news as Jesus’ first intentional missionary. 
 
 



2 
 

Go ahead and grab the Bible from the pew in front of you and open it up to Acts chapter 
21.  Today we will deal with Paul’s capture and final trip.  A 4090.8km journey from 
Jerusalem to Rome where Paul is going to continue spreading the word.  And by the 
end, what Luke wants us to see is the fulfillment of Jesus’ prophecy.  Over about 35 
years Jesus’ church had exploded from a group of 120 timid followers hiding out in an 
upper room in a hidden corner of Jerusalem to hundreds of thousands of believers from 
every tribe and tongue and nation all across the known world.   
 
Now in the global village we live in today the idea of a religion crossing socioeconomic 
and ethnic lines is common, but this was totally unprecedented in the first century.  
Rome had its gods, Asia had its gods, and the Jews stuck to themselves.  But 
Christians went everywhere with the gospel because this is what Jesus commanded.  
And so by the end of Acts Paul was able to say everyone in Asia had heard the word of 
the Lord.1  Now not everyone believed, but they knew what it was.  And this is where 
Acts ends. 
 
This means, believe it or not, today is our last week in Acts; but we will tie up the series 
next Sunday.  You see what Luke didn’t know is that the world was bigger than he could 
have ever imagined.  He had no idea how far south Africa extended and no concept of 
life across the Atlantic.  But Jesus did; He knew His mission to have His witnesses in 
every corner of the earth was still in its infancy.  So we will end our series next week 
looking at the role we play in the story of Acts. 
 
But that’s next week, today I want to focus in on how, in spite of difficult circumstances, 
Paul used every opportunity he had to make the most of Christ.  
 
So look first at Acts 21 starting in verse 10: 
 
[Read Acts 21:10-14] 
 
I want to talk here briefly about the theology of the “open door”.  We often talk about this 
in Christian circles.  The idea is that if God makes a way for something to happen then 
that is God directing us to do what it is we have set our mind on. 
 
And so we say things like “I was looking for work, and then God opened a door for me 
to get on at such and such a place, and so I took that as God’s will for me.”   
 
Or even more dubious, “I was looking for a relationship, and then God brought so and 
so into my life, and so I’m pursuing her because this is God’s will for me.”  Have you 
heard people say things like this? 
 
The final way this catches us is on the flip side when we end up saying something like, 
“I needed a new place to live, and then I thought God opened a door for me here, but it 
hasn’t worked out at all.  I guess I missed God’s will on this one.”  This is the theology of 
the open door. 

                                            
1 Acts 19:10 
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But what we get in this text is something a little different.  All these godly people Paul is 
connecting with are urging him, by the Spirit, not to go to Jerusalem because things are 
going to go bad there.  And the prophecies are accurate – they have heard from God.  
Things are going to go bad for Paul in Jerusalem.  But then these prophets have 
misinterpreted the will of God.  They see the coming difficulty and determine that this 
couldn’t be God’s will for Paul, but they are wrong. 
 
And as tempting as it would have been for Paul to hear this, he was convicted that God 
had something else for him.  So back in chapter 20 Luke tells us Paul was actually 
hurrying to reach Jerusalem, trying to get there before Pentecost.2  And so he told his 
Ephesian friends: 

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. However, I consider my life worth nothing to me; my only aim is 

to finish the race and complete the task the Lord Jesus has given me—
the task of testifying to the good news of God’s grace. (Acts 20:22-24) 

   
So Paul knows hardship is coming, but the completion of his mission renders this 
inconsequential.  It’s like Jesus going to the cross.  He knew what was before Him – He 
knew it was torture and execution, and yet He refused to take another path.  And He 
could have.  He could have called all of heaven’s armies to rip Rome limb from limb, but 
He didn’t.  And that was because He was not interested in finding a door of opportunity 
– by which we usually mean an easy way to avoid difficulty – rather He knew His 
mission was the difficulty.  Jesus had come to die. 
 
And so here Paul too finds himself convicted that the right thing for him to do is 
complete his mission regardless of the cost.  And while Paul and certainly Jesus were 
unique characters, the reality is all of us have the same mission.  God’s will is not that 
we walk an easy path.  God’s will is not that we avoid difficulty by finding “doors of 
opportunity” to this end.  Our job is to image Jesus in the midst of the difficulty.  When 
we do this, with our eyes set on the hope we have in Jesus, we shine the light of Jesus’ 
salvation into the lives of the people we have been placed besides.  This is God’s will 
for you.  And this is what Paul did. 
 
And so at the end of chapter 21 Paul arrives in Jerusalem and almost as soon as he 
gets there a group of Jews from Asia whip up a mob, accuse Paul of defiling the temple, 
and start beating him into a pulp. 
 
The mob is in such a confused state that the proconsul of Jerusalem – that would be 
like the mayor – shuts the gates of the city and sends soldiers running down to the 
temple to find out what is going on. 
 

                                            
2 Acts 20:16 
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When they get there they find this manic mob has set up an illegal tribunal to try and 
execute Paul.  But you can’t do this in Rome.  Rome is the one who oversees 
executions, and so the soldiers intervein and grab Paul.   
 
Now Paul has been beaten badly.  He’s probably bloody, and weak.  But he doesn’t 
start moping about how bad he has it.  Instead he keeps on grabbing every opportunity 
possible to carry out his mission.  Paul is a Jesus proclaimer.   
 
And so while he is being whisked into the barracks for his own safety Paul asks the 
commander for permission to address the crowd – and he gets it.  And so Paul turns 
around, and from the top of the steps of the barracks he starts preaching in Aramaic. 
 
Now this was the language of the Jews, and so they get quiet and listen.  But they 
couldn’t have been prepared for what they heard.  Paul starts by telling them about how 
he studied under Gamaliel, who was the leading conservative Pharisee of the day – a 
very respected teacher.  And how he passionately followed God even to the point of 
persecuting the people of the Way. 
 
But then he tells them his encounter on the road to Damascus where Jesus informed 
him of how far off target his passions were; how his religious fervor actually had him 
fighting God. 
 
And then he finishes his testimony by telling this mob that Jesus told him to stop talking 
to the Jews because they were hard-hearted and were going to reject what he had to 
say, and instead he should go to the Gentiles. 
 
Now as you can imagine this mob didn’t enjoy this sermon, and so they began freaking 
out, and demanded that the Roman commander execute Paul.  Wanting to quiet the 
crowd he decides to have Paul flogged.  But then Paul pulls an ace from his sleeve and 
asks whether the commander is into flogging Roman citizens. 
 
Now you couldn’t do this in Rome.  Roman citizens couldn’t be punished before they 
were given a fair trial.  This was one of the biggest rules of Rome.  So this commander, 
and the mayor, decide to just keep Paul under house arrest while they try to quiet the 
mob.  But the mob won’t quiet.  40 of them make an oath with each other that they won’t 
eat or drink anything until they have murdered Paul. 
 
Now get your mind around this.  Isn’t it amazing what religion will do to a person?  
These 40 men are so committed to the preservation of God’s Law as they knew it that 
they are going to murder someone who is bringing a new take on it, even though the 
Law blatantly says “Do not murder.”  This is what religion will do to you!  It is incredibly 
possible to get so excited about doing things the right way, that we will actually do 
things the wrong way rather than join God in what He is doing.  Friends, let’s not do 
that. 
… 
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As it happened, word of this murder plot got back to the commander, and so he sent 
Paul to Felix, the governor, with a 200 soldier escort.  And he did this despite the fact he 
couldn’t figure out what Paul had done wrong. 
 
Now Felix, was intrigued by Paul and so kept him in his private prison for 2 years, 
calling him out regularly to talk.  And talk Paul did.  Luke tells us he spoke of faith in 
Jesus, righteous living, self-control and the judgment to come.3  But he only result Paul 
got was that Felix got succeeded by Festus.  This is a nice way of saying Felix died. 
 
And Festus just picked up where Felix left off.  So he left Paul in prison for another 
couple years.  After Paul had been in prison about four years Festus asked his whether 
he wanted to be tried for his crimes in Jerusalem.   
 
But Paul didn’t want to go back to Jerusalem, his mission was to go to Rome, and so he 
says “I’m a Roman citizen, I haven’t done anything against that mob back in Jerusalem, 
send me to Caesar.”  Now this is another Roman ace.  If you, as a Roman citizen, 
appeal to Caesar, then to Caesar you go.  
 
The only problem with this was Festus didn’t know what charges to attach to Paul.  But 
then, as fortune would have it, his good buddy Herod Agrippa II happened to be visiting 
– this is the son of the guy who got eaten by worms in chapter 12.  Agrippa was the king 
the Romans had installed in this area and was knowledgeable about the Jews.  And so 
Festus decides to ask for his help in figuring out how to send Paul to Caesar.   
 
And so after 4 years in prison – imagine what that does to your head – Paul gets called 
in to defend himself, but his defence is just a presentation of the gospel.  He just starts 
preaching Jesus’ death, burial and resurrection and everything that God had done 
through Jesus.  Agrippa just listens quietly, but Festus can’t handle it and cuts him off.  
Look at chapter 26 starting in verse 24: 
 
[Read Acts 26:24-26] 
 
Paul is bold, he is just grabbing every opportunity to shine the light of Christ into the 
situation he finds himself in.  And he’s not using friendship evangelism tactics – he’s not 
sharing the gospel at all times, and if necessary using words in order to not come 
across as strange to the people he bumps into.  He’s boldly proclaiming the truth of 
Christ with everything he’s got so that Festus thinks he’s insane. 
 
But Paul’s defense is “You might be out of touch Festus, but Agrippa knows what I’m 
talking about.  He’s been around.  These Jesus things haven’t been going on in private 
– the whole world knows something has happened.”  And then he just digs in on 
Agrippa.  Look at verse 27. 
 
[Read Acts 26:27-29] 
 

                                            
3 Acts 24:24-27 
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Agrippa is like “Woah!  Slow down, are you trying to convert me?”  And Paul says, “Yup, 
but not just you.  Everyone here.  I want you all to experience the real life I’ve been 
living, everything except prison – it hasn’t been that great. 
… 
Paul just keeps preaching without any thought that the stakes are high; he could lose 
his life at any moment.   
… 
Now here is the thing to catch, Paul just keeps finding opportunities to share his faith.  
They aren’t falling in his lap.  Nobody has asked him “tell me about Jesus.”  In fact the 
“open door” given to Paul is “defend yourself, give us a reason to let you go.”   
 
But Paul isn’t interested in freedom or comfort.  His mission is to proclaim the name of 
Christ, and so he takes every invitation to conversation as an opportunity to do that.  
And here’s the challenge for us: There are opportunities to make much of Christ every 
day.  We just miss them.  And sometimes we miss it when it is incredibly blatant.   
 
A couple months back I was talking with my neighbour who is a pretty tough guy, but he 
just started getting really vulnerable with me.  So he mentioned that he had just lost his 
job and was really struggling to find a good replacement. 
 
And my response was, “Don’t worry, something will turn up.”  That’s it.  Here I am a 
pastor, with the power of the gospel at my fingertips, and all I’ve got for this guy is a 
Hallmark warm fuzzy!  As I walked away I just started beating myself up – come on 
Dan, you’ve got to do better than this! 
 
Has Jesus ever offered you the opportunity to play with Him by pitching you a slow-pitch 
softball, and you end up striking out?  Is it just me? 
 
Now praise God, it is Jesus who saves people, not us.  And so what I missed that day 
was the opportunity to partner with Jesus in drawing my neighbour in towards salvation. 
But as I come to grips with this, my prayer is two-fold.  First I pray that God will invite 
someone else to partner with drawing this guy into faith.  But second, my prayer is that 
Jesus will pitch another slow ball to me.  I want to play.  I want to participate.  I want in 
on what Jesus is doing to transform this city.  Don’t you? 
… 
Well after this meeting with Agrippa Paul gets put on a ship bound for Rome.  But as he 
is getting on he tells the soldiers “The Holy Spirit has told me this ship is going to sink.”  
They go to the captain with this but he disagrees, and so the soldiers decide to listen to 
him instead of their prisoner – it seems wise.  And so they set sail. 
 
But a storm does hit.  And for 14 days the sailors see neither sun nor stars.  It’s some 
kind of tropical storm which is rare in the Mediterranean, but it strikes hard, and it tosses 
them around.  The sailors are so scared they don’t eat the entire time the storm is 
raging.  They are just trying to keep the ship afloat.  And then after 14 days of this Paul 
stands up and says: “I told you so.”4 

                                            
4 Acts 27:21 
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Now this probably wasn’t the most sensitive thing to say in this moment.  But Paul 
continues.  Look at chapter 27 verse 22 
 
[Read Acts 27:22-26] 
 
Paul’s doing it again.  Paul’s world is in shambles.  He is in the middle of a shipwreck. 
And yet he’s taking every opportunity to proclaim Christ.  He says “God came to me and 
promised this is going to work out, so you should put your faith in my God too.” 
 
Now wouldn’t it have been easy in that moment for Paul to say “Nobody’s going to listen 
to me, I’m just a prisoner.  I don’t have a good reputation with these people.  I’m just 
going to keep quiet.”  But he doesn’t. 
… 
Here’s a second reason I think we strike out when Jesus gives us opportunities to 
participate in the growth of His kingdom – we are hesitant because we feel like our 
testimony isn’t as strong as it should be.  I can’t share my faith with my neighbour, 
because they just heard me lose my temper at my kids.  I can’t share my faith with my 
coworkers, my language isn’t as clean as it should be.  I can’t talk about Jesus with my 
friend, they know my marriage is on the rocks, they know I’m struggling with addiction, 
they have heard the doubt I fight.  Essentially, I can’t be a witness for Christ because 
my life doesn’t add up.  I’m a bit of a hypocrite.  But that’s a lie. 
 
Here’s the reality – you aren’t a bit of a hypocrite.  You are a complete hypocrite.  We all 
are.  All of us believe in Jesus and yet have failed to live up to His standard.  None of us 
have nailed righteousness.  But that’s okay because the message of the cross is not 
that good people add Christ to their lives, but that sinners can be saved by the blood of 
Jesus.  And so the brightest billboard of the sufficiency of Christ is our weakness, not 
our strength.   
 
So here is the call: resist the temptation to hide your weakness from your friends.  Don’t 
hide your doubts, don’t withhold your witness until you are perfect.  If you do that you 
are never going to participate in what God is doing.  Instead live life with the people 
Jesus has put beside you and look for the commonality between your life and theirs.   
 
So yes, my marriage is difficult, but this is where I’ve seen Christ’s sufficiency.  Yes I fall 
back into the same sins I’ve struggled with forever, but here is the goodness of God’s 
grace.  And here’s how I’ve trying to walk in a greater posture of holiness.  The Holy 
Spirit is empowering me to honour Christ in spite of my weakness.  And this is the 
community I’ve surrounded myself with to stir me on towards love and good deeds. 
 
The fact is our “perfection” is never the reason people are going to come to Christ.  The 
people who live beside you are never going to say “My goodness, everything is just so 
perfect for them, I’m going to follow Jesus too.”  If they do, then really their love isn’t for 
Christ, it is for what they perceive Christ has given you.  And that’s the health and 
wealth gospel, which is no gospel at all.  That gospel says God rewards good people.  
But that’s a lie.   
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The real gospel says there are no good people.  And Jesus offers forgiveness to sinners 
even though we don’t deserve it.  Jesus stoops down to breathe new life into broken 
people.  This is the good news Jesus invites us to join Him in proclaiming.  And that’s 
what Paul does here.   
… 
Finally Paul gets to Rome.  This is after some beatings, a shipwreck, and a snake bite, 
and once again he gets straight to proclaiming Christ no matter where he finds himself.   
 
So after getting to Rome Paul calls together the local Jewish leaders and this is what we 
get.  Look at Acts 28 starting in verse 20. 
 
[Read Acts 28:20-24] 
 
Now these Jews had heard people talking against Jesus - they were disposed to not 
believe.  So it would have been easy for Paul to say “I’m moving on.  I’m tired of being 
rejected.”  But speaking to unlikely converts doesn’t phase Paul, he was the biggest 
one!  And so he leaves the results up to God, and just keeps looking for opportunities to 
speak Christ. 
 
And so the encouragement here at the end of Acts is for us to give ourselves to looking 
for ways to partner with God.  If you want to see Jesus move through your life ask for 
Him to pitch you another slowball.  Ask Him to bring opportunities into your life where 
you can move a conversation towards faith.  He will do it if you ask. 
… 
The last two verses in Acts read: 
 
[Read Acts 28:30-31] 
 
The last picture we get of Paul is of a man under house arrest awaiting his trial before 
Caesar.  And all the while Paul is speaking the name of Christ and proclaiming the 
kingdom.  He is seizing every moment the Lord gives him. 
 
Now history tells us that somewhere between 62 and 67AD this trial happened.  Niro 
was Caesar in Rome at this time, and he had no tolerance for the followers of the Way.  
And so Paul was dragged outside the city and beheaded.   
 
This was the end of Paul’s mission.  But it wasn’t the end of Jesus’ mission.  And that’s 
because Jesus’ plan was not just Rome, but you and me in the very corners of the 
earth.  And now it is our turn to receive power as the Holy Spirit comes on us, and 
continue being His witnesses in the places and among the people He has put us beside.   
 
Do you want in? 
 
I love you guys. 


