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Acts 21:37-22:29 “A Threatening Personal Testimony” January 1, 2012 

OT Lesson: Psalm 50  Brian M. Sandifer 

Christians are sometimes called upon to defend their faith and obedience to Christ, and if their personal 

character and actions are also in question, it is appropriate to give this defense in the form of a 

“personal testimony”.  

Introduction – Quote from American atheist Dan Barker about Christmas to describe our culture’s 

religious environment. 

I. The Need for Personal Testimony 

A. What it is; what it isn’t 

1. A personal story; not a sermon, an argument or a gospel presentation (although it should 

include elements of these). 

2. A story about your new birth in Christ (personal background, conversion experience, what 

you now believe as a Christian, what God has called you to do, and how your life has changed). 

3. A winsome method of gaining an audience for sharing the gospel and how Jesus relates to 

your life; not an irrefutable method of evangelism. 

B. To give contextualized reasons why you obey God by following Jesus (vv. 1-21) 

His speech is contextualized (seeks common ground) to his audience by emphasizing things they 

shared: love for their people, zeal for God and his commands, hometown, spoken language, respected 

religious education, respected human authority, respected spiritual experience, respect for the temple, 

prayer as dialogue with God.  Christians are exhorted throughout the NT to give this kind of 

testimony (1 Pet 3:15b-16; Jude 3). 

So to summarize Paul’s “Jewish defense”: he is a good Jew, and when a good Jew receives visions 

and commands from the Lord he can do nothing but obey them.  Any Jew who saw and heard the 

things Paul did could only obey God. 

Do not miss this important aspect of the Acts narrative: that Paul is charged as an apostolic law-

breaker.  But the verdict is clearly no—Paul proves to be a faithful Jew, obedient to the Torah, Roman 

law, and to God’s direct commands to obey Jesus.  The rest of the book of Acts tells how Paul was 

enabled to give a defense for the gospel within the Roman halls of power, and this story explains how 

Paul found himself on this path. 

C. To show that God’s Spirit is still working in people through Jesus (vv. 6-10, 13, 17-21) 

1. A bad evangelical example (me-centered, no gospel, sin-glorifying, religious jargon, 

moralistic). 

2. A good biblical example (Christ-centered, gospel-oriented, sin-debasing, miraculous 

conversion, God-obeying, grand mission).  Paul’s testimony includes his pre-conversion sinful 

life (vv. 3-5); his conversion experience, changed heart, and encounter with Jesus (vv. 6-11); his 

calling/mission from Jesus (vv. 12-16); and his continuous following of Jesus’ commands (vv. 

17-21). 
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II. The Opposition to Personal Testimony 

A. From religious people (v. 22) 

Hostile Objection: You can’t obey God by following Jesus because Jesus is a liar.  Away with you! 

Self-righteous Objection: Jesus’ forgiveness gives immoral people license to sin.  Keep Jesus to us! 

Relativist Objection: Jesus is fine for you, but I don’t believe in him.  Keep Jesus to yourself! 

B. From secular people (vv. 37-38, 24) 

Pax Romana Objection: Your religion is fanatical and makes you a danger to civil society.  You 

should be locked away! 

C. From family and friends (v. 22) 

Dishonored Objection: You used to believe what we believe.  You’re no longer one of us! 

III. The Power Behind Personal Testimony 

A. A spiritual encounter with God (vv. 6-10) 

Paul made it clear that God himself is the author of his sudden and radical conversion.  God knocked 

him off his horse with a blinding light from heaven in order to turn him around from his murderous 

life mission.  His meeting Jesus changed his whole way of thinking and way of life.   

B. A heart changed by God (vv. 10-13, 19-20) 

Jesus changed Paul’s heart.  He went from a hater of Jesus to a submissive disciple of Jesus.  Now 

Paul is no longer arrogant and breathing murder.  Paul’s conversion is a wonderful picture of what it 

means to turn to the Lord: to bow in humility to willingly bear the yoke the Lord places on you, and 

ready to do his will (whatever that may be).  Notice that Paul continued in humility.  Paul received the 

word of God from the mouth of Ananias (another servant of the Lord).  Paul objects to God—but not 

in a rebellious way.  Paul asks God to reconsider making him leave Jerusalem because he finds it hard 

to believe that the Jews will not be moved to consider the claims of Jesus Christ upon seeing his 

dramatically changed life and doctrine.  Paul even uses the stoning of Stephen (which he approved) to 

bolster his point!  Stephen (the first Christian witness to be martyred) is followed by Paul as an eager 

witness.  Paul’s heart is dramatically changed—the opponent of Jesus has become the proponent! 

C. An assigned mission from God (vv. 10, 14-16) 

God appoints Paul according to his plan for him to the specific task described by Ananias.  To know 

God’s will (i.e., believe in Jesus and obey his commands), to see the Righteous One (Jesus), to hear a 

message from the mouth of God (God’s specific instructions for Paul), to be a witness to all men of 

what Paul saw and heard from God (preach the gospel of the risen Jesus Christ to both Jews and 

Gentiles). 

Conclusion – Does Paul’s story stir your heart?  If Paul’s personal testimony doesn’t even faintly remind 

you of your own encounter and relationship with God, then perhaps God has not yet “knocked you off 

your horse.”  If that power is utterly incomprehensible and unknown to you, then you need to respond to 

God’s call to you like Paul did:  turn from your complacency in happily living without the power of God, 

put your life in Jesus’ hands, and ask “What shall I do, Lord?” But if you know and feel God’s power in 

your story, then give your defense when the opportunity arises.  God will give you the courage when the 

time comes.  And despite the response, you will glorify God. 
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Verse Greek Literal Translation Textual Notes 

Acts 21:37 Me,llwn te eivsa,gesqai eivj th.n 
parembolh.n o ̀Pau/loj le,gei tw/| 
cilia,rcw|\ eiv e;xesti,n moi eivpei/n ti pro.j 
se,È o ̀de. e;fh\ ~Ellhnisti. ginw,skeijÈ 

As he was about to be led into the barracks, 
Paul said to the tribune, “If I depart may I 
say something to you?”  And he said, “Do 
you know Greek? 

 

Acts 21:38 ouvk a;ra su. ei= o ̀Aivgu,ptioj o ̀pro. 
tou,twn tw/n hm̀erw/n avnastatw,saj kai. 
evxagagw.n eivj th.n e;rhmon tou.j 
tetrakiscili,ouj a;ndraj tw/n sikari,wnÈ 

Are you therefore not the Egyptian who 
before these days stirred up a revolt and led 
out four thousand men of the Assassins into 
the wilderness?” 

 

Acts 21:39 ei=pen de. o ̀Pau/loj\ evgw. a;nqrwpoj me,n 
eivmi VIoudai/oj( Tarseu.j th/j Kiliki,aj( 
ouvk avsh,mou po,lewj poli,thj\ de,omai de, 
sou( evpi,treyo,n moi lalh/sai pro.j to.n 
lao,nÅ 

But Paul said, “I am indeed a Jew, from 
Tarsus of Cilicia, a citizen of no insignificant 
city; and I beg you, permit me to speak to 
the crowd.” 

 

Acts 21:40 evpitre,yantoj de. auvtou/ o ̀Pau/loj èstw.j 
evpi. tw/n avnabaqmw/n kate,seisen th/| ceiri. 
tw/| law/|Å pollh/j de. sigh/j genome,nhj 
prosefw,nhsen th/| ~Ebrai<di diale,ktw| 
le,gwn\ 

And when he had given him permission, 
Paul, standing on the steps, motioned with 
his hand to the crowd, and when there was 
a great silence, he addressed them in the 
Hebrew dialect, saying, 

 

Acts 22:1 :Andrej avdelfoi. kai. pate,rej( avkou,sate, 
mou th/j pro.j um̀a/j nuni. avpologi,ajÅ 

“Men, brothers, and fathers, hear my 
speech in defense that I now make before 
you.” 

 

Acts 22:2 avkou,santej de. o[ti th/| ~Ebrai<di diale,ktw| 
prosefw,nei auvtoi/j( ma/llon pare,scon 
hs̀uci,anÅ kai. fhsi,n\ 

And when they heard that he was 
addressing them in the Hebrew dialect, they 
became even more quiet.  And he said, 

Hebrew dialect was most likely Aramaic. 

Acts 22:3 evgw, eivmi avnh.r VIoudai/oj( gegennhme,noj 
evn Tarsw/| th/j Kiliki,aj( 
avnateqramme,noj de. evn th/| po,lei tau,th|( 
para. tou.j po,daj Gamalih.l 
pepaideume,noj kata. avkri,beian tou/ 
patrw,|ou no,mou( zhlwth.j up̀a,rcwn tou/ 

“I am a Jewish man, born in Tarsus in 
Cilicia, but brought up in this city alongside 
the feet of Gamaliel, according to the strict 
teaching of the law of our fathers, being 
zealous for God just as all of you are today. 
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qeou/ kaqw.j pa,ntej um̀ei/j evste sh,meron\ 

Acts 22:4 o]j tau,thn th.n od̀o.n evdi,wxa a;cri 
qana,tou desmeu,wn kai. paradidou.j eivj 
fulaka.j a;ndraj te kai. gunai/kaj( 

I persecuted this Way up to the point of 
death, binding and delivering to prison both 
men and women, 

“The Way” was an early name for 
Christianity, especially used by Jews. 

Acts 22:5 ẁj kai. o ̀avrciereu.j marturei/ moi kai. 
pa/n to. presbute,rion( parV w-n kai. 
evpistola.j dexa,menoj pro.j tou.j avdelfou.j 
eivj Damasko.n evporeuo,mhn( a;xwn kai. 
tou.j evkei/se o;ntaj dedeme,nouj eivj 
VIerousalh.m i[na timwrhqw/sinÅ 

as also the high priest and the whole council 
of elders can bear me witness.  From them I 
also received letters to the brothers, and I 
journeyed to Damascus in order to lead 
away even those who were there bound to 
Jerusalem to be punished.  

“council of elders”, literally presbytery, 
referred to the Jewish Sanhedrin.  ¨Brothers 
refers to Paul´s fellow Jews. 

Acts 22:6 VEge,neto de, moi poreuome,nw| kai. 
evggi,zonti th/| Damaskw/| peri. meshmbri,an 
evxai,fnhj evk tou/ ouvranou/ periastra,yai 
fw/j ìkano.n peri. evme,( 

But as I was traveling and drew near to 
Damascus, about noon a great light from 
heaven suddenly shone around me, 

 

Acts 22:7 e;pesa, te eivj to. e;dafoj kai. h;kousa 
fwnh/j legou,shj moi\ Saou.l Saou,l( ti, 
me diw,keijÈ 

and I fell to the ground and heard a voice 
saying to me, ‘Saul, Saul, why are you 
persecuting me?’ 

 

Acts 22:8 evgw. de. avpekri,qhn\ ti,j ei=( ku,rieÈ ei=pe,n 
te pro,j me\ evgw, eivmi VIhsou/j o ̀
Nazwrai/oj( o]n su. diw,keijÅ 

And I answered, ‘Who are you, Lord?’  And 
he said to me, ‘I am Jesus the Nazarene, 
whom you are persecuting.’ 

 

Acts 22:9 oì de. su.n evmoi. o;ntej to. me.n fw/j 
evqea,santo th.n de. fwnh.n ouvk h;kousan 
tou/ lalou/nto,j moiÅ 

And those who were with me indeed saw 
the light but they did not understand the 
voice of the one speaking to me. 

 

Acts 22:10 ei=pon de,\ ti, poih,sw( ku,rieÈ ò de. ku,rioj 
ei=pen pro,j me\ avnasta.j poreu,ou eivj 
Damasko.n kavkei/ soi lalhqh,setai peri. 
pa,ntwn w-n te,taktai, soi poih/saiÅ 

And I said, ‘What shall I do, Lord?’  And the 
Lord said to me, ‘Arise and go into 
Damascus, and there you will be told about 
all which has been appointed for you to do.’ 

 

Acts 22:11 ẁj de. ouvk evne,blepon avpo. th/j do,xhj tou/ 
fwto.j evkei,nou( ceiragwgou,menoj ùpo. 
tw/n suno,ntwn moi h=lqon eivj Damasko,nÅ 

But since I could not see because of the 
brightness of that light, I was led by the 
hand by those who were with me and I 
came into Damascus. 

 

Acts 22:12 ~Anani,aj de, tij( avnh.r euvlabh.j kata. to.n 
no,mon( marturou,menoj ùpo. pa,ntwn tw/n 

And a certain Ananias, a God-fearing man 
according to the law, well spoken of by all 

 



Acts 21:37-22:29 Brian M. Sandifer 

Heritage Presbyterian Church 3 1/1/2012 

Verse Greek Literal Translation Textual Notes 

katoikou,ntwn VIoudai,wn( the Jews living there, 

Acts 22:13 evlqw.n pro,j me kai. evpista.j ei=pe,n moi\ 
Saou.l avdelfe,( avna,bleyonÅ kavgw. auvth/| 
th/| w[ra| avne,bleya eivj auvto,nÅ 

came to me and standing near said to me, 
‘Brothers Saul, receive your sight!’  And at 
that very hour I received my sight and saw 
him. 

 

Acts 22:14 o ̀de. ei=pen\ o ̀qeo.j tw/n pate,rwn hm̀w/n 
proeceiri,sato, se gnw/nai to. qe,lhma 
auvtou/ kai. ivdei/n to.n di,kaion kai. 
avkou/sai fwnh.n evk tou/ sto,matoj auvtou/( 

And he said, ‘The God of our fathers 
appointed you to know his will, to see the 
righteous one and hear a voice from his 
mouth, 

 

Acts 22:15 o[ti e;sh| ma,rtuj auvtw/| pro.j pa,ntaj 
avnqrw,pouj w-n eẁ,rakaj kai. h;kousajÅ 

for you will be a witness for him to all men of 
what you have seen and heard. 

 

Acts 22:16 kai. nu/n ti, me,lleijÈ avnasta.j ba,ptisai 
kai. avpo,lousai ta.j àmarti,aj sou 
evpikalesa,menoj to. o;noma auvtou/Å 

And now why are you delaying?  Arise and 
be baptized and wash away your sins, 
calling on his name.’ 

 

Acts 22:17 VEge,neto de, moi ùpostre,yanti eivj 
VIerousalh.m kai. proseucome,nou mou evn 
tw/| ièrw/| gene,sqai me evn evksta,sei 

But when I returned to Jerusalem and was 
praying in the temple, I fell into a trance 

 

Acts 22:18 kai. ivdei/n auvto.n le,gonta, moi\ speu/son 
kai. e;xelqe evn ta,cei evx VIerousalh,m( 
dio,ti ouv parade,xontai, sou marturi,an 
peri. evmou/Å 

and saw him saying to me, ‘Make haste and 
get out of Jerusalem quickly because they 
will not accept your testimony about me.’ 

 

Acts 22:19 kavgw. ei=pon\ ku,rie( auvtoi. evpi,stantai 
o[ti evgw. h;mhn fulaki,zwn kai. de,rwn 
kata. ta.j sunagwga.j tou.j pisteu,ontaj 
evpi. se,( 

And I said, ‘Lord, they themselves know that 
from one synagogue to another I used to 
imprison and beat those who believed in 
you. 

 

Acts 22:20 kai. o[te evxecu,nneto to. ai-ma Stefa,nou 
tou/ ma,rturo,j sou( kai. auvto.j h;mhn 
evfestw.j kai. suneudokw/n kai. fula,sswn 
ta. im̀a,tia tw/n avnairou,ntwn auvto,nÅ 

And when the blood of your witness 
Stephen was shed, I myself was standing 
near and approving and guarding the 
garments of those who killed him. 

 

Acts 22:21 kai. ei=pen pro,j me\ poreu,ou( o[ti evgw. eivj 
e;qnh makra.n evxapostelw/ seÅ 

And he said to me, ‘Go, for I will send you 
forth far away to the Gentiles.’” 

 

Acts 22:22 :Hkouon de. auvtou/ a;cri tou,tou tou/ And up to this word they listen to him.  Then 
they raised their voices saying, “Away with 
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lo,gou kai. evph/ran th.n fwnh.n auvtw/n 
le,gontej\ ai=re avpo. th/j gh/j to.n 
toiou/ton( ouv ga.r kaqh/ken auvto.n zh/nÅ 

such a fellow from the earth!  For he is not 
fit to live!” 

Acts 22:23 kraugazo,ntwn te auvtw/n kai. 
rìptou,ntwn ta. im̀a,tia kai. koniorto.n 
ballo,ntwn eivj to.n ave,ra( 

And as they were crying out and throwing 
off their garments and throwing dust into the 
air, 

In v. 20 Paul guards the garments of those 
who laid them aside to kill Stephen; in v. 23 
the crowd of Jews throws off their garments 
as they prepare to kill Paul.  As Stephen 
was a witness/martyr, so now Paul is 
identified with Stephen.  As the Jews who 
killed Stephen, so the Jewish crowd is now 
prepared to kill Paul for the same reason. 

Acts 22:24 evke,leusen ò cili,arcoj eivsa,gesqai auvto.n 
eivj th.n parembolh,n( ei;paj ma,stixin 
avneta,zesqai auvto.n i[na evpignw/| diV h]n 
aivti,an ou[twj evpefw,noun auvtw/|Å 

the tribune ordered him to be brought into 
the barracks, saying that he should be 
examined by flogging in order that he might 
find out the reason why they were crying out 
against him thus. 

 

Acts 22:25 ẁj de. proe,teinan auvto.n toi/j ìma/sin( 
ei=pen pro.j to.n es̀tw/ta èkato,ntarcon o ̀
Pau/loj\ eiv a;nqrwpon ~Rwmai/on kai. 
avkata,kriton e;xestin ùmi/n masti,zeinÈ 

But when they stretched him out with leather 
straps, Paul said to the centurion who was 
standing by, “Is it permitted for you all to flog 
a man who is a Roman citizen and 
uncondemned without trial?” 

 

Acts 22:26 avkou,saj de. o ̀èkatonta,rchj proselqw.n 
tw/| cilia,rcw| avph,ggeilen le,gwn\ ti, 
me,lleij poiei/nÈ o ̀ga.r a;nqrwpoj ou-toj 
~Rwmai/o,j evstinÅ 

And when the centurion heard this, he went 
to the tribune and reported it, saying, “What 
are you about to do?  For this man is a 
Roman citizen!” 

 

Acts 22:27 proselqw.n de. o ̀cili,arcoj ei=pen auvtw/|\ 
le,ge moi( su. ~Rwmai/oj ei=È o ̀de. e;fh\ 
nai,Å 

So the tribune came and said to him, “Tell 
me, are you a Roman citizen?”  And he said, 
“Yes.” 

 

Acts 22:28 avpekri,qh de. o ̀cili,arcoj\ evgw. pollou/ 
kefalai,ou th.n politei,an tau,thn 
evkthsa,mhnÅ o ̀de. Pau/loj e;fh\ evgw. de. 
kai. gege,nnhmaiÅ 

And the tribune answered, “I acquired this 
citizenship for a large sum of money.”  But 
Paul said, “But I was born a citizen.” 

 

Acts 22:29 euvqe,wj ou=n avpe,sthsan avpV auvtou/ oì 
me,llontej auvto.n avneta,zein( kai. o ̀
cili,arcoj de. evfobh,qh evpignou.j o[ti 

Then immediately those who were about to 
examine him withdrew from him, and the 
tribune also was afraid, for he realized that 
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~Rwmai/o,j evstin kai. o[ti auvto.n h=n 
dedekw,jÅ 

he was a Roman citizen and that he had 
been bound.  
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2 (Step 1) Exegetical Outline – Acts 21:37-22:29 

V37.  After Paul’s arrest in the temple, Paul was being brought to the barracks by Roman 

soldiers when he addressed the tribune in the Greek language requesting a hearing with him, to 

which the tribune responded that he was surprised Paul spoke Greek. 

V38.   The tribune asked Paul whether he was the Egyptian terrorist who recently led a revolt of 

4000 men of the Assassins insurrection group into the wilderness. 

V39.  Paul denied he was the Egyptians, explained that he was a Jew and a citizen of the 

important city of Tarsus in Cilicia, and then begged the tribune for permission to speak to the 

crowd that was clamoring for his arrest. 

V40.  When the tribune gave him permission, Paul stood on the steps before the crowd and 

motioned to them that he was about to address them, whereupon they very quietly listened as he 

addressed them in their own Hebrew dialect. 

V1.  Paul addressed the crowd by establishing his common racial heritage with them as Jews (his 

brothers and fathers), and began to give his defense to them. 

V2.  When the Jewish crowd heard Paul speak to them in Hebrew, they were even more quiet as 

Paul continued to speak to them. 

V3.  Paul described to the crowd his personal history as a Jew who was born in Tarsus in Cilicia, 

but who was raised and educated in Jerusalem in the strict rabbinical law school of Gamaliel and 

was zealous for God as much as the crowd whom Paul addressed today. 

V4.  Paul declared that he persecuted to the death those who followed Jesus, arresting and 

imprisoning both men and women. 

V5.  Paul declared that the Jewish high priest and the entire Sanhedrin could testified that he 

spoke truthfully, because it was from them he received written orders, so that Paul traveled to 

Damascus to arrest Christians who lived their and bring them bound to Jerusalem for 

punishment. 

V6.  Paul explained that as he neared Damascus, around noon a bright heavenly light suddenly 

shone around him. 

V7.  Paul explained that he fell down and heard a voice address him by name that asked Paul 

why he was persecuting him. 

V8.  Paul related that he answered the voice by asking, “Who are you, Lord?” and that the voice 

replied that he was Jesus of Nazareth whom Paul was persecuting. 

V9.  Paul continued by explaining that his travel companions saw the light but did not 

understand the voice of Jesus speaking to him. 
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V10.  Paul explained that he spoke again to the Lord’s voice by asking what he should do, to 

which the Lord commanded him to get up and go to Damascus where he will be told all that the 

Lord has appointed for Paul to do. 

V11.  Paul explained that despite being blinded by the bright light, he came to Damascus led by 

the hand of his travel companions. 

V12.  Paul introduced Ananias of Damascus to his story, identifying him as a devout law-

keeping man whom all the Damascus Jews respected. 

V13.  Paul explained that Ananias came and healed him when he stood by Paul, addressed him 

as Brother Saul, and said “receive your sight” so that Paul saw Ananias that very hour. 

V14.  Paul told his audience that Ananias told him what the God of their fathers had appointed 

Paul to do: to know God’s will, to see the Righteous One, and to hear the Lord’s voice firsthand. 

V15.  Paul told his audience that Ananias told him that he would be God’s witness to everyone 

of these things Paul saw and heard. 

V16.  Paul related that Ananias exhorted Paul to immediately be baptized for the remission of his 

sins and to call on the name of the Lord. 

V17.  Paul then skipped to the present day by explaining that he had recently come to the temple, 

and while he prayed he fell into a trance. 

V18.  Paul explained that in his trance he saw the Lord Jesus speaking, commanding him to 

quickly leave Jerusalem because the Jews will not accept Paul’s testimony about Jesus. 

V19.  Paul explained that he replied to the Lord that the Jews know that in synagogue after 

synagogue he imprisoned and beat Christians. 

V20.  Paul further explained that he continued speaking to the Lord of when Stephen was being 

killed by the Jews, that Paul himself was standing by in approval and guarding the clothes of 

Stephen’s executioners. 

V21.  Paul explained that the Lord replied to him that he should leave Jerusalem and go far away 

to the Gentiles. 

V22.  Up to this word (“Gentiles”) the crowd listened intently to Paul, but they immediately 

began shouting to the Roman soldiers to take Paul away because he deserves to die. 

V23.  The Jewish crowd was shouting, throwing off their clothes, and throwing dust into the air. 

V24.  While the crowd was demonstrating against Paul, the tribune (who did not understand 

what Paul had said in Hebrew to stir up the crowd) ordered Paul brought into the barracks to 

examine him by flogging to ascertain why the crowd shouted against him. 
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V25.  When the Roman soldiers stretched Paul out to be flogged, Paul asked the overseeing 

centurion whether it is permitted to flog an uncondemned Roman citizen. 

V26.  When the centurion understood that Paul claimed to be a Roman citizen, he immediately 

went to the tribune asking whether he wanted to change the order to flog Paul because he was a 

Roman citizen. 

V27.  The tribune went and asked Paul whether it was true that he was a Roman citizen, and Paul 

answered “Yes”. 

V28.  The tribune replied to Paul that he had purchased his own Roman citizenship for a large 

amount of money, to which Paul replied that he was born a Roman citizen. 

V29.  When those who were prepared to examine Paul by flogging concluded that Paul was 

indeed a citizen, they immediately withdrew from examining him, and all where afraid 

(including the tribune) because they had bound a Roman citizen. 
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3 (Step 2) Exegetical Outline – Acts 21:37-22:29 

I. Paul is arrested by the Roman authorities who assume he is an infamous Egyptian 

terrorist inciting the Jewish crowd to violence, but when his case of mistaken identity is 

resolved Paul is allowed to publically address the crowd (vv. 37-40). 

a. V37.  After Paul’s arrest in the temple, Paul was being brought to the barracks by 

Roman soldiers when he addressed the tribune in the Greek language requesting a 

hearing with him, to which the tribune responded that he was surprised Paul spoke 

Greek. 

b. V38.   The tribune asked Paul whether he was the Egyptian terrorist who recently led 

a revolt of 4000 men of the Assassins insurrection group into the wilderness. 

c. V39.  Paul denied he was the Egyptians, explained that he was a Jew and a citizen of 

the important city of Tarsus in Cilicia, and then begged the tribune for permission to 

speak to the crowd that was clamoring for his arrest. 

d. V40.  When the tribune gave him permission, Paul stood on the steps before the 

crowd and motioned to them that he was about to address them, whereupon they very 

quietly listened as he addressed them in their own Hebrew dialect. 

II. Paul publically addressed the crowd by giving his “Jewish defense,” explaining who he 

is, how he came to become a follower of the Way, and why he preached the gospel of 

Jesus Christ to the Gentiles (vv. 1-21). 

a. Paul shares his pre-conversion story with the crowd (vv. 1-5). 

i. V1.  Paul addressed the crowd by establishing his common racial heritage 

with them as Jews (his brothers and fathers), and began to give his defense to 

them. 

ii. V2.  When the Jewish crowd heard Paul speak to them in Hebrew, they were 

even more quiet as Paul continued to speak to them. 

iii. V3.  Paul described to the crowd his personal history as a Jew who was born 

in Tarsus in Cilicia, but who was raised and educated in Jerusalem in the strict 

rabbinical law school of Gamaliel and was zealous for God as much as the 

crowd whom Paul addressed today. 

iv. V4.  Paul declared that he persecuted to the death those who followed Jesus, 

arresting and imprisoning both men and women. 

v. V5.  Paul declared that the Jewish high priest and the entire Sanhedrin could 

testified that he spoke truthfully, because it was from them he received written 
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orders, so that Paul traveled to Damascus to arrest Christians who lived their 

and bring them bound to Jerusalem for punishment. 

b. Paul shares the first part of his conversion story (on the road to Damascus) with the 

crowd (vv. 6-11). 

i. V6.  Paul explained that as he neared Damascus, around noon a bright 

heavenly light suddenly shone around him. 

ii. V7.  Paul explained that he fell down and heard a voice address him by name 

that asked Paul why he was persecuting him. 

iii. V8.  Paul related that he answered the voice by asking, “Who are you, Lord?” 

and that the voice replied that he was Jesus of Nazareth whom Paul was 

persecuting. 

iv. V9.  Paul continued by explaining that his travel companions saw the light but 

did not understand the voice of Jesus speaking to him. 

v. V10.  Paul explained that he spoke again to the Lord’s voice by asking what 

he should do, to which the Lord commanded him to get up and go to 

Damascus where he will be told all that the Lord has appointed for Paul to do. 

vi. V11.  Paul explained that despite being blinded by the bright light, he came to 

Damascus led by the hand of his travel companions. 

c. Paul shared the second part of his conversion story (in Damascus) with the crowd (vv. 

12-16). 

i. V12.  Paul introduced Ananias of Damascus to his story, identifying him as a 

devout law-keeping man whom all the Damascus Jews respected. 

ii. V13.  Paul explained that Ananias came and healed him when he stood by 

Paul, addressed him as Brother Saul, and said “receive your sight” so that Paul 

saw Ananias that very hour. 

iii. V14.  Paul told his audience that Ananias told him what the God of their 

fathers had appointed Paul to do: to know God’s will, to see the Righteous 

One, and to hear the Lord’s voice firsthand. 

iv. V15.  Paul told his audience that Ananias told him that he would be God’s 

witness to everyone of these things Paul saw and heard. 

v. V16.  Paul related that Ananias exhorted Paul to immediately be baptized for 

the remission of his sins and to call on the name of the Lord. 
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d. Paul explained a vision he saw in the temple of the Lord Jesus commissioning him to 

minister to the Gentiles because the Jews would not accept Paul’s testimony about 

him (vv. 17-21). 

i. V17.  Paul explained that he had subsequently traveled to Jerusalem and come 

to the temple, and while he prayed he fell into a trance. 

ii. V18.  Paul explained that in his trance he saw the Lord Jesus speaking, 

commanding him to quickly leave Jerusalem because the Jews will not accept 

Paul’s testimony about Jesus. 

iii. V19.  Paul explained that he replied to the Lord that the Jews know that in 

synagogue after synagogue he imprisoned and beat Christians. 

iv. V20.  Paul further explained that he continued speaking to the Lord of when 

Stephen was being killed by the Jews, that Paul himself was standing by in 

approval and guarding the clothes of Stephen’s executioners. 

v. V21.  Paul explained that the Lord replied to him that he should leave 

Jerusalem and go far away to the Gentiles. 

III. Paul is delivered from the hostile Jewish crowd and into the protective custody of the 

Roman authorities after he gives his “Roman defense” (vv. 22-29). 

a. The Jewish crowd and the Roman authorities respond with hostility to Paul (vv. 22-

25). 

i. V22.  Up to this word (“Gentiles”) the crowd listened intently to Paul, but 

they immediately began shouting to the Roman soldiers to take Paul away 

because he deserves to die. 

ii. V23.  The Jewish crowd was shouting, throwing off their clothes, and 

throwing dust into the air. 

iii. V24.  While the crowd was demonstrating against Paul, the tribune (who did 

not understand what Paul had said in Hebrew to stir up the crowd) ordered 

Paul brought into the barracks to examine him by flogging to ascertain why 

the crowd shouted against him. 

iv. V25.  When the Roman soldiers stretched Paul out to be flogged, Paul asked 

the overseeing centurion whether it is permitted to flog an uncondemned 

Roman citizen. 

b. The Roman authorities withdrew in fear of Paul when they realized they had illegally 

bound (and almost flogged) an uncondemned Roman citizen (vv. 26-29). 
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i. V26.  When the centurion understood that Paul claimed to be a Roman citizen, 

he immediately went to the tribune asking whether he wanted to change the 

order to flog Paul because he was a Roman citizen. 

ii. V27.  The tribune went and asked Paul whether it was true that he was a 

Roman citizen, and Paul answered “Yes”. 

iii. V28.  The tribune replied to Paul that he had purchased his own Roman 

citizenship for a large amount of money, to which Paul replied that he was 

born a Roman citizen. 

iv. V29.  When those who were prepared to examine Paul by flogging concluded 

that Paul was indeed a citizen, they immediately withdrew from examining 

him, and all where afraid (including the tribune) because they had bound a 

Roman citizen. 
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4 Exegetical Outline – Acts 21:37-22:29 

Exegetical Proposition: Paul is mistaken for a law breaker by the Jewish crowd and the Roman 

authorities, but when he addresses the Jews by defending his lawful calling to preach the gospel 

they respond in fearless rebellion against God’s law, whereas the Romans respond in fearful 

submission to Rome’s civil law. 

I. Paul is arrested by the Roman authorities who assume he is an infamous Egyptian 

terrorist inciting the Jewish crowd to violence, but when his case of mistaken identity is 

resolved Paul is allowed to publically address the crowd (vv. 37-40). 

II. Paul publically addressed the crowd by giving his “Jewish defense,” explaining who he 

is, how he came to become a follower of the Way, and why he preached the gospel of 

Jesus Christ to the Gentiles (vv. 1-21). 

a. Paul shares his pre-conversion story with the crowd (vv. 1-5). 

b. Paul shares the first part of his conversion story (on the road to Damascus) with the 

crowd (vv. 6-11). 

c. Paul shared the second part of his conversion story (in Damascus) with the crowd (vv. 

12-16). 

d. Paul explained a vision he saw in the temple of the Lord Jesus commissioning him to 

minister to the Gentiles because the Jews would not accept Paul’s testimony about 

him (vv. 17-21). 

III. Paul is delivered from the hostile Jewish crowd and into the protective custody of the 

Roman authorities after he gives his “Roman defense” (vv. 22-29). 

a. The Jewish crowd and the Roman authorities respond with hostility to Paul (vv. 22-

25). 

b. The Roman authorities withdrew in fear of Paul when they realized they had illegally 

bound (and almost flogged) an uncondemned Roman citizen (vv. 26-29). 
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5 Theological Outline – Acts 21:37-22:29 

Theological Proposition: Followers of Jesus Christ are sometimes wrongfully accused by both 

religious and secular people of not lawfully doing God’s will; this requires a public defense of 

our faith and the gospel.  Ironically, religious people will often respond to the will of God with 

less respect than secular people because religious self-righteousness is an especially rebellious 

sin. 

I. Followers of Jesus Christ are sometimes mistreated by the secular authorities who assume 

they are rebellious religious zealots, but Christians are often treated fairly by lawful 

authorities when they demonstrate that they pose no threat to civic peace (vv. 37-40). 

II. Followers of Jesus Christ are sometimes called to give publically a defense of their faith 

in Christ and their mission to spread his gospel, and if our personal character and actions 

are also in question, it is appropriate to give this defense in the form of a “personal 

testimony” (vv. 1-21). 

III. Followers of Jesus Christ will find that many times religious people will respond to the 

gospel with less respect for God’s law and civic order than secular people because the 

religious are especially prone to self-righteousness and its resulting spiritual rebellion 

(vv. 22-29). 
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6 Notes on Acts 21:37-22:29 

1. Vv37-40.  This brief exchange between Paul and the Roman tribune (whom we learn is 

Claudius Lysias from Acts 23:26) clarified Paul’s identity as an educated Jew, thus clearing 

the way for Paul’s address to the Jewish crowd.  That Paul knew Greek was all the proof the 

tribune needed to judge Paul as educated since Greek was the lingua franca (language of the 

people). 

2. V37. NET sn "Do you know Greek?" Paul as an educated rabbi was bilingual. Paul's request 

in Greek allowed the officer to recognize that Paul was not the violent insurrectionist he 

thought he had arrested (see following verse). The confusion of identities reveals the degree 

of confusion dominating these events.  

3. V38.  The Egyptian that the tribune mistakes as Paul was the leader of a revolt against Rome 

ca. 52-59 A.D
1
.  The revolt was quashed but the Egyptian leader escaped.  So the Romans 

expected to face him again.  The Egyptian was a terrorist leader (a “dagger-man” [Greek=    
sika,rioj] who was a violent assassin), but also a false prophet and messiah.  These dagger-

men were infamous for terrorizing Roman sympathizers by stabbing them under of the cover 

of crowd anonymity. 

4. V38. NET sn The term 'Assassins' is found several times in the writings of Josephus (J. W. 

2.13.3 [2.254–257]; Ant. 20.8.10 [20.186]). It was the name of the most fanatical group 

among the Jewish nationalists, very hostile to Rome, who did not hesitate to assassinate their 

political opponents. They were named Sicarii in Latin after their weapon of choice, the short 

dagger or sicarius which could be easily hidden under one's clothing. In effect, the officer 

who arrested Paul had thought he was dealing with a terrorist. 

5. V39.  Paul was both a citizen of Tarsus in Cilicia and the city of Rome. 

6. Vv21:40-22:2.  Note that Paul spoke to the Roman tribune in Greek (the official language of 

the culture) and to the Jewish crowd in Aramaic (the common language of the Jewish 

people).  Paul understood that to minister to people most effectively he should speak their 

language.  There is application today to speaking the language of those we minister to (e.g., 

Spanish to Hispanics) and a “cultural dialect” to subcultures in order to identify with them, 

demonstrate love for them, and gain a hearing for the gospel. 

7. V40.  Paul’s motion to the crowd for silence was a typical gesture by orators.  His use of 

Aramaic signals demonstrated his identification with the Jewish audience.  Perhaps the 

crowd fell silent because they eagerly awaited a heretic publically recant.  His address occurs 

on the steps of the Fortress Antonia which was a castle (with barracks) connected to the 

temple.  It was rebuilt by Herod the Great (concurrently with the rebuilding of the temple) 

and named for the projects patron Mark Antony. 

                                                 

1
 See Josephus, Jewish War, 2.261-263. 
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8. Vv1-3.  Notice that Paul is conciliatory with his Jewish audience.  He identifies himself in 

terms that stress his friendly unity with the Jews (“brothers and fathers” in v.1, “our fathers” 

in v. 3). 

9. V1.  Implied in Paul’s defense is the charge that he teaches against the Jewish race, law, and 

temple (Acts 21:28).  Note that these were the same charges against the first Christian martyr 

Stephen (cf. Acts 6:11-14).  Whereas Stephen’s defense was a recounting of the history of 

Israel culminating in the identification of his accusers with those who killed the prophets of 

old, Paul’s defense is a recounting of his personal testimony and call to preach the gospel of 

Christ to the Gentiles. 

10. V2.  Recall that Paul was swept up in the Jewish riot under the pretense of charges by Asian-

Jews who knew Paul from his work in Asia.  As Jews of the diaspora they probably spoke 

Greek, so when Paul began to address the Jewish crowd with a defense against the charges in 

the Aramaic language, the mere fact of his speaking the language of the common people in 

Jerusalem would have gone a long way to refute the charges that he was an anti-Jewish 

troublemaker.  Paul demonstrated he had closer and more reputable Jewish ties than the 

Asian-Jewish pilgrims. 

11. Vv3-21.  This is an account of Paul’s personal testimony as tailored for his Jewish audience.  

It includes his pre-conversion life (vv. 3-5), his conversion experience and encounter with the 

risen Lord Jesus (vv. 6-11), his commission as an apostle of the Lord Jesus (vv. 12-16), and 

his vision in the temple of the Lord Jesus whereby he began ministering to the Gentiles (vv. 

17-21).  To summarize Paul’s “Jewish defense”: he is a good Jew, and when a good Jew 

receives visions and commands from the Lord he can do nothing but obey them.  His 

argument was that any Jew who saw and heard the things Paul did could only obey God. 

12. Vv3-5.  Here Paul presents his impressive Jewish credentials to defend his Jewishness to the 

crowd.  He was a Jew, a native of Tarsus (with its diaspora Jewish population), brought up 

and educated in the capital city Jerusalem by none other that the venerable rabbi Gamaliel, a 

follower of the Jewish law, a zealous persecutor of the Church (the Way), and a 

representative of the high council (Sanhedrin). 

13. V3. NET sn Gamaliel was a famous Jewish scholar and teacher mentioned here and in Acts 

5:34 He had a grandson of the same name and is referred to as "Gamaliel the Elder" to avoid 

confusion. He is quoted a number of times in the Mishnah, was given the highest possible 

title for Jewish teachers, Rabba (cf. John 20:16, and was highly regarded in later rabbinic 

tradition. 

Gamaliel was most likely the grandson of the famous rabbi Hillel, founder of the more liberal 

pharisaical rabbinic school of Hillel.  Thus students of Gamaliel in the rabbinic school of 

Hillel received the very best Jewish education of the day. 

14. V3.  Paul’s first point in his speech is to establish his Jewish heritage, education, submission 

to the law of their forefathers, and zeal for God.  By identifying himself as a former student 

of Gamaliel, Paul reminded his audience of Gamaliel’s wise tolerance of the Christian 

movement in its infancy (cf. Acts 5:38-39) and of his policy of moderation and tolerance 
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toward Gentiles.  Paul was deftly and subtly urging his audience to give his defense an 

honest and fair hearing.  He acknowledged their sincere motives behind their desire to kill 

him (for Paul shared these motives several years earlier).  He does not scold them for rioting 

against a fellow Jew, but commends them for their zeal for God (cf. Paul’s similar tact with a 

Greek Athenian audience in Acts 17:22).  In speaking this way Paul skillfully witnessed for 

Christ by identifying with his audience so that they would more likely listen to him if they 

felt a common bond with Paul.  We should do the same!  Find what common ground you can 

with your hearers to establish a measure of trust before launching into the reasons why 

Christianity is true. 

15. V4.  Paul’s second point in his speech is to establish the fact that he was an enemy of Jesus 

of Nazareth, his doctrine, and his disciples.  Paul argued that he was more fervent in his 

hatred and persecution that anyone, “until he was pulled back by the hand of God.”
2
  To this 

the elders and high priest can attest.  

16. Vv6-7.  Paul’s experience of the Lord’s glory would have reminded his audience of the 

prophet Ezekiel’s experience of the heavenly glory (cf. Ezek 1:26-28).  The apostle John had 

a similar experience when he was caught up to heaven in a vision of the Lord’s glory (Rev 

1:16). 

17. V6.  Paul’s third point in his speech is to establish that God himself is the author of his 

sudden and radical conversion.  Paul did not merely change his mind on a whim, but God 

knocked Paul off his horse with a blinding light from heaven in order to change his heart and 

turn him around from his murderous life mission.  The light must have been extremely bright 

for it occurred at noon, the brightest part of the day.  The Jewish crowd, familiar with the 

Bible, would associate a bright light from heaven with a divine encounter as a means 

whereby God reveals himself (Ex 13:21-22; Neh 9:12; Ps 104:2; Dan 2:22; Hab 3:4). 

18. Vv7-8.  Paul’s audience was well acquainted with Jesus of Nazareth.  They believed the 

“official” Jewish stance on Jesus—that he was a false messiah who had been crucified, but 

his body had been stolen from the tomb by his disciples (Mt 28:11-15) who subsequently 

spread a rumor that Jesus had been raised from the dead.  Paul himself had believed this 

about Jesus, but now he was claiming that he had met the crucified and risen Jesus on the 

road to Damascus, and that Jesus is indeed the Lord Jesus Christ.  His meeting Jesus changed 

his whole way of thinking and way of life.  There are several theories propounded today to 

explain what happened after Jesus was crucified (including this official Jewish story), but 

none of them are ultimately convincing because none can adequately account for all the facts 

of what shortly transpired.  Paul is an example of how to testify to the risen Lord Jesus today 

in the face of skeptics, unbelievers, atheists and agnostics. 

19. V7.  Paul’s audience would recognize in the repetition of the call (“Saul, Saul”) the manner 

in which several OT saints were called by the God of Israel and commissioned into divine 

service (Ex 3:4; 1 Sam 3:10). 
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20. V10. This is Paul’s calling as a prophet of God.  But notice that is it first an account of Paul’s 

repentance and conversion from a hater of Jesus to a submissive disciple of Jesus.  Paul is no 

longer arrogant and breathing murder.  He is tamed by the Lord of Heaven.  Paul’s 

conversion is a wonderful picture of what it means to turn to the Lord: to bow in humility to 

willingly bear the yoke the Lord places on you, and ready to do his will (whatever that may 

be).  Notice that Paul continued in humility.  He was a scholar of the Bible and more 

advanced than all his peers, and now the Lord himself had appeared and spoken to him!  Yet 

he was not so proud as to refuse the instruction of humble men.  Paul received the word of 

God from the mouth of Ananias (another servant of the Lord).  In his pre-conversion life 

professing to be wise, Paul had become a fool.  But by the converting grace of God, Paul 

now professes to be a fool, and only then does he become truly wise.  “God doth not indeed 

make blind all those whom he will lighten; but there is a general rule prescribed to all men, 

that those become foolish with themselves who will be wise to him.”
3
 

21. V12.  Paul’s fourth point in his speech is to establish that he not only gave himself to the 

cause of Jesus Christ, but that he was also instructed in the gospel (the doctrine of Jesus 

Christ).  He was instructed by the godly and law-keeping disciple Ananias in Damascus.  

Because Paul was formerly such a zealous Pharisee, it was appropriate for him to meet 

Ananias who was also a devout observer of the law of God. 

22. V13.  Note Paul’s wisdom in relaying that the respected and devout Ananias addressed Paul 

as his brother.  How much more should Jews who are not as devout as Ananias accept Paul’s 

testimony about Jesus as the honest testimony from a fellow brother and follower of God? 

23. Vv14-15.  God appointed Paul according to his plan for him.  What was God’s plan for Paul?  

To know God’s will (i.e., obey his commands), to see the Righteous One (Jesus), to hear a 

message from the mouth of God (God’s specific instructions for Paul), to be a witness to all 

men of what Paul saw and heard from God (preach the gospel of the risen Jesus Christ to 

both Jews and Gentiles). 

24. V14.  Ananias does not instruct Paul in a new religion, but rather teaches Paul that following 

Jesus Christ is the fulfillment of biblical religion.  Jesus is the God of the Jewish forefathers.  

He is the messiah whom the fathers looked to.  Worshiping Jesus Christ is the same as 

worshiping the God of antiquity.  He is not a new god; he is the only true God.  Note that in 

no way is Paul inciting the Jewish crowd.  Throughout his speech he chooses words that are 

calculated to win Jewish sympathy (“the God of our fathers,” “the Righteous One”). 

25. V16.  The words of Ananias are a formula for becoming a Christian (Acts 2:38-39; cf. Rom 

10:9-10).  Ananias has presumably ascertained Paul’s faith from further talking with him.  

After he is convinced that Paul understands the gospel and has a true faith, he encourages 

Paul to be baptized immediately.  These are the only prerequisites for the baptism of a new 

believer.  Baptism is not to be unduly hindered.  Note that Paul was to be baptized for the 

remission (washing away) of sins.  It is not in the act of baptism that sins are washed away.  

It is only by the sacrificial blood of Christ that sins are cleansed.  When we are baptized into 
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Christ, we are “baptized” into his death, burial, and resurrection.  This application of 

forgiveness of sins is wrought in our hearts by the Holy Spirit through faith alone in Christ 

alone by grace alone to the glory of God alone.  Baptism is the sign and seal of this spiritual 

reality (the remission of sins).  Hebrews 10:19-22 pictures this sacramental unity between the 

sign (baptism) and the thing signified (forgiveness of sins). 

26. V17.  Paul’s fifth point in his speech is to establish that he intended to give himself to 

preaching the message of the gospel to his fellow countrymen (the Jews) and that he is surely 

not a desecrator of temple because he was praying therein.  Although Paul skips forward in 

time as he relates his “Jewish defense,” his next destination (according to the narrative) after 

Damascus was Jerusalem.  Paul wanted to return to his adopted hometown with the good 

news of Jesus Christ.  Only when directed by the command of God that he saw and heard in a 

vision while praying did Paul leave the city and begin to go far away to the Gentiles with the 

message of Jesus.  Again Paul defends his Jewish piety before the Jewish crowd when he 

narrates his vision of God while praying in the temple.  Paul is trying to build a bridge to his 

audience (as all good missionaries practice) for the sake of getting a hearing for the gospel of 

Christ.  That Paul had his vision of God in the temple is significant for communicating its 

validity to Jews, for the temple was holy ground (the Lord’s house).  Paul’s account surely 

reminded his audience of the prophet Isaiah’s call (Isa 6:1-13).  Paul is claiming a similar call 

as a commissioned spokesman for God. 

27. V18.  This is the reason why God commanded Paul to leave Jerusalem and instead take the 

gospel to distant Gentile lands—because the Jews would not accept Paul’s testimony 

concerning Jesus.  It was the hard-heartedness of the Jews that disqualified them from Paul’s 

ministry.  This becomes evident shortly in the Jewish crowd’s response to Paul (v. 22).  The 

crowd’s response to Paul proves the point.  Their hearts are hardened to the gospel, 

especially to the inclusion of Gentiles in the Abrahamic covenantal relationship with God.  

They will not share their privilege; therefore their covenant privilege God will remove.  By 

obeying this command Paul saved his life because the Hellenistic Jews were plotting to kill 

him (Acts 9:29-30). 

28. V19.  Paul is not objecting to God in a rebellious way.  Rather he finds it hard to believe that 

the Jews will not be moved to consider the claims of Jesus Christ upon seeing his 

dramatically changed life and doctrine (from murderous hatred and pride to humble love and 

self-sacrifice).  As we see in the words of the psalmists, “God giveth his saints leave, 

familiarly, to utter their affections before him; especially when they seek no other thing but 

the confirmation of their faith.”
4
 

29. V20. NET sn Now Paul referred to Stephen as your witness, and he himself had also become 

a witness. The reversal was now complete; the opponent had now become a proponent. 

30. Vv21-22.  How sad that the mission to which God had called his chosen people was 

effectively abandoned.  The Lord had called the children of Abraham to be a blessing to all 

the families of the earth (Gen 12:1-3), to be a kingdom of priests and a light to the Gentiles 
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(Ex 19:6; Isa 42:6; 49:6; 60:3) leading them to the one true God.  But the descendants of 

Abraham had largely forsaken their birthright and divine calling, instead choosing to separate 

themselves from the Gentiles and exclude them from the blessings of Israel.  But God’s plan 

was not thwarted for a remnant (e.g., Paul, Peter, and the other apostles) were carrying on the 

divine mission of God through Christ’s commission to the Church (Mt 28:18-20). 

31. V22.  This is one of the most striking displays of prideful spiritual blindness in the entire 

Bible!  The Jewish crowd has completely misinterpreted Paul’s speech, as if they were only 

waiting for him to utter the word “Gentile” as their cue to revolt and call for his death.  That 

it was the word “Gentile” that set them into a frenzy which reveals their spiritual pride in 

their covenantal position as children of Abraham.  Ironically they claim to uphold God’s law 

with upmost zeal, yet they reject the command of the Lord in his servant Paul to repent, 

believe the gospel, and make disciples of all the nations.  Calvin writes, it is “as if God were 

bound by his own liberality to suffer the contempt of his power in the wicked and unthankful, 

on whom he bestowed excellent graces above all other.”
5
  Note that how the Jews from 

Jesus’ hometown (Nazareth) treated Jesus (cf. Lk 4:16-30) is akin to the way the Jews treated 

Paul from his adopted hometown (Jerusalem).  Also the Jews in Jerusalem treated Jesus 

much the same (Lk 23:18, 21)  Note that the crowd’s interruption of Paul’s defense prevented 

Paul from addressing the false charge that he had brought Trophimus (a Gentile) into the 

temple (Acts 21:28-29).  In the crowd’s opinion, Paul had forsaken the truth of Judaism and 

had put himself outside the orthodox faith.  They believed he had chosen his words carefully 

to win their approval, but that Paul was less than forthright in divulging that he taught (they 

believed) Jews to behave like Gentiles by forsaking the law of God and that Gentile God-

fearers need not keep the law of God.  The Jewish crowd refused to acknowledge Paul as a 

legitimate Jewish missionary, and were infuriated at the prospect that Paul taught that Jew 

and Gentile were equal in God’s sight. 

It is likely that Paul knew that if he uttered the word “Gentile” in the presence of this Jewish 

crowd that it would incite a riot, but he did not compromise his mission to proclaim the full 

gospel—the message of salvation in Christ alone to all the nations.  If he had avoided using 

the word “Gentile” (or left out this portion of his story) it is possible he may have been 

released!  But Paul had to be faithful to his witness whatever it cost.  Paul would rather be a 

prisoner than shy away from his divine commission to preach salvation to the Jew first and 

then the Gentile.  Paul had learned to not be ashamed of the gospel, “for it is the power of 

God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek” (Rom 

1:16).  Have you learned this lesson and begun to practice it? 

32. Vv24-25.  Paul perceived that the Roman “examination” he was about to undergo was really 

going to be torture to extract a confession of wrongdoing.  Since the integrity of the gospel 

was at stake, Paul objected by claiming Roman citizenship.  This was not something said 

flippantly to escape a beating since it was a capital offense to claim it falsely. 

                                                 

5
 Calvin, Commentary on Acts. 
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33. V24. NET sn To interrogate Paul by beating him with a lash. Under the Roman legal system 

it was customary to use physical torture to extract confessions or other information from 

prisoners who were not Roman citizens and who were charged with various crimes, 

especially treason or sedition. The lashing would be done with a whip of leather thongs with 

pieces of metal or bone attached to the ends. 

The lash used to flog was a scourge which was a merciless instrument of torture permitted for 

use to extract confession from a slave or alien (but never a Roman citizen).  It was a whip of 

leather thongs with pieces of bone or metal attached to the ends.  It could maim its victim for 

life and even kill him.  Jesus had been whipped with this type of scourge (Jn 19:1).  Paul was 

stretched out for flogging (scourging) by tying him to a post. 

34. V25.  Here Paul escapes the whip and public disrepute, thus the gospel escapes scandal.  But 

Paul’s appeal to his Roman citizenship paves the way for his Roman imprisonment, his 

journey through the Roman legal system, and his confinement to house-arrest in Rome 

(which is the end of the Acts narrative). 

35. V26.  Note that on at least two occasions Paul exercised his rights as a Roman citizen (Acts 

16:37-38; 22:26).  Paul also appealed his case to the emperor—as was his right as a citizen 

(Acts 25:11).  But Paul treated his Roman citizenship as a practical asset to further his 

ministry.  He took no pride in his status as a natural born Roman citizen.  Paul’s hope and 

comfort were in his heavenly citizenship (Phil 3:20) and his status as an adopted child of God 

(Rom 8:16-17).  In this citizenship he took no pride because he always remembered his past 

as a persecutor of the Church (and Jesus), as a supremely prideful and self-righteous 

Pharisee, and as the “chief of sinners” (1 Tim 1:15).  Paul was a citizen of heaven and child 

of God by grace alone. 

36. V28.  The tribune had purchased his Roman citizenship for a large sum of money.  Paul was 

born a citizen—which made his citizenship more prestigious. 

37. V29. NET sn Had him tied up. Perhaps a reference to the chains in Acts 21:33, or the 

preparations for the lashing in Acts 22:25. A trial would now be needed to resolve the matter. 

The Roman authorities' hesitation to render a judgment in the case occurs repeatedly: Acts 

22:30; 23:28-29; 24:22; 25:20, 26-27.  The legal process begun here would take the rest of 

Acts and will be unresolved at the end. The process itself took four years of Paul's life.  

38. V29.  The Roman officers feared what they had done to Paul.  It was a serious offense to flog 

a Roman citizen without a hearing for formal/legal sentence. 

39. Summary of the passage: this story serves to move the narrative along in Acts by explaining 

how Paul would be a witness before Gentiles, kings, and the children of Israel (Acts 9:15), 

and to explain how Paul came to Rome.  Although some of Paul’s friends might conclude 

that Paul had ignored their warnings to go to Jerusalem and that Paul had effectively reached 

the end of what could have been many more years of fruitful ministry, God’s plan was 

fulfilled through Paul’s Roman confinement.  For the rest of Acts narrates how Paul met 

people by virtue of his imprisonment that he otherwise could not have spoken with.  Paul’s 

faithfulness and courage demonstrate that although doors may close from the world’s 
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perspective, God is in control over everything that happens to us and will orchestrate the 

lives of his willing servants to fulfill his plans for them. 
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7 Sermon References 

1 Peter 3:15b-16  always being prepared to make a defense to anyone who asks you 
for a reason for the hope that is in you; yet do it with gentleness and respect,  16 having 
a good conscience, so that, when you are slandered, those who revile your good 
behavior in Christ may be put to shame. 

Jude 1:3  Beloved, although I was very eager to write to you about our common 
salvation, I found it necessary to write appealing to you to contend for the faith that was 
once for all delivered to the saints. 

Exodus 3:4a  When the LORD saw that he turned aside to see, God called to him out 
of the bush, "Moses, Moses!" 

Isaiah 53:11  Out of the anguish of his soul he shall see and be satisfied; by his 
knowledge shall the righteous one, my servant, make many to be accounted righteous, 
and he shall bear their iniquities. 

 




