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Do therefore what we tell you. We have four men who are under a vow; take these men and purify
yourself along with them and pay their expenses, so that they may shave their heads. Thus, all will
know that there is nothing in what they have been told about you, but that you yourself also live in
observance of the law. - Acts 21:23-24, ESV

I have a confession to make: This section of Acts has been one of the most confusing sections of
Scripture to me for years. Along with yesterday's text, where it almost seems like Paul is going
against the Holy Spirit in going to Jerusalem, today's text has puzzled me: Why is Paul, now in
Jerusalem, going to such extraordinary lengths to demonstrate to his fellow Jews that he lives "in
observance of the law," when he had written to the Romans and had said, "For Christ is the end of
the law for righteousness to everyone who believes."? (Rom. 10:4)

Has Paul lost his mind? Has he compromised his witness? Hasn't he been teaching for years that
no one can keep the law and that the law only condemns and never justifies? Is he being
inconsistent out of fear?

I don't think that's how we need to see Paul's actions here in Acts 21. James, the brother of Jesus,
and the other elders in Jerusalem were deeply concerned: The rumors circulating about Paul were
to the effect that he was leading faithful Jews away from the law of Moses and that the Gospel Paul
preached undermined the Torah. Zealous Jews were so outraged by this that they were willing to
violently persecute the church for blaspheming against God's word.

It is important for us to understand that God's word does not contradict itself. Jesus does not
come along to nullify Moses. In fact, Jesus said, "Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or
the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them." (Matt. 5:17) And when Paul wrote
Romans 10:4, he did not mean that Christ cancels the law but that He is the proper end or goal
("telos") of the law. It is a serious false teaching to uphold that the Gospel nullifies the Law.

Finally, Paul has elsewhere emphasized the important of cultural accommodation for the sake of
the Gospel. Christians must not be offensive. In 1 Corinthians 9:19-23, Paul wrote:

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

Paul was willing to humble himself and submit to elements of the ceremonial law that were no
longer binding on believers because he did not want to cause offense and wanted to reach his
fellow Jews with the Gospel. We should always be willing to bend over backwards to accommodate
ourselves to the feelings of others for the sake of the Gospel, just like Paul was doing here in this
passage.

Heavenly Father, we love You and we thank You for loving us and giving us eternal life in Your Son.
We thank You that we have the privilege of taking Your Gospel to those in need. We ask that You
would equip us with wisdom and grace to be faithful and sensitive ambassadors for You in this
world. In Jesus' name, Amen.



