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The incident of Paul’s final trip to Jerusalem is an interesting test case for his relationship to

the Law not only because of his actions in the Temple but also because of the clarification which Luke

makes between this and the decision of the Jerusalem Council. The question to be answered is “Was Paul

forced by the situation to show loyalty to ancestral customs for the sake of expediency or were his

actions a transparent demonstration of his theology?” We will attempt to answer this question by

scrutinizing first the incident and then its interpretation.

The Incident

Two points are particularly important for understanding the incident: the beneficiaries of

Paul’s action and the nature of his vow.

The Beneficiaries of Paul’s Action

As soon as Paul had finished giving his report about the salvation of many Gentiles on his

third missionary journey and the brothers had responded with rejoicing (21:17-20a), James presented him

with a serious problem of perception by the Jewish believers in the area: “‘You see, brother, how many

thousands there are among the Jews of those who have believed, and they are all zealous for the Law;’”

(21:20b). Although Jerusalem was famous for its rejection of Christianity and persecution of believers

(Acts 7–8) Luke tells us that rejection was only half the story. In reality, many thousands of Jews in the

Jerusalem area also accepted the truth of Messiah and sought to live for him. An issue which is critical to

the understanding of this passage is the nature of this group. Were they a fanatical fringe or were they the

mainstream of the church of Jerusalem?

Some would argue that the group of which James speaks is only a segment of the church in

Judea, that in reality they are outside the mainstream because they are particularly (and perhaps overly)

zealous of the Law.1 Some would go further in assuming that this group is not only distinct from the
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average believer but that they also differ from the leadership.2 That is, James and the elders were not

zealous for the Law but encouraged Paul as they did in deference to some “weaker brethren” who were

Torah observant.

In response it should be noted first that the identification of this group with the instigators of

the Jerusalem council (Acts 15:1, 5) is without foundation and also confuses the issue. The subject and

decision of the council involved the relationship of Gentiles to the Law, not Jews. The believers in this

chapter were clearly only concerned with their own lifestyle and that of their Jewish brothers who lived

outside the land (21:21, 25). To say that they “strictly observed the law and expected all believers to do

the same”3 misrepresents the situation. Furthermore, the wording of the text indicates that the people of

whom James speaks are not a sect or particular group. All that distinguished them was that they were

Jewish believers as opposed to Gentile believers (21:25). Otherwise, James affirms of those who have

believed “they are all zealous for the Law” (pavnte" zhlwtaiV4 tou' novmou uJpavrcousin, 21:20). Rather

than being a fringe group, James speaks about the mainstream. Finally, Luke is clear that a difference

does exist between the laity and the leadership,  but it is not in their relationship to the Law; rather,  it is

their knowledge about the rumor concerning Paul.  James and the elders know the rumor to be false but

the people are not so sure.  Because of Paul’s previous meetings with the leadership (Gal 2:1-10;  Acts

15) they knew him personally and were convinced of his stand but because of his time spent outside of

Palestine, as Paul admits, he was not well known by the Churches in Judea (Gal 1:22-24). 5 The

implication of James’ statement is that when Paul demonstrates his stand publicly “all will know” as we

already know “ that there is nothing to the things which they have been told about you .  . .  (21:24). ”
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Thus, Paul’s actions should be understood as paradigmatic of his understanding of all Jewish believers

rather than an anomaly by which he accommodated a fanatical party.

The Nature of Paul’s Action

James’ recommended action for  Paul was to join in with four  men who were in the process

of a Nazirite vow and pay their  expenses. The Nazirite vow involved a minimum time element of thirty

days and its conclusion entailed the offer ing of financially substantial sacrifices.6 It was not uncommon

for others to pay the expenses of the Nazirite and such support was considered a special act of piety.7

The confusing element is that Paul is encouraged to purify himself along with them which could not

have been done in a mere seven days. Conzelmann objects: “aJgnivsqhti ktl.,  “pur ify, etc. ,”  can only

be understood as ‘enter into the vow with them!’ But that could not be done for a period of only seven

days (vs 27). Luke has misunderstood a report here.” 8 Several possible explanations have been offered.

It could be that Paul had previously taken a Nazir ite vow and was now joining in with the four men to

complete his. 9 Or perhaps these men were being purified from some defilement (21:26) so that they

could fulfill their vow in seven days and Paul’s purification was that required from every Jew returning

from the diaspora. Thus,  Paul would be joining in with the men in his purification at the Temple,

though technically he would not be fulfilling a Nazirite vow. 10 Whatever the solution, the important

point for this discussion is that Luke affirms that Paul was not simply a bystander who endorsed the

actions of the four men but also a participant in ritual pur ification. The word used of James’ recom-

mendation (21:24) and Paul’s action (21:26), aJgnivzw, is defined and discussed by Hauck:
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The word means “to set in a state of cultic qualification.” . .  . The ongoing participation of the
primitive community in the temple cultus made observance of the traditional external cultic
regulations unavoidable.  In particular,  visiting the temple after returning from the Gentile world
demanded additional cultic purification.11

Thus, Paul agreed to and implemented James’ recommendation that he make a manifest display of his

participation in, and support of the ritual system of the Temple.

The Interpretation

The interpretation of this incident is in many ways a cameo of the entire problem of the

“Lukan” and the “ Pauline” Paul. Thus, Paul’s actions have traditionally been understood in one of two

ways, as either inconsistent or expedient. As one who is not bound by loyalty to the inspiration of the

text, Lake argues that Paul was simply inconsistent; he clearly taught one thing but in the heat of the

moment contradicted those teachings by his actions. “According to Acts Paul accepted the compromise.

Did he really accept it? His epistles are logically inconsistent with it, and before long Christian practice

recognized this fact and followed the epistles. ”12 The more common evangelical position is that Paul

was merely acting out of expedience.  Although Paul felt that Jews no longer needed to obey the law,

this did not prevent him from occasionally keeping the Law when convenient or helpful, and he did not

actively teach Jews to abandon it.13 Support for the consistency of Paul’s action is almost universally

marshalled from 1 Corinthians 9:19-23, although even one who does so admits that the situations are

different.  “The truth would seem to be that Paul was prepared to live as one ‘under the law’ to those

who were under the law, although he did this primarily with a view to winning unconverted Jews rather
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than to pacifying Christian Jews. ”14 Luke makes it clear within the text (21:20) that Paul’s action was

not to conciliate and win unbelieving Jews but for believers.  

Whatever the meaning of 1 Corinthians 9 may be,15 one thing which it can not mean is that

Paul may deceive or lie.16 The careful wording of James’ recommendation is simply too explicit to

allow that Paul was feigning obedience to the Law or giving mere temporary obedience to it when he

felt the freedom to abandon it elsewhere. James’ counsel not only involves the negative, a denial of

what he teaches (21:21),  but also the positive, an affirmation of his own personal lifestyle (21:24). 17

Paul’s purification at the Temple was designed to prove not only that he did not teach Jews to forsake

Moses (21:21) but more importantly that he “he himself walked orderly and kept the Law”  (21:24).

The word translate “walk orderly,”  stoicevw was used in the military sense of “to be in rank” and is

thus paraphrased in 21:24 as everyone “will see that you too are in the ranks as one who keeps the
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law.” 18 The word translated “keep, ” fulavssw is also a strong word especially denoting the careful

keeping of God’s commandments. 19 

James’ words describe a lifestyle which is consistent. What Paul was communicating by

his actions was that his personal lifestyle was one of Law observance. By definition, one does not keep

the Law part of the time. If a Jew kept the Law while he was in the presence of Jews but abandoned the

Law when with Gentiles he was not a keeper of the Law but a breaker  of the Law.20 If this was not the

case,  none of the Jewish believers would have been convinced by Paul’s actions. Consistency is a

necessary component of the concept of keeping the Law.  

Although the text affirms that Paul joined in the vow in order to affirm his consistent Law

observance,  what it does not affirm is why Paul observed the Law in the first place.  Did he “walk

orderly and keep the Law” on a voluntary basis alone or because he felt it was the proper way for a

Jewish believer to express his obedience to God? Although this text does not speak to the issue of

motive we would suggest that the passage could accomodate the latter meaning. James’ parallels the

necessity of Jews keeping the law with the necessity of Gentiles to keep the Apostolic decree (21:25). 21

Paul may well have been acting, not merely out of expedience but out of conviction.

Conclusion

Paul’s actions in this incident were not inconsistent with his lifestyle at other times. And

although his actions were at least expedient (for they apparently pacified the Jewish believers of
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Jerusalem) they may also have been done out of conviction.  Clearly Luke saw no incompatibility

between salvation by faith and continued observance of the Law by Jewish believers. The thousands of

believers in Jerusalem are not reprimanded for  their position and Paul displays his loyalty for them in

as public a way as possible. Wilson summarizes some of Luke’s perspective, particularly as it is found

in this chapter:

It is made unquestionably clear that living according to the law ultimately has no bearing on the
salvation of Jews or Gentiles. At the same time it is always implicit, and on one occasion explicit
(Ac.  21),  that there is no conflict for Jews between living accor ding to the law,  indeed doing so
zealously, and being a Christian. As a means of expressing piety, as distinct from a means of
achieving salvation, it is viewed in a wholly positive light. 22

Conclusion

Luke’s story began in the Jewish capital and ended in the Gentile capital. Many hold that

before that transition could occur the nation of Israel and/or her Law had to first be rejected. We have

sought to show however that the Gentile mission was not launched at the expense of Israel but rather  in

harmony with God’s dealings with the nation. We have surveyed four major incidents in the book and

evaluated them in light of this theme (1) the martyrdom of Stephen (6:1–8:2),  (2) the salvation of

Cornelius (10:1–11:18),  (3) the Jerusalem Council (15:1–16:3),  and the purification of Paul (21:19-26).

The martyrdom of Stephen clearly represented the rejection by much of the leadership in

Jerusalem of the message of the Church. The point of their objection, however was not the

revolutionary new ideas espoused by Stephen, because his speech proclaimed fidelity to the Law and

the Temple. The reaction of the crowd came from the martyr’s fearless accusations that they were

disobedient to the Law, had abused the Temple and had rejected the Messiah Jesus. Stephen’s message

was certainly not against the Law of the Jews, only against those who were disobedient to the Law.

Stephen’s death was a catalyst in the growth of the Church because of the persecution which physically

scattered his fellow believers not because he preached a universal message which had superseded the

Law and Temple.

The salvation of Cornelius records the addition of Gentiles to the Church, which was

certainly in conflict with Jewish practice of the day but not with the Law. Peter understood the meaning
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of the vision to be that no longer could any man be considered unclean rather than as the abrogation of

the food laws of Leviticus. Neither Peter nor  his fellow believers understood that the end of the Law

was a necessary prerequisite to the salvation of Gentiles. Luke demonstrates that Peter , in obedience to

the vision, freely associated with his new Gentile converts, but it does not teach that he ceased being

Jewish in doing so.

The issue which was discussed at the Jerusalem council did not concern the Law per se but

more particularly the relationship of Gentiles to the Law. It was decided that not only were Gentiles

saved by grace just as Jews were but that the prophets also spoke of “ God calling out of the Gentiles a

people for his name.” Therefore, with the twin precedents of Peter’s miraculous witness of the

conversion of Gentiles and the Scripture, it was decided that Gentiles were welcome as Gentiles along

with believing Jews in the Church. They were only required to observe certain minimal regulations

which the Law had always required of Gentiles who wished to live among the Jews.

During Paul’s last visit to Jerusalem he took the opportunity to publicly demonstrate his

own unflinching loyalty the Law. He joined in the normal Temple purification procedures and paid for

the sacrifices of men in a Nazirite vow in order to show that even when outside the land of Israel he

always walked orderly and kept the Law.

In the last scenes of the book of Acts Luke is careful to record the rejection of the Jews in

Rome. While it is true that many Jews believed not only in Rome but throughout the rest of the

evangelized world,  the reader is left with the impression that this response from individual Jews is

insufficient. Paul’s condemnation of unbelieving Israelites has forbidding tones of finality (28:26-28)

and the future of the corporate Jewish whole looks dim. But as bleak as the future looks for the nation,

Luke stresses that the rejection of the Gospel by the Jews has not occurred because the Christian

message was incomprehensible to them or antagonistic toward their traditions. “On the contrary,

Jewish rejection occurred despite the fact that the Chr istian message was harmonious with Jewish

religious traditions.”23 Throughout the book Jewish Christians continued to faithfully observe the Law

of Moses, seeing it as the proper expression of faith for the sons of Jacob who had trusted Messiah, and



Gentiles were welcomed into the Church as Gentiles. The truths revealed in the book of Hebrews had

not yet been given and were not a necessary prerequisite for the Gentile mission.


