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Several months ago, I was walking to church. A man approached me. And He said, 

“excuse me, can I talk to you about Jesus?” And I said, “Sure! I’d love to! Funny you should say 

that. I’m actually walking to church right n..” And then, he interrupted me. And he said, “do you 

believe in Jesus?” And I said, “Absolutely! He saved me, and he’s m…” And then, he interrupted 

me again. And he said, “ok, let’s pray. Please repeat these words after me.” And he started 

saying the sinner’s prayer! And I didn’t know what to do, because I didn’t want him to think 

that I was converting. But I also didn’t want him to think I disagreed with what he was saying. 

So I mumbled, “yes Lord, I agree with all these words.” And then, he said, “amen.” And he 

walked away. It was amazing; like an evangelistic hit and run.  

Now, I don’t want to be overly critical of my brother. I admire his boldness. But here’s 

what struck me about our encounter. He gave a very clear gospel presentation. But we 

established no personal connection. Literally, none. He was solely focused on the message. So 

focused, that he didn’t realize he was preaching to a convert. In fact, he was preaching to a 

preacher who was on his way to preach!  

I’d guess that most of us don’t struggle with excessive boldness. Personally, I want more 

boldness. And that’s one reason the book of Acts is so convicting. Time and again, we read 

about the courage of the early Christians. They boldly proclaimed Jesus. But we must not 

misunderstand this. These Christians were bold. But they didn’t present the gospel in a, “take it 

or leave it” kind of way. They connected with their listeners. And they labored to demonstrate 

the truth and relevance of the gospel. In other words, they tried to persuade people.  And 

that’s crucial for us to keep in mind. We can’t remain silent. We must be bold enough to speak. 

But boldness doesn’t have to be abrupt, or awkward, or threatening. In fact, that kind of 

boldness is usually ineffective. Our options aren’t silence or abrupt boldness. There’s a third 

way. And I think it’s the most effective. We can work to persuade others.   

The apostle Paul was a persuader. And in today’s passage, he offers us a model of 

persuasive communication. If you have a Bible, you can turn to Acts 21:37. Last week, we read 

about Paul’s trip to Jerusalem. Paul travels to Jerusalem during the feast of Pentecost. Some 

Jews from Ephesus also make the pilgrimage. They know Paul. And they spot him with one of 

his Gentile friends. They falsely accuse him of taking this friend into the temple. This was a 

serious accusation. Non-Jews couldn’t go into the temple precincts. It was a capital offense. 



And when the crowd hears this accusation, they’re enraged. They rush at Paul. And they drag 

him out of the temple, intent on killing him. The Roman military commander learns about this 

riot. So he takes some of his soldiers. And they run into the mob. They rescue Paul. And they 

restore order.  

A. The Prerequisite – Common Ground: Now, Paul is in custody. The Roman soldiers  

don’t know why the people are rioting over him. They assume he’s an Egyptian terrorist (and 

we’ll return to that point later). Paul tells them who he really is. And, he asks to address the 

angry mob. The soldiers allow him to do this. And here’s what he says: 

"Brethren and fathers, hear my defense which I now offer to you." 2 And when they 

heard that he was addressing them in the Hebrew dialect, they became even more quiet; and he 

said, 3 "I am a Jew, born in Tarsus of Cilicia, but brought up in this city, educated under Gamaliel, 

strictly according to the law of our fathers, being zealous for God, just as you all are today. 4 

"And I persecuted this Way to the death, binding and putting both men and women into prisons, 
5 as also the high priest and all the Council of the elders can testify. From them I also received 

letters to the brethren, and started off for Damascus in order to bring even those who were 

there to Jerusalem as prisoners to be punished. 6 "And it came about that as I was on my way, 

approaching Damascus about noontime, a very bright light suddenly flashed from heaven all 

around me, 7 and I fell to the ground and heard a voice saying to me, 'Saul, Saul, why are you 

persecuting Me?' 8 "And I answered, 'Who art Thou, Lord?' And He said to me, 'I am Jesus the 

Nazarene, whom you are persecuting.' 9 "And those who were with me beheld the light, to be 

sure, but did not understand the voice of the One who was speaking to me. 10 "And I said, 'What 

shall I do, Lord?' And the Lord said to me, 'Arise and go on into Damascus; and there you will be 

told of all that has been appointed for you to do.' 11 "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 came into 

Damascus. 12 "And a certain Ananias, a man who was devout by the standard of the Law, and 

well spoken of by all the Jews who lived there, 13 came to me, and standing near said to me, 

'Brother Saul, receive your sight!' And at that very time I looked up at him. 14 "And he said, 'The 

God of our fathers has appointed you to know His will, and to see the Righteous One, and to 

hear an utterance from His mouth. 15 'For you will be a witness for Him to all men of what you 

have seen and heard. 16 'And now why do you delay? Arise, and be baptized, and wash away 

your sins, calling on His name.' 

The Jews accused Paul of bringing a Gentile into the temple. But they also accused him 

of undermining the Jewish faith. These people knew about Paul’s ministry. They knew that he 

taught Gentiles to trust in Jesus; and, that he didn’t require them to become Jews. So Paul was 

viewed as a traitor; someone who didn’t take Jewish law seriously. So Paul uses this 

opportunity to address the deeper issue; to defend his Gentile ministry.  

But notice how he does this. Look at how Paul establishes common ground with his 

Jewish audience. He speaks in their dialect; not that of the Greeks, or Romans. And he calls 



them his “brothers,” and his “fathers.” “Brothers” is a term of family affection. And “Fathers” is 

a term of respect. Paul is honoring the religious leaders in the community. He speaks of his 

impeccable Jewish pedigree; his upbringing, his education, and his zeal for the law. And he 

presents Jesus as the fulfillment of Jewish expectation. He calls Jesus the “righteous one”; 

Israel’s promised Savior and King.  

Paul is building a bridge to these people. He’s saying, “You know me! I’m one of you. I 

didn’t arbitrarily change my beliefs. I didn’t choose to rebel against our traditions. Jesus 

appeared to me. I saw him! I heard him! And Ananias – a righteous Jewish man – instructed me 

about who Jesus.” See, Paul is still a follower of Yahweh, the God of Israel. Jesus isn’t a 

deviation from God’s plan. No, he’s the fulfillment of God’s promises to Israel. In effect, Paul is 

saying, “this is who we’ve been waiting for!”   

So how does Paul quiet an angry mob? And how does he gain a hearing with them? By 

finding common ground. Now, you probably won’t face an angry mob anytime soon. But you 

may face hostility, or opposition. And you’ll probably encounter people who disagree with your 

Christian convictions. If you want to effectively communicate the gospel, you must establish 

common ground. In fact, it’s a prerequisite.  

But why? Why is this so important? Because without common ground, it’s nearly 

impossible to establish good will. Have you ever argued with someone who thought you were 

crazy? I’m not just talking about religious arguments. It could be an argument about anything. 

The person demeaned you. They had a pre-packaged rebuttal for everything you said. And they 

refused to concede anything. That’s called arguing in bad faith. The person has no interest in 

listening, or learning. They just want you to admit that you’re delusional. And that’s a hard sell, 

isn’t it? I mean, it’s hard to trust someone who thinks you’re crazy!1 So common ground is a 

prerequisite. We must affirm people’s beliefs whenever we can. This is how we honor their 

intellect. It’s how we connect with people. And, it’s how we create receptivity.   

And there are many ways to do this.2 Think about the people you regularly encounter. 

You’ve probably had similar life experiences. You’ve experienced pain, or disappointment. You 

probably have similar concerns. For example, most people are concerned about their kids. They 

want to raise responsible, well-adjusted human beings. And I’m guessing you do too. Perhaps 

you have similar interests. And I’m confident you have some of the same values. As we engage 

others, we should identify areas of agreement.  

A few weeks ago, Kashelle and I were having dinner with some new friends. Now, as far 

as I can tell, these friends don’t share our worldview. So there’s a belief gap. We began talking 

about our religious backgrounds. And one of our friends asked a great question; she said, “how 

can people who are so upright and devout, be so condemning and unloving?” Now, there are 

several ways you could interpret that statement. You might think, “wait a minute, are you 

                                                           
1 Line adapted from http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0348836/quotes 
2 Adapted from Tim Downs, Finding Common Ground (Moody Press: Chicago, 1999); 136-138.   



saying that all Christians are condemning?” But that’s not what she was saying. She was asking, 

“how can religious people act that way?” And I realized there was common ground. Can religion 

make people unloving? Absolutely! Jesus repeatedly talks about the danger of religious pride. 

So I said, “that’s a great question. I agree: religion can make people incredibly proud and self-

righteous.” And I said, “I think people need to experience grace and forgiveness; that’s what 

makes them gracious and compassionate.” Listen carefully to what people are saying. And 

highlight agreements. This is how we bridge the belief gap. In process, we may find that we 

hold beliefs, “a”, “b,” and “c” in common. And really, belief “d” is where we diverge. But, see, 

you’ve come closer to that person in the process.   

This is a powerful principle. And it has many implications. In fact, it changed my view of 

marital conflict. Maybe you have a disagreement with your spouse. And you’ve reached an 

impasse (well, maybe you haven’t experienced this. But I have, ok). There are conflicting desires. 

Your spouse wants one thing. You want another. But if it’s a Christian marriage, there’s a third 

party involved; it’s Jesus. And Jesus is Lord over both of you. And he has desires for your 

relationship. So you already have common ground. And although you disagree about the issue, 

you agree about Jesus. You agree that he wants you to love one another, even in the midst of 

conflict. He wants you to be gentle, and patient, and affirming, and forbearing. And he doesn’t 

want you to be harsh, or critical. Now, that doesn’t resolve the conflict. You still don’t know 

whose side Jesus is on. (And by the way, that’s not always worth trying to figure out). But you 

both want to glorify him. And you know there’s a way of addressing conflict that will glorify 

him. And, there’s a way that won’t. And that’s your starting point. And if you can both 

remember that, it will deescalate the situation.  

B. The Focal Point – Jesus: To persuade others, we must establish common ground. Next,  

we must consider the content of our message. Jesus is the message. He’s the focal point. So, I 

must point people to him, and not me. Let’s look at the conclusion of Paul’s speech. 

“And it came about when I returned to Jerusalem and was praying in the temple, that I 

fell into a trance, 18 and I saw Him saying to me, 'Make haste, and get out of Jerusalem quickly, 

because they will not accept your testimony about Me.' 19 "And I said, 'Lord, they themselves 

understand that in one synagogue after another I used to imprison and beat those who believed 

in Thee. 20 'And when the blood of Thy witness Stephen was being shed, I also was standing by 

approving, and watching out for the cloaks of those who were slaying him.' 21 "And He said to 

me, 'Go! For I will send you far away to the Gentiles.'" 

After meeting Jesus on the Damascus Road, Paul returns to Jerusalem. As he’s praying in 

the temple, Jesus appears to him once more. And Jesus commands Paul to leave. But Paul 

objects! He wants to stay in Jerusalem, and tell people about his conversion story. And here’s 

his rationale. Paul was well known in the Jewish community. People knew how much he hated 

Christians. They knew about his role in the death of Stephen, the first Christian martyr. But 

now, Paul is a Christian. So the most unlikely convert has just converted! And Paul thinks his 



conversion demonstrates that Jesus is the Messiah. He assumes that his testimony will convince 

people. And from a human perspective, this makes sense, doesn’t it? Paul is the perfect 

candidate to serve as Apostle to the Jews. But Jesus has other plans from him. He says, “Paul, 

they’re not going to listen to you. Go to the Gentiles.”  

And when Paul says the word, “Gentiles,” the people become enraged. Verse 22 says, 

“And they listened to him up to this statement, and then they raised their voices and said, 

"Away with such a fellow from the earth, for he should not be allowed to live!" Remember, the 

crowd accused Paul of preaching against Judaism. And in their minds, he has just convicted 

himself. Paul taught that both Jews and Gentiles needed to trust in Jesus for salvation. But this 

entailed that Jews and Gentiles came to God the same way. And thus it entailed that the two 

groups were equal in God’s eyes. So the crowd thinks Paul has denied Israel’s privilege; their 

unique status as God’s people. And it’s more than they can take. They demand Paul’s 

execution. And notice; their reaction proves that Jesus was right! Jesus told Paul the Jews 

wouldn’t listen to him. Now, Paul gives his testimony. And what happens? The crowd doesn’t 

listen!   

It’s easy to get excited about high-profile conversions, isn’t it? When an academic, or a 

celebrity comes to Christ, people think, “yes! This will influence people. This will attract people 

to Jesus.” But often, it has the exact opposite effect. Anthony Flew was one of the most 

prominent atheists of the 20th century. Shortly before his death, Flew converted to theism. 

Now, to my knowledge, he didn’t become a Christian. He simply became convinced of God’s 

existence. But his intellectual “conversion” was met with widespread ridicule. People said it was 

sad and embarrassing. Others said he was losing his mind. Some joked that this was his last 

attempt at salvation.  

We sometimes say, “people can’t argue with a changed life.” And that’s true. People 

can’t deny your experience. But they might not like your experience. Or, they may continue to 

think your beliefs are implausible. The crowd certainly didn’t appreciate the difference Jesus 

made in Paul’s life. See, Paul assumed his testimony would impress people. But Jesus knew it 

would just infuriate them. The crowd had a preset belief about Gentiles. They thought Gentiles 

had to become Jews to be saved. And thus, Paul’s testimony wasn’t just unpersuasive. It was 

offensive.  

And that’s important for us to remember. Our hope is that people will be impressed by 

Jesus; not by our personal experience. And that means Jesus must be the focal point. He is the 

message. People needed to be convinced of who he is. Otherwise, they won’t find our 

testimonies persuasive. Now, does this mean we should never talk about personal experiences? 

No! We should talk about them. But we must demonstrate how Jesus makes the difference. It’s 

one thing to say, “before I met Jesus, I was hopeless.” But can you explain why Jesus gives you 

hope? And what is the hope? And why is it better than hopes of this world? It’s one thing to 



say, “I used to be enslaved, but now I’m not.” But can you explain how Jesus freed you? Why is 

Jesus powerful? How does his work liberate you from sin?    

Jesus is the focal point. And he’s also the one who calls us into ministry. This point is a 

bit of a tangent. But it’s worth highlighting. Paul is the perfect candidate to minister to Jews. 

Isn’t he? Who could be better qualified for this job? And yet, Jesus sends Paul to the Gentiles.  

Jesus might call you to a ministry that surprises you. I’ve had to learn this lesson over 

and over again. When I was in college, I volunteered with Middle School students. But after two 

years of doing that, I was ready for something new. And, I needed a job. So I approached the 

leadership at my church. And I said, “I’ve got an idea. I know you guys want to reach the 

community. So why don’t you hire me as a Community Service Intern.” And they said, “yeah, 

that’s a great idea. We should hire someone to do that. But we want to hire you to work with 

Junior Highers.” And my first thought was, “What are you doing, God? I was trying to get away 

from them!” (And Middle Schoolers, I love you. And I was wrong about you. Seriously.) But that’s 

what the church needed me to do. And it was a great experience.   

When I moved up here, I wanted to plant a church. And I thought, “you know, I need to 

start a church in an urban center. I’m called to reach intellectuals; the urban elite; people who 

are hip, and culturally sophisticated.” But that dream didn’t materialize. And I began to 

question my narrative. I thought, “Am I really an ‘intellectual’? I don’t read that much. And I 

don’t wear thick-rimmed glasses. I don’t have tattoos. I have great difficulty growing facial hair. 

And I don’t love craft beer. Maybe I’m not as hip and sophisticated as I thought I was.” 

I’ve had ideas about what ministry was supposed to look like. But often, it was more 

about my ego, and less about the actual opportunities Jesus was giving me. And here’s the 

application; as you think about ministering to others, don’t just look inward. Look outward. 

Often, people begin by looking in. We ask, “what am I passionate about?” Or, “what am I good 

at?” And then, we look for ministries that fit our passions and gifts. And I’m not against that. I 

think that can be helpful. But we only discover our gifts and passions through serving others. 

And sometimes, Jesus presents amazing opportunities that stretch us; that don’t seem like a fit. 

So ask yourself, “what opportunities has Jesus put right in front of me?” Who thinks highly of 

you? Who’s receptive to your input? What are their needs? And how can you meet them? Stop 

looking for the ideal. Just look out.   

C. The Posture – Humility: If we want to persuade others, we must establish common   

ground. We must bridge that belief gap. And then, we must point people to Jesus, rather than  

ourselves. But as we do these things, we must remain humble. Humility is the posture of 

persuasion. Paul exuded humility. And this enabled him to gain a hearing with others.   

Paul’s speech infuriates the crowd. They’re ready to stone him. So the Roman 

commander orders Paul to be scourged. The scourge was this nasty whip. It could cause 

paralysis, or even death. And the Romans used it to extract information. The soldiers don’t 

know what Paul did to incite this riot. Remember, he spoke to the crowd in the Hebrew dialect. 



And apparently, the soldiers didn’t understand what he was saying. So they want some 

answers.   

But before they begin interrogating Paul, he asks them a question. He says, "Is it lawful 

for you to scourge a man who is a Roman and uncondemned?" (v. 25). Now, the implied answer 

to Paul’s question is, “no.” Roman citizens were exempt from scourging. Paul is hinting at the 

fact that he’s a Roman citizen. And when the soldier realizes this, he’s terrified. He notifies his 

commander. And the commander tries to do damage control. He says, “you know Paul, I spent 

a lot of money to purchase my citizenship.” The commander is trying to impress Paul with his 

wealth; to demonstrate his social superiority; and Paul’s inferiority. This would make the 

mistake less grievous. But Paul says, “oh, well, I was born a Roman citizen.” Paul didn’t buy his 

citizenship. It was his birthright. So in terms of citizenship, Paul is actually superior to the 

commander. Now, I don’t think Paul is playing a game of one-upmanship. He’s just trying to 

avoid getting tortured! And immediately, the soldiers stop the interrogation.   

So why didn’t Paul appeal to his citizenship earlier? Why didn’t he do this when he was 

arrested? Well, remember; Paul is trying to reach the Jewish people. If he had appealed to his 

citizenship in front of the crowd, they could have said, “Aha! Paul’s not a real Jew. He’s really a 

Roman at heart.” Paul wanted to demonstrate his solidarity with the Jewish people. Therefore, 

he didn’t invoke his rights until he had to.   

Time and again, Paul is misunderstood, and misrepresented.  First, he’s falsely accused 

of defiling the temple, and speaking against the Jewish faith. Then, the Romans mistake him for 

a revolutionary. Three years before this, an Egyptian false prophet tried to overthrow the 

Romans. He gathered thousands of men. And he promised to bring down the walls of 

Jerusalem. Once he did this, his men were to attack. Well, the walls never fell. The attack 

misfired. And the revolution was stamped out. But the Egyptian took off. And, as you’d imagine, 

people were really mad at this guy. So, when the Romans see the riot, they assume the 

Egyptian is back in town. Shortly after this, Paul gives his defense. He shows that Jesus is the 

fulfillment of Jewish expectation. But the crowd accuses him of being anti-Jewish. And finally, 

the soldiers wrongly assume that Paul isn’t a Roman citizen.   

Paul is continually mistreated and misunderstood. And yet, he doesn’t lash out. And 

given his background, this is all the more remarkable. Paul is a Roman citizen; a man of 

immense learning. He’s cosmopolitan. He’s well-connected politically. And he had been a 

religious celebrity. He could’ve demanded respect. He could’ve said, “don’t you know who I 

am? How dare you treat me this way? Who knows the law better than I do?” And yet, Paul 

never talks down to people. Instead, he accepts insults. He’s willing to suffer. And he doesn’t 

provoke the crowd. Instead, he’s able to quiet them. And yes, they reject his message. But he 

gains a hearing. And in subsequent chapters, Paul gains more hearings.   

Proverbs 25:15 says that, “by patience a ruler is persuaded, and soft words break 

bones.” Paul was humble. He patiently endured mistreatment. And he spoke softly. When I 



demand to be taken seriously, I become combative. I’m easily offended. And I’m less 

persuasive; because I draw attention to myself. People start reacting to me, rather than the 

message. But if I’m humble, I don’t give offense. I’m more approachable. And I demonstrate 

confidence in my convictions. When people become emotional, it’s often a sign of fear. They’re 

scared, because their beliefs are being attacked. But humility and gentleness reveal confidence; 

they reveal a quiet conviction. And that is powerful. We can’t demand to be taken seriously.   

A few months ago, Addie hurt herself. And since Kashelle is a nurse, she usually deals 

with cuts and bruises. But Mom wasn’t home on this day. So I tried to help Addie. But she 

refused. And she said, “Dad, you’re not a nurse. You can’t help me at all. You’re a pastor!” 

Thanks Addie. But her comment got me thinking, “you know, how do I help society? Well, I talk 

to people about Jesus. And I do it primarily by teaching from an ancient book.” This is a weird 

job; especially in a place like the Bay Area. In our context, that doesn’t sound very helpful. It’s 

not innovative, or prestigious. It’s just odd. And quite frankly, our faith is odd. If you’re a 

Christian, your convictions aren’t mainstream. Now, please don’t misunderstand me. The last 

thing I want to do is throw a pity-party for myself; or for us. Christians are the last people on 

earth who should feel sorry for themselves. I mean, good grief, we believe that God has given 

us everything in Christ. We are not victims. We are beyond blessed. But if you follow Jesus, 

you’re odd. We don’t have a captive audience. And our status, and education, and wealth won’t 

cause people to take us seriously. As a Christ-follower, that’s just not part of the deal.  

Sometimes I wonder, “how was Paul able to put up with all this?” What made him so 

humble? How could he endure so much misunderstanding, and disrespect? I think the answer is 

found in Philippians 3. In that chapter, Paul lists his credentials. He talks about his privileges and 

his achievements. But then he says, “But whatever things were gain to me, those things I have 

counted as loss for the sake of Christ. 8 More than that, I count all things to be loss in view of the 

surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord…” (Phil 3:7-8). Paul says, “Compared to Jesus, 

all of my earthly accomplishments are just a heaping pile of excrement.” Jesus gave Paul a new 

identity. Because of Jesus, Paul is righteous. He is eternally loved, and affirmed. He is justified, 

and secure before the Father. The love of Christ captivated Paul’s heart. God affirmed him. And 

therefore, he didn’t need human affirmation. God esteemed him. And therefore, He didn’t 

need to be highly esteemed. And Paul gladly suffered mistreatment, and misunderstanding, so 

that others could come to know his Lord as well.  When you trust in Christ, God gives you a new 

resume. Jesus dies for your sin. He rises to new life, so that you have new life. When you trust 

in him, your record is expunged. Your slate is wiped clean. Jesus’ record becomes yours. And so 

you are perfectly righteous, and secure, and beloved in the Father’s eyes. And no worldly 

attainment can give you that kind affirmation, or esteem, or love, or security. That’s what Jesus 

offers you today. Let’s pray.  
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