
DISCIPLES IN ACTION: A STUDY OF THE BOOK OF ACTS  
LESSON EIGHT: LISTEN TO MY DEFENSE (Acts 21:37-22:30) 

 
1. A mistaken identity (21:37-22:2) 37 As the soldiers were about to take Paul into the 
barracks, he asked the commander, “May I say something to you?” “Do you speak Greek?” 
he replied. 38 “Aren’t you the Egyptian who started a revolt and led four thousand 
terrorists out into the wilderness some time ago?” 39 Paul answered, “I am a Jew, from 
Tarsus in Cilicia, a citizen of no ordinary city. Please let me speak to the people.” 40 After 
receiving the commander’s permission, Paul stood on the steps and motioned to the 
crowd. When they were all silent, he said to them in Aramaic:  
1 “Brothers and fathers, listen now to my defense.” 2 When they heard him speak to them 
in Aramaic, they became very quiet. 
 
Consider: 

 Why did the commander assume Paul was an Egyptian revolutionary? How did he 
clarify who he was? 

 Why do you think Paul wanted to address the people that were out to get him? What 
did he do that got the people’s attention? 

 
Some quotes to consider: 
“Paul desperately wanted to speak to those who wanted him dead. The crowd quieted and 
unexpectedly allowed him to speak.” (Lavender, page 189) 
 
“Paul was not ready to be dismissed by his accusers even in the safety of the Roman 
hands…What the commander went on to say indicated that he had assumed he knew whom 
he had put in chains. He thought he had in custody an Egyptian revolutionary who had stirred 
up an insurrection and was still at large…Paul’s credentials, as the commander understood 
them, were enough for the commander to use his authority to hold back the crowd and 
permit his mysterious prisoner to speak….Preaching the gospel, even to his self-appointed 
enemies, was more important than his safety. He belonged to Christ for eternity.” (Ogilvie, 
pages 307-308) 
 
“When Paul spoke in Greek instead of Aramaic, the commander may have jumped to the 
conclusion that he was an Egyptian rebel they had been looking for…One of the Apostle’s 
purposes for coming to Jerusalem was ‘to testify solemnly of the gospel of the grace of God’ 
(Acts 20:24)…The commander gave Paul permission to speak—probably because he thought 
he would finally discover what the disturbance was all about…The unruly throng of Jews 
below became quiet as Paul spoke to them in their native tongue.” (Roper, pages 297-299) 
 
“The previous study ended with Paul narrowly escaping being beaten to death (Acts 21:30-
36)…he recovered his composure sufficiently to ask permission to speak to the crowd, and 
he gives his audience an eloquent defense of himself. The [Roman] commander originally 
thought that Paul was an Egyptian who had tried to lead some people in revolt against 
Rome…The commander expressed surprise at Paul’s ability to speak Greek…The fact that 



Paul spoke fluent Aramaic cased the people to become ‘very quiet.’” (Fernando, pages 563-
564) 
 
“This conversation [between Paul and the commander] shows that [he] was utterly ignorant 
of the character and history of his prisoner…When he learned that he was a Jew, he was still 
more perplexed concerning the rage of the people, and not less astonished at the coolness 
displayed by Paul. In the hope of learning something more definite, he at once gave him 
liberty to speak, and stood by, an interested hearer…It [Paul’s speaking in Aramaic] was a 
mark of respect for Jewish nationality which they were not prepared to expect from Paul; 
and the result was, that the silence…became universal at the utterance of his first sentence.” 
(McGarvey, page 263) 
 

2. Paul’s account of his conversion (22:3-21) Then Paul said: 3 “I am a Jew, born in Tarsus of 
Cilicia, but brought up in this city. I studied under Gamaliel and was thoroughly trained in 
the law of our ancestors. I was just as zealous for God as any of you are today. 4 I 
persecuted the followers of this Way to their death, arresting both men and women and 
throwing them into prison, 5 as the high priest and all the Council can themselves testify. I 
even obtained letters from them to their associates in Damascus, and went there to bring 
these people as prisoners to Jerusalem to be punished. 
6 “About noon as I came near Damascus, suddenly a bright light from heaven flashed 
around me. 7 I fell to the ground and heard a voice say to me, ‘Saul! Saul! Why do you 
persecute me?’ 8 “‘Who are you, Lord?’ I asked. “‘I am Jesus of Nazareth, whom you are 
persecuting,’ he replied. 9 My companions saw the light, but they did not understand the 
voice of him who was speaking to me. 10 “‘What shall I do, Lord?’ I asked. “‘Get up,’ the 
Lord said, ‘and go into Damascus. There you will be told all that you have been assigned 
to do.’ 11 My companions led me by the hand into Damascus, because the brilliance of the 
light had blinded me. 
12 “A man named Ananias came to see me. He was a devout observer of the law and highly 
respected by all the Jews living there. 13 He stood beside me and said, ‘Brother Saul, receive 
your sight!’ And at that very moment I was able to see him. 
14 “Then he said: ‘The God of our ancestors has chosen you to know his will and to see the 
Righteous One and to hear words from his mouth. 15 You will be his witness to all people 
of what you have seen and heard. 16 And now what are you waiting for? Get up, be baptized 
and wash your sins away, calling on his name.’ 
17 “When I returned to Jerusalem and was praying at the temple, I fell into a trance 18 and 
saw the Lord speaking to me. ‘Quick!’ he said. ‘Leave Jerusalem immediately, because the 
people here will not accept your testimony about me.’ 
19 “‘Lord,’ I replied, ‘these people know that I went from one synagogue to another to 
imprison and beat those who believe in you. 20 And when the blood of your martyr 
Stephen was shed, I stood there giving my approval and guarding the clothes of those 
who were killing him.’ 21 “Then the Lord said to me, ‘Go; I will send you far away to the 
Gentiles.’” 

 
 



Consider: 

 What did Paul say to try to find common ground with the crowd?  

 Why do you think Paul told them about his conversion story? Who is the leading 
character in Paul’s telling of the story? Why is this important? 
 

Some quotes to consider: 
“Paul told his listeners he was as zealous for God as they were…Paul did not question their 
love or zeal for God; he did not accuse them of deliberate wrongful behavior. He credited 
them with the desire to do right. He wanted them to hear that the God they sought and in 
whom they believed had miraculously intervened to change the direction of his life—and 
would do the same for them if they would repent.” (Lavender, page 189) 
 
“Paul told his story in a way that glorified Christ and dignified the Christian movement…Paul 
described the man he was and the man Christ had enabled him to be. At each stage of his 
evolving witness he clarified that it was Christ who had changed him. The careful recounting 
of his conversations with the Lord established the truth. Jesus Christ was alive, and He was 
the guiding Lord of Paul’s life. (Ogilvie, pages 309-310) 
 
“He [Paul] acknowledged those present as family by calling them ‘brethren’… Paul began his 
defense by identifying with his listeners…Paul had spoken to the commander in Greek, but 
he spoke to his fellow Jews in their native tongue, Aramaic…Paul…wanted to establish 
rapport with them…[he] wanted them to know that he understood them. Like them, he had 
been brought up to revere the Law…Paul’s religious credentials could not be faulted…He 
complimented the zeal of those who, moments before, had been zealously beating him to 
death…Paul let them know that he even understood why they wanted to kill him—because 
in the past he had felt the same way about Jews who had become Christians…after stressing 
that he understood them, he asked them, in effect, to understand him…He had not gone 
looking for the Lord, but the Lord had gone looking for him…He wanted the crowd to 
understand that it was not his idea—but the Lord’s—to go to the Gentiles…The Lord chose 
Paul to be the ‘apostle to the Gentiles’ (See Galatians 2:7-8).” (Roper, pages 316-317, 319, 321, 
323) 
 
“Paul began his address respectfully, calling his audience ‘brothers and fathers’…Paul’s first 
point demonstrated his excellent Jewish credentials…that is, he had a thorough training as 
a Pharisee under the most revered teacher of the era. The description of his activity as a 
persecutor of Christians opened the way for him to describe his conversion…He defends his 
work with the Gentiles and shows that he is still a good Jew…he adds…Ananias’s being a 
devout observer of the Law and highly respected by all the Jews living in Damascus…here it 
was important for Paul to tell his audience that a respected Jew had shared the vision of his 
future ministry with him…God told him to leave Jerusalem…Paul’s statement…that the 
Lord had decided to send him to the Gentiles served as a trigger for another outburst from 
the Jewish crowd.” (Fernando, pages 564-565) 
 



“By allowing Paul to speak, [the commander] expected to learn something about the charges 
against him, supposing that he would address himself immediately and strictly to a 
defense…He [Paul] saw before him a deluded multitude rushing blindly to destruction, and 
though they were thirsting for his own blood, he pitied them, and resolved to give them 
light…he remembered when he once took part in similar mobs, and the blood of Stephen 
rose up before his vision. This enabled him to excuse their rage, and, as the vision of Christ 
glorified, which he had witnessed on the road to Damascus, had changed him from a 
persecutor to a disciple, he resolved to try its effect upon them…The narrative 
demonstrated the divine authority of Jesus, and enabled Paul to assume, as a basis for his 
further argument, that it was proper to do whatever he might command. He then proceeds 
to account for his going to the Gentiles.” (McGarvey, pages 264-265) 
 

3. Alarming situations (22:22-30) 22 The crowd listened to Paul until he said this. Then they 
raised their voices and shouted, “Rid the earth of him! He’s not fit to live!” 
23 As they were shouting and throwing off their cloaks and flinging dust into the air, 24 the 
commander ordered that Paul be taken into the barracks. He directed that he be flogged 
and interrogated in order to find out why the people were shouting at him like this. 25 As 
they stretched him out to flog him, Paul said to the centurion standing there, “Is it legal 
for you to flog a Roman citizen who hasn’t even been found guilty?” 
26 When the centurion heard this, he went to the commander and reported it. “What are 
you going to do?” he asked. “This man is a Roman citizen.” 
27 The commander went to Paul and asked, “Tell me, are you a Roman citizen?” “Yes, I am,” 
he answered. 28 Then the commander said, “I had to pay a lot of money for my citizenship.” 
“But I was born a citizen,” Paul replied. 29 Those who were about to interrogate 
him withdrew immediately. The commander himself was alarmed when he realized that 
he had put Paul, a Roman citizen, in chains. 30 The commander wanted to find out exactly 
why Paul was being accused by the Jews. So the next day he released him and ordered the 
chief priests and all the members of the Sanhedrin to assemble. Then he brought Paul and 
had him stand before them. 
 
Consider: 

 What caused the crowd to get riled up once again? Why did this make them so angry?  

 What question stopped the flogging at the hands of the Romans? Why did they 
become alarmed with this situation? 

 
Some quotes to consider: 
“Paul’s mention of God’s love for Gentiles ended the brief peace…Because he spoke of God’s 
love for all, not just the ‘chosen ones,’ those listening determined Paul was no longer fit to 
live…in the midst of all this confusion, there was one man at peace. Paradoxically, he should 
be the one most distraught. After all, his life was at risk.” (Lavender, page 189) 
 
“The Jews heard Paul until he touched the raw nerve of their predetermined prejudice…Paul 
pushed his hearers too far when he told them that the Lord had sent him to preach to the 
Gentiles. They could listen to his own story until it involved inclusive love for the 



Gentiles…The word ‘Gentiles’ did it…they stopped listening before Paul stopped 
preaching…Paul did not press the subject of his Roman citizenship when he was before the 
angry mob of his fellow Jews…Now about to be scourged, he used the powerful weapon of 
his Roman citizenship…The commander of the Roman legions…ordered this severe 
treatment not as a punishment for a crime…but as an effort to get Paul to confess whatever 
it was that he had done or been to cause such violent anger and hostility from the mob…Paul 
was not afraid of death, but he was not about to be permanently maimed or even killed in a  
Roman barracks and miss the real reason he had come to Jerusalem, and his further 
destination of Rome…Paul was not a helpless victim. He had come to Jerusalem to preach 
Christ and he was willing to use every means [i.e. his Roman citizenship] to be heard. The 
Lord, not a Roman commander, or even the Sanhedrin, was calling the shots.” (Ogilvie, pages 
310, 312-313) 
 
“The word ‘Gentiles’ was as far as Paul got in his narrative…When Paul said, ‘Gentiles,’ the 
mob erupted…They [the Romans] did not expect a criminal to tell the truth unless it was 
beaten out of him…This instance is the second time in Acts that Paul insisted on his rights as 
a Roman citizen…Each time Paul did so, it was not so much to benefit him personally as to 
benefit the cause of Christ.” (Roper, pages 323-325) 
 
“They [the Jewish crowd] shouted for his death, threw off their cloaks, and flung dust into 
the air. The latter two actions expressed both their frustration and their horror at 
blasphemy, possibly through their connecting the word ‘Gentiles’ with Paul’s alleged 
desecration of the temple…the commander had him taken into the barracks in order to give 
him the third-degree treatment—questioning through torture with hope of getting at the 
bottom of the wrong that Paul had committed about which the Jews were so angry…As Paul 
was about to be flogged, he told the Roman centurion that he was a Roman citizen...The 
commander was…saved from breaking the law…for he was wrong for even ordering the 
flogging. Thus, his alarm was understandable…The commander still had to get to the bottom 
of the case. As it obviously concerned a religious issue, he decided to order the Sanhedrin to 
look into the matter.” (Fernando, pages 565-566) 
 
“When he reached this point in his discourse…their rage was renewed…When Paul was led 
within the castle, the executioner made immediate preparation for his cruel work [of 
flogging] …the quiet assertion of citizenship caused his release, and struck terror into the 
heart of the officer.” (McGarvey, pages 265-266) 
 
Closing Considerations:  
1. Can you “speak the language” of your friends and neighbors? How can doing this help 

you reach out to them with the Gospel? 
2. Is there a modern equivalent to Paul’s questioning his flogging because of his 

citizenship? When and how should we claim our rights in the face of opposition and/or 
persecution? 

 


