Acts 20:23



 is the adverb PLĒN, used as a conjunction with the conjunction HOTI, meaning “except that.”  Then we have the nominative subject from the neuter singular article and noun PNEUMA plus the article and adjective HAGIOS, meaning “the Holy Spirit” (literally = ‘the Spirit, the Holy One’).  This is followed by the preposition KATA plus the adverbial accusative of measure of extent of space or distribution from the feminine singular noun POLIS, meaning “from city to city, or in every (single) city Acts 15:21, 36; 20:23; Tit 1:5; Lk 8:1, 4.”
  Then we have the third person singular present deponent middle/passive indicative from the verb DIAMARTUROMAI, meaning “to make a solemn declaration about the truth of something: testify of, bear witness to.”


The present tense is a descriptive present of what has recently been going on since Paul began this trip.


The deponent middle/passive voice functions in an active sense with the Holy Spirit producing the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact.

This is followed by the dative of indirect object from the first person singular personal pronoun EGW, meaning “to me” and referring to Paul.

“except that the Holy Spirit solemnly testifies to me in every city,”
 is the nominative neuter singular present active participle from the verb LEGW, which means “to say: saying.”


The present tense is a descriptive and iterative present for what the Holy Spirit keeps on repeating to Paul when they stop in each port.


The active voice indicates that the Holy Spirit keeps on producing the action.


The participle is circumstantial.

This is followed by the conjunction HOTI, which is used after verbs of speaking to introduce indirectly what was said.  It is translated by the word “that.”  Then we have the nominative subject from the neuter plural noun DESMOS, meaning “bonds or fetters.”
  A ‘fetter’ is a chain or shackle for the feet, so that a prisoner cannot run away.  “Chains” is probably the best modern description.  With this we have the additive use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “and” plus the nominative subject from the feminine plural noun THLIPSIS, meaning “afflictions, troubles, pressures, etc.”
  This is followed by the accusative direct object from the first person singular personal pronoun EGW, meaning “me” and referring to Paul.  Finally, we have the third person plural present active indicative from the verb MENW, which means “to wait for, await; (they were waiting for us in Troas Acts 20:5); of things, such as dangers or misfortunes that await or threaten someone Acts 20:23.”


The present tense is a futuristic present, which describes right now what will take place.


The active voice indicates that chains and afflictions produce the action of waiting for Paul.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact.

“saying that chains and afflictions await me.”

Acts 20:23 corrected translation
“except that the Holy Spirit solemnly testifies to me in every city, saying that chains and afflictions await me.”
Explanation:
1.  “except that the Holy Spirit solemnly testifies to me in every city,”

a.  This verse is the continuation of the sentence begun in the previous verse.  The entire sentence now reads: “In fact, now behold, because I have been bound by my spirit, I am going to Jerusalem, not knowing what will happen to me in her, except that the Holy Spirit solemnly testifies to me in every city, saying that chains and afflictions await me.”


b.  Paul sets up a contrast between his being bound by his own human spirit and the solemn testimony of the Holy Spirit.  The Holy Spirit has been continually warning Paul in every city where the ship stops for the night.  Paul had been warned in Corinth before he began the journey, then in Philippi, Neapolis, Troas, Assos, Mitylene, and now Miletus.


c.  The Holy Spirit keeps telling Paul over and over again that if he goes to Jerusalem he is going to be arrested and imprisoned.


d.  It is not God’s will at this time in Paul’s life for Paul to be arrested and imprisoned for four years.  It is God’s will for Paul to go to Rome and then Spain.


e.  Some Christians object that if God didn’t want Paul to go to Jerusalem, He would have prevented him from going there, just as the Holy Spirit prevented Paul from going into the Roman province of Asia on Paul’s second missionary journey.  The answer to this objection is that God doesn’t hinder free will.  Paul wanted to go to Asia in order to do God’s will and evangelize there, but the timing was not yet quite right.  Paul didn’t have an emotional pull to go home to Asia and see old friends whom he wanted to evangelize.  Jerusalem was an entirely different matter.  There were already thousands of believers there who had been and could continue evangelizing the Jews there.  Paul wasn’t needed in Jerusalem.  He was needed in Rome and Spain.


f.  Therefore, the Holy Spirit prevented Paul from going into Asia until the right time for the message of the gospel to be presented.  The Holy Spirit did not prevent Paul from going against the will of God and returning to Jerusalem when he wasn’t needed there.  However, the Holy Spirit kept on warning him not to go.


g.  There are numerous examples of the same thing in our own lives.  God warns us through others not to marry that person, but we do it anyway.  God warns us through circumstances of life not to break the law, but we do it anyway.  God warns us through friends not to do this or that, but we do it anyway.  When we are out of fellowship with God, we do what we want instead of what God wants.  Paul was no different and wasn’t listening to the warnings of the Holy Spirit or those who cared about him.  Paul was doing what he wanted and justifying it along the way.
2.  “saying that chains and afflictions await me.”

a.  Paul now tells the elders of the Ephesian church what God the Holy Spirit was forecasting about the life of Paul.  Arrest and imprisonment awaited Paul.


b.  The word “chains” is a metaphor for being arrested, and the word “afflictions” is a metaphor for the suffering Paul would have to endure in a Roman prison cell.  Conditions in Roman prisons were horrible to say the least.  The person was chained to the wall constantly, got little to eat, had no sanitation, disease was rampant, and had no hope of escape or release.  People were often simply left to die a slow death.  Paul had been imprisoned many times before, such as the prison in Philippi.  He knew what it was like.  And yet the Holy Spirit’s warnings did not even faze him.


c.  The Holy Spirit is not warning Paul about God’s discipline awaiting him, but about the consequences of his own bad decision.  Paul’s enemies were going to try to kill Paul in Jerusalem.  They would not succeed, but Paul would suffer the consequences of ignoring the warnings of God.


d.  Did Paul have the attitude of pseudo-martyrdom here?  Perhaps.  It is difficult to say dogmatically that he did, since we don’t have enough information to know all his thinking.  But he certainly wasn’t trying to avoid death.  There is a difference between true martyrdom and false martyrdom.



(1)  True martyrdom does not seek to die, but does everything to avoid it, in order to stay alive and testify for the Lord.  True martyrdom is forced against one’s will to die for the Lord Jesus Christ.



(2)  Pseudo or false martyrdom seeks death as a means of testifying for the Lord, when it is not the Lord’s will for the person to die.


e.  Another view of Paul’s thinking in this situation is given by Walter Kaiser, Jr.

“How does one handle prophecy?  [This is the wrong question to ask today, since there is no prophesy during the post-Canon period of the Church Age; there is no functioning spiritual gift of prophesy today.]  That is the issue raised by the statement in Acts 20:23, which Paul made in Ephesus on the way to Jerusalem.  Even earlier Paul had some concerns about his safety in Jerusalem, for in a letter written from Corinth he asked the Romans to pray for him (Rom 15:30–32).  By the time he traveled around through Macedonia to Ephesus he could cite frequent warnings by ‘the Holy Spirit’.  Since they happened ‘in every city’ they were probably prophetic oracles given to Paul by believers in each city.  These warnings continued.  When he arrived at Tyre on the Palestinian coast the believers ‘through the Spirit…urged Paul not to go on to Jerusalem’ (Acts 21:4).  Again we must assume some type of prophetic word or divine insight.  Agabus arrived.  He walks over to Paul’s group, takes Paul’s belt, ties himself up, and states, ‘The Holy Spirit says, “In this way the Jews of Jerusalem will bind the owner of this belt and will hand him over to the Gentiles”’ (Acts 21:11).  Paul’s friends were sure that this prophecy meant that Paul ought not to go to Jerusalem.  Paul, however, ignored the pleas of his companions, traveled on to Jerusalem and was in fact arrested.


How are we to evaluate this response to prophecy?  Was Paul disobedient, receiving in his imprisonment the results of such disobedience? Were his companions, including the author of Acts, misinterpreting the prophecy?  We note first of all that the whole series of prophetic words, beginning with Paul’s own inner ‘knowledge’ in Romans, indicates trouble in Jerusalem.  The messages appear to become increasingly clear the nearer he gets to Jerusalem.  All warn Paul, but none contains a directive.  A warning can be taken in one of two ways.  It can point out a danger to avoid, or it can point out a danger to walk into with one’s eyes open.  In itself a warning does not tell a person what to do, unless one assumes that God’s will is always to keep his people out of danger.  One prophecy, however, gave something more than a warning.  In Tyre Paul was urged ‘through the Spirit’ not to continue his trip.  He obviously chose to ignore this message.  [And this is exactly why Paul was wrong in what he did.  To come to any other conclusion a person has to ignore the fact that Paul was urged through the Spirit not to continue the trip.]

Paul himself taught that new prophecy has to be “weighed carefully” (1 Cor 14:29).  This is not simply to determine whether it is true or false, but also to discover what it means.  Paul also indicates that during this process a further revelation might clarify the meaning of the first one (1 Cor 14:30).  This instructional passage explains Paul’s response to the prophetic words he receives in Acts.  He apparently understood the words to be a warning about what would happen, preparing him for the problems facing him, rather than telling him not to go to Jerusalem.  In coming to this conclusion he obviously stood against the judgment of his companions. Furthermore, he must have believed that the speakers in Tyre had gone beyond the message God was trying to communicate and had added their own interpretation, for he certainly does not obey it.  In other words, he shows that in responding to a prophetic word the responsibility for discernment and decision remained on his own shoulders.  In the end he would answer to God for his actions.


Was Paul wrong in his interpretation?  Different Christians may come to different conclusions on that matter.  For some his imprisonment indicates a failure to heed God’s warnings.  For others the prophecies are to be seen as preparation to endure just such a trial. God was bringing Paul to Rome in his own way.  Apparently his companions concluded from their inability to persuade him that Paul had a strong inner conviction that what he was doing was right and that he ought to interpret the prophecy accordingly.  They fall silent and say, ‘The Lord’s will be done’.”
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