“Facts in Acts”  ( 18 part sermon series on Book of Acts )
08/30/09  Sermon # 14:   “ Paul’s Witness to the Jerusalem Sanhedrin ”  

( Text:  Acts 23:1-11, 23-35 )

************************************************************************

     Today I continue my sermon series on the Book of Acts.  Last Sunday’s sermon text was from Acts chapter 22 and we learned how the Holy Spirit led Paul to go back to Jerusalem to proclaim the Gospel to the many unbelieving Jews who lived there.

     Even though a few of the Jerusalem Jews were brought to repentance and faith in Jesus through Paul’s witness, the sad fact is that most of the Jews hardened their hearts and would not believe Paul’s witness about Jesus.  In fact, they wanted to kill Paul.  As a result, they started a riot.

     When the Roman commander in Jerusalem heard about this uproar he sent some soldiers to protect Paul and put him in a safe shelter.  Now, since the Roman commander was neither Jewish nor Christian, he didn’t have a clue why the Jews were so upset with Paul, who was a Roman citizen – and therefore the Roman commander was obligated to protect Paul and give him a fair trial.

     So, the Roman commander decides to have Paul meet with the Jewish Sanhedrin in the hope that they can clear up the problem.  Now, the Sanhedrin was an official council of Jewish religious leaders in Jerusalem – made up of the Pharisees and the
Sadducees.

     The Pharisees were Jewish men who did their best to observe every minute detail of Jewish religious law.  The Pharisees accepted all the books of the Old Testament as God’s Word, but they also placed the written traditions of various Rabbis on an equal plane with Scripture.  The Pharisees believed in the resurrection of the dead and the Day of Judgment.

     However, the Sadducees had a more worldly outlook on life since they rejected the idea of the resurrection and eternal life.  Also, the Sadducees accepted only the first 5 books of the Old Testament.  They followed the laws recorded in those first 5 books of Scripture, but they rejected the rest of the Old Testament as well as the written traditions of the Rabbis. 
     Well, as you can imagine, the Pharisees and the Sadducees did not see eye to eye on most things and often had sharp disagreements with one another.  However, both groups were unified in their rejection of Jesus and their hatred of Paul, Jesus’ Apostle.

     With that understood, we’re ready to examine today’s reading from Acts chapter 23 where we learn how Paul has a chance to witness to the Jerusalem Sanhedrin.

     However, before we get into the details of today’s reading, I want you to understand something very important.  All the factual events that are recorded for us in the Book of Acts were events that took place under God’s sovereign control.

      In other words, it was no accident that Paul ended up in Jerusalem.  The Holy Spirit led him there.  It was no accident that the Roman commander in Jerusalem protected Paul and gave him an opportunity to witness to the Jewish religious leaders.  This was part of God’s plan to allow Paul to speak the Gospel of Christ to as many people as possible.

      So, even though it seems as though Paul is caught up in events beyond his control, the fact is that Paul is being used by God to bring the Good News of Jesus to as many people as possible.
      You know, we can learn something from this!  Sometimes we modern day Christians might feel as though our lives are out of control and that God has abandoned us.  But the fact is that God is in control of all events in history, and He will work through every event and situation in our lives to help us grow in our faith and also to give us opportunities to witness to others about the hope we have in Jesus.  

     We might not always understand the Master’s plan, but the Master DOES!  That’s a great comfort!  Therefore, we must always remember these words of Paul from Romans chapter 8:  “…we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose … He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all – how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things? … Christ Jesus, who died – more than that, who was raised to life – is at the right hand of God and is also interceding for us.”  With that in mind, let’s examine our reading for today.

     At the beginning of our reading we see that Paul has been brought before a meeting of the Jerusalem Sanhedrin.  Now, many of the Pharisees and Sadducees on the Sanhedrin had heard what Paul said the previous day.  They hated everything Paul said about Jesus being the Son of God and the Savior of all nations promised in the Old Testament Scriptures.  
     You must realize that some of these Pharisees and Sadducees were the same men who put Jesus on trial and condemned him to death – even though they had heard Jesus preach and had witnessed his miracles.  

     In fact, many on the Sanhedrin were shocked when they heard that Jesus had risen from the dead.  They could do nothing to disprove the fact that Jesus was alive because the Roman soldiers they asked to guard Jesus’ tomb were witnesses of his resurrection.  So, the Sanhedrin had to bribe the soldiers and their officials to lie about what they had seen.

     And then, several years later, here comes Paul, a former Pharisee, claiming that he has met the risen Jesus Himself and that Jesus is, indeed, the promised Savior.  Paul uses the Scriptures to prove that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God.  But sadly, many of the Jews cling to their sinful opinions and reject the Good News that Paul has proclaimed to them.

     So now Paul is standing before the Jewish Sanhedrin – and Paul knows that they would like to kill him for his teaching and preaching about Jesus.  I’m sure Paul was tempted to say:  “Sorry guys!  This is all a big misunderstanding.  I didn’t really mean those things I said about Jesus.  What was I thinking?  No, I was wrong to teach those things.  So, please forgive me and let’s forget about this whole Jesus thing.”  

     But that’s NOT what Paul says!  Instead, God gave him the courage to speak the following words before the Sanhedrin:  “My brothers, I have fulfilled my duty to God in all good conscience to this day.”  

     You know, Paul’s words remind me of some other words spoken by a man of God almost 500 years ago.  Listen to what this man said:  “Unless I’m convinced by Scripture and plain reason, I will not recant anything I have taught.  Here I stand.  I can do no other. God help me.  Amen.”  

     Those words were spoken by Martin Luther when he was asked to recant his teaching and preaching about Jesus.  Hundreds of years before Luther God gave the Apostle Paul the courage to stand firm on the Truth of God’s Word in the face of those who despised the Gospel of Christ and wanted to kill his messenger.
     After Paul gave his faithful witness, the high priest ordered that Paul be hit in the mouth.  Even though the high priest was in the wrong, Paul showed respect for him in the hope that the high priest and others would continue to listen to Paul and hopefully, one day, believe in Jesus.

     In fact, the next thing Paul does shows that he was very wise.  Paul knew that the Pharisees and Sadducees were united in their hatred of Paul’s preaching about Jesus.  However, Paul also knew what divided them.  Paul used that knowledge to break up their unity in the hope that at least some of them would continue to listen to what Paul was teaching about Jesus.

     So, what does Paul do?  Paul says:  “My brothers, I am a Pharisee, the son of a Pharisee.  I stand on trial because of my hope in the resurrection of the dead.”  This starts a big argument between the Pharisees and the Sadducees because, as I said earlier, the Pharisees believed in a future resurrection and the Sadducees did not.  Paul was hoping that this debate would result in at least some of them being willing to listen more openly to what Paul had to say about Jesus. 
     Well, there were a few who were convinced that Paul might have something good to teach them.  But most of the Sanhedrin became so upset that the Roman commander feared for Paul’s life.  So, once again, the Roman commander sent soldiers to protect Paul and lead him to a place of safety.

     However, that night, the Lord Jesus Himself stood near Paul and spoke these words to him:  “Take courage!  As you have testified about me in Jerusalem, so you must also testify in Rome.”  Here we see that in the midst of this chaos, God is still in control.  Just as God used Paul to witness to the Jews in Jerusalem, God will also use Paul to witness to the pagan Gentiles in the capital city of the Roman Empire.

     In fact, on his journey to Rome Paul has the opportunity to witness to various individuals.  For example, at the end of today’s reading we learn that the Roman commander in Jerusalem decides to send Paul to Caesarea to present his case before Governor Felix.  Next Sunday we will get to hear about Paul’s witness to Felix.  As for today’s sermon, we’ve learned some important things.  
      First, we’ve learned that God is in control even when the events and circumstances of our lives seem out of control.  The God who loved you enough to send His Son to the cross to die for your sins, this same God will never leave you or forsake you.
      Second, we’ve learned that God will bring blessings out of our difficult circumstances.  Not only will God use our trials and tribulations to strengthen our faith in Christ and help us mature spiritually.  In addition, God will also use our trials and tribulations to give us opportunities to tell others about Jesus and the salvation that only He can give us. 
      Finally, we’ve learned that God wants all people to hear His message of repentance and forgiveness of sins through faith in Jesus.  God wants all people to be saved.  Sadly, some will reject God’s Word.  But the angels in heaven rejoice even over a few sinners who repent and trust in Jesus.  In fact, Jesus would have gone to the cross even if you were the only one who would repent and believe.  That’s how much God loves us.  That’s why God continues His mission today through us – the members of Concordia Lutheran Church.   Amen! 
