“Facts in Acts”  ( 18 part sermon series on Book of Acts )
09/06/09  Sermon # 15:   “ Paul’s Witness to the Jerusalem Sanhedrin ”  

( Text:  Acts 24:1-27 )

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

     In last Sunday’s sermon from Acts chapter 23 we learned about Paul’s witness to the Jerusalem Sanhedrin – a council of religious Jewish leaders.  Even though they hated Paul’s teaching about Jesus and threatened him with death, Paul stood firm on the Truth of God’s Word and put his faith in Christ.

     Now, since Paul was a Roman citizen – and therefore was entitled to legal rights under Roman law – the Roman military commander in Jerusalem decided to send Paul to Caesarea where governor Felix would hear Paul’s case.  This takes us to our reading fom today, Acts chapter 24.

     At the beginning of our reading we see that various Jewish leaders travel from Jerusalem to Caesarea to present their case against Paul before governor Felix.  However, their case against Paul was filled with false information and half-truths.  Felix senses this, and so he asks Paul to give his side of the story.  

     First, Paul makes it clear that many accusations from the Jews against him are simply false.  However, Paul then goes on to admit something that is true about him.  Paul said:  “…I admit that I worship the God of our fathers as a follower of the Way, which they call a sect.  I believe everything that agrees with Law and that is written in the Prophets, and I have the same hope in God as these men, that there will be a resurrection of both the righteous and the wicked.  So I strive always to keep my conscience clear before God and man.”

     Did you hear what Paul said?  First, he stresses that He worships the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob – but he does this as a follower of “the Way.”  You see, the first Christians would stress that Jesus claimed to be the ONLY WAY to the Father.  So, when Paul said that he worshiped God as a follower of the Way, he was thereby stressing that the whole Old Testament pointed to and was fulfilled in the person and work of Jesus.

     In fact, Jesus Himself taught this.  In John chapter 5 we read these words of Jesus to the unbelieving Jewish leaders:  “These are the Scriptures that testify about me, yet you refuse to come to me to have life … If you believed Moses, you would believe me, for he wrote about me.  But since you do not believe what he wrote, how are you going to believe what I say?”
     No wonder the Jewish leaders hated Paul.  Paul was telling them the same thing Jesus told them – and they hated Paul for it.  Simply put, Paul was teaching that a true Jew would see that the whole Old Testament pointed them to Jesus.  To deny this would mean denying the entire purpose of the Old Testament.

     With that said, let’s get back to our reading from Acts chapter 24.  Paul goes on to stress that many of the charges the Jews have against him are unfounded – except for the confession he made in front of the Sanhedrin.  We heard this confession last Sunday, and Paul repeats it in today’s reading.  Here’s what Paul said that got the Jews so upset:  “It is concerning the resurrection of the dead that I am on trial before you today.”
     Now, even though many of the Jews believed there would be a resurrection of the dead and a Final Day of Judgment, they did NOT believe that they would be resurrected only to face damnation if they did not confess their sins and trust in Jesus as their only Lord and Savior.

     Next, Luke tells us that governor Felix adjourned the meeting and told the Roman centurion to keep Paul safe and allow his friends to attend to his needs.  Then, several days later, Felix came back with his wife Drusilla.  Luke tells us that Drusilla was a Jew, and this may explain why Felix, even though a Gentile, had some basic knowledge of the Old Testament.

     Felix asked Paul to come and speak to both of them about faith in Christ Jesus.  Paul didn’t hesitate for a moment.  What an opportunity!  Luke tells us that Paul spoke to them about 1) righteousness, 2) self-control and 3) the judgment to come.  Let me briefly explain what each of these means.

     First, Paul taught them about how it is possible for sinners to be righteous before a Holy God.  He explained how we can do nothing to make ourselves worthy.  No amount of our good works can cancel our sin and make us righteous in God’s sight.  As Paul wrote in his letter to the Romans:  “…no one will be declared righteous in God’s sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin.  But now a righteousness from God … has been made known to which the Law and the Prophets testify.  This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe.  There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are declared righteous freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.”

     Simply put, Paul did not leave Felix and Drusilla any wiggle room.  No!  Paul made it clear that we are all sinners who deserve God’s wrath and our only hope is to repent of our sins and trust in the only Savior God has given – Jesus Christ, His Only Son.
     We must continue to give this faithful witness about righteousness in our world today.  Many people in our culture think that it doesn’t matter what you believe as long as you’re sincere and try to be a good person.  But the fact is that many people are sincerely WRONG and will be lost forever unless they acknowledge their sin and trust in Jesus as their Savior.

     Now, the second thing Paul taught to Felix and Drusilla was Christ’s teaching about self-control.  Simply put, when the Holy Spirit convicts of sin and shows you that you deserve God’s wrath; and when the same Holy Spirit convinces you that you are forgiven and holy in God’s sight because of God’s Son who died in your place of damnation – such Spirit-created repentance and faith results in “self-control.”

     In other words, “self-control” means that we’re no longer comfortable with the sin in our lives.  As Christians we feel guilt and shame over the sin in our lives.  This leads us to cling to Christ for salvation and the strength to say “No” to sin and “Yes” to God’s loving plan for our lives.

     Therefore, if someone claims to believe in Jesus but that same person has no desire to worship God, no desire to hear God’s Word preached, no desire to support the work of Christ’s Church, no conviction over his or her sin, and no desire to amend his or her sinful life – then you can be pretty sure that person is not a true Christian and does not actually believe at all.

     Listen to what Paul writes in Romans chapter 6:  “What shall we say, then?  Shall we go on sinning so that grace may increase?  By no means!  We died to sin; how can we live in it any longer?”  Simply put, we die to sin when we repent and trust in Jesus as our only Lord and Savior.  This is what it means to live out our Baptism.  
     Now, I’m not suggesting that true Christians never sin.  In fact, I struggle with sin every day.  Instead, the Holy Spirit who convicts us of sin and gives us faith in Jesus – this same Holy Spirit also gives us “self-control,” that is, a desire and determination to turn away from sin and live according to God’s Word.  “Self-control” means striving to live in a way that honors God in response to the forgiveness and love He gives us in Jesus. 

     You see, “believing in Jesus” is much more than knowing that Jesus lived, died and rose again.  Even the devil believes that!  Instead, “believing in Jesus” means that the Holy Spirit has convicted you of sin and has moved you to trust in Jesus as your Lord and Savior – which will result in a life of “self-control,” that is, saying “No” to your sinful desires and “Yes” to God’s loving plan for your life.  Even though we may struggle with various sins our whole lives, “self-control” means God will move us to resist such sins and conform our lives to His loving will. 

     Finally, Paul spoke about the judgment to come.  As we confess in the Creeds, we believe that Christ will return to judge the living and the dead.  Simply put, some will end up facing eternal damnation; others will end up spending eternity in God’s love.  How do you know what your destiny will be?  
     Listen to Jesus’ own words from John chapter 3:  “For God so loved the world that he gave His one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.  For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him.  Whoever believes is not condemned, but whoever does not believe stands condemned already because he has not believed in the name of God’s one and only Son.”  Simply put, you can know how things will end up for you on the Day of Judgment based on what you think of Jesus HERE AND NOW.
   On the one hand, if people don’t take their sins seriously; if they have no desire to worship God or hear His Word; if Jesus is not important to them; if they think God will have mercy on them simply because they have done some good works – then such people need to know that they are already condemned and have no hope on the Final Day.

   Now, I’m not saying this to be mean.  In fact, the only way such people can be saved is to hear the Truth about their spiritual condition so that the Holy Spirit will move them to repent and trust in Jesus.  Then and only then can they have certain hope on the Day of Judgment.   

   So, do YOU have hope on the Day of Judgment?  Well, do you acknowledge the sins in your life and trust in Jesus as your Lord and Savior?  Does this belief in Jesus result in a life of “self-control” – conviction over the sin in your life and a desire to do God’s will?  Do you believe that you are righteous before God only because of Jesus and the forgiveness and holiness that only He can give to you?  If so, then you have nothing to fear on the Day of Judgment!  This is all evidence that God has saved you and the Holy Spirit lives in you.  Through faith in Jesus you are not condemned.  Through faith in Jesus you are righteous before God HERE AND NOW!
    So, in a nutshell, that is what Paul said to Felix and Drusilla when he told them about righteousness, self-control and the judgment to come.  But notice what Luke writes about Felix’s reaction:  “…Felix was afraid and said, ‘That’s enough for now!’”  

    Now, why was Felix afraid?  Paul told Felix that he could receive complete forgiveness and eternal life through faith in Jesus.  So why was Felix afraid?  Felix was afraid because it was not convenient for him to be a Christian.  
    You see, Felix did not want to repent of his sin.  Felix did not want to follow Jesus.  Felix loved his life of unbelief too much.  So he sent Paul away – and he brought Paul back only because he hoped that Paul would bribe him with money.  Felix didn’t want to hear God’s Word anymore.  It was not convenient for him.
     What can we learn from this?  My friends, when we hear God’s Word preached the devil will tempt us to become afraid.  We will be tempted to fear that repenting and trusting in Jesus and living according to His will actually be bad for us.  We will be tempted to trust our own sinful attitudes and actions.  If that happens, we’ll end up like Felix – ignoring God’s Word and focusing on the things of this world.

     But that doesn’t have to be our fate.  God is the One who led you to come to this place today so that you could hear the same witness that Paul gave to Felix.  God says to you:  “Do not fear!  Come to me with your sin and I will forgive you for the sake of my Son who die in your place of judgment!  Trust in my love and you will know true joy and peace.  Hear and read my Word and you will receive the wisdom you need to avoid the devil’s lies and live as my children.  I know what’s best for you.  Believe in My Son and you will not be condemned.  Follow me!”  
Amen!
