“Facts in Acts”  ( 18 part sermon series on Book of Acts )
09/13/09  Sermon # 16:   “ Paul’s Witness to Festus and Agrippa! ”  

( Text:  Acts 25:1-13, 22-23 & 26:1-32 )

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

     Here we are, Rally Sunday!  Today’s sermon is #16 in my 18 part sermon series on the Book of Acts.  For those of you here today who missed some or most of these sermons, allow me to catch you up to speed.
     The Book of Acts could be called “Luke volume 2.”  You see, the same Luke who wrote the Gospel of Luke also wrote the Book of Acts.  The Gospel of Luke was written first, and tells us about Jesus’ birth, life, death, resurrection and ascension.  The Book of Acts was written next, and tells us what happens after Jesus ascends into heaven.  Simply put, Jesus sends His apostles to preach repentance and forgiveness of sins in His Name … and so began God’s mission to lost sinners in this world.  

     So, as we made our way through the Book of Acts during this sermon series we learned many wonderful things about the early history of the Christian church and how those events apply to our lives today.  For those of you who missed some of those sermons, you can read them or listen to them on our web page.

     Now, at the point in the sermon series when we examined Acts chapter 9 we learned how an unbelieving Pharisee by the name of Saul ended up becoming an Apostle of Jesus by the name of Paul.  This same Paul talks about that event in today’s reading!

     Today’s reading begins in Acts chapter 25 and goes through Acts chapter 26.  At this point in history over 20 years has gone by since Paul’s conversion that is described in Acts chapter 9.  During those 20+ years Paul went on 3 separate missionary journeys – preaching repentance and forgiveness of sins in Jesus’ name to both Jews and Gentiles in various regions of the world.

     After his third missionary journey the Holy Spirit tells Paul to go back to Jerusalem and witness to the unbelieving Jews there.  However, the Spirit warns Paul ahead of time that most of the Jews will reject his message and will persecute him.  Nevertheless, God is in control of these circumstances and will work through them to give Paul many opportunities to speak about Jesus to various people.

     So, Paul ends up in Jerusalem and he witnesses to the Jews there just like God told him to do.  The unbelieving Jews start a riot, and so the Roman commander in Jerusalem sends soldiers to protect Paul.  

     After that, the Roman commander arranges for Paul to meet with the Jerusalem Sanhedrin – which was a council Jewish religious leaders.  Paul witnesses to them also, and most of them reject his message and even want Paul put to death.

     Well, since Paul was a Roman citizen, he had the right to a fair trial.  So, the Roman commander in Jerusalem decided to send Paul to Caesarea to stand trial before the Roman ruler in that area – a man named Felix.  
     Last Sunday we heard about Paul’s witness to Felix from Acts chapter 24.  Paul ends up staying in Caesarea for 2 more years until Felix is replaced by another Roman ruler by the name of Festus – and that takes us to the beginning of today’s reading.  

     Now, once Festus took over he learned about Paul’s trial that had dragged out for 2 years.  So, Festus goes to Jerusalem to meet with the Jewish leaders and find out what all the fuss is about.  After a few days Festus goes back to Caesarea and tells the Jerusalem Jews to travel their for Paul’s trial.
     However, the Jews didn’t want to travel to Caesarea.  Instead, they wanted Festus to send Paul to Jerusalem for his trial.  Of course, their real plan was that Paul would be ambushed along the way.

     Therefore, once they’re all in Caesarea Luke tells us that Festus wanted to do the Jews a favor.  Maybe he thought the Jews would reward him with some money.  So, Felix asks Paul if he was willing to stand trial in Jerusalem.  Well, Paul knew that the Jews were up to something fishy, so Paul says:  “I appeal to Caesar!”

     Now, when Paul spoke those words the result would be that he would end up going to Rome to stand trial in the highest court of the Empire.  In fact, in a recent sermon you may remember that Jesus told Paul that he would eventually end up in Rome so that he could also preach God’s Word there.  Once again, we see that God is in control of the situation!

     However, before Paul gets shipped off to Rome, Luke tells us that another local ruler named King Agrippa arrives in Caesarea with his wife, Bernice.  Festus tells King Agrippa about the goings on with Paul and his trial.  As a result, King Agrippa decides that he wants to hear Paul’s testimony for himself – and this takes us to the beginning of Acts chapter 26.
     At the beginning of Paul’s speech we find out that King Agrippa is knowledgeable of the Old Testament Scriptures and Jewish law.  Paul is hoping that he can help King Agrippa realize how the Old Testament Scriptures have been fulfilled in the person and work of Jesus Christ.

     Next, Paul reminds everyone that he had once been an unbelieving Jew just like the ones who wanted him put to death.  In fact, Paul had been a Pharisee and was a hero among the Jewish people.  Even more, Paul also persecuted fellow Jews who had converted to faith in Christ as their Lord and Savior.

     After that, Paul tells about the event recorded in Acts chapter 9 where we read how the risen and ascended Jesus Himself appeared to Paul.  The result was that Paul repented of his many sins – especially his refusal to trust in Jesus.

     In fact, remember what Jesus said to Paul?  Paul recounts his words:  “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?  It is hard for you to kick against the goads.”  Now, what in the world does Jesus mean when He says that it was hard for Paul to “kick against the goads”?

     Well, a goad was a pointed stick that farmers would use to poke oxen so they would keep moving while they were trying to plow a field.  Some oxen would become stubborn.  But then the farmers would just keep poking them until the oxen gave in.

     So, how does this apply to Paul?  Well, the Holy Spirit had been using the goad of God’s Word to prick at Paul’s heart.  Even though Paul was resisting the Holy Spirit, it was getting harder for him to deny the fact that the Scriptures pointed to Jesus.

But why was Paul so unwilling to admit his error and believe in Jesus?  The reason is that Paul foolishly thought that he had a lot to lose.  

     You see, as a Pharisee, Paul wrongly thought that God would forgive him because of his holy life and faithful obedience.  Like many other Jews, Paul was offended by Christ’s teaching.  

     You see, Christ taught that we are all sinners who deserve God’s wrath, and our only hope is to trust in Him – the Son of God who came into this world to save us from our sins by His death on the cross in our place of damnation.  This same Jesus then rose from the dead to prove that He was God’s Son and the only Savior of lost sinners.  

     Now, deep down in Paul’s heart he knew that the Old Testament Scriptures pointed ahead to Jesus – but he kept kicking against the goad of the Holy Spirit because he didn’t want to admit that he was a sinner who needed to trust in Jesus.

     But when Paul was confronted by the risen and ascended Jesus Himself, he couldn’t kick against the goads anymore.  Paul repented and trusted in Jesus as his Lord and Savior.

     We can learn something from this.  You see, the Holy Spirit is constantly goading us with God’s Word so that we will daily repent of our sins, trust in Jesus and strive to live for him.  But the devil constantly tempts us to kick against the goads – and when we listen to the devil, the results can be tragic.

     Sometimes we deny the fact that we are sinners, and so we continue to do things that we know are condemned by God.  Other times we push Jesus out of our lives: we stop attending Church Services, we refuse to read and study God’s Word, we fail to take time to pray – all because the devil has deceived us into thinking that we have too much to lose if we follow Jesus.

     But just like God did not give up on Paul, God does not give up on us.  Today Jesus says to you:  “It is hard for you to kick against the goads.”  That’s why you’re here today!  God wants you to hear his Word so that, like Paul, you can repent of your sin, trust Jesus for salvation, and then live your life for Him.

     In Paul’s case, Jesus decided to make him one of His own Apostles.  Remember what Jesus said to him?  “I will rescue you from your own people and from the Gentiles.  I am sending you to them to open their eyes and turn them from darkness to light, and from the power of Satan to God, so that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in me.” 
     Did you hear what Jesus said?  Without faith in Him we live in spiritual darkness and are under the power of Satan.  Worst of all, unbelievers don’t even realize this!  

     The unbelievers of this world think they got things all figured out and that they are in control of their lives.  But the fact is that they are spiritually blind and are puppets of the devil – the devil who wants us to suffer with him in hell forever.

     But God doesn’t want that to be our fate.  That’s why God saved Paul.  That’s why God sent Paul to preach the Gospel to Jews and Gentiles.  That’s why God used other people to bring the Good News of Jesus to YOU, and that’s why God will also use YOU to bring the Good News of Jesus to others.  The mission we read about in the Book of Acts continues today among us!

     Paul then tells Agrippa that he as done nothing against Jewish law.  In fact, Paul stresses that he has always and only proclaimed the Truth of God’s Word.  Paul said:  “…I preached that they should repent and turn to God and prove their repentance by their deeds.” 
     Did you hear what Paul said?  This is what it means to be a Christian in a nutshell.  First, God moves you to repent of your sins and admit that you deserve only His wrath.  Second, God moves you to trust in Jesus as your Savior.  Third, God moves you to give evidence that you are a Christian by the way you live – saying “No” to the evil God forbids and “Yes” to the good things that God wants you to do.
     Of course, none of us will ever live a perfect life.  Because we are sinners we will sometimes do the evil God forbids and fail to do the good God commands.  But if we are Christians, we will experience remorse over our sin and we will trust in Jesus for forgiveness and the strength to live a new life. 
     Paul then concludes his witness with these words:  “I am saying nothing beyond what the prophets and Moses said would happen – that the Christ would suffer and, as the first to rise from the dead, would proclaim light to his own people and to the Gentiles.”  Did you hear that?  Paul stresses that everything he taught is supported by the Scriptures, God’s inspired Word, which points us to Jesus and the salvation we have only in Him.

     After Paul’s sermon, Festus says:  “You’re insane!”  Sadly, Festus was the one who was insane.  Scripture teaches that the message of the cross if foolishness to those who are perishing.  

     However, Paul senses that the Holy Spirit is breaking through King Agrippa’s heart.  So, Paul says to him:  “King Agrippa, do you believe the prophets?  I know you do.”  Then King Agrippa gives this response:  “Do you think that in such a short time you can persuade me to be a Christian?”  King Agrippa is right on the edge!

     Now, I love what Paul says next:  “Short time or long – I pray God that not only you but all who are listening to me today may become what I am, except for these chains.”  You see, Paul knows that God wants all to be saved and come to the knowledge of the Truth.  

     So, if people end up in hell – and sadly, some will – they have no one to blame but themselves.  Like Festus, they have heard God’s Word and they have rejected it.  But thanks be to God!  He has broken through our hard hearts just like He broke through Paul’s hard heart.  By God’s grace, we will be people who repent, trust in Jesus, and prove our faith with our lives.
     At the end of our reading we find out that King Agrippa finds Paul innocent.  He would have set him free if Paul had not appealed to Caesar.  So, King Agrippa sends Paul off to Rome.  But we must understand that this is all part of God’s plan to bring the Good News to even more people.  Amen!

Amen!
