Sunday, May 24, 2015 – New Heights Christian Church, Kent, WA – Dr. Daniel Folden

Highlights in Acts: Making a defense in the (divided) religious courtroom!

Acts 21:27, 30-31, 33-34, 40; 22:1-30; 23:1-11
Acts 23:6 (NIV84) 6 Then Paul, knowing that some of them were Sadducees and the others Pharisees, called out in the Sanhedrin, “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.”

-----------

The story you are about to hear begs for its audience to put on their lawyer hats. If we can think like a defense attorney as we follow the story line as Paul interacts with the Roman commander, interacts with the hostile mob that just tried to kill him just outside the temple and as he speaks with the Sanhedrin, then I believe we will better understand the dynamics of this story that we read today from Acts 22 and 23. Try to answer, who did what and why did they do it?
There are three violent interruptions in today’s story. It’s starts with passionately, religious Jews from Asia who stir up the crowd in the temple to attack the Apostle Paul in order to kill him. 
Acts 21:27 (NIV84) 27 When the seven days were nearly over, some Jews from the province of Asia saw Paul at the temple. They stirred up the whole crowd and seized him,

Acts 21:30-31 (NIV84) 30 The whole city was aroused, and the people came running from all directions. Seizing Paul, they dragged him from the temple, and immediately the gates were shut. 31 While they were trying to kill him, news reached the commander of the Roman troops that the whole city of Jerusalem was in an uproar.
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The Roman commander or chiliarch, who was a leader of one thousand soldiers, becomes aware of the skirmish and quickly intervenes to remove Paul from the murderous mob by taking him up the steps leading to the Fortress Antonia, the Roman outpost overlooking the Temple. In that fortress was a barracks that provided safe haven for the soldiers and for Paul. 
Acts 21:33-34 (NIV84) 33 The commander came up and arrested him and ordered him to be bound with two chains. Then he asked who he was and what he had done. 34 Some in the crowd shouted one thing and some another, and since the commander could not get at the truth because of the uproar, he ordered that Paul be taken into the barracks.
Then Paul gains permission from the commander to speak to his assailants. Acts 21:40 (NIV84) 40 Having received the commander’s permission, Paul stood on the steps and motioned to the crowd. 
In this speech, Paul tells these Jews his life’s story, how he grew up to become a Jew who was zealous for the law just as they were being that very moment. And he tells them that he knows where they are coming from by attacking him. Then he told them of the day Jesus of Nazareth interrupted his journey to arrest followers of the Way in Damascus with a bright flash of light from heaven and a most startling conversation with Him. He then told them how he regained his sight after being blinded by the bright flash and how Ananias of Damascus relayed to Paul the Lord Jesus’ commission of him to be His messenger to the Gentiles.
And with those words about Paul going to the Gentiles, we watch the second of the three violent interruptions. Those who had been prevented from killing Paul moments earlier were now riled up to go after him again. And had it not been for the continued protection of the commander and his soldiers, Paul would have been killed right then. Paul is taken into the barracks of the Fortress Antonia and will spend the night in there, but not before the commander tries to find out why this mob is so upset with Paul. 

Acts 22:24 (NIV84) 24 the commander ordered Paul to be taken into the barracks. He directed that he be flogged and questioned in order to find out why the people were shouting at him like this.
The commander then figures he could get the straight scoop on Paul from the Sanhedrin, so he orders the chief priests and all the Sanhedrin to assemble the next day. There in that assembly, Paul is brought in and given an opportunity to speak.
Paul simply picks up where he left off the day before when he was addressing the angry mob, because quite likely, most of the Sanhedrin were there and of most importance, the commander had been there. I presume that the commander was also able to speak Aramaic since he was in a place such great importance. It just seems it would have been a huge handicap to Commander Claudius Lysias if he couldn’t speak Aramaic, the language of the people he was governing. 

So, though a smaller audience, it is reasonable to presume that most all now gathered had already heard the first half of Paul’s speech and could easily follow him as he picked it up where he had been so rudely interrupted the day before.
It is seems to me that we need to keep in mind that Paul’s most important audience in all of this speech was the Roman commander. He was now the one who was both protecting him and had the authority to make a determination of Paul’s guilt or innocence. So, when we come to reading what Paul says, particularly to the Sanhedrin, keep in mind that Paul’s strategy was likely to demonstrate to the commander that he was innocent of the charges against him.
Paul finishes his speech with the Sanhedrin which results in a great uproar between the Sadducees and the Pharisees, all because of their differing beliefs about resurrection from the dead. The Pharisees believed and had hope in the resurrection of the dead. The Sadducees did not. And effectively, to win his case, Paul is able to get the Sanhedrin to divide over this subject and thus convince the commander that he was not the problem here. It was much bigger than just one man.

This uproar and chaos in the Sanhedrin became so violent that Paul’s life was again threatened. Thus we have the third of three violent interruptions in our story.

So, starting in Acts 21 and verse 27, the days of Paul’s freedom come to an end. From now on, Paul will be held captive by the Roman government because of the dispute that angry, religious Jews had with Paul because they did not approve of Paul’s ministry to the Gentiles.

So, as I read this story, keep in mind (1) the three violent interruptions, (2) the two parts to Paul’s defense of his calling and ministry given to him by Jesus Christ, and (3) Paul’s strategy to defend himself from these murderous Jews and win his case before the Roman commander. Also, listen for (4) what Paul believes is at the heart of this great opposition to his ministry. And one last thing, (5) how would you assess Paul’s proclamation of the Gospel of Jesus Christ as part of his defense?
When Paul looked back over his life and wanted to write words of encouragement to the Christian believers in Roman, he in essence told them that it is their secure relationship with Christ that frees them to risk it all to obey Christ, to risk embarrassment, to risk popularity, and risk promotion (Romans 8:28-39). Paul could speak this way to the Christians in Rome because he was personally living in that secure relationship with Christ. What we will now read is testament to the courage of Paul that springs out of his secure relationship with Christ and the confidence that he is fulfilling Christ’s commission of him to preach the gospel both to the Jews and especially the Gentiles.
Paul’s boldness puts him at risk of conflict, the very thing many of us work very hard to avoid. How could a good man like Paul get into so much trouble? How could someone who lives such a God-fearing and obedient life face such turmoil so often? Wherever this man goes, his enemies come out of the woodwork and take him on. And they take him on with a vengeance, even openly trying to kill him. Frankly, that doesn’t sound real appealing to me.

Yet, as we consider the role that Paul played in moving the message of the gospel out into the world, aren’t we compelled to understand that what Paul did was necessary for doors to be opened for the rest of us?
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In the game of football, the offensive linemen are assigned to make gaps or holes in the opponent’s line so the ball carrier can run through those gaps, gain yardage and eventually get the ball into the end zone, score points and win. Those linemen hit hard. They’re the frontline attackers. They are always in conflict with their opponents. Every play they make is one of confrontation - all for the purpose of making the way for the ball carriers to have an easier time of it to move the ball down field.

That’s a picture of the Apostle Paul. He was a lineman, pushing doors open so that others would have an easier time of advancing the gospel. 
It is true enough, not all of us are called to the same ministry as Paul. In fact, my guess is that Paul’s role is such a unique one that very few believers are called to his type of ministry. His was a ministry of blazing the trail, opening the road, breaking down barriers so that the masses could pass through.

Those who have followed in his train, who have pushed open doors for great expansion of the Gospel, have been men like John Wycliffe, Jon Hus, Thomas More, Martin Luther, John Knox, George Whitfield, William Carey and Jim Elliot. These were pioneers, trailblazers, who opened the doors for the likes of us to walk through.

For example, Jon Hus lived a life of such moral integrity that it was a sharp contrast to the immoral and corrupt clergy of his day. Along with that moral integrity, Hus exhibited a mind open to honest inquiry and demonstrated the courage to speak the truth of God’s Word as best he understood it regardless the consequences.

To live a life like the Apostle Paul or Jon Hus requires a genuine faith and a courageous will so devoted to the word of God that we stand for it and with it, knowing that such a stand could result in our being cut off even from our own family and friends. These bold and courageous trailblazers, yet, exhibited a humility of submission to God’s will, allowing God’s Word to chasten and correct them along the way. 
 

Though we may not be called on to be trailblazers of the caliber of a Paul or a Martin Luther, yet, I am confident we are all called to combine courage and humility in our walk with Christ as we live in this world, accomplishing the mission God has assigned to each of us.

Here’s how the story goes. Acts 21:27 (NIV84) 27 When the seven days (of Paul’s purification rite) were nearly over, some Jews from the province of Asia saw Paul at the temple. They stirred up the whole crowd and seized him,

Violent Interruption #1 – Acts 21:30-31 (NIV84) 30 The whole city was aroused, and the people came running from all directions. Seizing Paul, they dragged him from the temple, and immediately the gates were shut. 31 While they were trying to kill him, news reached the commander of the Roman troops that the whole city of Jerusalem was in an uproar.
Acts 21:33-34 (NIV84) 33 The commander came up and arrested him and ordered him to be bound with two chains. Then he asked who he was and what he had done. 34 Some in the crowd shouted one thing and some another, and since the commander could not get at the truth because of the uproar, he ordered that Paul be taken into the barracks.
Part 1 of Paul’s Defense – Acts 21:40-22:16 (NIV84) 40 Having received 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. 
Then Paul said: 3 “I am a Jew, born in Tarsus of Cilicia, but brought up in this city. Under Gamaliel I was thoroughly trained in the law of our fathers and 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 also the high priest and all the Council can testify. I even obtained letters from them to their brothers 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 fathers 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 men 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.’ 
So far in Paul’s testimony he tells how when he was called on to repent of his sin for resisting the truth about Jesus the Christ, he repented, and he believed that Jesus was alive and that He was Lord. Paul’s life experienced a complete turn around that day, from opposing Christ to following Him. The story continues.
Acts 22:17-22 (NIV84) 17 “When I returned to Jerusalem and was praying at the temple, I fell into a trance 18 and saw the Lord speaking. ‘Quick!’ He said to me. ‘Leave Jerusalem immediately, because they will not accept your testimony about Me.’ 
19 “‘Lord,’ I replied, ‘these men 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.’” 
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!” 
This was pretty gutsy of Paul. The very thing for which he had repented when Christ first confronted him of having persecuted followers of the Way, he ties himself to those from the synagogue who were his accomplices in those actions. But, these men were not then inclined to repent. They only perceived Paul as a turn-coat. And his present crowd some twenty years later were in no mood to repent either. In their minds, Paul was still a turn-coat.
Violent Interruption #2 – Acts 22:23-25 (NIV84) 23 As they were shouting and throwing off their cloaks and flinging dust into the air, 24 the commander ordered Paul to be taken into the barracks. He directed that he be flogged and questioned 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?” 
I find it interesting that Paul makes an appeal to his civil rights. Thankfully, there were consequences for law enforcement personnel who failed to extend those rights to the citizens. Paul used his rights to keep his mission alive.
Acts 22:26-30 (NIV84) 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 big price for my citizenship.” 
“But I was born a citizen,” Paul replied. 
29 Those who were about to question him withdrew immediately. The commander himself was alarmed when he realized that he had put Paul, a Roman citizen, in chains. 
30 The next day, since the commander wanted to find out exactly why Paul was being accused by the Jews, he released him and ordered the chief priests and all the Sanhedrin to assemble. Then he brought Paul and had him stand before them. 
Part 2 of Paul’s Defense – Acts 23:1-8 (NIV84) 1 Paul looked straight at the Sanhedrin and said, “My brothers, I have fulfilled my duty to God in all good conscience to this day.” 2 At this the high priest Ananias ordered those standing near Paul to strike him on the mouth. 3 Then Paul said to him, “God will strike you, you whitewashed wall! You sit there to judge me according to the law, yet you yourself violate the law by commanding that I be struck!” 
4 Those who were standing near Paul said, “You dare to insult God’s high priest?” 
5 Paul replied, “Brothers, I did not realize that he was the high priest; for it is written: ‘Do not speak evil about the ruler of your people.’” 
6 Then Paul, knowing that some of them were Sadducees and the others Pharisees, called out in the Sanhedrin, “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.” 7 When he said this, a dispute broke out between the Pharisees and the Sadducees, and the assembly was divided. 8 (The Sadducees say that there is no resurrection, and that there are neither angels nor spirits, but the Pharisees acknowledge them all.) 
Violent Interruption #3 – Acts 23:9-10 (NIV84) 9 There was a great uproar, and some of the teachers of the law who were Pharisees stood up and argued vigorously. “We find nothing wrong with this man,” they said. “What if a spirit or an angel has spoken to him?” 10 The dispute became so violent that the commander was afraid Paul would be torn to pieces by them. He ordered the troops to go down and take him away from them by force and bring him into the barracks. 
So how should we describe Paul’s Strategy to Win his Case? Well, he can’t necessarily win his case if he doesn’t stay alive. That is, if his objective is to testify for the gospel of Jesus Christ before the Gentiles and their kings (cf. Acts 9:15). So, key to staying alive is Paul’s Roman citizenship. And the present reality that is coming to pass because of these violent disputes is the opportunity to speak the gospel to Gentile commanders, governors, kings and possibly even the Roman emperor. So Paul’s first strategy for the moment is to stay alive.
And did you notice Paul’s role in stirring up the violence in the meeting with the Sanhedrin? Would you not agree with me that he knowingly stirred up these men for the benefit of the Roman commander? And did you notice how the Pharisees came to Paul’s defense during this dispute? 9 There was a great uproar, and some of the teachers of the law who were Pharisees stood up and argued vigorously. “We find nothing wrong with this man (Paul),” they said. “What if a spirit or an angel has spoken to him?”
Would not this confession by the Pharisees in the presence of the commander who was looking for why Paul’s presence stirred up such heated reaction be convincing evidence for the commander to conclude that the problem was not exclusively caused by Paul? And when I see the Pharisees speaking up in defense of Paul here I have to wonder where the Christian Jews were in the midst of this battle. Why does it seem that Paul is on his own in making his defense for his ministry to the Gentiles? 
Admittedly, the civil government provided by Roman rule at this time was Paul’s best hope for getting a fair trial. And there’s some irony here, isn’t there? Alexander MacLaren says, “It was a God-appointed, though an imperfect, and in some aspects, mischievous unity,” that Rome had with the early Christian church. “The Caesars were doing God’s work when they were following their own lust of empire. They were yoked to Christ’s chariot, though unwitting and unwilling.” 
 Such was the blessing on Paul that came through the Romans at this point of history.
What is at the Heart of Paul’s Opposition? According to Paul, it is opposition to God’s ability to raise the dead and thus stand before Him on judgment day. And even more significantly, that those who by faith are in Christ will rise from the dead to be given new bodies to live with Him in eternity.
To the Sanhedrin, Paul testifies: Acts 23:6 (NIV84) 6 …, “My brothers, …. I stand on trial because of my hope in the resurrection of the dead.” 

To Governor Felix, Paul will testify: Acts 24:21 (NIV84) 21 …: ‘It is concerning the resurrection of the dead that I am on trial before you today.’ ” 

To King Agrippa, Paul will testify: Acts 26:6–8 (NIV84) 6 And now it is because of my hope in what God has promised our fathers that I am on trial today. …. 8 Why should any of you consider it incredible that God raises the dead? 

How would you assess Paul’s proclamation of the Gospel of Jesus Christ as part of his defense? Paul’s testimony declares the gospel of Jesus Christ, the necessity of repentance, belief and baptism. And the strong statement about the resurrection speaks not only that God raised Jesus from the dead but will also raise Christians to eternal life.
And the final verse of our text for today gives, in my opinion, God’s stamp of approval on Paul’s presence in Jerusalem at this time; approval that Paul had testified about Christ in Jerusalem. It also reaffirms his original commission to speak the gospel to Gentiles and their kings. Further, it illustrates what the Lord Jesus told Paul through Ananias of Damascus that he would “see the Righteous One” and “hear words from His mouth” (Acts 22:14).

Acts 23:11 (NIV84) 11 The following night the Lord stood near Paul and said, “Take courage! As you have testified about Me in Jerusalem, so you must also testify in Rome.” 

May we, as well, take courage and live boldly for Jesus Christ, testifying about His glory and His gospel at every opportunity that comes our way. Amen.
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