Sunday, June 7, 2015 – New Heights Christian Church, Kent, WA – Dr. Daniel Folden

Highlights in Acts: Telling the truth and keeping a clear conscience!

Acts 24:1–27

Acts 24:16, 25a (NIV84) 16 So I strive always to keep my conscience clear before God and man. - 25 As Paul discoursed on righteousness, self-control and the judgment to come, Felix was afraid and said, “That’s enough for now! You may leave.”
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Momentum. It’s the tendency of a moving object to continue moving. Inertia is the resistance to getting something to start or stop moving. Inertia is the tendency of an object to resist changes in its state of motion. So, if you are going to keep your momentum in the face of inertia, you must overcome the inertia that’s trying to stop you with a force from within, in the form of motivation or inspiration or from help from outside yourself, in the form of encouragement or prodding. Some forms of inertia are hostile forces and can include persecution. That’s what’s going on in our text for today.

We have three groups of people each with their own trajectory of movement. Paul, and the Christians who are following him, is moving in a direction of encouraging people to welcome Jesus as the fulfillment of the Law and the Prophets. The Jewish leaders in Jerusalem, however, are moving in a direction of maintaining their traditions and are going in a very different direction from Paul. The arbiter of these two conflicting groups is an anti-God government that seems fairly committed to maintaining peace in Jerusalem in spite of the predominance of religious people.

What we know about Paul is that since his conversion to Christianity in Damascus some 23 years earlier, he has been faithful in fulfilling the commission he received that day from his Lord Jesus Christ. He has been testifying to the Gospel of Jesus Christ to Jews and Gentiles everywhere. He has been fearless in the face of opposition. And for this reason, the legalistic Jews have wanted to put a stop to his momentum.

Our text indicates that the perception of the Jews in Jerusalem is that Paul is a troublemaker, he’s trying to destroy Judaism. And one can argue that there’s a fair amount of truth to that characterization. Paul is God’s agent to put pressure on these Jews to change the direction they are going. Thus, Paul is a troubling voice to these self-satisfied traditionalists. Paul does stir up issues for the people-pleasers and it makes them very uncomfortable. But it’s sad that in rejecting God’s messenger they were rejecting God’s message and the hope of eternal life and lasting peace. That’s what’s so terribly sad about the battle between Paul and the Jews.

From the moment Paul entered Jerusalem, he was targeted for trouble. It’s highly likely that many of the same Jews who harassed him in Ephesus and Corinth traveled to Jerusalem for the express purpose of continuing their harassment of Paul there. When Paul entered the temple to fulfill his vow and worship there, these Jews from Asia went after him and would have killed him had it not been for the Roman commander Lysias who rescued him from that riot. 

Then again in the Sanhedrin a day or two later, the same commander rescued Paul from the Sadducees as they fought with the Pharisees over Paul and his testimony about the resurrection.

Then, in a nefarious plot to ambush Paul and kill him, the commander for the third time rescued Paul from the clutches of death. It had been a group of 40 men who plotted to kill Paul, but God providentially intervened by positioning Paul’s young nephew where he could hear of the plot and report it to the Roman Commander Lysias. Having thus intercepted the conspiracy plan, the commander immediately had Paul escorted from Jerusalem to Caesarea so that Governor Felix could resolve the issues that these Jews had with Paul.

So in our story for today, Paul is being kept under guard in Caesarea awaiting the arrival of a contingent of the same members of the Sanhedrin who had nearly torn him to pieces less than a week earlier. When they arrive, Judge Felix will convene the court and hear the case against Paul.

Acts 24:1-4 (NIV84) 1 Five days later the high priest Ananias (head of the Sanhedrin) went down to Caesarea (on the Mediterranean coast) with some of the elders (probably mostly elders from the Sadducees) and a lawyer named Tertullus, and they brought their charges against Paul before the governor (Felix). 2 When Paul was called in, Tertullus presented his case before Felix: “We have enjoyed a long period of peace under you, and your foresight has brought about reforms in this nation. 3 Everywhere and in every way, most excellent Felix, we acknowledge this with profound gratitude. 4 But in order not to weary you further, I would request that you be kind enough to hear us briefly. 

I strongly suspect that what we just heard from Tertullus was a bad case of L.L.L. mouth disease; Lathering Lies Lavishingly. According to Simon Kistemaker, “The administration of Felix had not at all been characterized by lasting peace. Further, as the governor he lacked the virtue of foresight, and Jews would be hard pressed to mention any beneficial reform that Felix had initiated. Felix left Palestine in a state of civil disorder when Nero recalled him two years after Paul’s trial (cf. 24:27). 
 I personally take this introduction by Tertullus to be nothing but an attempt to appeal to Felix’s vulnerability to self-importance. As we’ll soon see, Felix may have been even more interested in money than in phony praise. 

Tertullus continues: 5 “We have found this man to be a troublemaker, stirring up riots among the Jews all over the world. He is a ringleader of the Nazarene sect 6 and even tried to desecrate the temple; so we seized him. 8 By examining him yourself you will be able to learn the truth about all these charges we are bringing against him.” 

9 The Jews joined in the accusation, asserting that these things were true. 

Now remember, we are in court. Paul is on trial, facing charges brought by the Jewish leaders from Jerusalem. Felix is the presiding judge as the governor of Judea and he’s trying to at least make it look like he’s carrying out justice, allowing the accused to meet his accusers. 

But it’s not hard to hear the tone of Tertullus’ voice by the choice of words he selects to make his accusations against Paul. He refers to Paul as “this man” rather than addressing him by his name. He calls him a “troublemaker,” literally “a spreader of a pestilence that endangers the public welfare and should be either quarantined or completely eliminated.” 
 This is contemptuous speech. He calls Paul a “ringleader of the Nazarene sect.” This is no different than a conservative intentionally calling our President, Osama, in place of Obama. It’s done to denigrate the person and evoke a negative perception of the person being spoken of.

Tertullus presents three charges against Paul. First, Paul stirs up riots among the Jews all over the world. Second, he is a primary leader among Christians. And third, he desecrated the temple by bringing a Gentile into the temple. Stirs up riots. A leader of Christians. Desecrates the temple.

Now is it Paul’s turn to respond to these charges. 

10 When the governor motioned for him to speak, Paul replied: “I know that for a number of years you have been a judge over this nation; so I gladly make my defense. 

Paul simply makes a factual statement about Felix’s tenure in office and as judge. No pandering. Just a factual statement. And he expresses his hope that this trial will give him the opportunity to set the record straight – a good reason to be glad to make his defense. 

11 You can easily verify that no more than twelve days ago I went up to Jerusalem to worship. (In other words, just a short time ago.) 12 My accusers did not find me arguing with anyone at the temple, or stirring up a crowd in the synagogues or anywhere else in the city. 13 And they cannot prove to you the charges they are now making against me. 
Paul is confident they can’t prove their charges because he was there and knows that what is being said about him is false. 

14 However, I admit that I worship the God of our fathers as a follower of the Way, which they call a sect. (Notice, Paul gives the more proper name of his group, removing the disparaging terminology from his accuser’s description.) I believe everything that agrees with the Law and that is written in the Prophets, 15 and I have the same hope in God as these men, that there will be a resurrection of both the righteous and the wicked. 16 So I strive always to keep my conscience clear before God and man. 

Paul refutes the first accusation. He did not stir up the riot in the temple at Jerusalem. And he challenges his accusers to prove that he did.

Paul essentially agrees to the second accusation, but clarifies that being a follower of the Way meant that he agrees with the Law and the Prophets and has the same hope in God as his accusers have, that hope being a resurrection of both the righteous and the wicked.

This is a significant statement by Paul. The resurrection is an important theme in his life’s message. It is foundational for his trust in Christ and for his authority to speak of our accountability before God – the resurrection of both the righteous and the wicked.

Paul then goes back over the details of his visit to Jerusalem and to the temple, telling Governor Felix why he was there and what he did, as well as telling him what did not do while he was there.

17 “After an absence of several years, I came to Jerusalem to bring my people gifts for the poor and to present offerings. 18 I was ceremonially clean when they found me in the temple courts doing this. There was no crowd with me, nor was I involved in any disturbance. 19 But there are some Jews from the province of Asia, who ought to be here before you and bring charges if they have anything against me. (Here Paul identifies the ones responsible for the riot, the Jews from the province of Asia. They’re the ones who stirred up the riot.) 20 Or these who are here should state what crime they found in me when I stood before the Sanhedrin— 21 unless it was this one thing I shouted as I stood in their presence: ‘It is concerning the resurrection of the dead that I am on trial before you today.’” 

For a good portion of Paul’s third missionary journey, he was gathering financial gifts from the churches in Asia, Macedonia, and Achaia to bring to Jerusalem. This was a big part of why he was in Jerusalem. But that was incidental to his calling. He was called to testify to Jesus the Christ to both Jews and Gentiles. That meant speaking of the resurrection whenever the opportunity came.

Paul’s preaching about the resurrection was troubling to the Jewish leaders in Jerusalem because that was the basis for Paul’s preaching on the reality of our accountability before the righteous and holy God. This troubled the religious leaders so much that killing Paul became their remedy of choice.

Both sides have now had their day in court. It’s now time for a verdict to be rendered, well, maybe. In the next verses, the focus turns to Felix and his character. Surprisingly, Paul’s case becomes quite personal for Felix. For this reason, our remaining focus will be on the impact of Paul’s testimony on Felix.

As part of Paul’s testimony before the judge, Paul stated: 15 … there will be a resurrection of both the righteous and the wicked. 16 So I strive always to keep my conscience clear before God and man.

Why does Paul always strive to keep his conscience clear before God and men? Because he fully believes there will be a resurrection, that he will be raised, that everyone will be raised, to face the trial before the Great Judge of the whole world.

Paul may have simply been thinking of why he personally desired to keep a clear conscience, but his testimony gave the Holy Spirit an opportunity to awaken the conscience of Felix.

22 Then Felix, who was well acquainted with the Way, adjourned the proceedings. “When Lysias the commander comes,” he said, “I will decide your case.” 23 He ordered the centurion to keep Paul under guard but to give him some freedom and permit his friends to take care of his needs. 

Do you think Felix really intended to give a verdict to this case? Do you think he ever summoned the commander to come to Caesarea to testify? I am more than doubtful. I think the fix was in and it was just so very convenient to just keep Paul under guard in Caesarea forever.

It appears Felix may have had an interest in hearing more about the gospel of Jesus Christ. But, there are some disturbing comments and actions by Felix that call that interest into question.

This next paragraph is a classic summary of the entire story of Paul and Felix. Felix has heard the gospel of Jesus Christ as Paul made his defense. We assume it intrigued him enough to initiate further conversations with Paul. But Paul’s words greatly troubled Felix.

24 Several days later Felix came with his wife Drusilla, who was a Jewess. He sent for Paul and listened to him as he spoke about faith in Christ Jesus. 25 As Paul discoursed on righteousness, self-control and the judgment to come, Felix was afraid and said, “That’s enough for now! You may leave. When I find it convenient, I will send for you.” 26 At the same time he was hoping that Paul would offer him a bribe, so he sent for him frequently and talked with him. 

There’s no question that Paul shared the gospel with Felix, making it clear what faith in Jesus Christ would look like and mean for him. And Paul “discoursed” with Felix. He reasoned with him. He dialoged with him. He likely argued with him about the subjects of righteousness, self-control and the judgment to come. Just think about those topics. Righteousness. Self-control. The judgment to come. They’re the kind of topics someone like Paul would use to probe into the core of Felix’s being – into the depths of his soul.

How can I say this? Notice what follows. Felix was afraid. Paul’s words did not just coincidentally hit a raw nerve. Paul knew the evil in the heart of Felix. He knew his wife was countering any thought of releasing Paul. But, this didn’t make Paul timid. Rather, it seems to have made him bold.

Felix was afraid and said, “That’s enough for now! You may leave. When I find it convenient, I will send for you.”
There are multiple reasons for Felix to be afraid. Maybe he was afraid of the judgment to come. He may have been afraid of God and Jesus Christ. He may have been afraid of the Jews, knowing the raucous they could stir up if he didn’t rule in their favor. And, given his interest in being bribed by Paul, wouldn’t he have been interested in being bribed by the Jews? And maybe he already had been.

He may have been afraid of the emperor. For example, what would happen if he gave his life to Christ as a Roman governor? Felix had climbed his way to this high position, having the favor of the Emperor Claudius. A Roman historian, Tacitus, said of Felix that he “maintained the royal law with a servile disposition by means of all sorts of cruelty and greed.” So what would happen to Felix if he converted to following Christ?

Felix is not a righteous man. Nor is he a self-restrained man. So, Paul puts it right out on the table the necessity for any man, and particularly Felix, to chose righteousness and develop self-control.

Felix also knew a lot about judgment. Paul knew this first hand. He had stood before Felix in his courtroom and was waiting for the verdict to be given. But Paul was not a man who minced words. He took this opportunity to let Felix know that there was a higher authority and One to whom all people great and small would give account for their lives. Paul turned the tables on Felix, making Felix realize that it was not Paul who faced the greater judgment, but Felix himself.

Net result – Felix is afraid. But, rather than receive the gift of life in Christ that Paul was offering him, he makes the greatest and saddest gamble of his life. He determines it’s better to have friends than to give God His rightful place as Lord in his life. Keeping the Jewish leaders and community happy is more important than pleasing God.

The gospel message was not convenient for Felix. If he welcomed the gospel it might disrupt the peace. It could turn the Jews into his enemies. It could put him at odds with his wife. It could mean a whole different lifestyle – one that acts with integrity and not with bribery.

27 When two years had passed, Felix was succeeded by Porcius Festus, but because Felix wanted to grant a favor to the Jews, he left Paul in prison. 

So much for Felix’s promise to render a verdict. Throw that promise out the window. It’s more important to please the Jews. Felix was a people pleaser, particularly wanting to please these Jewish leaders, who just happened to be the squeaky wheel in this case, and so he left Paul in prison. Felix didn’t want to rock the boat. He didn’t want to throw off the balance and equilibrium, the so called peace they were experiencing in his jurisdiction. 

So, rather than doing what is right, Felix does what is convenient. Rather than respond to the promptings of the Holy Spirit, repent of his sinful ways and place his hope and faith in Jesus Christ, Felix chooses to remain a partner with Satan. Felix was primarily interested in pleasing himself rather than serving others. Felix was willing to compromise on the truth with the prospect of accumulating bribes. And Felix was more interested in protecting his pride than in doing what was right. So the best place for innocent Paul was to remain in jail indefinitely.

And so, had you been Felix, what would you have done in response to the gospel of hope, of life and of righteousness? 

May each of us always have eyes to see the eternal perspective in the choices we face and always choose to follow Christ despite its high cost now. For compared to eternity, the highest cost to follow Christ now is insignificant to the blessings that await us in the final resurrection.

Amen.
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