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“The Comfort of Suffering with Christ”      Text – Acts 25:1-12       OT Reading – Psalm 73

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
One of the ‘cutest’ and most well known stories in the whole Bible is the story of baby Moses being found in a basket.  I am sure you boys and girls remember the story well.  
The basket was placed in the reeds beside the Nile and Moses’ sister kept an eye on it from a distance until Pharaoh’s daughter came to bathe at the Nile and found him there.  The Bible tells us that she heard Moses crying and that she felt sorry for him.  So Pharaoh’s daughter took Moses and raised him as her son, but she had Moses’ own mother look after him while he was young.  
Well, I wonder if you boys and girls can remember why Moses was hidden in the basket?  It was because Pharaoh had ordered that every baby boy born to the Hebrews had to be thrown into the Nile to drown or be eaten by the crocodiles.  It’s horrible isn’t it.  While Moses lived, many other Hebrew boys died horrible deaths.
And when you stop and think about it, the Bible is in fact full of stories where seemingly pointless deaths or terrible injustices occur or we see tragic circumstances unfold.  
· Think of Abel being killed just because of jealousy.  
· Think of Joseph being sold into slavery also because of jealousy.  And then, as if that was not enough, he ends up in prison because of the false accusation of Potiphar’s wife.  
· There is Daniel, thrown into the lion’s den for the terrible crime of praying to the Lord!  
· S, M, and A thrown into the fiery furnace for refusing to worship the King.  
· John the Baptist, Stephen, and James all martyred.  
· And there is also the mirror incident of Moses ‘escape’ when Jesus was born.  For remember Herod ordering all the baby boys under two years old to be killed because the Magi left town without telling him where Jesus was?  
And with every one of those deaths there is a grieving mother and father and siblings and wider family, and a community, wondering why this has happened?  
And every imprisonment means 24 hour days, often in horrible conditions, waiting and wondering when it will end or if it will end with freedom or death.
But I am sure that many of us do not need to be pointed to Bible stories to know the reality of injustice or accident or illness or death, or many other extremely difficult circumstances that leave us crying out to the Lord, “Why?” 
And when we ask that question, we probably ask it in the way that the Psalmist did in Psalm 73, as we read earlier: Why me, Lord?  Or, Why her?  Why is it, Lord, that the wicked seem to cruise through life, but we have it so hard?  
Do my Bible reading or my many nights out doing home-visits or my baking for Mrs Van der Smith not count for anything with you?  Am I not entitled to just a little bit of the care-free prosperity and good health that they all seem to enjoy?   
Well, if anyone was ‘entitled’ to ask such questions, it was the Apostle Paul.  The charges made against him have been shown to be false, time and time again.  
· But he has been beaten, imprisoned, and forced to defend himself three times already.  
· For two years now he has been stuck in a Roman cell in Caesarea.  
· And still, as we learn from this chapter, the Jews have an intense hatred of him.  
· And now there is a new governor in town and it appears that Paul will have to go through the whole business all over again.  
And so, as one commentator puts it, “To fully appreciate this passage, we need to catch a whiff of the cell that had been the apostle’s home for two years, [and] to feel the burden of his iron manacles [Remember also that Paul had been told by the Holy Spirit, more than two years ago now, that he would go to Rome.  And we know from our afternoon studies of the first chapter of Romans just how eager Paul was to preach the gospel to those in Rome.  But still he is no closer to Rome.  And] how the apostle’s soul must have longed for personal vindication but also, much more, to be unleashed to minister the gospel freely wherever and to whomever he wished.”
Well, as we consider these 12 verses of Acts 25, there are gospel lessons to be learned about trust, providence, God’s sovereignty, human responsibility and the civil magistrate.  And we will see these things as we consider the three A’s of this account: The Accusation, the Answer, and the Appeal.
So firstly then, the Accusation.
· Felix, you may remember, was a brutal and devious tyrant.  In the end, he was hated by most and loved by few.  And so, probably because of his brother’s friendship with the Emperor, he was removed from the governorship when what he really deserved was much worse.  
· Festus, however, seems to have been a much wiser leader who did many good things that endeared him to the people of the region.  Indeed, just three days after taking up his duties, Luke tells us, he goes to Jerusalem to meet with the Jewish leaders.  Like any good ruler who is new in town, he has to get to know those in the loop of power.  
· And we see next that the hatred of the Jews for Paul and for the message Paul preached was such that after two years, they are still keen to find a way to kill him.  
1. Now, understand here, congregation, that this is not just one group of humans who hate another. This is the next chapter in the story of the Bible that was introduced in Genesis 3.  This is the devil doing what he has done since the dawn of time and what he will do until Christ comes again.  
a. You will remember that the Lord God told Eve that her children would be divided into two groups; one group would be, in effect, the children of the serpent, and the other group would be the children of God.  And there would be war between these two groups.  
i. And we call this the antithesis.  Antithesis means opposing sides or opposing views.  
A. So, Cain kills Abel. 
B. Pharaoh tries to destroy the Jews.  
C. The Philistines try to destroy the Jews.  
D. Athaliah tries to kill of all the sons of David.  
E. Haaman tries to destroy the Jews.  
F. And eventually, by the hands of the Jews, the serpent has Jesus Himself put to death.  But while the devil thinks that in this he finally has the victory, it is, in fact, the devil’s defeat.  Hallelujah!  
G. But the devil is still not finished.  Like a mortally wounded reptile that still thrashes around to try and wound or kill, he unleashes violent persecution as he tries to keep NT Christianity from spreading.  
H. And here he is at work to get Paul taken out of the picture.  
I. And it is he and his evil angels that are behind efforts to tempt you to doubt and to sin, and to bring about division in the church or persecution in the church, or to close the doors to missionaries in foreign countries.
ii. However, I wonder if you boys and girls remember what Jesus promised His disciples, but also you and me, on the day that Peter confessed Jesus as the Christ, the Son of the living God?  Do you remember what Jesus said to Peter?  Referring to Peter’s confession of faith, Jesus said, “On this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not overcome it.”  
A. And so, looking forward to the cross of Jesus Christ, we see this on the pages of the OT as God’s people are preserved and looking back to the cross of Jesus Christ, we see this on the pages of the NT as the church of Jesus Christ continues to advance and to grow and to triumph.  
1) And that doesn’t mean that individual believers or a particular congregation of believers always escape death or injury or hardship.  Not at all.  But regardless of what happens to individuals, the church of Jesus Christ always advances.  
iii. And so, as we continue on here in ch. 25, we see Paul and Festus and the Jewish leaders.  But our key focus needs to be on the church of Christ?  How is King Jesus advancing the gospel in and through His church?
2. Well, the Jewish leaders try and convince Festus to have Paul transferred so they can kill him on route.  But Festus does not agree, instead telling the Jews to come up to Caesarea for another trial.
a. And we wonder, why another trial?  Can’t he see from Paul’s legal records that a trial has already been held?  What are being told here, then, is that while Paul can use the just and fair Roman legal system, he is also at the whim of Roman officials.  
i. Yes, there are trials and records being kept and the possibility of appeal, etc, but it is also quite clear that the governor has immense power in the whole area of justice.  
A. Those of you who play chess will know that sometimes you choose to ‘sacrifice a pawn,’ which is a common and fairly unimportant chess piece, if in so doing you might gain a more important chess piece from your opponent or advance your game overall.  
B. Well, from the twin use of the word ‘favour,’ in vv3 and 9, and the mention of Festus spending 8-10 days with the Jewish leaders before going to Caesarea, Luke is helping us to see that Festus sees Paul as a pawn that perhaps can be sacrificed with larger goals in view – ie, the favour of the Jewish leaders.  
And so, as we see in vv7-8, once again, false accusations that cannot be proven are made against Paul.  
And that brings us, in the second place, to Paul’s answer to these false accusations.

1. And his answer is brief and to the point, “I have done nothing wrong against the law of the Jews or against the temple or against Caesar.”  There are false accusations, which have not been proven, and there is a vigorous denial of these charges by Paul.  
a. Sadly, in the history of the church, there have been many who have declared that as servants of Christ they do not recognize the authority of the government of the land, or that they are free to ignore the just laws of the land.  But not Paul.  Both in 1 Timothy 2 and Romans 13, the Holy Spirit, through Paul, is very clear about the believer’s obligation to be a law-abiding citizen.  
i. For despite the fact that most of our MP’s and city councillors would violently disagree, the Bible teaches that God has established the civil government to dispense justice and to protect the true confession of faith in Jesus Christ.   
A. Now, a lot more could be said about what that means and how it is done.  So if you want to think about that a little more, you will find a helpful explanation in Art. 36 of the Belgic Confession of Faith and Art. 23 of the Westminster Confession of Faith.   
ii. But because the civil government is a God-appointed authority that has gospel obligations, Paul is concerned to be and to be seen as a law-abiding citizen.
2. Well, this should have been enough to end the whole trial.  But no.  For as we have already mentioned, for Festus, this is not just about justice.  Indeed, as we read in v9, “Festus, wishing to do the Jews a favour, said to Paul, "Are you willing to go up to Jerusalem and stand trial before me there on these charges?"”
a. And while all of this would be enough to drive many to despair, Paul continues to trust in the promise of God.  
i. Two years in a cell, yes.  Chains on his feet, yes.  Jewish leaders who would still give anything to end his life, yes.  False accusations, again, yes.  A governor who puts politics above justice, yes.  
ii. But still Paul does not break and give up.  Still Paul does not explode in anger against the unfairness of God.  Still Paul presses on, in confident hope and certain trust.  Why?  
A. Because Jesus said, “The gates of Hades will not overcome” my church.  
B. Because Jesus said, “Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”  
C. Because the Spirit promised to bring Paul to Rome.  
D. Because Jesus said, “Surely, I am with you, even to the very end of the age.”  
E. And because Paul truly believes and practises what he will soon write to the Colossians, “Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God.  Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things.  For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God.”  
F. And because Paul also truly believes what he has already written to the Romans, “In all things God works for the good of those who love Him,” and nothing “shall be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”  
1) And so, for Paul, these things are not just a theory that exists in his mind but a daily reality that affects the way he responds to extremely trying circumstances.  
a) As A.W. Tozer says, “To believe actively that our heavenly Father constantly spreads around us providential circumstances that work for our present good and our everlasting well-being brings to the soul a veritable benediction [or a true blessing].”
And so, thirdly and lastly, we consider Paul’s appeal.
1. In v10 we read, “Paul answered: "I am now standing before Caesar's court, where I ought to be tried.  I have not done any wrong to the Jews, as you yourself know very well.  If, however, I am guilty of doing anything deserving death, I do not refuse to die.  But if the charges brought against me by these Jews are not true, no one has the right to hand me over to them.  I appeal to Caesar!"”
a. Now, this was Paul’s legal right as a Roman citizen.  Paul was no fool.  He knew full well what was likely to happen if he allowed himself to be tried in Jerusalem.  And so, there can be little doubt that Paul made his appeal in the hope that this was how the Spirit intended to bring him to Rome.  And it is worth our spending just a few moments considering Paul’s actions here.  
i. You see, the Holy Spirit has told Paul that he would go to Rome, but we are not given any indication in Scripture that Paul knew when or how he would get there.  We may be sure though that Paul prayed regularly that the Lord would bring him to Rome.  And here Paul himself acts to bring about the way by which his prayer is answered.  
A. You see, some suggest that Paul should not have appealed; that this was the act of a man who was not trusting God to answer his prayer in His time.  
1) But that is like saying that a man who would like to marry a godly woman should just stay home and play video games until God brings a woman to the doorstep of his parents’ house who says she wants to marry him.  
2) Sanctified common sense, however, would suggest that he is far more likely to see his prayer answered if he devotes himself to growing in his relationship with His saviour, to serving others, to being equipped to provide for himself and a family, to being a useful member of the church of Christ, and to attending youth camps, etc.   
a) Oliver Cromwell once said to his soldiers, “Trust in God and keep your gunpowder dry!”  
i) That’s not a lack of trust; that’s sanctified common sense.  That is wise living that trusts in God’s good and sovereign plan, but that is also busy creating the circumstances whereby God might choose to unfold His plan.
2. And so, Festus declares that because Paul has appealed to Caesar, to Caesar he shall go.
So one last point then as we draw to a close.   Paul has suffered, enormously, at the hands of false accusers and unjust Roman governors.  And while an appeal heard in Rome might see Paul set free, as indeed did eventually happen, it meant the Jews and Felix and Festus ‘got away’ with their wrongdoings.  They weren’t called to account and made to pay for their wickedness.  
And you and I will have experienced situations like this ourselves – we may have been the victims of slander or gossip, we may have lost money in business because of fraud or broken promises, we may have been bullied by someone or had something stolen from us, and this person has gotten away with it.  
1. Well, thinking biblically, we may remember Daniel who we spoke about at the beginning of the sermon; thrown into the lion’s den because of the jealousy of other wise men who tricked King Darius into making a law about who could or could not be prayed to.  But you boys and girls will remember what happened to Daniel in then lion’s den.  Nothing!  The Lord kept the mouths of the lions closed.  But what happened the next morning when Daniel was let out of the den by King Darius?  Those wicked men were thrown in and the lion’s mouths did not remain closed!  
a. There are times then when the Lord does dispense instant justice upon wicked men.  But at other times He does not, for His own good reasons.
b. But turn with me to 2 Thessalonians 1:5.  For there Paul reveals his own attitude toward those who commit injustice as he speaks to believers who were being persecuted by wicked men.  He says, “All this is evidence that God's judgment is right, and as a result you will be counted worthy of the kingdom of God, for which you are suffering.  God is just: He will pay back trouble to those who trouble you and give relief to you who are troubled, and to us as well.  This will happen when the Lord Jesus is revealed from heaven in blazing fire with his powerful angels.  He will punish those who do not know God and do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus.  They will be punished with everlasting destruction and shut out from the presence of the Lord and from the majesty of his power.”  
c. And this is the NT version of what we read earlier in Psalm 73, isn’t it.  

And so, while adversity of one sort or another is common to every human being, only some can say, 
“In spite of tears and pain and death, I believe that the God who made me is infinitely wise and good.      He loves me so much that He sent His Son to die on the cross for my sins.        His grace is sufficient for me such  that I may not only endure but be joyful in God my Saviour.  And afterward, He will take me into His glory!”
Are you one who can say this?  Are you one who knows that you belong, body and soul, in life and in death, to your faithful saviour Jesus Christ?  Amen.

