A Testimony Honoured
Acts 22:30 – 24:21
“Them that honour me,” said the Lord Jesus, “I will honour.” And Jesus himself lived his life by that rule. He prayed in his high-priestly prayer before he went to the cross, “Father, I have glorified you upon the earth. Now you glorify me with the glory I had with you before the world was.” 
The apostle Paul has honoured the Lord. He has suffered for him. He has resisted all temptations not to go to Jerusalem – just as did his Lord. He has not taken the easy way out. He has borne witness to Christ amidst all sorts of opposition right throughout Asia, Greece, and now in the city of Jerusalem; and God honours his witness. 
But before we look at what God is saying to us in this passage, let’s be clear on the background of the story. Claudius Lysias, the Roman commander wants to know what Paul is in trouble with the Jews for, so he summons the Sanhedrin and tells Paul to explain. Paul begins by declaring that he has striven all his life to maintain “a perfectly good conscience before God,” at which the high priest commands somebody to hit him in the mouth. And Paul shoots back, “God is going to strike you, you white-washed wall,” meaning, I take it: clean on the outside, rotten within. That is not high-priestly behaviour and, on the face of it, it doesn’t appear particularly Christ-like behaviour on the apostle Paul’s part either. He is not quite turning the other cheek as Jesus did; and it’s a bit hard to know quite how to think about it all. 
#
Some think Paul didn’t realize it was the high priest who gave the order but someone standing near him. Or perhaps, because of his poor eyesight, Paul couldn’t see that it was the high priest; he could only see his white robes.
 So Paul promptly apologized when he was informed that it was the high priest. 
#
Some think Ananias was angry when he got there because he, the high priest, had been ordered by the Romans to appear. 
#
John Stott thinks that the anger was because Paul claims to have lived with a perfectly good conscience before God as both a Jew and, since his conversion, as a Christian.
 
Whatever, it was a complete breach of all court behaviour by “a notoriously unscrupulous politician,” we are told.
 Well, I think that John Calvin and Augustine are right when they say that Paul simply could not see a high priest in a man who would order a defendant hit in the mouth. Paul was being sarcastic, and with the high priest, Ananias, going along with plots to kill him, not without good reason. 
Why then, as another question about the passage, did Paul go on to boast about being a Pharisee and the son a Pharisee? One commentator thinks this whole trip to Jerusalem was a mistake. Out of love for his people, commendable in itself, Paul had disregarded the warnings of the Holy Spirit about what was going to happen to him and now he was paying for it. Consequently there is no angel to deliver him as delivered Peter; there is no earthquake to save him as happened in the Philippian jail. Instead, Paul is reduced to boasting in the flesh, to boasting in things which he would later tell the Philippians that “he counted dung for the sake of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord,” his earthly Jewish privileges.
 
I think Paul had simply summed up the situation very well and in a very practical way. The high priests at the time were all Sadducees. Sadducees didn’t believe in the resurrection and Paul could see that there was no chance for a fair trial here today so he decides to divide and conquer. We’ll look at that a little more later but with that, it all, as we say, turns to custard, and Paul has to be rescued again. But then out of the blue a nephew appears, the only relative of Paul we ever hear of, who reveals to the commander a plot to kill Paul. The commander quickly gets a posse together to escort Paul from Jerusalem to Caesarea, 90 kilometres north-west as the crow flies, on the coast of the Mediterranean; 470 soldiers all up; and they were to leave at nine o’clock at night.
 He was taking this threat seriously. So he sends Paul off with a note to Governor Felix that is somewhat selective with the truth. He says he rescued Paul after “having learned he was a Roman” (23:27), which wasn’t true; and of course, there is no mention that he nearly scourged a Roman citizen. 
Five days later Ananias arrives from Jerusalem more angry than ever, one might imagine, and he has an orator to present the Jewish case. Tertullus really turns it on. He butters up Felix. It reminds one of Maurice, introducing the king in the film Madagascar. To talk of Felix bringing peace and reforms to the administration of the nation is pure hypocrisy. The Jews hated Felix. One Roman historian tells us that he was known for all kinds of lust and cruelty.
 He had had a high priest murdered in the Temple already and he had enticed Drusilla, who was his third wife, away from her real husband with the help of a magician.
 
When Tertullus finished, Paul then gives his opening address for the defence and says basically three things;
 
First of all, he denies being a trouble-maker. He had no intention and no opportunity. “I’ve only been in Jerusalem twelve days,” he says, hardly time to foment a rebellion. Furthermore; these people have no evidence and they have not even presented any (24:11-13). 
Secondly, he acknowledged that he was a member of ‘the Way.’ But, he says, “As a member of the way of Christ, I worship the same God they do, the God of our fathers” (24:14). I have believed the same truths, everything that is in accordance with the Law and that is written in the Prophets (24:14). I have cherished the same hope, the resurrection of the righteous and the wicked (24:15) and I’ve shared the same ambition, to do my best to maintain always a blameless conscience before God and men” (24:16).

Then thirdly, he says, “As for desecrating the Temple, I had just been purified according to the Law (24:18). I was ceremonially clean. Indeed, there was no crowd and no disturbance until the Asian Jews caused a riot just when I was demonstrating my love for my nation by bringing them alms and showing respect for their worship. And where are these accusers by the way (24:19),” he looks around and says. They were not there and that was a very serious breach of Roman law; and Jewish law, by the way.
 
So what is the Lord teaching us in all of this, because as Christians we agree with the Jews when they classify their history books as prophecy? In the stories of the Bible God is speaking to us. He intends us to learn from history. The crucial verse is what the Lord says to Paul in 23:11: “Take courage; for as you have solemnly witnessed to my cause at Jerusalem, so you must witness at Rome also.” And there are at least two things we should see from this text about this.
1.
God unfolds our lives according to his plan 
When the high priest ordered Paul to be hit in the mouth at the trial that Claudius Lysias had arranged in Jerusalem, Paul saw that there was no possibility of a fair trial so he appealed to the Pharasaic party among them by crying out that the whole thing was essentially was about the resurrection; and with that the whole show descended into a great uproar. I described it as all turning to custard. In a sense that is true; but in a very real sense that is not true. For there is no custard in God’s universe. Nothing turns pear-shaped with God. 
“Don’t be afraid, Paul; as you have witnessed to my cause in Jerusalem, so you must witness at Rome also.” That must have been such an encouragement to Paul. It also reflects the over-ruling providence of God in his life. For when we listen to God in that verse, God doesn’t sound as though he is fazed by all this. One doesn’t get the idea that God is being caught out and things have got out of hand. For they are not. Things are under perfect control. God is simply, as we read in the Scriptures, causing, in this case, “the wrath of man to praise him” and “working together all things for good to those who love him;”
 including the church at large and the cause of the gospel in the world. And that is not something that is true only of great people like apostles; nor is it something that is true only of history-turning events. It is true of every one of us in every event in our lives. “God works out all things according to the purpose of his will,” Ephesians chapter one. 
In Acts chapter one, Jesus had said to the disciples, “You shall be my witnesses both in Jerusalem and in all Judea and in Samaria and to the uttermost parts of the earth.” Luke’s purpose in writing this book is to give us a record of that plan unfolding. In chapter nine, verse fifteen, when Paul is converted, God says to Ananias, “Paul is a chosen instrument of mine to bear my name before the Gentiles and kings and the sons of Israel.” God’s plan for Paul’s life is a mirror image of the purpose of the book of Acts as a whole. But Paul has not yet borne witness to Jesus Christ before kings, nor before the Gentiles at the heart of the Gentile world. So now, Paul, “you must witness to my cause at Rome also.” God is just steadily guiding Paul’s life along its pre-determined path, for his glory and for Paul’s good and the good of the gospel. 
People of God, God does exactly the same for us too. 
#
People are very concerned at the growing tension between Iran and the US; and between Islam and the West; and we may well be concerned about that for it could all be very serious. But know this: in the midst of it all God is simply progressing his plan for the conquest of the world by the gospel. 
#
People are very concerned about the growing tension between Palestine and Israel and it is certainly not off the cards that war could break out there again. 
#
People are concerned about the state of the western economies.

#
So this week, when one of our young people from Buckland’s Beach along with six others of the Lord’s children were lost on Tongariro, that too somehow is part of God’s plan. It too, somehow, was part of God’s will.
I’m not saying I understand very much about that. I’m not saying that I would not have my questions and maybe some angry questions for a time if it were one of mine swept away like that and not to be found again with his life in him. But this is the teaching of the Scriptures and it runs through every story and every book. God is in control. God is ruling. He is unfolding our lives according to his plan and his plan is good. It is for his cause, which is the salvation of his people through the progress of the gospel. So, as God exhorted Paul to take courage, let us take courage also and let us keep on with that which God has called us to do.
2.
Those who are faithful in a few things will be given greater – and maybe greater sufferings also 
“As you have solemnly witnessed to my cause in Jerusalem, so you must witness at Rome also.”  It was because Paul was faithful in his witness at Jerusalem that God was now about to move him on to Rome, the heart of the Gentile world. Jesus has said that if we are faithful in a few things, we will be given greater things to rule over.
 Paul was given the great privilege of bearing witness to the Lord of the world before he whom the world thought was its lord, the emperor of Rome. 
But how had Paul witnessed to God’s cause in Jerusalem? – for Paul had not spent a lot of time as a Christian in Jerusalem. We have only three recorded speeches or sermons of Paul in Jerusalem. That in Hebrew on the steps of the fortress of Antonia beside the Temple in chapter 22; that very short speech before the Sanhedrin called by Claudius Lysias in chapter 23; and his defence before Felix and the Sanhedrin in Caesarea in chapter 24. The substance of what Paul says in these and therefore his witness to his own people is this – and there are four aspects to it;

First of all, it was about the Righteous One whom he had seen and heard. “Brother Saul, receive your sight,” said Ananias to him at his conversion. “And at that very time I looked up at him,” said Paul, “and he said, The God of our fathers has appointed you to know his will and to see the Righteous One and to hear an utterance from his mouth, for you will be a witness for him to all men of what you have seen and heard” (22:13b-15). Then in verse 21 he says, “I will send you away to the Gentiles.” 
#
Isaiah had prophesied that many would be made righteous with God by knowing 
“the Righteous One, the Servant of Jehovah.”
 
#
The name, Righteous One, became common in the years after Isaiah as a title for 
the promised Messiah.
 
#
In Luke 4:34, on one occasion in which Jesus was confronted by demons, they 

called him “the Holy One of God.” Peter confessed in John 6:69 that Jesus was “the Holy One of God.” 
#
As he was being martyred, Stephen charged the Jews with murdering ‘the Righteous One” (Acts 7:52). 
The first part of Paul’s testimony in Jerusalem was that he had seen and heard God’s Messiah. In other words, Paul is saying that the prophecies of all the hopes of Israel were fulfilled in “Jesus of Nazareth” (22:8), whom Jerusalem had crucified as an impostor and blasphemer. 
It was their pride and prejudice that led them to reject Jesus in the first place and now it was simply too hard to go back and admit their wrong. How stupid we can be congregation, can we not, in our pride, the first sin of the human race, still the worst sin, and that which takes so many to hell? 
The second part of Paul’s testimony is this: the Righteous One had brought salvation for all men (22:15,21). The Jews were the Chosen People. But even from when God had first made that promise to Abraham, it was that he might be the father of many nations, and that all the nations of the world would bless themselves in Abraham. And if that could legitimately be understood for a time to mean that people from other nations would be blessed in Abraham by becoming Jews, it could not be understood that way after Isaiah 56. They are to be blessed in Abraham as the “all nations” that God has made us. 
This can still be a problem for us today, although in a slightly different way. We can think that we have understood our Bibles so well, so clearly, that our minds can be closed. I’m not trying to hint that I have doubts about the Reformed understanding of the faith. I don’t. There are some things I don’t understand very well, I freely acknowledge that. But a made up mind is different from a closed mind, and we must always be willing to listen, to consider and hear a new possible interpretation. 
Thirdly, the crown of Paul’s testimony was the hope of the resurrection. There were two main parties within Judaism at the time: the Pharisees and the Sadducees. The Sadducees were the theological liberals. The first principle of theological liberalism is disbelief in the supernatural. That is so for the theological liberals of our own day, beginning in Germany in the 1700s. It was so for the Sadducees; and therefore they didn’t believe in the resurrection. The Pharisees were the Bible-believers. They might have been even more prejudiced against the Gentiles than the Sadducees, but they believed in God; they believed in miracles; they believed in spiritual things. 
The Sadducees had captured the high priesthood for many years through bribery and political manipulation. Paul simply had no affinity with the Sadducees and when the high priest ordered him hit in the mouth, and Paul saw that there wasn’t the least hope of a fair hearing and a just trial, he simply appealed to the basic Bible-believing hearts of the Pharisees to try and win some of them. 
This we also must always place at the forefront of our witnessing:

- we are pro-life, in every sense of the word; We believe in the resurrection. We have

hope, over against all this pessimism and apathy of which the world is presently full;

- we believe in the victory of a man over death on our behalf and therefore we believe in 
our ultimate victory over death; 
- which means that our gospel is also about the defeat of that which brought death into 

the world, sin and rebellion against the living God; 
- which means that salvation is found in repentance toward God and faith in Jesus 

Christ; 
- which means that salvation is not about anything we do for God. It is about what God 

does for us! For sure, we should respond to that with works of righteousness. But 

that is our thankfulness for salvation, nor the means by which we are saved.

This means, people of God, and we must remind ourselves of this constantly, that our salvation is not to be found within ourselves. God indeed lives in the world but he is not part of it. He essentially stands above the world and is outside it, which means that he is not to be found in us. Deity is not a potential within us all, as we were thinking about a couple of weeks ago. It is not a power or a spirit into which we must descend or reach up to. Salvation is not about eliminating psychological defects or increasing our knowledge of inner worlds or going deep within ourselves to find some sacred and underlying energy of the self – these are all phrases I quoted to you from material you can pick up around you a couple of weeks ago. 
Salvation is about what God has done for us in his Son, Jesus Christ, upon the cross for our sins, when he sent him into the world from out of the world, from heaven, so that we could be made right with God by the Righteous One; and thus we are brought back into a living fellowship with God and we receive his eternal life. And eternal life is not just long life. It is a life of a completely different quality; an enormously enhanced breadth of thought and idea and joy; and how different this is from the thinking of mankind today. But in his pride he is every bit the equal of the Pharisees and he will not humble himself to repent and to receive it. 
Congregation, do you know yourself to be right with God? Do you know that your sins are forgiven? For the resurrection will be a resurrection of the righteous and the wicked, a resurrection from which we must all appear before God in judgment. 
Amidst all the swirling currents of life in the world for good or ill, we live in the hope of the resurrection. All these worrying things do not rule us. Fear does not rule us. As with Paul, our lives are in the hands of God. He is leading us and what must rule us is love, joy and peace in the Holy Spirit, and the hope of the new heavens and the new earth – yes, the resurrection will work out in the whole creation. That is what awaits us. 
Praise the Lord!
John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 20th April, 2008

�   Which doesn’t seem to constitute a very good reason to make what can surely only be regarded as a pretty abusive retort.


�   Cf. 24:16; 2 Timothy 1:3.


�   Gregory; Ananias was the son of Nedebaeus, high priest from 47-49 and assassinated in 66 by nationalist extremists.


�   Darby.


�   Although only the 70 horsemen were to go all the way. The rest would only go to Antipatris, exactly half way.


�   Gregory quotes Tacitus: “… in the practice of all kinds of lust and cruelty he exercised the power of a king with the temper of a slave.”


�   So Gregory also. Stott says; “… in reality Felix had put down several insurrections with such barbarous brutality that he earned for himself the horror, not the thanks, of the Jewish population.” And; “Drusilla was the youngest daughter of Herod Agrippa I, whose opposition and death Luke has described earlier (12:1-23). She was therefore the sister of King Agrippa II & Bernice. She had a reputation for ravishing youthful beauty, on account of which Felix, with the aid of a Cypriot magician, had seduced her for himself. She was in fact his third wife.”


�   Much of this is obvious, but I follow Stott’s analysis, for it is so clear.


�   Stott quotes Sherwin-White stating that Roman law “was very strong against accusers who abandoned their charges.” In Jewish law, if one brought mischievous charges, the penalty due the crime accused would fall upon the false accuser. Also, with respect to chapters 24-26, Stott notes that in his own court (the Temple), Jesus was charged with a crime against the Temple & blasphemy (Mk 14:55-64; Luke 2:66-71), but before Rome of sedition & subverting the nation, opposing taxes, & claiming to be a king (Luke 23:1-3). So also Paul is charged with offences against the Law of the Jews, against the Temple, and against Caesar (25:7-8). But Paul contended that the gospel supports the rule of Caesar (25:8-12) & fulfils the hope of Israel (26:6ff). He was a loyal citizen of Rome & a loyal son of Israel.


�   Romans 8:28


�   Luke 19:17.


�   Isaiah 53:11.


�   It is mentioned in Enoch 38:2; 46:3; 53:6 in the Apocrypha, so Knowling.
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