The danger of listening to the gospel
Acts 24:22 – 25:22
Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, we come here every Sunday. We sing praises to the Lord; we pray; we listen to the gospel; we listen to what the gospel should mean in our daily lives; we confess our sins; we hear the Lord’s forgiveness proclaimed to us. But as the Heidelberg Catechism asks, as it works its way through every doctrine of the Apostle’s Creed, “What good does it do you?”  For that matter, does it do you any good? For there is a man in our story this morning, and a woman, who also heard the gospel preached to them on quite a number of occasions, over a period of two years, and it doesn’t seem to have done them any good at all. 
Let’s get our bearings in the story before we go on. You remember that Paul had been worshipping in the temple in Jerusalem. Some Asian Jews, whom no doubt he had met in Ephesus some time ago, saw him and, knowing that he had Gentile friends, jumped to the conclusion that he had taken a Gentile into the Temple, and that was sacrilege. They tried to kill Paul and he had to be rescued by the Roman commander, Claudius Lysias. When Claudius heard of a plot to kill Paul he sent him 90 kilometres away to safety in Caesarea, and to Felix, the Roman governor there, to be tried. 
The trial did not go well. The Jews produced no evidence or witnesses that Paul had caused a riot – and that would have been a civil crime, taken very seriously by the Romans if it were true. Nor did the Jews produce any evidence or witnesses that Paul had desecrated the Temple. No one had seen him in the temple with a Gentile. That was a religious matter. But Rome was religious and tolerant of other religions and would not have tolerated sacrilege either. So Paul concludes that, since there was no evidence against him, verse 20 of chapter 24, “Let these men themselves tell what misdeed they found when I stood before the Council,” because that is the only situation where they can bear witness themselves to anything that I have done. But, he goes on to say, “They will only find this one statement which I shouted out while standing among them, For the resurrection of the dead I am on trial before you today.” 
That was the heart of the matter. But Rome wasn’t interested in doctrinal arguments within Judaism. Since there was no evidence for the charges of civil disorder or of sacrilege, Felix put the Jews off.  He said he would wait until Claudius Lysias, the man on the ground in Jerusalem, could be present, hoping that he would bring some extra and impartial information that would help the investigation. 
But Felix was interested for another reason that probably he didn’t want the Jews to know about. Felix knew quite a bit about The Way, we are told, about Christianity. Furthermore his wife was a Jewess and maybe he thought she could shed some light on what was really going on. Felix also knew the ways of the chief priests. He knew the charges were frivolous and so he was considerate to Paul; he gave orders that his imprisonment, while he awaited a further trial, was not to be harsh. His friends were to have access to him. They were to be able to supply whatever needs he had. Even the unbelieving and grossly immoral Felix knew Paul was innocent. 
The last four verses of chapter 24 form a summary statement of Felix’ interaction with Paul over his remaining period in prison. He was in prison for two years. At the end of that time Felix was replaced by another governor, Festus. The first thing Festus did in taking up his new charge was to go to Jerusalem and there the chief priests and the other leading men of the Jews requested that Paul be brought for trial to Jerusalem. Maybe Festus had got wind of that further plot against Paul’s life that we read of in chapter 25, verse 3. At any rate he was not going to be pushed around. “You,” he says, “come to Caesarea and we’ll try him there.” 
Thus they did and they went through the whole rigmarole of unsubstantiated allegations again. Paul denies the charges. He is not guilty of anything against Roman law, against Jewish law, or the temple. Festus then suggests that Paul go to Jerusalem and stand trial there. Paul refuses and stands on his rights as a Roman citizen: he appeals to Caesar.
 Which put Festus in a bit of a pickle because Paul had no conviction to appeal against, so what was Festus going to write to the Emperor in his referral letter? Festus should simply have freed Paul. But for all his protestations about wanting to follow proper Roman legal procedure,
 underneath it all he wanted to do the Jews a favour, just like Pontius Pilate before him. 
A few days later Agrippa and his sister Bernice, from a little kingdom just north of the Sea of Galilee,
 came and paid a courtesy visit to Festus as he took up his new responsibility. They express an interest in Paul, for Agrippa is Herod the Great’s grandson. That is the Herod who killed all the little boys under two years old at the time of Jesus’ birth. So there is a long family history with the Jews. That is another story. But even after hearing Paul speak to Agrippa, and we’ll have a look at that in the near future, Lord willing – it’s in the next chapter and it’s much more a sermon than a defence by the way – Festus still doesn’t have anything to write to Caesar. 
Well that is the lay of the land. What is the Lord saying to us in this story? Without a doubt, we can see the Lord fulfilling his promise to Paul in chapter 23, verse 11, when he said to him, “Take courage Paul, for as you have solemnly witnessed for my cause in Jerusalem, so you must witness to me in Rome also.” The Lord is simply working through all these things to take Paul to Rome where he must bear testimony to Christ before the emperor of the world. But we’ve seen God do this sort of thing quite often. So what else might God be saying to us in this text that may be distinctive to this passage? Let’s look at those summary verses at the end of chapter 24. Felix is keeping Paul in prison. He does so for two years, and during that time he and his wife Drusilla quite often, we read, send for Paul to converse with him. Let’s have a look at those conversations. First of all let’s ask: 
1.
What did Paul speak to Felix about? 
Two things really. 
i)
First of all we read in verse 24 that Paul spoke to him “about faith in Jesus Christ.” There are lots of ways in which we can summarize the message of Christianity but faith in Jesus Christ would be about as good as any. There is a lot behind those words “faith in Jesus Christ.” When you have faith in somebody else you are expressing at least two ideas. 
You are first of all acknowledging that whatever you have faith in the other person for, it is something that for some reason you are not able to do yourself but you believe the other person can do for you. In other words, when we speak about Christianity as faith in Jesus Christ, we are acknowledging that Christianity is a religion that cuts at the heart of human self-sufficiency. A Christian is somebody who believes he has great needs which he himself cannot fulfil; there is something that needs to be done that he himself cannot do. Christianity is not a self-help religion. Christianity is a religion in which we give up on ourselves and cast ourselves upon the mercy of God to do with us as he will. As the apostle Paul says to Titus, Christianity is not based on things that we do to put ourselves in the right with God but rather, “when the kindness of God our Saviour and his love for mankind appeared, he saved us, not by works of righteousness which we have done, but by his mercy.” 
And that is the most wonderful message that has ever been given to mankind. On the one hand, it puts the sword to the throat of our pride. And that comes hard; that is humbling and we don’t like that. Yet pride is the cause of all our problems and we know it, all of us, on a day to day basis. How often do we look at other people and say, “If only that person would swallow their pride, this whole problem could be sorted out in an hour,” or some such thing? On the other hand, this message gives us hope because while we will not stop trying, we know we have problems that we cannot deal with ourselves. We know we need help; we know we make a mess of life often. We know we are sinners; we know we are utterly unworthy of the goodness of God; we know we deserve the judgment of God. And by faith in Jesus Christ we have the answer to it all. 
The other important idea behind the words “faith in Jesus Christ” is this. We are acknowledging that what we cannot do ourselves, Jesus Christ can do. 
Of this the Scriptures are full in many ways. For example, you have all the stories of what God did for Israel in that journey from Egypt to Canaan and then on any number of occasions in the land of Canaan afterwards. You could look at the life of the Lord Jesus Christ and all the miracles he did; or how, when at times he was confronted by his enemies, he simply walked straight through the midst of them and for some unexplained and unexplainable reason, except that we know that it was because of the power of God within him that they could not lay a hand upon him. You could think about the difference in the disciples after the resurrection and Pentecost. After the crucifixion there they were in the upper room, cowering behind locked doors in fear. Fifty days later, after the resurrection, after the ascension into heaven of our Lord Jesus, after Pentecost and the gift of the Holy Spirit upon the church, there are Peter and John in the temple, and in the Sanhedrin of all places, preaching the gospel without fear. They are hauled before the Sanhedrin to explain and they simply tell the men who had just had their master murdered that if they forbade them to preach the gospel of their master, they could not comply, for they had a higher master than them and him they must obey, do the Sanhedrin what it will to them. 
What a blessed and freeing religion Christianity is, for we see the same thing in our text this morning. There is Paul preaching to a man who, humanly speaking, has the power of life and death over him, and in the course of his preaching, we read, that “Felix became frightened when he spoke about the judgment to come” (v.25), and he sent Paul back off to prison. But now you tell me: who really was the prisoner? Who really was the free man?  Felix or Paul? To be able to throw off all one’s fears, all one’s concerns for time and eternity, and instead cast oneself into the hands of an all-powerful, ever loving God is the most wonderful thing in the world. Why ever will people not put their faith in Jesus Christ? 
So, Paul discussed with Felix faith in Jesus Christ.  
ii)
The other thing that Paul discussed with Felix was “righteousness, self-control and the judgment to come” (v.25).
 Christianity is a wonderfully freeing religion but it is salvation from sin. It is to be freed from sin and therefore it involves the abandonment of sin. And that means the particular sins that we are each plagued with. Paul himself was only converted when the tenth commandment drove its point into his heart. He had always considered himself a good Pharisee. He had never been guilty of adultery or theft or lying or anything like that but one day it hit him that sin is in the heart. Sin is in the seat of our desires. Sin is in the imagination. And it was that day that Paul realized that he too, for all his outward righteousness, was dead in sin and he needed the forgiveness of Jesus Christ. 
Governor Felix was not a nice chap. He was completely without self-control with regard to sexual desires. He was characterized “by unbridled lust,” one writer puts it.
 Drusilla was his third wife, a very beautiful young woman whom he had enticed from her first husband with, so we are told, the help of a Jewish magician from Cyprus.
 
Furthermore, he was a cruel man. He had not so long ago had the high priest, Jonathan, killed because Jonathan had dared to rebuke him for his loose living and violent ways.
 Toward the end of these two years, even while Paul was preaching to him about righteousness, he put down a riot with unnecessary bloodshed and Caesar, Nero actually, of all people, recalled him to Rome to answer for it.

Finally, Paul preached to Felix about the judgment to come. “Felix, even though you may appear to be getting away with it for now, you will one day have to answer to God for this violence and lust, this theft of another man’s wife.” And Drusilla, as a Jewess, could have been brought up to some extent with a fear of the judgment of God. 
Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, friends and visitors here with us today, it is no good just talking about sin in a general sense. It is no good just repenting in a vague, general way. Furthermore, to repent means also to leave and turn away from our sin. It means to set life in exactly the opposite direction. Do we do that? Or do we just go through the motions here every Sunday morning? I want to say more about that in a minute, but real repentance means to deal with our sinful nature on the one hand, and the particular sins of our own lives, on the other. We must abandon them, whatever they are, and there are plenty of lists in the Scriptures that spell them out. We have read one of them this morning, the most common, the most general, the most comprehensive, the Ten Commandments. But you can look at other passages in the New Testament which spell out the Ten Commandments somewhat. For example, in Galatians 5:19, Paul speaks of “the lusts of the flesh” which include; 
  immorality, impurity, sensuality, idolatry – or covetousness which is idolatry –  sorcery, enmities, strife, jealousy, outbursts of anger, dissensions, factions, envyings, drunkenness, carousings, … those who practice such things, says Paul, shall not inherit the kingdom of God.
There are quite a number of lists like this in the Scriptures and they don’t make pretty reading. But then our lives sometimes don’t make pretty reading either. Or at least our hearts don’t make a pretty look, when we look at them closely. 
That is what Paul preached to Felix about over these two years. Secondly,

2.
How did Felix listen? 
Felix listened with a great deal of interest. That’s obvious because he “used to send for Paul quite often and converse with him,” we read in verse 26. Why was Felix so interested? Well, Felix had been the governor for about five or six years by now
 and according to verse 22 he had “a more exact knowledge of the Way.” He knew something about not just Judaism but Christianity. Drusilla, his wife, as I mentioned, was a Jewess and so there may simply have been some sort of interest in the religion of Judaism. 
But it seems obvious also that Felix listened with some sort of conviction because on one occasion we read that he became frightened when Paul spoke about “righteousness, self-control and the judgment to come” and he told Paul to go away and that he would call him again on a more suitable occasion (v.25). 
He also had another motive. He hoped that a bribe might make it worth his while deciding the case in Paul’s favour. Perhaps he thought that Paul’s friends would have coughed up with the money. I don’t think Paul would have had that on. Some people think that perhaps Paul’s parents had died and he had come into the family inheritance and even though he would have been disowned by his family when he converted to Christ, he could not be legally disinherited, at least under Rome. Maybe it is significant that back in chapter 23, for the first time in Paul’s life, we read of a relative, a nephew who warned of the Jewish plot against his life. So maybe there had been some sort of family reconciliation. At any rate, Felix must have perceived that in some way Paul had access to a considerable sum of money because, as today, so then, only a wealthy man could afford an appeal to Caesar and only a wealthy man would be an attractive target for a bribe worth worrying about by a wealthy Roman official. But he got no joy out of Paul. 
Felix listened with interest, even if his motives were mixed. He heard the gospel often. He would have understood it. If he had become a believer, Luke would have told us. I think you can be sure about that. The truth is, Festus came to take over from Felix because Felix was called back to Rome because of complaints from the Jews about his violence and cruelty, committed even during this time that he was listening to Paul preach the gospel and in which he became afraid of the judgment to come. So he left Paul in prison, hoping that by doing so the Jews might tone down their complaints to Caesar somewhat. 
But in the end, what was the good of all Felix’s listening? That’s a very good question. But it’s a very good question for us to ask ourselves too. We are told in Romans chapter two that those who have the Word of God have a greater responsibility than those who never hear it. They will be judged with a greater judgment if they do not receive it than those who have never heard. 
Congregation, that is our position. We are in the position of the Jews. We are in the position of Felix and Drusilla. We are in the position of great responsibility because we are in the position of great privilege, hearing the Word of God often. How do we hear the Word of God? I don’t suppose any of you have come here this morning looking for a bribe from me to continue listening. The opposite is true; you actually pay me! But there are different ways in which we can listen with wrong motives. But quite apart from wrong motives, what is the nature of your interest in coming to church and hearing the Word of God and being active in church life and contributing the use of your gifts and money to the cause of the gospel? 
;
Why have you really come here this morning? What good does it do you to listen to all of this? For Felix is eternally lost because he found God interesting. Yes, he was even to a certain extent afraid of the judgment of God. But God is not interesting, let alone to be trifled with. He is the living God. He is the Maker of the heavens and the earth. He is the Lord of history. He is the one before whom we will all one day give an account of our lives. He is the God of “righteousness and self-control” and he will one day “send his Son from heaven to judge the world in righteousness,”
 Paul told Felix. 
So I want to ask this morning: people of God, have you done real, true, honest business with God? Do you really look to Jesus Christ alone to save you? Do you, in doing so, acknowledge that you can do nothing to help yourself or make yourself right with God? Have you in truth turned from your sins? It is no good merely being afraid of the judgment. Christ died to save us from the judgment, yes, but even more to free us from our sins in this life, now! Have you dealt with your sins? Have you cast them off? Have you put to death the particular sin that plagues you, and it will be a different one for each one of us? For Paul it was covetousness. For all of us it will begin in the heart. But for some it may be sexual lust; for others it may be greed; for others it may be pleasure; for others it may be an unbridled temper. Whatever they are, we must put them all down. We must cast them off. That is the evidence of true repentance. 
I’m not saying that we overcome sin completely in this life. But is there a struggle? Is there a battle? If there is no battle in your heart between the old nature and the new nature over sin, then you are still dead in sin. If there is a battle going on, hallelujah, because that is an indication that there is spiritual life in the heart. And it is that new spiritual life that produces the struggle. 
And do not put it off to another day either. Do not take a long time over it. Felix listened for two years and said, “Paul, I’ll hear you at another time when it’s convenient.” And he was lost. Most of us have been listening a lot longer than that. Ecclesiastes says, “Remember your Creator in the days of your youth … before the evil days come,” before we get older and we become set in our ways, and we become hardened in our ways, and we become cynical. Young people, don’t put it off. 
That is the true and right way to hear the gospel of salvation in Jesus Christ that, instead of standing in fear and trembling before the judgment of God, you may rather share in the resurrection to new life in Jesus Christ and in the new heavens and the new earth. 
Amen.
John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 27th April, 2008

�   25:11. Even though Nero was emperor (54-68AD); at this stage, about 57-58, Nero was still young & under the influence of Seneca (Gregory).


�   Cf. 25:16. de Graaf & Stott note that Paul’s defence before each man is shaped to speak to each man’s characteristic nature or life. Hence, to the cruel & lustful Felix he speaks about “righteousness, self-control & the judgment to come” (24:25); to Festus Paul appeals to his legal rights (25:8,10-11); & to Agrippa, because he is “expert in all customs & questions among the Jews” (26:3), he appeals to the Word of God (26:22,27).


�   Chalcis, but he was also responsible for the administration of the Temple and its treasury. He also appointed the high priest. Calvin, Gregory.


�   Some think Paul is here speaking about justification, sanctification, & glorification, but I take the interpretation followed above because Paul always shaped his message to his audience & these things definitely spoke to what we know about Felix. It was also by the force of a particular commandment that Paul was convicted (Romans 7:7), so it seems likely he would be aware of the power of speaking to a man’s particular sins.


�   Stott.


�   Drusilla was the youngest daughter of Agrippa I, who had killed James & tried to kill Peter & whose death is recorded in Acts 12, & hence sister of Agrippa II & Bernice. Her first husband was Azizus, king of the Emesenes (Emesa). Calvin, on 24:24, Blaiklock, the latter also saying that Agrippa II shows up as the best of a bad family.


�   Calvin on 24:2.


�   Calvin. Gregory says this was in 60AD.


�   Since 52AD, so Gregory.


�   Cf. Acts 17:31
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