The gospel: the way from darkness to light
Acts 25:23 – 26:32
Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, on the road to Damascus twenty odd years ago, the Lord himself had appeared to Paul and sent him to the Gentiles “to open their eyes,” verse18, “so that they may turn from darkness to light and from the dominion of satan to God that they may receive the forgiveness of sins and an inheritance among those who have been sanctified by faith in me.” And, as the next verse states, Paul had obeyed that vision. But when Paul was converted he was not only sent to the Gentiles; he was to bear Christ’s name before kings. 
Well today, twenty years later, Paul finally gets to bear Christ’s name before a king. He is not ever such a great king. He only had his kingdom on lease from the emperor of Rome. But he was a king and he could turn on royal pomp and circumstance as well as anybody else. So “Agrippa and Bernice would have had on their purple robes of royalty and their golden circlets on their brows, and to do honour to the occasion, no doubt Festus would have donned the scarlet robe which the governor wore on state occasions.”
 Then there were all the lesser officials, “the commanders and prominent men of the city,” verse 23. 
It was quite a show. And before them was brought the defendant. On a good day, according to tradition, “he was only a little fellow and unprepossessing in appearance, balding, with beetle brows, hooked nose and bandy legs,” we are told.
 Yet somehow, this little chap was “full of grace” (Stott). Today was not a good day. He was a prisoner, “wearing neither crown nor gown but only handcuffs and perhaps a plain prisoner’s tunic.” Nevertheless, it was Paul who “dominated the court with his quiet, Christ-like dignity and confidence.”
 
Festus was the local governor. He therefore presided over the proceedings. He presented Paul. He introduced the case. He informed the court that the Jews thought Paul should no longer clutter the earth with his existence. On the other hand, Festus himself had no particular charges with which to send him to the emperor to whom Paul had appealed. At that point King Agrippa took the initiative and gave Paul the floor. The rest of chapter twenty-six is pretty much taken up with Paul’s speech, brought to a conclusion with a short exchange between him and his judges. 
Paul did two things in this speech. He gave a defence; but he also preached a sermon; or perhaps we should say, he gave a defence that doubled as a sermon. To outline his defence is fairly straightforward. 
First of all, in verses four through eight, Paul speaks about his pharisaical upbringing and education, and the point that he seems to want to get across is: I’m as good a Jew as all of these bringing their accusations against me. 
From verses nine to eleven, he speaks of his fanatical persecution of the Church in which, as a matter of fact, no other Jew exceeded him. He excelled all others, in the process even trying to force Christians to blaspheme Jesus Christ.
 
In verses twelve through eighteen, he speaks about his fantastical conversion (meaning by that that he experienced a fantasm or a miraculous appearance of the Lord Jesus Christ). And he unashamedly relates this to the judges and his appointment and commissioning by Jesus Christ to be an apostle to the Gentiles. 
Finally, in verses nineteen to twenty-three, he speaks of his faithful obedience to that commission and command of his Lord. 
But woven all through this defence, just by the way Paul uses his arguments and frames his sentences, is a sermon. Even while defending himself against false charges Paul proclaims the Word of God directly to the hearts of his hearers. He is concerned to defend himself because he understood that to defend himself was to defend the gospel, to defend the honour of Christ, and perhaps also to defend the church and thus maybe save her from persecution. But he was concerned to do more than that. Paul never missed an opportunity to proclaim the gospel that his hearers might be saved, even if it were in the trial of a courthouse, that they might “be delivered from darkness to light,” verse 18. 
That really is the theme of Paul’s sermon that runs right through his defence. That therefore is what the Lord is saying to us today, and I’d like us to have a look at it under three headings. 
1.
Paul proclaims the hope of the resurrection 
Once again Paul goes straight to the heart of the matter. He considers himself fortunate to defend himself before King Agrippa because Agrippa was “an expert in all the customs and questions current among the Jews” at the time (v.3). The real reason, Paul says, that I am standing trial here before you today, is for the hope of the resurrection, “to open people’s eyes so that they may turn from darkness to light and from the dominion of satan to God,” verse 18, “that they may receive the forgiveness of sins and an inheritance among those who have been saved by faith in me.” 
The Jews believed in Yahweh, the God who simply is and who created everything else that is. Paul said, “I’m standing trial for the hope of the promise made by God to our Fathers; the promise to which our twelve tribes hope to attain as they earnestly serve God day and night. And for this hope, oh king, I am being accused by the Jews. Why is it considered incredible among you if God raises the dead” (vv.6-8)? 
God had especially made himself the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. Throughout history he had worked and intervened in the affairs of all the nations of the world round about on behalf of Israel, his own special people. The Pharisees believed all of this. The Sadducees did not. The Sadducees were the theological liberals of the day. They did not believe in miracles. They were what we call naturalists. That is, they did not believe in a God outside this world who was perfectly free to break into the world in any way he chose at any time. During his ministry, Jesus reminded the Sadducees that he and the Pharisees spoke of the God of Israel as the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob and that implied a question: is God the God of the dead? For of course, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, so far as this life was concerned, were dead and buried fifteen hundred years ago. No, said Jesus, “God is the God of the living.” Therefore we must believe that Abraham, Isaac and Jacob somewhere, in some way, are alive to this day. 
Paul in his defence was appealing to the most basic beliefs and religious ideas of the Jews, and his appeal is still very relevant to us today. 
#
Christianity is a supernatural religion. We do not believe only in those things that we can see, hear or touch. We believe in a spiritual world. We believe in spiritual beings, good and evil. And as a part of this we believe also that God, who stands outside and above the world, made the world, and he can and does break into the world and its history as and when he pleases, for his own purposes. And surely congregation, mankind needs that. Why, he betrays that need in all this nonsense about looking for life on other planets. Talk about grasping at straws, but whenever anyone thinks they find some evidence of some element in another system, or on Mars, for example, that is also found within our own system or on our own planet, what do you hear straight away? “We may not be alone.” You see, we hate being alone. Only, we will not have the God of the Bible. 
#
Another very basic tenet of Jewish-Christian thinking is that God is the creator and that he created life! This is such a basic fact that I think sometimes we forget the significance of it. But over against all the negativity that is around us, Christianity is and must be thoroughly positive. It is pro-life in every sense of the word; not just anti-abortion but it is for life, it is for children, it is for productivity in every way. It is for the advancement and the enhancement of life in this world. So all of us as Christians are to take the gifts, the talents that God has given us, and develop them as much as we can and make them as productive as we can. We are not to be like these misguided greenies. Even though we do not see material advancement as in itself bringing joy or happiness, we are not against progress. Furthermore, we are not revolutionaries for we are not wreckers. We must be builders, even though sometimes to build one must remove ruins first. 
Christianity is and must be very realistic about sin but at its heart Christianity is positive. Christianity is optimistic for we believe in the resurrection which means that we believe that sin, which brought all the ruin and death that there is in the world, has been overcome. It has been defeated. So while ruin and sickness and old-age and death are still with us, and we have to go through the gates of death, nevertheless, resurrection and life is the ultimate outcome. So while it is true that a Christian grieves to a depth that the world does not understand, nevertheless, the ruling mindset and emotion of the Christian is joy and victory. Paul declared the hope of the resurrection.
2.
Paul declared that the hope of the resurrection is the hope of the promise of God to the fathers 
Paul tells Agrippa of his up-bringing and his education as a Pharisee, all of which he says is very well known. But the interesting thing is: Paul still considered himself a good Pharisee, a good Jew. Paul never saw himself as having made a principial break from Judaism, or, to speak of that more carefully, from true Old Testament religion. 
Back in chapter twenty-three verse one, he says, “I have lived my life with a perfectly good conscience before God to this day.” In chapter twenty-four, verse fourteen he says, True, it is “according to The Way which they call a sect that I serve the God of our fathers,” but “I do serve the God of our fathers, believing everything that is in accordance with the Law and that is written in the Prophets.” Paul did not consider himself to be blazing any new and original trails. He believed that the way of Christ was simply the fulfilment, the proper continuation of all that the Law and the Prophets pointed to, the true faith of the Old Testament.  
So he says in chapter twenty-six, verse six, “Now I am standing trial for the hope of the promise made by God to our fathers; the promise to which our twelve tribes hope to attain as they earnestly serve God day and night. For this hope, oh king, I am being accused by the Jews.” And then in verse twenty-two and twenty-three he says, “So, having obtained help from God, I stand to this day testifying both to small and great, stating nothing but what the Prophets and Moses said was going to take place; and that the Christ was to suffer, and that by reason of his resurrection from the dead, he would be the first to proclaim light both to the Jewish people and the Gentiles.” 
Paul did not consider Christianity a side-show. He did not consider it a by-product or a second string or a second stream of God’s dealings with mankind. It was not something alongside of the Jewish people. For the apostle Paul Christianity is the main course. It is the aim of the whole plot and storyline of the Old Testament. The “death and resurrection of Jesus Christ issuing in the proclamation of light both to the Jewish people and Gentiles is what the Prophets and Moses said was going to take place.” 
But the Jews had come at this time to see Israel, political and national Israel, as the whole deal, and that is why they were opposed to Paul and that is why they oppose Christianity to this day. They believe that they are the main point of the story of the Old Testament. Paul says they are only the introduction. They are only the prelude. 
We find a very clear example of this in Acts chapter fifteen, when James showed that the prophecy in Amos nine about “rebuilding the tabernacle of David and the walls of the city of David” was fulfilled in the rebuilding of the church under Jesus Christ, including the Gentiles in its structure as Gentiles. Nation and race has no place in the renewed kingdom of the Lord Jesus Christ. He is building the new united humanity. 
And there are Christians today who still make the same mistake. But I have to tell you that the return of the Jews to Israel since 1945 and the establishment of a Jewish state there in 1948, the 60th anniversary of which was celebrated this week, is not a fulfilment of prophecy, even though God may have brought it about to make obvious to all the world the fulfilment of prophecy when prophecy is fulfilled. If we understand Romans eleven rightly, to predict the future conversion of a large body of the Jewish people to Jesus Christ by the new birth and Christian conversion, then what better place for that to take place and to be seen to be taking place than by a great number of them living together in one place? And no doubt the Jews have a right to some patch of this planet on which to establish a nation, especially after the racism and the genocide of World War Two. And what more logical place to go to than Palestine, their ancient land, where there already was a considerable number of them? Albeit, obviously, taking into account the rights of the Palestinians who had also, by then, lived there for many centuries. But that is no longer a theological or a divine right lodged in the promise to Abraham. If they do have a right to that piece of real estate, and I think they do, it is a historical right. 
I make this point, congregation, because Paul makes it in our text, but also because as Christians we need to spend our time and money and energy rightly in the proclamation of the gospel to Jew and Gentile wherever they are, not in supporting some sort of Jewish nationalistic ‘Christian Zionism’. So Paul proclaims the hope of the resurrection. He proclaims that the hope of the resurrection is the promise of God to the fathers and it has now been expanded to all mankind to rebuild a united race of mankind. But that begs a question: 
3.
How do we share in the hope of that resurrection? 
In verse twenty-three Paul says that “the prophets had declared that the Christ was to suffer and rise from the dead.” He says also that Christ’s resurrection from the dead “would be a proclamation of light both to Jews and Gentiles.” That is very significant for it implies that the Jews were as much in spiritual darkness as the Gentiles; both needed to be enlightened. The Jews needed salvation as much as the Gentiles and Christ died and rose for both. That is what the prophets and Moses declared, says Paul in verse 22. 
The word enlightenment in the Scriptures has two ideas in view. It has the idea of being delivered from ignorance into intellectual and spiritual enlightenment. It also has the idea of being delivered from moral darkness into righteousness. 
So in verse eighteen, Paul says that God sent him to preach to Jews and Gentiles, “to open their eyes so that they may turn from darkness to light; from the dominion of satan to God that they may receive forgiveness of sins and an inheritance among those who have been sanctified by faith in me.” In our natural state all men and women are under the dominion of satan for we are born in sin and as sinners. We are born then under the sentence of death, for death is the wages of sin.
 Christ came into the world to deliver us from that by his death and resurrection. What must we do to receive it? 
Simply this, says Paul, to repent; to acknowledge the great love of God in sending his own and only begotten and beloved and absolutely righteous Son into the world, as one of us to die for us; to take upon himself our guilt and bear its punishment in our place; simply to acknowledge that great goodness and mercy of God in the face of our so richly deserving his wrath and judgment; to declare our great sorrow over our sinful nature, and our sinful actions, which could be redeemed only at such a great cost; and to fall down before the living God and to implore him for his mercy and forgiveness. 
And that is all there is to it. The problems of this world and the problems of our own lives are all essentially moral problems. Every other problem that anybody has is the result and a consequence of sin, either directly or indirectly; either of our own sins, the sins of others, or the sins of us all collectively throughout history. Of our own sins and sinfulness we must repent. We must be sorrowful before an absolutely righteous God and we must ask his forgiveness. Of the sins of others of which we are not responsible, nevertheless – and here is, in a certain sense, truly good news – nevertheless, we can be delivered from the dominion of them too. It will not be until Jesus comes again that we are delivered from the effects of them altogether, but even now, even while we all, and some of us quite terribly and sadly, suffer from the general effects of sin that is now just part of the structure of the created universe, yet even now we do not have to be dominated by them and ruled by them and crushed by them. With forgiveness and the new birth which Jesus gives us by his resurrection we may, as many of the Lord’s people have proved down through the centuries and many still do today, under terrible suffering and persecution, live bravely in the face of those consequences, and even rule over them by our faith, and live above them with the joy of the Lord in our hearts; and ultimately we will all be fully delivered from all sin and every effect of sin. Isn’t that a wonderful gospel? That’s what the resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ is about. Life, in all its fullness.

But there is one other question we have to think about. How do we know our repentance is genuine? In verse eighteen Paul says that this deliverance from “the dominion of satan” goes along with and is part of receiving “an inheritance among those who have been sanctified by faith in me,” Jesus. It results in a new life, a life of what we call sanctification, a life of striving after godliness, or, as verse twenty puts it; true repentance involves “turning to God, performing deeds appropriate to repentance.”
 
It stands to reason, doesn’t it?  We can’t claim to be sorry for sin if we keep on living in sin. The proof of the pudding is always in the eating. If we have turned from darkness to light, from the dominion of satan to God, we can no longer live according to the deeds of darkness and of satan. We must live according to the deeds of light, according to the Word and the Law of the Lord and by the power of the Holy Spirit, imperfectly for sure, but nevertheless we are to do that and to grow in that. 
“Ah, you’re out of your mind Paul,” says Festus, the realist, the man of the world. “You’re a learned fellow but you’ve spent too much time in your books and it’s driven you nuts. “No, most noble Festus,” says Paul. “Exactly the opposite. I speak words of sober truth and the king, Agrippa, knows about these matters. The death and the resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth, was not done in a corner; it was a public event. It was known to all.”  “King Agrippa,” he cries out, “expert in every custom and question among the Jews,” verse three, “Do you believe the Prophets? I know you do.” And therefore Paul meant: you know also that these things were predicted in the prophets and are a fulfilment of them. 
“Now, now, Paul, slow down. Do you really think you will make me a Christian with one sermon?” says Agrippa. I wonder what Agrippa actually meant by that statement? It’s hard to know. Was it a question? A rueful observation? It’s been interpreted in different ways. But think about what’s going here. It is an astonishing thing for a prisoner in the dock to challenge the judge who happens also to be a king. It seems as though Agrippa was too embarrassed to answer Paul directly and yet too proud to let Paul set the agenda for an exchange between them. So he answers with an ambiguous counter question.
 
But Paul replies, “In short time or long I would to God that not only you sir, but everybody here who hears me this day, would become as I am, minus these chains of course.” 
People of God, I cannot make brave statements like Paul, for I am not in his position. I can only pray that if I were I would. But in the meantime the best I can say is this: the world is a sad place, floundering around in darkness, intellectual, spiritual and moral; suffering the terrible consequences of its moral darkness every day in so many ways. I would the whole world believed in Jesus Christ as he has brought me to believe in him. There is still darkness in me. There is still sin in me. But I can say that in my heart I love light; I love righteousness; I strive to live according to deeds fit for repentance, the righteousness of God, because of his great salvation, and it is a good way to live. He gave us his Law “that it may go well with you,” he said. And I believe that I have a very bright future and I wish I could know that every one of you had the same prospect and surety. 
Would you not like that? There is a new world coming, a world in which only peace and righteousness will rule, something which all profess to want. Darkness will be completely expelled. “There will be no night there,” John tells us in the book of Revelation. 
Would you not like to live in that light – intellectual, spiritual, moral? And to enjoy the light of joy and peace that comes with that and that only comes with that? God offers it to you if only you would give up on your silly self, whom you have proved numerous times to be a very poor advisor, and turn to him in true repentance and faith; and with new power, that of the Holy Spirit, to strive to live in the ways in the new world of victory, of joy and peace that God is soon to bring from heaven to earth. 
Amen.
John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 11th May, 2008.

�   Barclay, quoted in Stott.


�   From The Acts of Paul & Thecla in The Apocryphal NT, quoted in Stott.


�   Stott.


�  “To blaspheme no doubt means to pronounce a formal curse on Christ. This was the dastardly ritual of the persecutor. Pliny (Ep.x.96) remarks, in describing his repression of the church in Bythinia some sixty years later, that no true Christian could be compelled to maledicere Christo.” Blaiklock.


�   Romans 6:23.


�   Cf. Matthew 3:8 & Luke 3:8.


�   This is Stott’s suggestion, and, to me, as good as any.
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