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“Sermon Evaluation – Part 7”      Text – Acts 25:13-26:32       OT Reading – Daniel 12

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
Hugh Latimer was Bishop of Worcester in England from 1535 until 1539.  And on one occasion, he had the opportunity to preach to a congregation that included the King, Henry VIII.  
Now, if you know anything about Henry VIII, you will know that he married a number of times, not always waiting for the last marriage to be officially ‘over!  
Well, somewhat like John the Baptist who preached against the immoral behaviour of King Herod, Hugh Latimer preached against the immorality of King Henry and those in his court.  
And not surprisingly, Henry was extremely annoyed by the boldness of the sermon and ordered Latimer to preach again on the following Sunday and to apologize for the offence he had given. 
So the next Sunday, after reading his text, Latimer began his sermon with these words: "Hugh Latimer, do you know before whom you are this day to speak?  To the high and mighty monarch, the king's most excellent majesty, who can take away your life, if you offend. Therefore, take heed that you speak not a word that may displease.  But then consider well, Hugh, do you not know from where you have come--upon Whose message you are sent?  Even by the great and mighty God, Who is all-present and Who sees all your ways and Who is able to cast your soul into hell!  Therefore, take care that you deliver your message faithfully." 
And he then preached the exact same sermon he had preached the Sunday before--and with considerably more passion!
Now, Hugh Latimer was not perfect.  He wasn’t always faithful to his beliefs.  But on this occasion he was.  On this occasion, he took his stand on the Bible and he preached a message that the king needed to hear.
And that is, perhaps, a good way to summarise what we read about here in Acts 25-26 also.  For in these two chapters, the Apostle Paul Preaches a Message that Needs to be Heard, which, in this case, is preached to a royal audience.  
And the message he preached is the unashamed gospel of Jesus Christ that calls on men and women to repent and believe in the resurrected Christ.  
So today, we simply want to see that this is so here in Acts and to consider the implications of all this for ourselves.  
And we will do so by briefly making a few comments about the different people involved in this episode, and then look at Paul’s sermon and the responses to it.
So first of all, let’s briefly note a few things about the different people involved in this episode.
Most of them we have met before, but two new characters are introduced, King Agrippa and Bernice.  
· Agrippa was from the family line of the Herods, so Jewish blood flowed in his veins.  And like Felix of chapters 23-24, he was a favourite of the Emperor Caligula.  And so, he had been given the kingship of the territory to the North and North East of Judea.  
· But because of his Jewish connections, he was also made the custodian of the temple in Jerusalem.  It was he who appointed the High Priest and he who had responsibility for the daily running of the temple and he who gave the High priest the special clothes that were worn on Atonement Day.  
· You can see then why Paul speaks to Agrippa as one familiar with the OT.  He is a Jewish King.
· And Bernice is not Agrippa’s wife but his sister.  And sadly, if she were alive today, she would have her own TV reality show.  She would be a Hollywood celebrity famous for her sordid love-life.  
· Married at just 11 years old, she remarried at age 13, to her uncle.  
· Soon after that, however, she moved in with her brother, Agrippa, and lived with him in what many historians believe was an incestuous relationship.  
· And this caused such a scandal that she married another man simply in an attempt to disprove this accusation.  That marriage, however, lasted only three years before she returned to Agrippa’s house.  
· Later, she became the mistress of Emperor Titus, and possibly his father also.  But such was the outcry against the Emperor having a Jewish consort, he ended his relationship with her and she left Rome, broken-hearted.   
· Now Festus we met in the first part of chapter 25.  He appears to have been quite a capable governor.  And we see in this episode, if nothing else, that he was quite the politician.  
· For as v13 opens, Festus has a bit of a problem.  Paul has appealed to Caesar and Festus knows that there isn’t really a legal case here.  And Festus says as much to Agrippa in v25.  Festus knows that this is just a religious squabble that breaks no Roman laws.  
· But it is up to Festus to write the legal report that will accompany Paul to Rome.  And the Emperor will be none too pleased if a case comes before him that should have been settled or dismissed back where it belongs.  
· But Luke was very clear in vv1-12 of ch. 25.  Festus was trying to do the Jews a favour, hoping that maybe he could sacrifice Paul to gain their support.  But Paul has kind of thrown a spanner in the works by appealing to Rome.  
· And you will notice that Festus mentions nothing about his trying to do the Jews a favour when he explains what has happened to Agrippa.  He puts as much spin on it as he can to make himself look squeaky clean.  His version is kind of, I have dome all I could, but the case turned out to be completely different than what I imagined.  But now my hands are tied.  Paul has appealed to Rome.  
· And so, very cleverly, he asks Agrippa, a Jew, to consider the case, because then it is not just Festus’s name on the report.  And also, Agrippa might well provide an angle that can help him with the report that needs to be written.
· And then of course, there is Paul.  Now, it might surprise you to learn that we actually have a physical description of Paul from an ancient document.  
· In his letters to Timothy, Paul twice mentions a man named Onesiphorous, whom he held in very high regard.  Well, there is an ancient document called the Acts of Paul and Thecla, which was probably written in the second century A.D.   And in that document, the first meeting of Onesiphorous and Paul is described.  Onesiphorous had been sent to pick up Paul who was arriving in town, and he had been given a description of Paul so he knew who to look for.  And so, we are told, “he saw Paul coming, a man small in size, bald-headed, bandy-legged, well-built, with eyebrows meeting, rather long-nosed, full of grace.  For sometimes he seemed like a man, and sometimes he had the countenance of an angel.”
· Now, it is not possible to know if the document and/or the description of Paul are accurate.  But it could be.  And I mention it to remind us that Paul was an ordinary human being, like you and me.  
And it is helpful for us to think about that as we come to v23.  For there Luke paints a picture of the scene that will occupy all of ch. 26.  For what has been a series of legal trials, now becomes royal theatre.  
The Greek words that translate as “great pomp” are pollais fantasia – or much fantasy.  The royal court has dressed up to the hilt; there are purple robes and lipstick and bling all over the place.  Everyone who is anyone has come along – Agrippa, Bernice, Festus, “the high-ranking officers and the leading men of the city.”  They are all kitted out in their royal best to watch the show.  
And then, as Luke says at the end of the verse, “at the command of Festus, Paul was brought in.”   
And so, on one side you have the power and the pomp and majesty of Rome, and on the other side, you have Paul, the small, bandy legged, bald man with a mono-brow.  
It is basically another David vs Goliath scene.  
So with the rest of our time, we simply want to consider Paul’s sermon and the responses to it.  
1. And this will be the seventh time that we will, as it were, evaluate a sermon in the Book of Acts.  Because what Paul says is, in every sense of the word, a sermon.  
a. You will remember that the accusation that led to his arrest was that he had brought Gentiles into the temple.  And it is that charge that he has been defending himself against.  But here, that is not even mentioned.  Instead, Paul preaches a gospel sermon aimed, especially, but not exclusively, at Agrippa.  
i. And we see this when we get to 26:26 where Paul explains that he is speaking to the king whom he knows understands the Jewish faith.  
ii. This is another example of what we have previously called a Carpe Diem moment, which means?  Seize the day!  
A. In this case it is a governor and a king and various high officials.  But do you think that makes any difference to Paul?  Do you think that suggests to Paul that he should not preach or maybe tone it down a little?  No.  
1) For while Paul knows that the royalty here could end his life in a moment, above them all is the God who can cast sinners into hell, for eternity.  
B. What Paul sees then are sinners who need to hear the gospel of God’s grace in Jesus Christ. 
2. Beginning at 26:1 then, Paul is given permission to speak, and so he does.  And we are not going to go through what he says line by line, for it is largely a repeat of events or descriptions of those events that are found earlier in Acts.  
a. So just by way of summary then:

i. Paul first of all establishes his Jewish credentials, if you will, by explaining his upbringing as a Pharisee.  
ii. He then highlights God’s promises to the Patriarchs as the hope of the Jews.  
A. And this hope is in the promised Messiah – someone God would send who would redeem His people.  
iii. And very early on, in v8, he introduces the fact that resurrection has always been understood as part of the hope of the Jews.  
iv. He then, in vv9-11, explains his part in the persecution of those who believed in Jesus of Nazareth.  
v. But then, in vv12-18, he tells of his meeting with the risen Jesus on the road to Damascus, and how Jesus called him to preach to Jew and Gentile.  
vi. And in vv19-23, he explains that this is exactly what he has been doing and that the message he preaches is what the OT pointed forward to all along – Jesus, the Christ, who would die and rise again to be the Saviour of His people, both Jew and Gentile.
b. And it is at that point that Festus interrupts.  And we will return to his interruption in a moment.  But Paul hardly even pauses as he focuses the gospel spotlight, as it were, on King Agrippa.  
i. The gospel, you see, demands a response.  And so, from someone who knows the teachings of the OT, Paul essentially asks Agrippa the same question that Jesus asked the Pharisees in Matthew 22: “What do you think about the Christ?”
3. Well, we will end by considering Festus’ and Agrippa’s response.  But let’s first think a little more about Paul’s sermon.
a. Note first of all v6: “It is because of my hope in what God has promised our fathers that I am on trial today.”  What does Paul mean with these words?  What are these promises?  And why does Paul connect them to his hope?
i. Well, first and foremost, this refers to God’s promise to Adam and Eve that one of her children would crush the head of the Serpent.  
A. For who is that child?  Jesus!  And when did he crush the Serpent’s head?  On the cross.  
ii. It refers to God’s promise to Noah to preserve His people and not to destroy them.  
A. And by whom was that accomplished?  Jesus, who removed the guilt of our sins!  
iii. It refers to God’s promise to Abraham that by one of his children all the nations of the earth would be blessed.  
A. And that child was?  Jesus!  And the blessing comes because the gospel is for people of every tribe and tongue and nation.
iv. It refers to God’s promise to Israel that one would come who would fulfil the law on behalf of His people.  
A. So who was it who said He had come not to abolish the law but to fulfil it?  Jesus!  
v. It refers to God’s promise to David that one of His sons would reign on Israel’s throne forever.  
A. And who is the one that the Bible tells us is a Son of David and who is called the King of kings and Lord of lords?  Jesus.
vi. So why have we taken the time to list these promises?  Well, we have done so, because if you know these promises, and you know and believe they have been fulfilled in Jesus Christ, and that what Jesus Christ did on the cross, He did for you, then you share the same hope that belonged to the Apostle Paul.  And it is, as Titus 3:7 makes explicit, the hope of eternal life.  
A. And it is not a hope as in maybe, but a hope as in IT IS GUARANTEED!  And that’s exciting!  That’s astonishing!  That means that your sins are forgiven, that the Holy Spirit lives within you, that you belong to Jesus, that you are a child of God!  
b. But note also from v8 that Paul speaks about the significance of the resurrection.  And he does this because, as he says in 1 Cor. 15:13, “If there is no resurrection of the dead, then not even Christ has been raised.  And if Christ has not been raised, our preaching is useless and so is your faith.”  
i. But in Genesis 3:19, after the Fall, after death had come into the world, what name did Adam give to his wife?  Eve.  And he did so because she would become the mother of the (what?) the living.  By faith, Adam looked forward to life beyond the grave.  
ii. And then, in Exodus 3:6, to Moses, God says, “I am the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.”  And what does that tell you about those three men who died many years ago?  They live!  
iii. And why was Abraham prepared to sacrifice Isaac, because he trusted that God would raise Isaac to life afterward (Hebrews 11:17).  And Job 19:25 and Psalms 2 and 16 and Isaiah 25:8 and 55:3 and Hosea 13 and Daniel 12 also either speak about the resurrection of Jesus or people in different ways.   
iv. So all of this is why the Jews believed in resurrection and why they should have seen how important it was in relation to Jesus.  You can almost hear Paul kicking himself for being so blind to this until Jesus appeared to him.  
c. But for Festus this was too much.  When Paul said Jesus needed to suffer and then rise from the dead, Festus said, “You are out of your mind, Paul … your great learning is driving you insane.”  
i. Festus, you see, was a materialist; an I will believe it if I can put it in a test-tube and analyze it person; an everybody knows that resurrection is an absurd and ignorant belief of people who should know better kind of person.  For him, resurrection was unscientific.  
ii. And there are a great many people who are exactly like this today.  Yes?  It is the prevailing philosophy of public education and what is force fed to us in the media.  You Christians with your beliefs in creation and miracles and resurrection and an after-life are idiots; misguided, blind-faith, religious nutters!  And you cause nothing but trouble with you intolerance and judgmentalism.  
A. Now, I am not speaking against science here.  Science is a gift from God that is to be used to God’s glory and for man’s good.  But understood in this way, it becomes a god in its own right because it makes no room for God.  
B. And by way of an aside, let me remind you that Stalin, Lenin, Hitler, Pol Pot, Edi Amin, and Mao Tse Tung were not men who believed in Jesus Christ, the resurrection, and heaven and hell.  They were men who denied those things and who believed instead in evolution, the here and now of materialism, and themselves as the law.  
iii. Festus then rejects the gospel out right as foolishness.
d. Agrippa though is different.  Agrippa is sympathetic to what Paul is saying.  He knows what Paul speaks of.  And Paul knows that he knows!   But how does he respond when Paul asks him to take a stand?  To let the world know what he thinks about the Christ?   He says, “Do you think that in such a short time you can persuade me to be a Christian?”  
i. You see, if Agrippa had said “No, I don’t believe in the prophets,” he would be in trouble with the Jews.  
ii. But if he says “yes,” he must go where that answer leads which is submission to Jesus Christ by way of faith and repentance.  And that he is unwilling to do.  
iii. So he instead deflects Paul’s question with a clever parry.  It’s kind of like a sword fight – Paul has stabbed the gospel sword towards the heart, but Agrippa deflects the blade by saying, in effect, O Paul, if I were some simple fellow, what you have said might be enough, but I am a clever man who would need much longer arguments and more clever reasoning to be convinced of all this.  So, good try Paul, but you will have to sharpen up your presentation.  I am not convinced.  
A. And there are many folk like this today also, aren’t there.  You explain the gospel, but they struggle with 6 day creation, or with the violence in the OT, or with the wars that Christians have caused, or with ‘the errors in the Bible’ that they read about in Dan Brown’s book, The DaVinci Code, or how a good God could allow there to be earthquakes or cancer… and on it goes.  
iv. But look at the two words that Paul uses in v25, “true and reasonable.”

A. Jesus Christ rose from the dead.  
1) This is true.  It is not my opinion.  It happened.  Over 500 people saw Him after He rose from the dead.  

2) And it is reasonable.  There is nothing unscientific about resurrection.  It makes perfect sense given an eternal God who has created all things and who has permitted man to fall into sin and who has promised to rescue man from death by raising him to the new heavens and the new earth after Jesus returns. 

a) Belief in the resurrected Jesus is not blind faith – it is faith that believes in the evidence of Scripture and what the  Scripture reveals about God and man and our salvation.

b) Denying the resurrection is about one thing and one thing alone, unbelief.  Remember Matthew 28.  

i) The Chief priests had arranged to have Jesus’ tomb sealed and guards posted outside.

ii) But the angels came and the ground shook and they rolled away the stone, allowing the resurrected Jesus to come out. 

iii) And the guards went to the Chief priests and reported “everything that had happened.”

iv) So did the Chief priests believe then in Jesus, knowing that He had risen?  No.  They paid the guards to say that Jesus’ disciples had stolen His body.

A) And that is unbelief; a deliberate choice not to believe the truth.
e. But note finally, how Paul responds to Agrippa’s question.  He says, “Short time or long –         I pray God that not only you but all who are listening may become what I am, except for these chains.”  And with these words we are reminded that God is sovereign in salvation.  As true and reasonable as the resurrection of Jesus is, it will only be believed by those who have their eyes opened by the Holy Spirit.  

i. Yes, Paul has to think about what he says and how he says it.  Yes, you and I have to think about how we share the gospel.  But ultimately, salvation is work of the Holy Spirit.  

A. The ‘perfect’ presentation of the gospel might be met by stone cold unbelief, and a ‘pathetic’ presentation of the gospel might be met by instant belief, because it is all glory to God.
B. The most important part of sharing the gospel is prayer – because prayer reminds us whose business we are busy with – God’s.  And then we are free to be faithful but to leave the results to the Holy Spirit.

So, are you like Paul?  His prayer was, “I pray God that not only you but all who are listening to me today may become what I am, except for these chains.”
Have you become what Paul is?  Will you become what Paul is today?
Paul IS a Christian.  

Paul is a believer in Jesus Christ.
Paul is a follower of Jesus Christ.  

Paul is an imitator of Jesus Christ.  

Paul has died and his life is hidden with Christ in God.  

For Paul, “to live is Christ and to die is gain.”  

Paul knows that God “has blessed [him] in the heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing in Christ.”  

Paul has been given “new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and into an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade-- kept in heaven for me.”  

May it be that each one of us can say, Yes, I too am a Christian.  All glory be to God.  Amen.

