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Acts 22:30-23:11

August 16, 2009

Read Acts 22:30 – 23:11

In our sermon series on Acts, we are fast-forwarding to Paul’s arrival in Jerusalem. He has completed his three missionary journeys in Asia Minor. During the last tour, he made stops at many of the congregations he had helped plant, saying good-bye and gathering the collection he was going to take with him for the benefit of the suffering believers in Jerusalem. We begin the last section of Acts, in which Paul will give testimony before Gentiles, Kings, and the people of Israel.

I. Introduction

Before we jump into the substance of the text this morning, it might be helpful to take a step back. It is important to remember that Acts is the second volume of Luke’s work. The reason I remind you of this fact is because of the parallels and comparisons between the two. Luke is very careful in how he presents Jesus and Paul; Paul is an ambassador for Jesus, a lesser light. The structure of Luke’s writing is similar for each. Luke describes both their ministries: the places they went, the miracles that occurred, the confrontations that erupted around them. Both turned their attention towards Jerusalem – despite the objections and warnings of those around them.  Jesus described Jerusalem as the place of rejection for God’s messengers. There, Jesus was arrested and executed. There, Paul was arrested and his life was put in jeopardy (again, note the comparison: Paul is always lesser than – not to be mistaken for – Jesus.) 

(While I am digressing, I think it is fair to say that Paul and Luke would both agree with this assessment and they also would agree it is not a criticism. Jesus was unique. Jesus was the incarnation of the eternal Word, his life given as a holy, pure, and perfect sacrifice for the sins of us all. Paul was a great witness.)
Back to our story: Paul has completed the farewell tour to the congregations he planted during his three missionary journeys, gathered the collection, and made the uncertain trip to Jerusalem. He did not know what kind of greeting to expect from the believers there. When he arrived, the greeting was mixed. Paul’s very presence caused anxiety and consternation among Christians in Jerusalem. In 21:17-22, Luke wrote

When we arrived in Jerusalem, the brothers welcomed us warmly. The next day Paul went with us to visit James, and all the elders were present. After greeting them, he related one by one the things that God had done among the Gentiles through his ministry. When they heard it, they praised God. [note: that is positive.] Then, [uh-oh] they said to him, “You see, brother, how many thousands of believers there are among the Jews, and they are all zealous for the law. They have been told about you that you teach all the Jews living among the Gentiles to forsake Moses, and that you tell them not to circumcise their children or observe the customs. [Can’t you see Paul sighing here?] What then is to be done? They will hear that you have come.”

The idea is floated that the Jewish Christians in Jerusalem would be appeased if Paul went through a rite of purification with several others – including paying his and their heads to be shaved. Remarkably, Paul agreed. It was during the time of purification that he was recognized, a riot broke out, and the Roman guards came rushing in to stop the melee. 

The soldiers literally picked up Paul and started to carry him out of the Temple area. Paul spoke to the tribune – the commander of the soldiers – and asked for the opportunity to speak to the crowd. The tribune consented and, in Acts 22, we get Paul’s re-telling of his Damascus road experience and early days as a Christian. As he got to the part of his commission to bring the gospel to the Gentiles, the crowd reacted badly and started shouting, “Away with such a fellow from the earth! For he should not be allowed to live!” The tribune, not an expert on Jewish religious law, took charge of the situation and had Paul taken to the barracks. He had Paul bound, prepared to flog him to find out what was going on. Paul asked him, “Is it legal for you to flog a Roman citizen who is uncondemned?” 

That stops the truck. The tribune could himself be punished by execution for making a mistake like that. You could almost hear the reverse warning sounds as the tribune backed up the process. This was like Paul invoking his Miranda rights. 

Nonetheless, there is a problem and the tribune needed to get to the bottom of it. So the tribune sets up a meeting of the Sanhedrin: the chief priests and the entire council. Our text is the conversation that takes place. 

There are two parts of Paul’s hearing: the confrontation with the high priest, and the free-for-all that took place when Paul dropped the bomb about being on trial for the hope of the resurrection of the dead. We are only going to touch on the substance of the dispute with the high priest to note Paul’s ironic retort, “I did not realize, brothers, that he was high priest.” The one sitting in judgment of Paul was the one who was acting unjustly and, in fact, was in need of judgment himself. 

So, what should we take from this passage today? Two things: one, Paul’s courage while on trial; and, second, the importance of the hope of resurrection. The two are intertwined. Paul’s courage was inspired by the confidence he had in the hope of the resurrection, and the hope of the resurrection is a foundation for confidence in the one who promises the resurrection: namely, Jesus, whom Paul proclaimed courageously.
I. Courage on Trial (tie to Joshua 1:5-9, “Be strong and courageous”)

Chuck Swindoll tells the story about a test conducted by a university where 10 students were placed in a room. 3 lines of varying length were drawn on a card. The students were told to raise their hands when the instructor pointed to the longest line. But 9 of the students had been instructed beforehand to raise their hands when the instructor pointed to the second longest line. 1 student was the stooge. The usual reaction of the stooge was to put his hand up, look around, and realizing he was all alone, pull it back down. This happened 75% of the time, with students from grade school through high school. 
-- C. Swindoll, March 27, 1984.

Listen, standing up for your faith is tough. It is not always popular. It is refining. It burns. It is uncomfortable. It is lonely. It is isolating and difficult. It also is the most blessed thing you can do.

As most of you know, a few years ago I stood for election for Stated Clerk, the chief constitutional officer of our denomination. Unlike civil politics, there are no party machines to work through and the only qualifications to stand were a sense of call and the willingness of a commissioner to nominate. Now, to be certain, I was never threatened physically. No one ever attempted to have me arrested. My family’s welfare was never at stake. Unlike the persecuted Christians for whom we are praying, mine was only a spiritual journey of faith.


Yet the spiritual journey of faith often is the most daunting. It requires us to take a stand, to say,  “I believe…” and to be held accountable for that belief – accountability that is both just and unjust. It requires us to get off the fence, to stop weighing all the options, and to set our feet on a foundation. 

For me, standing for election was obedience to a call in my life – one that I did not want, prayed I would not get, and desperately wanted to avoid. Unable to shake the conviction that God wanted me to stand up, I did obediently.

I traveled extensively for the six months prior to the 2004 General Assembly in Richmond, Virginia, where the election would take place. Some of the venues in which I spoke were very affirming and encouraging. Others were not. It is a strange thing to stand up in front of a crowd who views you suspiciously or with hostility. It is even stranger when you remember that the crowds were brothers and sisters in the faith. There were pointed questions – more accusations than questions – about my integrity, my life, my choices, my words, and my beliefs. It hurt. In obedience I stood up front, alone, and made the best witness I could. 

The election was on the seventh of eight days of the General Assembly. I had Jen and the girls stay in California until almost election day in order to spare them some of what I knew was coming. It was my Jerusalem. If you have never been to a General Assembly, imagine a theological version of the town hall meetings on health care. There are some wonderful things that happen, but it is naïve to miss how fierce is the spiritual battle going on. 

I had a team of folks that were working with me – they were a blessing. We started each morning with prayer, devotional, singing. Then, out into the midst of the public. People I have known for years would steer clear. Other people would recognize me and would point and whisper. Others would give angry looks. Others would look with fear, as if my presence nearby would taint them. No riots, no violence, but it was not comfortable and I felt incredibly vulnerable. I pray for politicians and others who put themselves on the line – whether out of ego and ambition or from an earnest sense of call – because public life is humbling. People feel no hesitation in criticizing and condemning. God had given me enough foresight to expect a lot of the reaction. My team, on the other hand, did not expect the extent of the reaction even though I had warned them. It was a tough, dark week at the end of a tough, dark six months. 

Yet, in the midst of all of it, I experienced personal peace. Convicted that “standing” – in Presbyterian circles we do not “run” for office, we “stand” (and think about the theology behind that terminology) – was an act of obedience and the outcome was in God’s hands, I trusted that whatever happened God would use for his glory.

The election came, the vote was taken, and I was blessed with the release from this assignment. (I lost the vote.) Having completed it, I was overjoyed. I do not know what God will do with my witness. I trust that God will use it for His purposes, that the word that goes forth from his mouth shall not return to him empty, but shall accomplish that which he purposes, and it will succeed in the thing for which he sent it. My loss of the vote does not negate God’s victory in my obedience – and only God knows what else he intended to accomplish by my willingness to stand up.

Many people wonder, “Would I be faithful if I were put to the test and put on trial?” Cynthia Tait raised that question last week as she began to tell us about how God put the persecuted church on her heart, and how she has been called to pray for them. “Would I be faithful?”

The answer is, “yes.” Let me bear witness to that “yes” because I know – I know personally, not just intellectually or conceptually – that God will be with you as He was with me, as He is with me each time I bear witness to His grace and salvation. The words of commissioning to Joshua – the guy to take over after Moses’ death; can you imagine the number of times it was whispered, “who does he think he is?” – are God’s words to each one of us as well, “Be strong and courageous; do not be frightened or dismayed, for the LORD your God is with you wherever you go.” 

It is true. The LORD your God is with you wherever you go no matter the circumstances. The answer is “yes, you would be faithful if put to the test and put on trial” because God will be with you. 
II. The Hope of the Resurrection

Remembering God is with you during times of trial is comforting; remembering God’s promises is inspiring. We have the hope of resurrection. It is a hope we know is true because God raised Jesus from the dead, validating the promise that we, too, in Christ, will be raised with him in his resurrection. It is hope that brings peace: the worst that the world can do is destroy the body. But even death cannot defeat those who are in Christ Jesus, because we are more than conquerors through him who loves us. Hear Paul’s words, written in expectation of what was about to happen to him, as he was on the road to this Jerusalem incarceration: “I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory about to be revealed to us. For the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the children of God…”

When he was set before the Sanhedrin, he was aware of the dynamics of the room. Some were Pharisees, some were Sadducees. Luke’s readers (remember “Theophilus” – the Greek name meaning “Lover of God” – to whom both the Gospel of Luke and Acts were addressed) would not have been familiar with the Sanhedrin, so Luke explained, “The Sadducees say that there is no resurrection, or angel, or spirit; but the Pharisees acknowledge all three.” The Sadducees thought the resurrection was a lately-concocted heresy promoted by the Pharisees. The Sadducees thought the resurrection represented an incursion of Zoroastrianism into orthodox Jewish faith. 

Paul was a Pharisee by upbringing and training. His appeal, therefore, was to the Pharisees in the group who were, at least, inclined towards believing there would be a resurrection. Paul was a witness to the actual resurrection – the living, victorious, raised Lord Jesus Christ – and thus was confident in proclaiming in reality what they understood conceptually.

The riot that ensued is no different than the riot that ensues today when we talk about the hope of the resurrection. Many people believe there is a heaven, but they do not want to think about the judgment that stands between each of us and eternity; nor do they want to contemplate a heaven that includes the sovereign God, the reigning Jesus Christ, and the inspiring Holy Spirit – one God, now and forever. When presented with the choice between death and a heaven in communion with the God who has revealed his love for us in Jesus Christ, many people choose death. Not only do they choose death, they get angry with anyone who chooses life. 

Friends, we are living eternally, now. We do not see the kingdom of heaven fully realized in our midst right now, but we have confidence that in God’s time, in God’s sovereignty, in God’s love, we will see that day fulfilled. We have the hope that God, the author of life, has the last word and death does not. We have the hope that we have been adopted as children of God, able to call him Abba, Father. We are convinced that nothing – neither death nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation – nothing will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.

Conclusion

In the last verse, the Lord gave Paul a reassuring vision. It sums up the two things we have seen today: you will experience trials for your faith and we can trust God because we are ultimately on trial for the hope of the resurrection. 

Even with the preparation that he had prior to coming to Jerusalem, Paul’s experience there had been harrowing – the mob in the temple square, his arrest, almost being flogged, and the violence in the Sanhedrin. The words the mob had cried out, “Away with him,” were the same words the crowd had shouted roughly a generation before – some 25 – 27 years before – when they called for Jesus’ to be crucified. Again, remember the comparison with Jesus; Paul’s experience was harrowing, Jesus’ experience was the passion of the Christ. 

Paul was not crucified in Jerusalem. God intended him to bear witness in Rome; that is, the place to where all roads lead, a witness to the ends of the earth.

God has called you to bear witness here and now. You can anticipate – expect – trials for standing up for your faith. And you can have confidence:

1. God will be with you wherever you go and whatever you face; and,

2. You can trust in the hope of the resurrection, that in Jesus we are more than conquerors. 

Go out in the hope and confidence of the one who is able to keep you from falling, and to make you stand without blemish in the presence of his glory with rejoicing – go out proclaiming to the only God our Savior through Jesus Christ our lord, be glory, power, and authority, before all time, now and forever. Amen.
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