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1. Read Acts 25:13-26:1; 26:24-32

What would you say if you were put on trial for your faith? 

One day, you go home, you go to the mailbox and find – among all the other bills, advertisements, and miscellaneous other paper that you cannot believe people print – you find a subpoena to appear at White House. The President has summoned you. The only explanation for why you have been selected is, “I want to know what is this Christian stuff about which you have been accused.” You won’t be meeting in the Oval Office; no, instead, you will be meeting in the Rose Garden with the full press corps watching. Also invited is Governor Schwarzenegger.  That is what happened to Paul.

2. Background

In order to understand where we are, we need to remember what happened during our text last week. Paul had gone to Jerusalem after the third missionary tour. He carried with him the collection he had taken from the congregations he had helped plant. The reaction to his arrival was mixed; and in order to appease the Jewish Christians he agreed to undergo a purity rite in the Temple. During the rite, he was spotted and a riot broke out. The Roman authorities came into the temple area, physically carried Paul out. 

One riot, one rescue.

The next day, the Roman tribune put Paul in front of the Sanhedrin. Paul went with the argument about being on trial for the hope of the resurrection. The Pharisees nodded in agreement, the Sadducees wanted his blood. A fight broke out and the soldiers physically carried Paul out.

Two riots, two rescues. 

After the second riot, Paul hears about a plot against his life. Members of the Sanhedrin petition the Roman tribune to bring him back, where several men who had taken vows not to eat until Paul was dead would be waiting to assassinate him. 

No riot, but a third rescue. Paul was whisked away to Ceasarea, a procedural privilege granted him because he was a Roman citizen. The Roman army was obliged to provide protection for him.  

Five days later the Sanhedrin had sent their prosecuting team, including prosecuting attorney, to present the case before the Roman governor, a man named Felix. Felix could not find anything with which to charge Paul, but also did not simply want to let him free. So, for two years, he would call Paul before him to talk with him, hoping to receive some sort of bribe to let Paul free. No money was offered and Paul remained in custody. He stayed in that condition for more than two years.

Eventually, Felix was replaced as governor by Festus. Festus was new in the region and the Jewish authorities wanted to take advantage of him. However, Festus was not naïve. Festus’ met with the Jewish leaders and rebuffed their efforts to have Paul tried (again) in Jerusalem. Instead, Festus knew that the Herod in charge of the area just north of his governance was coming to pay respects, so he decided to have the hearing in Ceasarea when King Agrippa came to town. 

3. Faith is not fast

Before we get into the substance of Paul’s hearing, I want to take a few moments to reflect on something Luke just glosses over. Paul spent two years in prison in Ceasarea without any charges pending against him. There were no sustainable allegations and yet he was still held captive. Yes, friends could come visit and his needs could be handled, but he was not free to go where he wanted. 

Imagine how that must have been for Paul. If that had been me, I think I might have been a little bit upset about the injustice of it all. I might have protested, complaining to God about how unfair it all was. And, if I am honest with you, I might have had some questions about the “goodness” of God – it might seem to me that God was not particularly good in light of my circumstances.

Ahh, but there’s the rub. God is good, regardless of my circumstances. 

How long does it take for you to become disappointed in God and begin to wonder if faith is worthwhile? At what point does it become tempting to forget God and try to make it on our own?

Eugene Peterson is a pastor and scholar who recently retired from teaching at Regent College in Vancouver. He is probably best known as the author of The Message: The Bible in Contemporary Language, a paraphrase that many Christians have found helpful. A number of years ago, he wrote another book; a devotional on the Psalms, entitled, A Long Obedience in the Same Direction: Discipleship in an Instant Society (1980).

a. Long obedience in the same direction; regardless of circumstances

One aspect of the world that I have been able to identify as harmful to Christians is the assumption that anything worthwhile can be acquired at once. We assume that if something can be done at all, it can be done quickly and efficiently. Our attention spans have been conditioned by thirty-second commercials. Our sense of reality has been flattened by thirty-page abridgements. (Written thirty years ago – before the advent of the internet)

It is not difficult in such a world to get a person interested in the message of the gospel; it is terrifically difficult to sustain the interest. Millions of people in our culture make decisions for Christ, but there is a dreadful attrition rate. Many claim to have been born again, but the evidence for mature Christian discipleship is slim. In our culture anything, even news about God, can be sold if it is packaged freshly; but when it loses its novelty , it goes on the garbage heap. There is a great market for religious experience in our world; there is little enthusiasm for the patient acquisition of virtue, little inclination to sign up for a long apprenticeship in what earlier generations of Christians called holiness. 

Religion in our time has been captured by the tourist mind-set. Religion is understood as a visit to an attractive site to be made when we have adequate leisure. For some it is a weekly jaunt to church; for others, occasional visits to special services. Some, with a bent for religious entertainment and sacred diversion, plan their lives around special events like retreats, rallies and conferences. We go to see a new personality, to hear a new truth, to get a new experience and so somehow expand our otherwise humdrum lives. The religious life is defined as the latest and the newest: Zen, faith healing, human potential, parapsychology, successful living, choreography in the chancel, Armageddon. We’ll try anything – until something else comes along. 

I don’t know what it has been like for pastors in other cultures and previous centuries, but I am quite sure that for a pastor in Western culture at the dawn of the twenty-first century, the aspect of the world that makes the work of leading Christians in the way of faith most difficult is what Gore Vidal has analyzed as “today’s passion for the immediate and the casual.” (footnote omitted) Everyone is in a hurry. The persons whom I lead in worship, among whom I counsel, visit, pray, preach and teach, want shortcuts. They want me to help them fill out the form that will get them instant credit (in eternity). They are impatient for results. They have adopted the lifestyle of a tourist and only want the high points. But a pastor is not a tour guide. I have no interest in telling apocryphal religious stories at and around dubiously identified sacred sites. The Christian life cannot mature under such conditions and in such ways. 

Friedrich Nietzsche, who saw this area of spiritual truth at least with great clarity, wrote, “The essential thing ‘in heaven and earth’ is …that there should be a long obedience in the same direction; there thereby results, and has always resulted in the long run, something which has made life worth living.” (footnote omitted) It is this “long obedience in the same direction” which the mood of the world does so much to discourage. (Eugene Peterson, A Long Obedience in the Same Direction, pps. 15-17)
It is true. The world does discourage long term faith. It tests and tests to see how long it will last, testing until it breaks. Our experience teaches us that the world expects us to be pragmatic about our beliefs in light of our self-interest and the circumstances around us. Popular music has described the phenomenon of waiting for faith to break; a few years back the Counting Crows recorded a song, “Recovering the Satellites”

So why’d you come home to this faithless town

Where we make a lifetime commitment

To recovering the satellites

And all anybody really wants to know is...

When are you gonna come down
She sees shooting stars and comet tails

She’s got heaven in her eyes

She says I don’t need to be an angel

But I’m nothing if I’m not this high
But we only stay in orbit

For a moment of time

And then you’re everybody’s satellite

I wish that you were mine
So why’d you come home to this angel’s town

It’s a lifetime decision

Recovering the satellites

Everybody really knows for sure...
That you’re gonna come down

That you’re gonna come down
Paul waited in protection – in custody, that is – for two years before having the opportunity to make his testimony. He waited for those two years with God’s promise that he would bear witness in Rome, but he did not know when or how. When he finally got his chance, he gave his testimony with the same force and conviction as during his first hearing before Felix – literally years before. But the world was waiting for him to come down.

Now, some of you have been Christians for a long time, some are newly discovering what it means to be a disciple. Some of you have been involved in activities, ministries and missions for more than a generation, some of you wonder what I just said. However, no matter how old or how mature you are in your faith, the point is that there will come a time when you will be called to give a testimony. It may be suddenly, it may be after or through a long period of suffering and waiting. Your faith will be put on trial – maybe publicly and in front of a crowd or privately in a conversation – and you will be given an opportunity to put words to what it is you believe; what God has done for you in Jesus Christ. 

When that time comes – no matter your present circumstances – think through what you will say. Think through the eternal hope and promise of reconciliation with God that you will share. Your audience – no matter how auspicious, no matter how powerful, no matter how public, no matter how receptive – your audience has been given to you for the purpose of being blessed by the testimony you have the opportunity to give. Think about it: the message you have has eternal and lasting value. Nothing they have is any greater. Economies come and go; militaries come and go; governors and rulers come and go; technologies come and go; popularity comes and goes – God is eternal.

4. Praying for a Decision

As our text reveals, reactions to testimony will differ. Paul told his story and the point was how God was faithful to the promises of Scripture, “that the Messiah must suffer, and that, by being the first to rise from the dead, he would proclaim light both to our people and to the Gentiles.” (26:23)

Festus was impressed but could not understand the significance of what Paul was saying. Paul had tailored his testimony for King Agrippa’s hearing, someone familiar with the church language, and it sounded like crazy words to Festus. The word he used for Paul is “mania.” In other words, talk of resurrection is crazy, it is beyond human reason. 

Paul’s response was, in effect, that talk of resurrection is not crazy, but it is beyond human reason. Agrippa did understand. Paul grounded his testimony in the Old Testament promises of God. He focused his attention on the king and said, “For this was not done in a corner.” In other words, God revealed himself in real life, in real events, in real victory. Jesus was the incarnation of the eternal God, he actually suffered and really died, and he literally rose from the dead. All of the things God promised in Scripture, he did. The resurrection was not a metaphor, a concept, a myth. It was an event. It happened and it has meaning. 

Paul prayed for a decision – even from a king.

Note, however, that it was not Paul that instigated the conversation about “making a decision.” It is the king who brings up the subject, “Are you so quickly persuading me to become a Christian?” 

Paul did not demand a decision from the king. Paul did not have that authority. You and I do not have that authority. Only God has the authority to demand a decision; but, know this: God has demanded a decision. Paul’s response revealed the purpose of testimony. “Whether quickly or not, I pray to God that not only you but also all who are listening to me today might become such as I am – except for these chains.”

Do you pray that others “might become such as I am – except for these chains?” And, not just generically “others” but specifically: are there people you know who have not received Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior? This is a different question than if you know people who do not go to church – going to church is not the litmus test for faith.

The truth is we all know people who have not professed with their lips that Jesus is Lord, who do not believe in their hearts that God raised him from the dead. Are you praying for them by name, by face, that “they might become such as I am?” 

To be honest, in my day-to-day life, I forget. I forget to pray for them – and then I confront a text like this, look back, and realize the opportunities I have missed. It is as if I am selfish with my faith, I am afraid to share, and I do not want to look. I want to avoid being stretched to share with someone who might disagree.

Then, I remember the joy and peace that comes from my confidence knowing Christ has made me righteous. I am a child of the eternal king of heaven and nothing can separate me from his love. That is a hope worth sharing. When I remember that and my joy is revived, I see things differently. I realize I do want to lift up in prayer those whom I know. I want to share my hope with them. I want them to become such as I am.

Who are the people in your life that “might become such as you are?” Whose faces do  you see in your mind? These mental images, these names, are your prayer assignment this week. God has given them to you to remember, to pray for, to love. Whether you are the person to share testimony with them is not important – God has given them to you for you to pray. So, make a mental note or mark it on your calendar to remember to pray for them specifically, that they may come to know the saving grace of Jesus Christ.

Or, perhaps you are here this morning and wonder about yourself; you find yourself asking the question posed by the king, “Are you so quickly persuading me to become Christian?” If that describes you – whether this is your first time with us or you have been coming here for years – if you are experiencing that tug on your heart for a decision, know it is not me who demands that choice, it is God.  My prayer is that you will respond and become as I am. 

If that is the case, and if you are experiencing a conviction that you need to come forward to make a profession of faith, I invite you to come. During the offertory, come forward and I will meet with you and pray with you.

Conclusion

Friends, faith is eternally significant because God is eternal. Our present circumstances pale in comparison with the lasting riches of his grace; and it is important we remember God’s goodness and prepare ourselves to give a defense for the hope that is found within us. Know what it is you believe and why. Think now, think today, about why you believe.

And, go. Go out with the prayer and hope that others might become as you are: children of God who are loved and commissioned to share that love. God has put you in this place to be his Ambassador for Christ, his agent, his representative, that wherever you go and whomever you meet, there is Christ reaching out for the glory of God.

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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