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I hope you remember that the book of Acts is the story of the ministry of
Jesus, from heaven, through the apostles… start to finish, this book is
about Jesus and his work to redeem a lost and hopeless world. His death,
his resurrection and his ascension into heaven to be seated at the right
hand of God… this is what gives us hope, a hope that will never be
disappointed! As we pick up the story of Acts, Paul continues to be held in
jail on charges of blasphemy. We are actually jumping ahead a bit, in fact
two years have now passed since Paul was arrested in the temple. For two
long years, Paul has been held captive in Caesarea. But I am getting ahead
of myself. Let’s get caught up.
Last week we saw Paul go before the Jewish council as the Roman
commander in Jerusalem tried to figure out why the Jews were so angry
with Paul. What could he have done to cause them to want to kill him?
Paul immediately takes the argument straight to the High Priest, drawing
on his former life as a Pharisee, and he tells the Council that he is on trial
with respect to the hope and the resurrection of the dead. We looked
deeply into that statement to understand the incredible message of hope
in God. If you missed that or would like to review, the sermon is posted on
our website. This statement sets the Council into a violent clamor. Paul
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had to be rescued from the Jews once again. That brings us to the part we
are jumping over, so let me give you a synopsis.
When the dust settled the Jewish leaders, the Sadducees and Pharisees,
who hated each other, conspired together to kill Paul. Forty men vowed
not to eat or drink until he was dead. (I wonder how that worked out for
them) But Paul’s nephew somehow found out about the plot and went to
Paul and the Roman tribune with news of the plot. That is how Paul got to
Caesarea. The tribune put together two hundred soldiers to guard Paul
and sent him off to Felix, the governor, in Caesarea. The Jewish leaders
then sent a delegation to Felix in an attempt to prosecute Paul and have
Felix put him to death. But Felix was a slippery guy. He put off the Jews
and told Paul that he would wait to decide his case. What Felix was doing
was waiting for Paul to bribe him. If Paul would have paid Felix, he would
have been set free! But instead, Felix let him sit in jail for two years, until
he finally was replaced as Governor by a man named Porcius Festus. Three
days after Festus arrived in the province, he went up to Jerusalem, and no
sooner did he walk into town, than the Jewish leaders were all over him,
trying to get Festus to send Paul back to Jerusalem so they could murder
him. But Festus was smarter than that and he invited the Jewish leaders to
come to Caesarea to bring charges against Paul. I bet Festus was really
happy that Felix left him with this mess! When the Jews came, a hearing
was convened and Paul declared his right of appeal to Caesar’s court in
Rome… he wanted nothing to do with the kangaroo court of the Jews.
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Appealing to Caesar was a Roman citizen’s right and Paul was a Roman
citizen. So, Festus closes the hearing by saying, “to Caesar you have
appealed, to Caesar you shall go.” But Festus had a problem. He couldn’t
find anything to charge Paul with that justified sending him to Rome.
There was simply no evidence. It would be a little risky to send Paul to
Caesar simply because a bunch of Jewish leaders wanted him dead.
So, when Herod Agrippa came to town to visit the new Roman governor,
Festus told him about Paul. Agrippa’s response was, “I would like to hear
the man myself.” Festus must have been relieved… he needed cover and
didn’t waste any time. Tomorrow you will hear him, King Agrippa. That
brings us to Chapter 26. Turn to Acts 26:1 and let’s read the text together.
So Agrippa said to Paul, “You have permission to speak for yourself.”
Then Paul stretched out his hand and made his defense:
2 “I

consider myself fortunate that it is before you, King Agrippa, I am

going to make my defense today against all the accusations of the Jews,
3 especially

because you are familiar with all the customs and

controversies of the Jews. Therefore I beg you to listen to me patiently.
4 “My

manner of life from my youth, spent from the beginning among my

own nation and in Jerusalem, is known by all the Jews. 5 They have known
for a long time, if they are willing to testify, that according to the strictest
party of our religion I have lived as a Pharisee. 6 And now I stand here on
trial because of my hope in the promise made by God to our fathers, 7 to
which our twelve tribes hope to attain, as they earnestly worship night
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and day. And for this hope I am accused by Jews, O king! 8 Why is it
thought incredible by any of you that God raises the dead?
9 “I

myself was convinced that I ought to do many things in opposing the

name of Jesus of Nazareth. 10 And I did so in Jerusalem. I not only locked
up many of the saints in prison after receiving authority from the chief
priests, but when they were put to death I cast my vote against them.
11 And

I punished them often in all the synagogues and tried to make

them blaspheme, and in raging fury against them I persecuted them even
to foreign cities.
12 “In

this connection I journeyed to Damascus with the authority and

commission of the chief priests. 13 At midday, O king, I saw on the way a
light from heaven, brighter than the sun, that shone around me and those
who journeyed with me. 14 And when we had all fallen to the ground, I
heard a voice saying to me in the Hebrew language, ‘Saul, Saul, why are
you persecuting me? It is hard for you to kick against the goads.’ 15 And I
said, ‘Who are you, Lord?’ And the Lord said, ‘I am Jesus whom you are
persecuting. 16 But rise and stand upon your feet, for I have appeared to
you for this purpose, to appoint you as a servant and witness to the
things in which you have seen me and to those in which I will appear to
you, 17 delivering you from your people and from the Gentiles—to whom I
am sending you 18 to open their eyes, so that they may turn from darkness
to light and from the power of Satan to God, that they may receive
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forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in
me.’
19 “Therefore,

O King Agrippa, I was not disobedient to the heavenly

vision, 20 but declared first to those in Damascus, then in Jerusalem and
throughout all the region of Judea, and also to the Gentiles, that they
should repent and turn to God, performing deeds in keeping with their
repentance. 21 For this reason the Jews seized me in the temple and tried
to kill me. 22 To this day I have had the help that comes from God, and so I
stand here testifying both to small and great, saying nothing but what
the prophets and Moses said would come to pass: 23 that the Christ 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.”
24 And

as he was saying these things in his defense, Festus said with a

loud voice, “Paul, you are out of your mind; your great learning is driving
you out of your mind.” 25 But Paul said, “I am not out of my mind, most
excellent Festus, but I am speaking true and rational words. 26 For the
king knows about these things, and to him I speak boldly. For I am
persuaded that none of these things has escaped his notice, for this has
not been done in a corner. 27 King Agrippa, do you believe the prophets? I
know that you believe.” 28 And Agrippa said to Paul, “In a short time
would you persuade me to be a Christian?” 29 And Paul said, “Whether
short or long, I would to God that not only you but also all who hear me
this day might become such as I am—except for these chains.”
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30 Then

the king rose, and the governor and Bernice and those who were

sitting with them. 31 And when they had withdrawn, they said to one
another, “This man is doing nothing to deserve death or imprisonment.”
32 And

Agrippa said to Festus, “This man could have been set free if he

had not appealed to Caesar.”

Paul the Zealous Pharisee
I beg you to listen carefully Agrippa. That is how Paul starts his speech. It is
ironic, even a little crazy that Paul is making his case to Herod Agrippa II.
First, we need to understand that this is not a formal hearing. Agrippa has
no authority to hold a trial here. Festus is the Roman authority in the
region. Only he can preside over a formal trial. But even beyond that,
consider who Agrippa is… that Paul should even be speaking to him.
Agrippa’s great grandfather was Herod the great. We hear a lot about him
this time of the year, because it was Herod the Great who had attempted
to kill Jesus and had driven Joseph and Mary into exile in Egypt. Following
him, it was Agrippa’s grandfather, Herod Antipas, who beheaded John the
Baptist for having the audacity to tell him that he could not be living with
his brother’s wife… Then, it was Agrippa’s father who was responsible for
martyring the apostle James, the first apostle to be martyred. Now we find
Paul sharing the gospel with the fourth generation of this evil and morally
corrupt family. So, read verse 2 with the big picture in mind. Paul knows
who Agrippa is and what he stands for, yet he sees an opportunity to make
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his case and share his faith. Paul clearly is looking to declare the good
news of the gospel with Agrippa. Honestly, would you think that way in
this situation? I don’t know… if I had been in jail for two years without a
reason I think I would have likely been in the mood to whine about it and
complain. I hope not, but likely. How about you? Paul’s faith in the gospel
and his desire to see Jesus glorified caused him to live in his hope… hope in
the promises of God which never disappoint, even in hard times.
So, Paul starts with his childhood and his upbringing. He then goes on to
give his credentials as a zealous follower and lover of the law. His
reputation is known by all the Jews who lead the Council. He was one of
them. They gave him the authority to persecute the Christians. Paul says,
“If they were willing to testify (which they were not) they would tell you as
much.” So now, Paul says, “I am on trial because of my hope in the
promise made by God to our fathers, to the twelve tribes. Promises they
also hope to attain.” We looked at Paul’s hope last week. His hope lives.
His hope is in the resurrected Jesus.
Paul the Fanatical Persecutor
Now, Paul explains his fanatical persecution of the church. He is laying the
foundation for what is to come. He is building his resume. Not only was he
a zealous lover of the law and a believer in the promises of God, he had
strongly opposed the early Christian church. I locked them up in
Jerusalem, I pursued them to foreign cities. When their trials came up, I
testified against them and voted for the death penalty. I was a raging
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maniac, the chief persecutor of the Way, the main opponent of the very
group I now represent before you… Do you see what he is doing? We can
learn from his approach. This is how to share your faith. Remember, your
testimony is an important way to get people to listen to you about your
relationship with Jesus. Your testimony is the door opener, the attention
getter. But never mistake your testimony for the gospel. Paul’s story is
important. It lays the foundation for Agrippa, it gets his attention and
shows that he is not just some nut job who blew in from Egypt. Now with
the groundwork laid, Paul is going to deliver the gospel message. He is
going to do that by weaving the good news of the gospel into the final part
of his story. Pick up the story in verse 12.
Paul the Commissioned Apostle
Paul tells Agrippa about his confrontation with the risen Lord. It is a
dramatic, detailed account. “at midday, oh king, I saw a light! It knocked
us all to the ground! And then a voice, in Aramaic, out of the light says this
is Jesus, why are you persecuting me? And then, this Jesus, he commands
me to stand up and he tells me something really amazing… so
unexpected.” Now, follow Paul’s process here. Up to now, he has simply
been telling his story, sharing his testimony. But now, he is going to merge
his testimony with the gospel. Paul says, “Here is the purpose, this is what
Jesus said to me… I have appeared to you to appoint you as a servant and
witness to the things in which you have seen me and to those in which I will
appear to you, delivering you from your people and the Gentiles – to whom
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I am sending you to open their eyes, so that they may turn from the
darkness to light and from the power of Satan to God, that they may
receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by
faith in me.” Understand something here. Jesus did say all these things to
Paul, but not right there on the road to Damascus. Paul has used his
testimony to weave in the good news of the gospel. He is proclaiming
salvation to Herod Agrippa II. Jesus will open your eyes, oh corrupt king.
Jesus wills that you turn from darkness to light, from the power of Satan to
God… that you may receive forgiveness of your sin and a place among
those who are sanctified, set apart for the kingdom of God by faith… in
Jesus!! And then, in verses 19‐21, Paul tells Agrippa that he has been
faithful to the vision. In Damascus, Jerusalem, Judea, to the Gentile
world… I have proclaimed this message, repent and turn to God through
Jesus who suffered, died rose from the dead and proclaimed light to both
the Jews and the Gentiles.
At this point, Festus has heard enough. This is crazy talk. Let’s see, a dead
guy who somehow is alive and appears in a bright light at noon. Then, this
dead guy who you hate, appoints you as his servant and witness. Now he
is using you to open eyes, forgive sin, move people from Satan to God…
people are being sanctified by faith in a dead guy… is that it Paul? Festus
explodes, “Paul you are out of your mind; your great learning has is driving
you out of your mind!” You can’t be serious, Paul. You are an educated
man. You can’t believe such fables! But Paul doesn’t let Festus’ outburst
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change the conversation. He is focused on Agrippa, not Festus. Look at
what he says in verse 25. “I am not out of my mind…. But I am speaking
true and rational words.” You know this, don’t you Agrippa? You know the
promise of God, you know the words of the prophets pertaining to a
messiah… you know, Agrippa because all that I am speaking has been done
right out in the open, not in a corner somewhere. There are thousands of
witnesses. Agrippa, I know you believe… what are you going to do about
it? How is this truth going to impact your corrupt life?
Agrippa had a problem and now it was staring him right in the face.
Remember earlier in the passage it said that he had come to town with
Bernice? Luke was careful to tell us that she was there. Bernice is
Agrippa’s sister. But historians believe strongly that she was much more
than his sister. Paul likely knew this about Agrippa. At the least, he knew
of Agrippa’s corruption. The gospel is very confrontational. It is very
offensive to those whose eyes are blind, to those who are live in Satan’s
domain of darkness. There is a point of confrontation when our sin is
dragged out of the corner and into the light by the word of God.
Paul put it directly to Agrippa. He asked him, “do you believe the
prophets? Do you believe in a promised messiah? I know you do Agrippa.
So, what are you going to do with this truth, the fact that Jesus is the
messiah and he is calling you into the light… to receive forgiveness of sin?
What are you going to do, oh corrupt king? In verse 28, Agrippa does what
so many people have done and continue to do today. He changes the
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subject. He deflects Paul’s question. He makes light of the situation by
saying, “In a short time would you persuade me to be a Christian?” Yes,
that is exactly Paul’s intent, and Agrippa knows it. He is embarrassed in
front of Festus, who has already made clear what he thinks. But I believe
Paul is looking directly into Agrippa’s eyes and seeing something else. Not
defiance or absolute rejection. He is seeing a desire to believe but an
unwillingness to repent. Caught in his sin, his corruption, his position of
power… he must have been making the calculations in split second
intervals. How much would this cost me? What would I do about my
sister? How would I live? What would I do? Would Caesar kill me? Would
the Jews kill me? Ultimately, the cost was too high. Agrippa walked away.
He walked away shaking his head… this guy is right, he is not guilty of
anything. If he hadn’t appealed to Caesar, he could have had his freedom.
I think this last statement to Festus is Agrippa’s attempt to deal with his
guilt. He declares Paul not guilty, undeserving of his fate. But what he did
not and could not know is that the ultimate judge, Jesus Christ himself, had
already declared Paul “not guilty” when he met him on the road to
Damascus. His judgment was the only one that mattered. Now Paul was
simply serving his risen savior, looking for opportunities to share the good
news of the gospel and praying that Jesus would open the eyes of those
who heard and transform their lives… moving them from Satan to God,
from darkness to life, from unbelief to HOPE!
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Application
The world considers us “out of our minds.” Yet, Paul responds to Festus by
saying, “…I am speaking true and rational words.” True and rational. That
is the question today. Is Paul true and rational, or is he out of his mind? Is
Christianity true and rational? Is the Bible true and rational? Or, is it crazy
talk; filled with fable, myth and folklore? Is the Bible literally God’s spoken,
perfect word or is it a good guidebook for how to live more successfully in
this world? That is what is at stake here this morning in our passage.
Let’s be honest, the world around us tolerates the message of Jesus… at
best. Some places in the world, they are far less tolerant, they kill you. But
here, at this point in our history, the rejection we face is more like the
rejection of Festus. We are accused of being out of our minds, believers in
fables and fairy tales. Christianity is considered to be a crutch for weak
people who need something to hang their hopes on. But I want to say
something very clearly this morning, Christianity is not a system of false
hope for the weak. It is not a system of moral rules and regulations that
will make you a better person.
Christianity, true Christianity is centered on the works of almighty God who
sent his son to die and pay the price for the sin of lost and hopeless people.
It does not matter if you are “weak” or “strong” in this world’s way of
thinking. The Bible is clear. All people are lost, all are hopeless, all are
spiritually dead, all are deserving of God’s judgment and banishment to
eternal suffering. Agrippa was lost and hopeless, even though he was a
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king. Paul was lost and hopeless even though he was one of the most
highly educated religious figures of his day. No matter what you place in
life, you are lost and hopeless without saving faith in Jesus Christ.
Paul was sent to proclaim Jesus Christ to the world. To open their eyes, so
that they may turn from darkness into light and the power of Satan to God,
that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are
sanctified by faith in Jesus. We all need to have our eyes opened though
faith in Jesus. All who live in our city have this same need. Your family,
friends and neighbors. Paul concludes his sermon to Agrippa by telling him
that he was not disobedient to the call of Jesus to share the gospel. Each
of us, if we proclaim Jesus as Lord of our lives, is also called to this heavenly
vision… to share the gospel and see eyes opened , people turned from
Satan to God, darkness to light. To receive forgiveness of sin and a place in
God’s eternal family, through faith.
Will you be faithful to this call or will you be disobedient? That is Paul’s
challenge to us this morning. If you love me, you will obey me. Those are
Jesus’ words. Which will it be for us this morning? Please pray with me.

Benediction
2 Corinthians 3:12:
12 Since

we have such a hope, we are very bold

May it be so for us this week and for all of our lives.
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Endnotes:
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