PAUL’S HOPE IN THE RESURRECTION

Acts 23:12-24:27
Key Verse: 24:21b
“It is concerning the resurrection of the 

dead that I am on trial before you today.”

Today’s passage describes how Paul became a prisoner of the Gentiles. It would be Paul’s life in the book of Acts until the end of the book, as a prisoner, covering a span of several years. We may be tempted to have a romantic view of how the gospel spread through Paul, but the reality was that Paul was a prisoner. What sustained him in such a life?
I.  Paul is transferred to Caesarea (23:12-35)

Paul had been arrested and put in prison, but this still wasn’t enough to satisfy the Jews who wanted him dead. It had only been two days since the riot in Jerusalem, and one day since the riot in the Sanhedrin. Now the Jews could wait no longer, and they devised a new plan. Look at verses 12-15. “The next morning the Jews formed a conspiracy and bound themselves with an oath not to eat or drink until they had killed Paul. More than forty men were involved in this plot. They went to the chief priests and elders and said, ‘We have taken a solemn oath not to eat anything until we have killed Paul. Now then, you and the Sanhedrin petition the commander to bring him before you on the pretext of wanting more accurate information about his case. We are ready to kill him before he gets here.’” These men were like jihadists, who were willing to give their lives in order to rid the earth of Paul. But we can understand that it was more than just a few extremists who wanted Paul dead. When the zealots approached the chief priests and the elders, they were in full compliance with killing Paul as well.

Why was everyone so desperate to kill Paul? On the outside, it was nothing more than religious zeal. Paul was accused of bringing Gentiles into the temple area against the Law. He testified that Jesus was the Christ, who sent him far away to the Gentiles. All of these things would inflame the religious Jews. They were desperate to kill Paul and rid the earth of him. But in reality, they wanted to rid the earth of the gospel message. Just as they had crucified Jesus, Paul’s Lord, they now wanted to kill Paul as well, in hopes that the message of the gospel of Jesus would disappear. Their hatred of Paul was more than just a religious zeal, it was rejection of God. Ironically, the more they gave themselves to serve God with their zeal, the more they rejected the very one they wanted to please with their service. So they were desperate to kill Paul. Paul suffered because of the ignorance of God’s people. His suffering is that of the Lord Jesus, who was crucified by the ignorance of God’s people. Paul was called to share in the holy suffering—the suffering that God has been bearing since man sinned against him. The truth of the desperate attempt to kill Paul from man’s point of view was the ignorant rejection of God. But from God’s sovereign perspective, God was actively calling Paul to share in the intensely personal and holy suffering, much like Noah in the ark, the prophets in the Old Testament, or the cross of the Lord Jesus himself. What did this mean for Paul? From this time, Paul was always at once helpless, at the same time, always helped by God to testify to the gospel of Jesus, the crucified and raised, there in his weakness. We may say that his helplessness is itself the testimony of the God of Jesus, whose suffering in weakness was the ultimate testimony of the glory of God.
What was the truth of this beautiful life in reality? Look at verses 16-21. This is the story of the great salvation the Lord worked to rescue Paul from the plots of the Jews. This is how the Roman commander became aware of this plot. What was the great work? Previously in the book of Acts, both Peter and Paul were helped by supernatural means to get out of prison. Maybe Paul could have expected a similar working of the arm of the Lord at this time. Instead, Paul was helped in a rather mundane way. According to verse 16, somehow the son of Paul’s sister—Paul’s nephew—learned of the plot, and somehow he was allowed into the barracks, where he could inform Paul. Still, what could Paul the prisoner do? So Paul sent the young man with the centurion who was responsible to guard him to the commander who was responsible for arresting him, and in this way, somehow the plot of the Jews was made known to the commander. 
How did he thwart their plan? Look at verses 22-24. “The commander dismissed the young man and cautioned him, ‘Don’t tell anyone that you have reported this to me.’ Then he called two of his centurions and ordered them, ‘Get ready a detachment of two hundred soldiers, seventy horsemen and two hundred spearmen to go to Caesarea at nine tonight. Provide mounts for Paul so that he may be taken safely to Governor Felix.’” The commander protected Paul by secretly transporting him at night, with a great show of Roman army force. There were close to five hundred soldiers sent to accompany Paul on his journey. Essentially, Paul was forced to escape the Jews, depending on the Gentile army for protection. There was no angel and no earthquake, and Paul was not freed from imprisonment. Instead, he was like a sheep being led here and there. This was the reality of Paul’s life. He had come to Jerusalem with an offering as a testimony of the work of God among the Gentiles. But he was rejected by the Jews, who now wanted him dead. The great apostle, who had worked so independently to plant the gospel among the Gentiles, was now in a completely dependent state, having even to depend on his young nephew and his Gentile captors for help. That was his reality.
Verses 25-30 tell of the letter the commander sent when he transferred Paul. “He wrote a letter as follows: Claudius Lysias, To His Excellency, Governor Felix: Greetings. This man was seized by the Jews and they were about to kill him, but I came with my troops and rescued him, for I had learned that he is a Roman citizen. I wanted to know why they were accusing him, so I brought him to their Sanhedrin. I found that the accusation had to do with questions about their law, but there was no charge against him that deserved death or imprisonment. When I was informed of a plot to be carried out against the man, I sent him to you at once. I also ordered his accusers to present to you their case against him.” Here we see that the commander had a problem he couldn’t resolve. He had arrested a Roman citizen, but he had no charge deserving death or even imprisonment upon which to hold him. So in order to save face and justify his actions, his letter makes it sound as if he saved Paul from death at the hands of the Jews. He smartly found a way to keep Paul in prison, thereby appeasing the Jews, and making it sound like he rescued the Roman citizen, thereby appeasing Rome. Best of all, he got to transfer more than just Paul; he got to transfer the entire problem to Governor Felix. 
Why was he sending Paul to Caesarea? Verses 31-35 say, “So the soldiers, carrying out their orders, took Paul with them during the night and brought him as far as Antipatris. The next day they let the cavalry go on with him, while they returned to the barracks. When the cavalry arrived in Caesarea, they delivered the letter to the governor and handed Paul over to him. The governor read the letter and asked what province he was from. Learning that he was from Cilicia, he said, ‘I will hear your case when your accusers get here.’ Then he ordered that Paul be kept under guard in Herod’s palace.” Evidently Paul was sent to Caesarea because he was from the province of Cilicia, and that meant that Governor Felix had jurisdiction over the case there.

How was God working in Paul’s life? We may wonder if God was working at all, or if this is just coincidental. Or we may be tempted to justify God’s invisible sovereign hand in moving Paul from place to place. But the Bible doesn’t do that here. I am reminded of the story of the birth of Jesus in Luke chapter 2. This is how the gospel entered the world. As a result of the census demanded by the Ruling authorities, as a result of the time the baby should be born, as a result of the crowds causing no room at the inn, it happened that the Son of God was placed in a manger at his birth. There is no justification for this in Luke 2. We should rather be amazed at him. Similarly, in this passage, Paul is a prisoner. That is how God was working in his life. Paul was a prisoner of God, the one who never imposed himself by force. This is the gospel nobody wants to embrace. God’s zeal to accomplish his eternal will is not like the zeal of those who refuse to eat until they kill Paul. God’s sovereign rule is not in the command of others to believe him or worship him. He is not like the commander Claudius Lysias, or Governor Felix. We want the gospel to proceed in power, not in weakness. But the gospel proceeded through Paul by being accused with no defense, imprisoned and kept under guard. In this way, God was working in Paul’s life to create him as a servant of the gospel. It is a beautiful thing, a holy thing. Our prayer for 120 is not a prayer for strong commanders like Claudius Lysias; that is a corrupt idea. I learn to pray for 120 holy creations, for that is how the gospel has been proceeding to this day.
II.  Paul testifies before Felix (24:1-27)
Governor Felix did not waste time in hearing Paul’s case. Look at verses 1-4. “Five days later the high priest Ananias went down to Caesarea with some of the elders and a lawyer named Tertullus, and they brought their charges against Paul before the governor. When Paul was called in, Tertullus presented his case before Felix: ‘We have enjoyed a long period of peace under you, and your foresight has brought about reforms in this nation. Everywhere and in every way, most excellent Felix, we acknowledge this with profound gratitude. But in order not to weary you further, I would request that you be kind enough to hear us briefly.’” This case was so important to the Jews that they brought Ananias, the high priest, himself, as well as a lawyer to present the case and give it credibility as more than just a question about the Jewish law. The lawyer sounded like a lawyer, as he began by flattering the governor and his achievements.
In verses 5-9, Tertullus brought his charges against Paul. “‘We have found this man to be a troublemaker, stirring up riots among the Jews all over the world. He is a ringleader of the Nazarene sect and even tried to desecrate the temple; so we seized him. By examining him yourself you will be able to learn the truth about all these charges we are bringing against him.’ The Jews joined in the accusation, asserting that these things were true.”  The Jews and their lawyer appealed to Governor Felix as one who could stop troublemakers and put down riots in his jurisdiction. They made Paul out to be a ringleader, and the “Nazarene sect” to be some kind of seditious, anti-Roman organization. The accusations were severe distortions of the truth, if not outright lies.

Then how did Paul begin his answer to the charges? Verses 10-13 say, “When the governor motioned for him to speak, Paul replied: ‘I know that for a number of years you have been a judge over this nation; so I gladly make my defense. You can easily verify that no more than twelve days ago I went up to Jerusalem to worship. My accusers did not find me arguing with anyone at the temple, or stirring up a crowd in the synagogues or anywhere else in the city. And they cannot prove to you the charges they are now making against me.’” Paul began his defense by appealing to Governor Felix as a judge over the nation. He didn’t react or respond to the wildness of the accusations. He only asked the Governor to verify the truth, and the plaintiffs to prove their allegations against him.
After this, Paul began his defense. First, I admit that I worship God. (14-16) It was not so much a defense of the charges against him as it was a confession of his faith and his hope in God. For instance, the Jews accused him of being a ringleader of the Nazarene sect. Paul said, “However, I admit that I worship the God of our fathers as a follower of the Way, which they call a sect. I believe everything that agrees with the Law and that is written in the Prophets, and I have the same hope in God as these men, that there will be a resurrection of both the righteous and the wicked. So I strive always to keep my conscience clear before God and man.” (14-16) The first part of Paul’s defense was to admit that he belonged to the Way. But it was not a matter of being the ringleader of a sect, it was a matter of worshiping God, the God of their fathers, and it was a matter of obedience to the word of God. Finally, it was his expression of hope in the resurrection and the judgment. In other words, he lived before God as a member of the “sect,” not anti-Jewish, but worshiping God. From that standpoint, his life as a missionary then is no different from his life as the accused now. In all things, Paul admitted to being one who worships God. Now as a prisoner and defendant in the trial, he worships God.
Second, concerning the resurrection of the dead. (17-21) Paul’s description of what happened in Jerusalem was far different than his accusers. Look at verses 17-21. “After an absence of several years, I came to Jerusalem to bring my people gifts for the poor and to present offerings. I was ceremonially clean when they found me in the temple courts doing this. There was no crowd with me, nor was I involved in any disturbance. But there are some Jews from the province of Asia, who ought to be here before you and bring charges if they have anything against me. Or these who are here should state what crime they found in me when I stood before the Sanhedrin—unless it was this one thing I shouted as I stood in their presence: ‘It is concerning the resurrection of the dead that I am on trial before you today.’” Paul confessed that he didn’t break any laws in coming to Jerusalem. In fact, he came with an offering to the poor. More than this, he didn’t break any laws against Judaism or the temple, because he was clean from that aspect as well. In fact, there were many Jews who actually created the disturbance, not Paul. Finally, Paul had been tried before the Sanhedrin and was not even charged with a crime there. Instead the assembly broke up into an argument about resurrection. There was no real reason why Paul was on trial from a human perspective. But Paul deeply accepted his imprisonment. He confessed in verse 21b, “It is concerning the resurrection of the dead that I am on trial before you today.”

Paul accepted his imprisonment as the worship of God. He also said that it was concerning the resurrection of the dead that he was on trial. Paul’s defense was not effective from a standpoint of getting him freed. But it teaches us the truth of living before God. These verses especially teach us the truth of hope, specifically the hope of resurrection. In reality, we don’t know what the truth of resurrection is. For me, I can vaguely comprehend that life wins over death, I will die and then be raised. But from this simplistic reasoning, Paul could at best hope that he would be freed from prison. But he wasn’t. Then is his hope futile? From a nationalistic view, Paul could hope that Israel would be saved from the Gentiles. But that didn’t happen either. We can think of America being a Christian nation, but will that happen? But it wasn’t concerning any of these tangible things that Paul confessed his hope. It was concerning the resurrection of the dead. Then what might Paul’s hope have been? Philippians 3:10-11 says, “I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection of the dead.” The truth of what the resurrection of the dead can be is always elusive. We have one example in Christ our Lord. But what did he leave us, other than an empty tomb? Is that our hope? For Paul, there was no separation between the resurrection of the dead and becoming like him in his death, or the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings and knowing Christ. So he could testify to his hope while he was in prison. His hope wasn’t freedom, it was to know Christ. Where will Christ appear? For Paul, Christ appeared when Paul was accused and imprisoned, with no hope of a jailbreak, no hope of a miraculous release. Christ appeared when he worshiped God and testified to Jesus as a prisoner.
 
Was Paul’s testimony effective? Look at verses 22-23. “Then Felix, who was well acquainted with the Way, adjourned the proceedings. ‘When Lysias the commander comes,’ he said, ‘I will decide your case.’ He ordered the centurion to keep Paul under guard but to give him some freedom and permit his friends to take care of his needs.” If the effectiveness is measured on whether or not Paul was freed, then his testimony was not effective. Instead, he was kept in prison.

Now look at verses 24-27. “Several days later Felix came with his wife Drusilla, who was a Jewess. He sent for Paul and listened to him as he spoke about faith in Christ Jesus. As Paul discoursed on righteousness, self-control and the judgment to come, Felix was afraid and said, ‘That’s enough for now! You may leave. When I find it convenient, I will send for you.’ At the same time he was hoping that Paul would offer him a bribe, so he sent for him frequently and talked with him. When two years had passed, Felix was succeeded by Porcius Festus, but because Felix wanted to grant a favor to the Jews, he left Paul in prison.” This was how Paul was maintained in prison. When it was convenient, Felix would send for Paul and listen to him. But whenever he was overcome with fear, then it was no longer convenient for Felix. So he would send him away. He kept Paul in prison. He brought him according to his convenience, and he sent him away according to his convenience. This is how the gospel proceeded during the time of Felix. Paul was at the whim of Felix. It is amusing. What was Felix’s hope in calling Paul? He hoped for some personal benefit in the form of a bribe. What was Paul learning? He was learning the truth of the resurrection of the Christ. And this is how the gospel was spread at the time of Acts. In a matter of days, Paul arrived in Jerusalem, took a vow, testified to the gospel, was arrested and tried twice. But then, for two years, he was at the call of Felix, a two faced man who only wanted the gospel of convenience.

We learn in today’s passage to receive the hope of resurrection for what it is, that is, to resist the nostalgic or romantic hope, and to embrace the empty tomb, the prison life, the life that is led by nothing other than the gospel hope. I pray that Christ may appear when we do, that we may know him.
