Acts 25 and 26 Festus and Agrippa

March 18,2007
· Way back in this series the point was continually being made that the Gospel demands a response. (+ve like jailor Acts 16, -ve like Thessalonians Acts 17)
· Here we have a chance to view three types of responses, three types of people… so let’s do a sort of parable of the sower on these people.

· The word lands on the path and doesn’t germinate– Festus

· The word lands among weeds, is heard but is not fruitful – Felix, Agrippa 

· The word lands on fertile ground and produces fruit – Paul

Background and story: Paul held by Felix and left there for 2 years – He has freedom to be seen by his friends, he has had freedom to preach the gospel to Felix and his wife Drusilla, but basically he has been left in limbo

When Felix is recalled then Festus arrives. We have a pretty firm date here Antonius Felix was procurator of Judea 52-60/Festus from 58 so we are now late AD58
As expected Festus goes first to Jerusalem to pay his respects there. The chief priests start on Paul again and try and get him back to Jerusalem. Festus says, I am going to Caesarea, you come there.

So they go and stand around bringing unsubstantiated charges. Paul’s defence is that he has done nothing wrong against, their Jewish law, against their temple nor against Roman Law

When Festus tries to please them and asks if Paul will go to Jerusalem then Paul says “Look I am standing before you which is where I should be. I have done nothing wrong to them – as you well know. I am not trying to avoid punishment, but if there is nothing in their charges you can’t give them me up to them. I appeal to Caesar” – OK that is where you shall go. [Paul didn’t get justice from Felix, he isn’t going to get it now so….]
Note that Festus problem is that he has nothing to say to Caesar, no charges to explain why he is sending Paul. So he asks Herod Agrippa to help him formulate some charge [expert witness – or spread the blame about a bit]
Then Agrippa and Bernice: Note 25:19 that Festus’ report to Agrippa includes the fact that Paul’s defence above had included Jesus’ resurrection (This is another example that the reporting in the bible is not full and complete exclusive for we are only told in 25:8 that Paul’s defence was  “I have done nothing wrong against the law of the Jews or against the temple or against Caesar”)
Paul’s defence – a statement about who he was includes a re-telling of the Damascus Road – In the bible, repetition means importance
Conclusion of both Agrippa and Festus  – had he not appealed to Caesar he could have been set free

Before I get into my updated version of parable of the sower – the different people involved - I want to remind us that what we are seeing here is a statement of one of Luke’s main themes in Luke-Acts. Christianity is not a threat to properly understood OT religion and it is not a threat to the Roman state.

Two great statements that Luke is continually trying to make

25:8 I have done nothing wrong against the law of the Jews or against the temple or against Caesar. 

The Jews have indeed consistently charged Paul with teaching and acting against the law (21:28; compare 24:5), the temple (21:28; 24:6) and Caesar (24:5). Paul has stoutly defended himself in each of these areas (law--22:3; 24:14-16; temple--22:17; 24:17-18; Caesar--24:11-13).

In this affirmation (Repeat 25:8) Luke encapsulates his conviction about first-century Christianity's two defining relationships. 
· As to Judaism: it has not betrayed its religious roots. It stands in direct continuity with the Old Testament faith in its ethics and worship. The Jews can find no apostasy here. 
· As to the state: Christianity is no revolutionary disrupter of the civil order. 

(Last time I preached Paul was accused of ‘turning the world upside down’. We have to comment and Luke would and did also add this: that in its own way Christianity will turn the world upside down and produce a radical transformation of society but it will do it one heart at a time.) 
which is a neat way of bringing me back to my update of the parable of the sower
Let us have a look at the hearts, at the people involved

Festus: We actually know very little about him but I think we have all met the type. A bit puffed up with his own authority but not really very strong as a leader because he is too concerned to compromise and keep the peace.  Here we see these two things expressed in his first decision to tell the Jew to come to him – I’m in charge: followed by his willingness to please them by suggesting that Paul is tried by them back in Jerusalem. He will do things by the book when it suits him especially when he needs to protect his own back. Faced with Paul’s appeal to Caesar he has no option but to agree, but then seeks to protect his own back by involving Herod Agrippa. He makes no attempt to understand the people he is governing. He makes no attempt to understand the problem at all, in fact his response to Paul about the resurrection of the dead (26:24 = “you are out of your mind, your learning is driving you insane” is typical of a small-minded pettiness which will not attempt to deal with any serious issue for fear that it will upset their own neat and tidy little world. It is likely that Mithraism would have been his formal religion. It was a mystery religion which had some ideas of the cycle of life –and such ideas as resurrection should not have been foreign to him. So he was probably unconcerned with anything other than himself in the here and now. The seed fell on the path and the birds of the air gobbled it up. There is no resting place for God’s word in such a heart.
Jesus explanation: Matt 13:19 - When anyone hears the word of the kingdom and does not understand it, the evil one comes and snatches away what has been sown in his heart. This is what was sown along the path.
Herod Agrippa II –.  Firstly let us have a quick look at his genealogy. Before I put the slide up – please do not bother too much if you can’t read it, it is more a picture that I will explain
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Agrippa: This is someone who knows God’s word, in fact he is considered as an expert in it; he knows Judaism, he knows his OT and Jewish customs and controversies  –<read> 26:2-3 – and he believes it in one sense. 

Quite amusingly – if you think about it: Festus’ “Paul, you are out of your mind” is actually an attack on Agrippa too, for Agrippa does believe this stuff. – Festus is a foot-in-mouth person who speaks before he thinks. 
Agrippa though he may know it and accept it doesn’t let it have much effect on his life. Just hear his response to Paul’s appeal in v27: “King Agrippa do you believe the prophets? I know that you do” Then Agrippa said to Paul “do you think that in such a short time you can get me to be a Christian?” – He isn’t prepared to actually listen in his heart to what he hears. He isn’t prepared to follow through what his head tells him. His position and his comfortable lifestyle are too important to him - He is a patch of ground choked by weeds and thorns. 

Jesus explanation: Matt 13:22 As for what was sown among thorns, this is the one who hears the word, but the cares of the world and the deceitfulness of riches choke the word, and it proves unfruitful.
Paul: we have heard a lot about Paul in the last 18 chapters – and it is almost exactly a year that we first read the Damascus Road experience in Chapter 9 – Paul was fertile ground - and with him I am going to start with the parable of the sower.
Jesus explanation: Matt 13:23 As for what was sown on good soil, this is the one who hears the word and understands it. He indeed bears fruit and yields, in one case a hundredfold, in another sixty, and in another thirty
Paul’s defense is to repeat the Damascus Road experience  - this is the third time. As we keep on saying to you: if the bible repeats something then it means that it is important. <slide>
Next time you read Isaiah 12:2 “The Lord, the LORD is my strength and  my song and has become my salvation” then that repeated “Lord” is saying something to you – capital “LORD” in English is by convention the word used when the Hebrew has the sacred name ‘yahweh’  which comes from the name God gave to Moses when he told Moses who he, God is: “I am who I am” 
Here it does not just mean “the I am” but repeating it means “the one who really is”, “the ultimate one” (in fact, in the Hebrew it is even stronger ‘Yah Yahweh hawah’ “The one who really is becomes your salvation”)
Or another example –this time from the parallelism of the Psalms – which is a special kind of repetition. This one helps us understand what it means when we bless God

The LORD lives, and blessed be my rock, and exalted be my God, the rock of my salvation – when we bless God, we exalt him to exalt God is what we have to do when we bless God (and this one is repeated because Psalm 18 itself is written down twice. (2 Sam 22:47 – Psalm 18:46))
The seraphim in Isaiah 6 are not just making poetry when they sing “Holy, Holy, Holy is the LORD Almighty” They are also stating that God is completely different and separated from his creation, the one completely perfect person in a fallen and sinful creation.

I haven’t chosen those examples with any particular thought in mind, but they are part of the writings that Festus rejected, that Agrippa knew and that Paul acted upon. God is the ultimate person who becomes our salvation, most worthy of exaltation yet too holy for us mere mortals to approach. 

Paul understood this
 Paul understood this even before his conversion to Christianity. He thought God’s holiness justified his persecution of this upstart religion - the belief in Jesus. He thought that the pharisaic holiness he was trying to practice justified the killing of Christians. He was right in his own eyes. He was zealous for God’s holiness but he hadn’t quite got it right in God’s eyes; - so Jesus met him on the Damascus road and put him straight. “You are persecuting your own God” 26:15: “I am Jesus whom you are persecuting” 

Not only putting Paul right in his understanding, but giving him something to do. <read 26:16-18> repeat 18. What an amazing thing!! we are not told here, but in Acts 9 we are told that Paul was blinded. Paul had been blind all along in not properly understanding the scriptures and he was actually made physically blind at the time, yet Jesus says to him ‘you will open their eyes; your ministry is <repeat 18>
In this retelling of the Damascus Road experience please note that less than one-third of the words relate directly to that. This is not so much a testimony as the story of Paul’s life and being; a statement about who he is – which way he is leaning! It is carefully structured to confirm that Christianity is Jewish and that as such, the Jews have no right to bring him into a religious court or a civil court. v22: I am saying nothing beyond what the prophets and Moses said would happen
What was Paul’s response? <read v19>”So then King Agrippa, I was not disobedient to the vision from heaven” Paul’s response was Obedience to God’s word. The result of that obedience was fruit. If Paul is the hundredfold then the rest of us have some catching up to do!

So: ¿ Which kind of person are you? ¿ Which kind of soil are you?

It is a question we all have to ask ourselves and I suspect that at different times we, all of us, can be all three kinds of soil but what I want to ask here is more about our general approach to life. The way we lean.

¿ Are you a Festus? are you someone who can answer the question “why should anyone think it incredible that God raises the dead?” by thinking that we are mad? Or worse still you think that that it doesn’t matter one way or the other. If so, I plead with you – please come and talk to us afterward. This is the most important discussion that you will ever have; the future of your eternal soul is at stake. ¿ Do you not want share in the eternal life that God can give you? 
¿ Are you an Agrippa? Are you someone who knows and hears this stuff but doesn’t let it impact on your life? A person who knows which side his social & financial bread is buttered – (Josephus tells us that after the fall of Jerusalem he even presided over the celebration party for the destruction of his own people) Here; he slips aside from having to make a commitment before his Roman boss. His question in v28 is ironic “Oh come-on now Paul, you don’t really expect me to play the Christian do you?”
This is the kind of person it is all too easy for us to be, to know about God but not to know God. Agrippa knows which side his financial bread is buttered, and on the social side too  – it is the Roman side – ¿ but what about his spiritual bread? On which side is that buttered? ¿ On which side is your spiritual bread buttered? – if that worries you, then be a Paul.

What does that mean? – let us look at Paul

¿  or are you a Paul? characterized by obedience, obedience to God; Obedience to Jesus Christ; Obedience to the Holy Spirit. To be like Paul does not always lead us to experiencing a peaceful and restful life. For weeks now we have been looking at Paul being persecuted by the Jews, Paul in prison, Paul having to defend himself against principalities and powers of this age. But a Paul who is producing fruit for his God and a Paul who is eternally saved and who wants everyone else to be like him (except for the chains) 26:29 
As I conclude, let me encourage each one of us to be good and fertile soil. To be like Paul and be saved, to copy Paul and be obedient – 

Paul says ‘he was worst of sinners for he persecuted the church’ – in one sense that is true, but in another it is not. 
· Each and every one of us have sinned and fallen short of the Glory of God
· Each and every one of us is saved, as Paul was (and is) saved by repenting and turning to God and by performing deeds in keeping with their repentance. 

· Each one of us by our own choices and actions put to death the Lord of Glory. Paul tells us in Colossians that the list of our crimes was nailed to His cross (Col. 2:14) The reason why He died was because of my sins, The reason why He died was because of our disobediences. 
· The reasons why we live is because he died; because of His obedience to his heavenly calling
The question to each one of us is: ¿ What kind of soil are you? 

or more specifically: ¿ Do you want to produce fruit? 

¿ Do you want to produce fruit fit to offer up to the Lord who saves you, fruit that exalt the rock of your salvation. If so, then be like Paul. Be obedient to the heavenly calling.
[[[in preaching I changed the ‘inclination’ the ‘way one leans’ to the direction as in a weathercock]]]
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Presided over the celebration of the fall of his own people –AD70 and then his sister –consort became the emperor’s mistress





Son (Agrippa) died in eruption of Versuvuius AD79





No evidence of incest, only Juvenal’s satire 





How can we bless God?
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