Sabbath Day Sermon of January 23, 2016.
Rev. Dr. Flint Chika, Bishop

Paul’s Trouble: God’s Timing and How He Positions Us
Acts Chapter 23

We are continuing with our review of Paul’s trouble for not adhering to the warning by the Holy Spirit not to go to Jerusalem, because the people would not listen to his testimony about Jesus Christ. Paul was also told by Jesus Christ when he appeared to him in the Temple to leave Jerusalem and go to the Gentiles nations and preach the Gospel of salvation in his name. But Paul thought he could impress them with his testimony having been one of them when he persecuted Christians with them as one of the officers of the temple. But he was wrong as he found out later.
In this chapter Paul was now brought before the High Priest Ananias and the Sanhedrin; the same doom squad that crucified Jesus Christ (John 18:13). Josephus, a respected first century Levite and historian, described Ananias as profane, greedy, and hot-tempered. He seemed to have had all the bad qualities of a depraved person, but he was the high priest. Doesn’t the description of the life he led make you wonder what he worshipped (Leviticus 21)? Could the Almighty God have heard his prayers? We doubt it; but of course, Satan heard him and worked through him.
In chapter 21, Paul was warned by the Holy Spirit not to go to Jerusalem. The Lord Jesus told him to leave for the people of Jerusalem would not hear his message about him. Then we read of Paul’s arrest in chapter 22 where he gave his defense, and the discovery of a plot to assassinate him by a group of Jews who had taken an oath to make sure he was dead.  God would always prove that he is in control, and he positioned Paul’s nephew where he overheard the plotters’ plan to kill Paul. God has also positioned us today as his ministers to the world for them to hear his truth and to expose the works of Satan.
In today’s message from chapter 23, Paul stands before the Sanhedrin with holy confidence, he is unafraid to stand before this august body and give a fair account of his conduct. When Paul affirms his innocence, the high priest Ananias orders him to be struck, which caused Paul’s outburst. Apparently “when the high priest could charge him with no crime, he thought it was crime enough that he asserted his own innocence.” Under Roman law a prisoner was considered guilty until he could prove he was innocent. Apparently the high priest was not adhering to the Judaean law, when he had Paul struck. He was actually applying the Roman law, and so it was during Jesus’ hearing before Pontius Pilate. We recall not only that the high priest Caiaphas also had Jesus struck as he could not find any faults in him. Pontius Pilate also had declared that he found no fault in Jesus, but then he ordered that he should be scourged and crucified (Matthew 27:22-31). Later, under English common law which is based on the Bible, which also was adopted by the United States; a person was innocent until proved guilty.

2-8. However, Paul’s outburst came as a result of the illegal command under the Judaean law Ananias had given. Ananias had violated Judaean law by assuming that Paul was guilty as the Romans would before trial and ordering his punishment (Deuteronomy 19:15). Paul did not recognize Ananias as the High Priest, probably because Ananias’s command broke the Law he was pledged to represent. Just as we Christians are pledged to represent Jesus Christ. When those around us say, “I didn’t know you were a Christian,” because they could not see the good fruit in us, we have failed to represent Jesus Christ as we should. Of course, as Christians, we are not merely Jesus followers; we are Jesus’ ambassadors to others, as the High Priest was the Law’s representative to the people.
The Sadducees and Pharisees were two groups of religious leaders, but with striking different beliefs. While the Pharisees believed in a bodily resurrection, the Sadducees did not because they adhered only to Genesis through Deuteronomy, or that as businessmen the idea of being resurrected to account for their sins before the judgment throne of God, is something that should rather be imagined than expressed as God’s truth. Paul’s words moved the debate away from himself and toward their raging controversy about resurrection. The debate split the Jewish Council. Paul’s sudden insight that the Council was a mixture of Sadducees and Pharisees is an example of the power Jesus promises to believers who will be willing to act upon his promises. God will help you when you are under fire for your faith. (Mark 13:9-11).
 Like Paul, you as a Christian should always be ready to present your testimony. No doubt, the Holy Spirit as promised by Jesus will give you power and the courage to speak boldly. We also noticed that when the Pharisees and Sadducees controversy over resurrection died down, and the religious leaders refocused their attention on Paul’s hearing, it was apparent that these leaders, politics and position had become more important than Almighty God. They were ready to plan another murder, just as they had done with Jesus. But as always, God was in control.
11-16. “Be of good cheer,” this is how Jesus Christ works with us even when the trouble we are going through is as a result of our own mistakes. He works and supports us to get us out of it. Here in verse 11 the Lord cheers Paul up for testifying in his name before the dignitaries. This is a supernatural visitation of the risen Lord to his servant. It was a fulfillment of Matthew 28:20, “I am with you always.” God’s people are always to be cheerful despite unfortunate circumstances. Jesus here says, “Be of good cheer,” for those who trust the Savior have nothing to fear, not even death itself. Scripture speaks of four instances when the Lord appeared to Paul: (1) on the Damascus road (9:5; 22:8; 26:15); (2) on his visit to Jerusalem (22:17, 18); (3) in Corinth (16:9, 10); (4) on his last visit to Jerusalem (23:11).

16-22. Nowhere else in the Scriptures is any evidence made to Paul’s relatives, perhaps they all disowned him for denouncing Judaism and for accepting the faith of the Nazarenes also known as Christians (Acts 24:5). Paul had written of having suffered the loss of everything for Jesus Christ (Philippians 3:8). When his nephew learned of his uncle’s predicament, he informs Paul, who then sends him to the chief captain or tribune with the information. The judicious and discrete manner in which the captain handled Paul’s matter proved only one thing, that God was in control of what was happening in the case against Paul. Again, God was now using Paul’s arrest to bring the Gospel to the hearing of people in authority in the land.

We can never over estimate the role children can play in the dissemination of the Gospel message. In our society we sometimes overlook children, assuming that they are not old enough to do much for the Lord. But this Paul’s nephew played an important part in protecting Paul’s life. God can use anyone of any age for his work. Jesus made it clear that children are important (Matthew 18:26). Christians should give children the importance God gives them in the propagation of the Gospel message.
23-25. As God would have it, the Roman commander ordered Paul sent to Caesarea. Jerusalem was the seat of Jewish government, but Caesarea was the Roman headquarters for the area. We hope this message helps you understand how amazingly and amusing ways God works. For God chooses to use the Roman army to deliver Paul from his enemies. God’s ways are not our ways. Ours are limited, his are not. The lesson to learn here, is not to ever limit God by asking him to respond your way. My friend, understand that when God intervenes, things will work out much better than you could ever anticipate. So, get God involved in your plans and in all you do for better and lasting results.
26-35. Felix as the procurator or governor of Judea from 52 A. D. to 69 A. D., who exercised military and civil authority over that region. This was the same position Pontius Pilate held. While Jews were given much freedom to govern themselves, the governor ran the army, kept the peace, and gathered the taxes. Felix married up as we say it today. His wife was the youngest daughter of Herod Agrippa I; she left her husband Azizus, king of Emesa for Felix, a Gentile (24:24). To remove this Gentile leader they heated, the Judaean Jews rioted frequently and by filling charges against him until he was recalled back to Rome. 
Felix appointment had come from Claudius Caesar through his friendship with Pallas, who had the ear of Claudius as his property after the death of Antonia, the mother of Claudius. However, Felix before returning to Rome tried to win Judaean Jews favor by keeping Paul in jail. Now could it be that the reason Christians in America and around the world are being persecuted today is intended to win the favor of the man of sin, the son of perdition? 
In regard to the letter from Claudius Lysias, if you ask, how did Luke the writer of the book of Acts know what was written in the letter? Well this letter was probably read aloud in court when Paul came before Felix to answer the Jews accusations. Also, under Roman government, a copy must be given to the accused. No doubt, Paul must have been given a copy as a courtesy because he was a Roman citizen.
"Herod’s judgment hall." It appears the palace built by Herod in Caesarea was now being used as the residence of the Roman procurators. When Felix had ascertained of what Paul’s province and that he had jurisdiction over the area, he accepted the appeal to hear the case, but not until his accusers can come. In the meantime, Paul was to remain in jail.
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