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Text 
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. 
2 
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. 
3 
Everywhere and in every way, most excellent Felix, we 

acknowledge this with profound gratitude. 
4 
But in order not to weary you further, I would request that you 

be kind enough to hear us briefly. 
5 
"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 
6 
and even tried to desecrate the 

temple; so we seized him. 
7  8 

By examining him yourself you will be able to learn the truth about all these 

charges we are bringing against him." 
9 
The Jews joined in the accusation, asserting that these things were 

true. 
10 

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. 
11 

You can easily verify that no more than 

twelve days ago I went up to Jerusalem to worship. 
12 

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. 
13 

And they cannot prove 

to you the charges they are now making against me. 
14 

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, 
15 

and I have the same hope in God as these men, that there will be a 

resurrection of both the righteous and the wicked. 
16 

So I strive always to keep my conscience clear before 

God and man. 
17 

"After an absence of several years, I came to Jerusalem to bring my people gifts for the 

poor and to present offerings. 
18 

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. 
19 

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. 
20 

Or these who are here should state what crime they found in me when I stood before the Sanhedrin-- 
21 

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.'" 
22 

Then Felix, who was well acquainted with the Way, adjourned 

the proceedings. "When Lysias the commander comes," he said, "I will decide your case." 
23 

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. 
24 

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. 
25 

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." 
26 

At the same time he was hoping that Paul would offer him a bribe, so 

he sent for him frequently and talked with him. 
27 

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. 

 

Introduction 
 Do you think you’d like Paul if he were around today?  We’ve been going 

through the book of Acts together, the last half of which follows the life of the apostle 
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Paul around the Mediterranean world.  In case you’re not familiar with what Paul was 

like, here are a few words that I think everyone would agree describe him well – radical, 

extreme, focused, intense, bold, reckless.  He was not afraid to tell it like it is.  He 

endured hardship for the cause of testifying to what Jesus had done in history and in his 

life.  He was even determined to do things that jeopardized his life.  He had deep 

relationships, but he was not one for frivolity or messing around with life.  He certainly 

was not your status-quo, don’t-rock-the-boat, shallow kind of person.  In many ways, 

Paul lived like the Jesus he was tirelessly presenting – radical, extreme, focused, intense, 

bold, reckless.  Do you like those kinds of people? 

 In today’s passage of Scripture we see two different negative responses to Paul’s 

imitation and presentation of Jesus Christ that I think represent two main ways people 

today react to the message of Jesus – that of the religious and that of the irreligious.  I 

hope at the end to present to you another response, another way, a way that makes more 

sense – the way of the old-fashioned gospel.  In short, the message of today’s text is just 

this: don’t be put off by the real Jesus and don’t put the real Jesus off. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Response of the Religious 
Today’s text starts off – “Five days later…” (v. 1) – here goes Luke again, giving 

us all the gory details, but remember: God is in the details, right?  Five days after Paul 

arrived in Caesarea after being transported under guard at night from the barracks in 

Jerusalem where the Jews had a plot to kill him, “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” (v. 1).  Caesarea was right on the coast of the 

Mediterranean Sea; Jerusalem was about 2,500 ft above sea level; that’s why it’s said that 

they “went down” even though it’s northwest; it’s referring to elevation.  And we see 

here that the Jews are bringing in the heavy-weights on this.  The Chief Priest himself is 

making the 65 mile trek.  He brings along with him some of the other leaders of Israel 

and a top-notch attorney, a Grecian-Jew named Tertullus, no doubt trained extensively in 

Roman law.  The Robert Shapiro or Johnnie Cochran or Lee Bailey or Alan Dershowitz 

of Jerusalem in the 1
st
 century. [Those were the attorneys for O.J. Simpson].  So they’re 

really pulling out all the stops. 

Tertullus begins to lay out the charges against Paul and he does so by following 

the accepted form of forensic orations from the time.  [What’s interesting is that Paul, 

representing himself, utilizes the same legal language and structure; another example of 

how versatile and multi-lingual Paul really was.]  Well, Tertullus’ introductory remarks 

praise Felix for the “long period of peace” (v. 2) that the Jews had enjoyed under him.  I 

remarked last week that Felix was notorious for putting down uprisings with the utmost 

vigor and violence.  He used crucifixion liberally.  Tertullus’ praise of Felix’s track 

record of peace was most likely a veiled suggestion that he treat Paul the same way he 

treated others to maintain such costly peace. 

In a popular legal tactic, Tertullus keeps the charges brief and rests his case early.  

He hopes that his clout and the presence of the Jewish leadership will help make this an 

open-and-shut case; it doesn’t even deserve a lot of time.  “It’s simple – the guy’s a 

world-wide trouble-maker, a sectarian, and a desecrator of the temple.”  “Yeah, yeah, uh 
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huh, uh huh,” the Jews join in.  But Paul eloquently defends the charge against the temple 

(there’s nothing to that), points out the lack of eye-witnesses concerning his alleged 

disruptions in the Diaspora, and admits to his membership in what they call a sect, but 

maintains it is nothing but authentic Jewish faith.  Felix knew something of the Way – an 

early designation for Christians – and knew that this was an internal issue of theology and 

did not involve any capital offense, so he dismissed the proceedings until the commander 

Lysias could come to testify and allowed Paul some freedoms while he remained in 

custody.  Ultimately Felix never sentenced Paul, but he also never released him, trying to 

keep everyone happy. 

The question I want to ask is: What is it that made the Jews so angry about Paul?  

Why are they going to such lengths to get rid of him?  Really, the question is, “What is it 

that made the Jews so angry about Jesus?  Why did they go to such lengths to get rid of 

Jesus?”  Because that’s who Paul is representing.  Here it is.  Jesus shook things up.  

Religious people hate that.  It drives them nuts.  Religious people respond to Jesus as a 

troublemaker.  They’re put off by him because he doesn’t fit into the mold.  You see, 

when you’re religious you’ve worked really hard to come up with an elaborate system of 

rules and regulations, dos and don’ts, policies and procedures.  You’ve worked hard to 

distinguish yourself from the world, the “sinners,” the irreligious.  And religious people 

make an idol out of their tradition and history.  I can’t tell you how many times growing 

up in church I heard the religious mantra, “We’ve never done it that way before.”   

The Jews in today’s passage were classic religious people.  They had taken God’s 

law and twisted it into a badge of distinction.  Instead of obeying it in response to God’s 

grace to them that caused him to choose them and free them from slavery and establish 

them in their own land, it was now something that made them feel better than others, 

something that separated them from those not like them.  And they added on to the law 

and came up with more rules that they imposed on people.  The classic example is the list 

of 39 things you couldn’t do on the Sabbath from the Mishnah (Shabbath 7:2; 10:5), 

things like you can’t tie a knot or untie a knot or sew two stitches.  There were all sorts of 

customs that were conceived of that dictated how things were done at the temple and 

stuff like that.  And when it was all said and done you felt pretty good about yourself, 

pretty proud of your Jewish heritage, never mind the fact that God had appeared to your 

ancestors so that eventually all nations of the earth would be blessed through them (cf. 

Gen. 18:18, 22:18; 26:4).  In a nutshell, people like Ananias and other Jewish religious-

types had their lives all put together in a nice, neat, comfortable little world insulated 

with layers of self-righteousness. 

And here’s the thing: Jesus messed all that up.  Jesus busted into that nice, neat, 

little world and turned things upside down.  He was born to an unwed mother; grew up on 

the wrong side of the tracks (nothing good came out of Nazareth); hung out with a bunch 

of uneducated, Galilean ruffians; and had no place to lay his head – he was homeless!  He 

taught love and touched lepers.  He hollered against materialism and healed on the 

Sabbath.  He called the religious-types “hypocrites” and “white-washed tombs” to their 

faces and preferred to hang out with the tax collectors and “sinners” and prostitutes and 

Samaritans instead.  He was accused of being a glutton, a drunkard, and a demoniac but 

he insisted that everyone was a sinner in need of mercy.  He went into the temple, the 

center of the religious establishment and turned over tables and saying, “This was 

supposed to be a house of prayer for all nations, but you’ve made it a den of robbers; 
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you’ve turned it into a business.”  He taught that he was one with the Father and that no 

one could come to the Father except through him and then he taught that following him 

wasn’t comfortable; it wasn’t easy; it wasn’t nice good clean fun.  It involved dying to 

oneself – that the only way to look out for your life was to lose your life.  He asserted that 

he was here to usher in the long-awaited kingdom of God, but he wasn’t going to do it 

with swords or military might, but by dying on a cross as a sacrifice for sin.  He shook 

things up.  He was a troublemaker.  He was a radical.  And it was all very unsettling to 

the religious, who wanted to maintain the status quo. 

Paul, likewise, was a thorn in the side of the religious leaders.  What must have 

been even more maddening to them was that Paul was once one of them, a proud 

Pharisee leading an effort to stamp out the fledgling church.  Now he’s proclaiming in 

synagogues across the Empire that Jesus of Nazareth is the crucified Messiah resurrected 

from the dead and that “through him everyone who believes is justified from everything 

[they] could not be justified from by the law of Moses” (13:39).  Paul was radical, 

unconventional, he rocked the boat.  And the straw that broke the camel’s back is that he 

was insisting on the inclusion of the Gentiles (non-Jews) in God’s people and God’s 

promises!  That was just absurd.  This is the number one way to get yourself in trouble: 

bring up the race question, go after the idol of ethnic comfort, maintain that God’s 

kingdom is to be kaleidoscopic.  Right?  That was what cut his speech short in the temple 

and threw the crowd into an uproar – he mentioned that God had sent him to the Gentiles.  

Now we can’t have none of that talk, now can we? 

Is this you?  Are you religious?  Have you tamed Jesus into a nice, clean-cut 

suburban dad who drives a mini-van with a God Bless America bumper sticker and wears 

Polo shirts?  Or have you made him a more palatable yuppie who drives a Jetta and shops 

at Eddie Bauer and has a black Lab and throws cocktail parties at his loft?  Does it make 

you uncomfortable that Jesus was a homeless bum?  Does it make you uncomfortable 

when you’re told that Christianity is something way more than just some nice little 

compartment in your life, but something that requires all of you – where you live, how 

you spend your money, who you hang out with?  Does it ruffle your feathers when 

someone insists that the church should be multi-ethnic because you really just want it to 

be a nice happy little family with people who are like you and where you can get your 

emotional fix of being “close to God?”  Does it make you uneasy to be around the poor, 

the mentally-challenged, people with rough edges and addictions and social issues?  And 

do those who maintain that Jesus’ church is precisely for those kinds of people make you 

a little mad on the inside, on edge, annoyed?  It does that to me.  I know I struggle with 

responding to the real Jesus like the religious Jews.  He’s a troublemaker and he won’t 

just leave me alone to live my own comfortable life and slap the label “Christian” on it.  

He gets inside my domain and messes things up and turns over tables and says I’m no 

better than anyone else just because I never got into the party-scene and went to a 

Christian college and am a pastor.  I don’t naturally like that. 

 

Response of the Irreligious 
 Some of you may be here today and you’re not really religious, but you’re 

interested in Jesus, in spirituality; you’re open; you want something more.  That’s why 

you’re here today.  But you don’t really want the real Jesus either.  Maybe you’re a bit 

like Felix.  Let’s look at him in the story.  Who was Felix?  Well, we know he was a 
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Roman governor.  We’ve already said he was not the gentlest, kindest guy ever.  He 

could be brutal.  We also know from extra-biblical sources that Drusilla was Felix’s third 

wife and he was her second husband (and she had broken off an engagement before).  

Felix had persuaded Drusilla to leave her first husband, it is said, with the help of a 

magician named Atomos, “promising her (with a play on his name) every ‘felicity’ if she 

did so.”
1
  So his religion was the worship of Felix.  He sought his own advancement in 

the Roman world, using whatever ever means at his disposal to get ahead.  He also sought 

his own pleasure, going through women like undershirts.  We also recognize that he was 

ready and willing to use spirituality to obtain what he wanted. 

 So Felix is just your regular, old, hedonistic, non-religious guy.  Power, prestige, 

sex, spirituality on the side.  This describes a lot of people in our city.  As a missionary to 

this city I just subscribed to the weekly magazine Time Out Chicago that lists all the 

social stuff going on in the city every week.  Two of the last pages of the magazine are a 

horoscope key and a kinky sex column.  Things haven’t really changed that much in 

2,000 years.  That’s why this book, if you’re willing to study it, is still relevant to our 

lives today. 

 We read that Felix, at the request of his wife Drusilla who was a non-practicing 

Jew, sent for Paul to listen “to him as he spoke about faith in Christ Jesus” (v. 24).  No 

doubt Paul shared with them the historical facts of Jesus’ life and teachings, the 

theological import of his death and resurrection, the gift of the Spirit and the spread of the 

church.  But as preacher Kent Hughes remarks, “Paul quickly left off preaching and went 

to meddling.”
2
  “Paul discoursed on righteousness” (v. 25) – a word that could also be 

translated “justice” – and no doubt connected it to Felix’s heavy-handed leadership style 

and track record of injustice.  He talked about self-control, no doubt jabbing at the 

couple’s unbridled sexual passions.  And he talked about the judgment to come – how 

Jesus (the King of kings, the ultimate ruler) will one day hold everyone accountable for 

the deeds done in the body (cf. 2Cor. 5:10) and divine justice will be meted out. 

 Paul didn’t soft-pedal sin.  Henry VIII, the British king who was married six times 

and had 2 of his ex-wives executed, often listened to the preaching of the bold, English 

Reformer Hugh Latimer.  One time one of Latimer’s sermons offended King Henry VIII 

and the king commanded him to preach the next week and make an apology.  Here’s how 

Hugh Latimer’s sermon the next Sunday’s began: 

 

Hugh Latimer, dost thou know before whom thou art this day to speak?  

To the high and mighty monarch, the king’s most excellent majesty, who 

can take away thy life if thou offendest; therefore, take heed that thou 

speakest not a word that may displease; but the consider well, Hugh, dost 

thou not know from whence thou comest; upon whose message thou art 

sent?  Even by the great and mighty God! who is all-present, and who 

beholdeth all thy ways, and is able to cast thy soul in hell!  Therefore, take 

care that thou deliverest thy message faithfully.
3
 

 

He then went on to preach the same sermon he had the previous week, yet with even 

more vigor and resolve. 

 Paul was like that; he was bold.  He picked that up from Jesus.  He wasn’t afraid 

to confront Governor Felix about his sinful lifestyle and warn him about judgment if he 
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wouldn’t repent, even though he was his prisoner.  Jesus confronts the pride and 

presumption of religious people, but he also confronts the unrighteousness and self-

indulgence of the irreligious.  Jesus says to the world, “Listen, I’m not going to sugarcoat 

this: you’re messed up, living for yourself, looking for happiness and fulfillment in all the 

wrong places, you’ve spurned me, you’re headed for judgment.”  And what’s the popular 

response to Jesus from the irreligious?  “Whoa, don’t mention sin.  How dare you!?  

That’s enough.”  Why?  Because it makes people feel uncomfortable.  Deep down we all 

know it’s true; there’s a universal sense of guilt and to listen to it makes us scared, but 

we’re unwilling to give it up.  So what’s Felix’s response?  He “was afraid and said, 

‘That’s enough for now!  You may leave.  When I find it convenient, I will send for 

you’” (v. 25.)  He puts Jesus off. 

 And then we read that over the next couple years he sent for Paul frequently and 

talked with him and sent him back to his quarters and Luke tells us that what he was 

really hoping for is that Paul would slip him a bribe.  That’s what he really wanted from 

Jesus – money.  He wants to get something from Jesus, something besides Jesus and his 

forgiveness.  He wants power, he wants sexual satisfaction, he wants money and he wants 

Jesus to give him that.  If he doesn’t, he doesn’t want anything to do with him.  Many 

people don’t want to hear about sin and self-control and judgment.  You’ll listen to 

stories of answered prayer, how spirituality can help you manage stress, how the Bible is 

full of principles that will help you get rich.  You’ll be interested in Jesus if he’ll give you 

the stuff you really want, but you don’t really want Jesus as your Savior.  Honestly now, 

how much do you treat Jesus like your own personal genie in a bottle, someone you’ll 

call up when you’re in a pinch, hoping he’ll come through for you?  But that’s not the 

real Jesus.  The real Jesus confronts your sin and calls you to repentance and offers you 

forgiveness and true life. 

Don’t put him off.  That’s my plea.  Don’t put him off.  Don’t silence your sense 

of guilt.  Don’t try to tame Jesus.  Notice that the text doesn’t say Felix ever trembled 

again, even though he talked with Paul frequently.  There is no mention of fear or 

conviction, his heart had grown numb – a serious lesson to all of us not to put off 

responding to God’s Word.  The more you do, the more hardened you get.  Eventually 

we’re told that Felix was removed from office and replaced with Porcius Festus, and he 

never had released Paul.  He kept him around, but he had lost interest because he couldn’t 

give him what he wanted. 

 

Paul’s Way 
So here are two common responses to Jesus.  Religious people think they are 

righteous already and react to Jesus as a troublemaker, crashing their nice religious party.  

They’re put off by him.  Irreligious people more often than not put him off.  They don’t 

want a Jesus that deals with their sin; they want a Jesus that dishes out the goodies 

(actually there are a lot of “religious” people who see Jesus this way too; whole churches 

are devoted to worshiping a heavenly gumball machine Jesus).  But how do you respond 

to Jesus?  How are you responding to Jesus?  The only proper and fitting response is to 

tremble at his Word and fall on his mercy.  Don’t run away and don’t look to yourself.  

Fall on his mercy. 

We’re all, whether we like it or not, sinners facing judgment.  Religion is not 

enough.  As Isaiah 64:6 says, “All of us have become like one who is unclean, and all our 
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righteous acts are like filthy rags [menstrual rags].”  Your going to church and avoiding 

bad stuff and doing good stuff… all your religiosity, if done to feel good about yourself 

and better than others, is nothing more than a big pile of not-so-sanitary sanitary napkins 

in God’s eyes.  The real Jesus is not a team mascot or a rich uncle.  The real Jesus is a 

Savior. 

Paul realized this.  Paul represents a third response.  He wrote in his letter to the 

Philippians: “If anyone else thinks he has reasons to put confidence in [his religiosity], I 

have more: circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of 

Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; in regard to the law, a Pharisee; as for zeal, persecuting 

the church; as for legalistic righteousness, faultless.  But… I [now] consider [all these 

religious credentials] rubbish [that word is best translated dung, meaning a pile of feces; 

the Bible’s pretty graphic isn’t it?], that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not 

having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through 

faith in Christ – the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith” (Phil. 3:4-9).  

Paul knew and wrote elsewhere, “Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full 

acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners,” to which he adds, “of 

whom I am the worst” (1Tim. 1:15). 

Paul knew he was a sinner, destined for judgment, but that Jesus on the cross took 

God’s judgment in the place of sinners.  And he knew that this was his only hope – his 

only hope for being right with God and enjoying all the benefits that come along with 

that, which aren’t first and foremost power, or sex, or money, but God himself.  And 

having been graciously reconciled to the Father through his Son and given the Holy Spirit 

to dwell within him, Paul could not help but live his life following Jesus and making him 

known.  Loving scandalously.  Living radically.  Seizing every opportunity to share the 

good news of Jesus with those he met, be they religious high priests or irreligious Roman 

governors. 

 

Conclusion 

And Paul was clear that this was nothing less than authentic biblical faith – “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 [cf. Dn. 12:2]” (vv. 14-15).  It was nothing new or fashionable.  What will 

your response to Jesus be?  Will you give your life to historic, old-school, biblical faith.  

Stand directly in the ancient stream that reaches all the way back through 2,000 years of 

church history to the Apostles, the OT Prophets, Moses, and the Patriarchs.  That old-

time religion that believes in a holy God who’s alive and active in the world he made; 

that believes in sin and judgment and hell; that believes Jesus was God in the flesh 

coming to take humans’ sin and judgment and hell upon himself on the old, rugged cross 

so that they could justly be forgiven and reconciled to God.  Will you give your life to a 

radical, dying Messiah who loves the poor in spirit or be put off by him and cling to your 

religion?  Will you accept the good news that though you are far more guilty and messed 

up than you would like to think, you can be more loved than you ever before thought 

possible in Jesus, or will you put him off and continue down a dead-end path of pursuing 

pleasure outside of God?  Let’s spend some quiet time reflecting on what our response to 

Jesus will be today. 
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Communion 
 We’re going to celebrate together the ceremonial meal that Jesus commanded his 

followers to eat so that they would never forget the cross and they are sinners deserving 

judgment but that Jesus took it for them.  You don’t have to be a member of this church 

to eat this with us, you just have to believe the gospel.  I want to ask every one of you 

today, please don’t be put off by the real Jesus and don’t put the real Jesus off.  If 

you sense the truth and the beauty of the gospel today, believe it – whether for the first 

time or for the thousandth time.  If you don’t it may only get harder. 

 We come to this table not as religious people who feel good about ourselves and 

look down on others.  None of us are capable of living righteously on our own.  None of 

us could withstand the judgment at the end of time on our own merits.  We are 

completely and totally dependent on the sacrifice of Christ covering our unrighteousness 

of Christ credited to our accounts – his body broken and blood spilled.  He offers that to 

us here today. 

 1 Corinthians 11:23ff 

 

Benediction 
Now to the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory for ever 

and ever.  Amen. – 1 Timothy 1:17 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by Pastor 

Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, September 3, 2006.  It is not meant to be a polished essay or substitute for 

personal Bible study.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy people who 

find fulfillment for their hunger for beauty, meaning, and eternal satisfaction in the glory of Christ alone. 
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