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Introduction 
 Last weekend I was at a wedding in Dallas, TX with a bunch of old, college 

friends.  It was a great time, full of a lot of reminiscing about the college days.  One of 

the guys in this group of friends is a gifted story-teller.  He is the kind of guy who can 

hold people’s attention even if he were telling you about what he ate for breakfast.  So we 

all spent a lot of time gathered around him – at restaurants, in hotel rooms, as we were 

waiting for pictures at the wedding – listening to him tell stories of the good ole days or 

of things that have happened to people in the meantime.  I was reminded of how good a 

good story is, of how much I enjoy one, and how hard it is for me to tell one.  I’m not a 

great story-teller, but you know someone who was?  Luke. 

 Luke’s telling a story with the whole book of Acts, but especially in these last 

chapters – the incidents that are most fresh in his mind – Luke gets more long-winded 

and verbose.  But I don’t mind.  Do you?  I can almost picture believers scattered around 

the Roman world at the end of the first century gathering around campfires, dinner tables, 

marketplaces… getting lost in the details of Luke’s story about the apostle Paul as 

someone read it.  That’s what I want to happen today.  Some of the things may need to be 

explained for today’s audience that’s nearly 2,000 years removed from when these events 

first happened, so I’ll try to explain and embellish and extrapolate as we go along.  But 

mostly I’ll just be recounting Luke’s narrative, so settle in and follow along while I tell 

you a story about a guy named Paul. 

 

But first, let’s pray… 
 

The Story with Commentary 
 This guy named Paul was a Jew who traveled the Roman world in the first 

century telling everyone he met about Jesus.  Closer to the end of his life he traveled to 

Jerusalem, the Jewish capital, to give the Jews there a gift he had collected from the non-

Jews he had met in his travels who had believed in Jesus.  Well, to make a long story 

short, Paul was arrested on the false charges of being an insurgent and defiling the Jewish 

temple.  The Jews wanted to get rid of him for telling people about Jesus.  When I was in 

Dallas last weekend I went to the place where John F. Kennedy was shot.  Do you 

remember that Kennedy’s alleged killer – Lee Harvey Oswald – was himself gunned 
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down while being transported from the police station to jail?  Well, that’s the exact same 

thing people tried to do to Paul; there were several foiled assassination attempts on Paul’s 

life, but God had spared him of them all.  Nevertheless, Paul remained the prisoner of a 

Roman governor named Felix for two years. 

 And Felix was succeeded by a guy named Festus, who inherited Paul as a 

prisoner.  “Three days after arriving in the province [to assume his post], Festus went up 

from Caesarea to Jerusalem” (25:1) to meet with the Jewish leaders, a key relationship 

he’d need to work on if he was going to be successful as a governor.  The Jews tried to 

get Paul extradited back to Jerusalem so that they could ambush and kill him along the 

way, but when Festus mentioned this possibility to Paul, Paul immediately appealed to 

Caesar and Festus had no choice but to grant Paul, the Roman citizen, his wish. 

 Now, a few days later King Agrippa and Bernice arrived at Caesarea to pay their 

respects to Festus.  Agrippa belonged to the line of a well-known biblical family called 

the Herods.  This Agrippa was Agrippa II.  His father – Herod Agrippa I – was 

mentioned earlier in ch. 12 of Acts: he died and had worms eating his whole body.  King 

Agrippa I’s uncle was the Herod involved in Jesus’ crucifixion and his grandfather was 

Herod the Great, the king who tried to kill Jesus when he was a young child.  Now this 

King Agrippa that came to visit Festus was a Jew, but he was more a Roman – the Herod 

family had long worked for Rome in the Palestinian region.  In A.D. 70 when Jerusalem 

unsuccessfully revolted and was destroyed, Agrippa was on the side of Rome.  So you get 

a little idea of who this guy was.  Now Bernice was Agrippa’s full sister, but rumors were 

rife that there was an incestuous relationship between her and her brother.
1
  They kind of 

operated like King and Queen.  Weird, huh?  So this odd couple came to congratulate 

their colleague Festus on his new position. 

Since they were spending many days there, Festus discussed Paul’s case with the 

king.  He said: “There is a man here whom Felix left as a prisoner.  When I went to 

Jerusalem, the chief priests and elders of the Jews brought charges against him and 

asked that he be condemned.” 

Festus continued, “I told them that it is not the Roman custom to hand over any 

man before he has faced his accusers and has had an opportunity to defend himself 

against their charges.  When they came here with me, I did not delay the case, but 

convened the court the next day and ordered the man to be brought in.  When his 

accusers got up to speak, they did not charge him with any of the crimes I had expected.  

Instead, they had some points of dispute with him about their own religion and about a 

dead man named Jesus who Paul claimed was alive.  I was at a loss how to investigate 

such matters; so I asked if he would be willing to go to Jerusalem and stand trial there on 

these charges.  When Paul made his appeal to be held over for the Emperor’s decision, I 

ordered him held until I could send him to Caesar.” 

It was pretty obvious that Festus had no clue what to do with Paul.  You see, 

Agrippa was a Jew whose allegiance lay with Rome, but Festus was completely Roman.  

He had no experience with the Jewish way of thinking and doing things.  He knew he 

wanted to get in good with them, but he was also committed to the Roman rule of law 

and he knew that their case against Paul was just an internal dispute.  Festus didn’t know 

anything about Judaism or Jesus who appeared to be at the center of the religious dispute.  

He was at a loss as to how to investigate this matter and was a bit relieved that Paul had 
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appealed to Caesar.  That way he could get rid of him.  So Festus explained this all to 

Agrippa… 

Then Agrippa said to Festus, “I would like to hear this man myself.” 

He replied, “Tomorrow you will hear him.” 

The next day Agrippa and Bernice came with great pomp and entered the 

audience room with the high ranking officers and the leading men of the city.  At the 

command of Festus, Paul was brought in.  Festus said: “King Agrippa, and all who are 

present with us, you see this man!  The whole Jewish community has petitioned me about 

him in Jerusalem and here in Caesarea, shouting that he ought not to live any longer.  I 

found he had done nothing deserving of death, but because he made his appeal to the 

Emperor I decided to send him to Rome.  But I have nothing definite to write to His 

Majesty about him.  Therefore I have brought him before all of you, and especially before 

you, King Agrippa, so that as a result of this investigation I may have something to write.  

For I think it is unreasonable to send on a prisoner without specifying the charges 

against him.” 

Festus was eager to get rid of Paul, but he still didn’t know what to say to Caesar 

about why Paul was being sent to him.  He was completely oblivious to what Paul 

believed and taught and why it made the Jewish leadership so angry.  He hoped Agrippa 

could help him make sense of it. 

Then Agrippa said to Paul, “You have permission to speak for yourself.” 

So Paul motioned with his hand and began his defense: “King Agrippa, I consider 

myself fortunate to stand before you today as I make my defense against all the 

accusations of the Jews, and especially so because you are well acquainted with all the 

Jewish customs and controversies.  Therefore, I beg you to listen to me patiently.” 

Paul knew Agrippa knew what was going on.  He was extremely Romanized, yet 

he was still well acquainted with Jewish customs and controversies.  So Paul started to 

explain himself with some degree of detail: 

“The Jews all know the way I have lived ever since I was a child, from the 

beginning of my life in my own country [Paul was born in the Jewish community in the 

Roman city of Tarsus], and also in Jerusalem [he moved to Jerusalem at an early age to 

be trained in the Jewish law].  They have known me for a long time and can testify, if they 

are willing, that according to the strictest sect of our religion, I lived as a Pharisee 

[Pharisees were ultra-conservative Jews].  And now it is because of my hope in what God 

has promised our fathers that I am on trial today.  This is the promise our twelve tribes 

are hoping to see fulfilled as they earnestly serve God day and night.  O king, it is 

because of this hope that the Jews are accusing me.  Why should any of you consider it 

incredible that God raises the dead? 

Paul was talking about Jesus.  He stressed the theme of hope and maintained that 

Jesus was the fulfillment of that hope.  The hope of the Jewish people was that one day 

God would step in and fix things.  The enemies of God would be decisively defeated and 

God’s people would be saved kind of like they were when they were rescued from Egypt, 

but this time it would be for good and on an even greater scale.  The dead would come 

back to life (cf. Daniel 12), there would be cosmic judgment, and a new era would be 

ushered in.  These hopes were all clearly laid out in the OT, especially the Prophets.  This 

is what the Jews hoped for.  This is what Christians claimed happened with Jesus.  Why 

was it so hard for them to accept that Jesus was alive if they really believed and hoped 
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that God was going to raise the dead someday?  Well actually, Paul could understand 

why people would refuse to believe that Jesus was the direct fulfillment of the hopes of 

his fathers… he once vehemently opposed the idea. 

“I too was convinced that I ought to do all that was possible to oppose the name 

of Jesus of Nazareth.  And that is just what I did in Jerusalem.  On the authority of the 

chief priests I put many of the saints in prison, and when they were put to death, I cast my 

vote against them.  Many a time I went from one synagogue to another to have them 

punished, and I tried to force them to blaspheme. In my obsession against them, I even 

went to foreign cities to persecute them. 

“On one of these journeys I was going to Damascus with the authority and 

commission of the chief priests.  About noon, O king, as I was on the road, I saw a light 

from heaven, brighter than the sun, blazing around me and my companions.  We all fell 

to the ground, and I heard a voice saying to me in Aramaic, ‘Saul, Saul, why do you 

persecute me?  It is hard for you to kick against the goads.’  [Goads were sticks used to 

prod livestock and make them go where you wanted them to.] 

“Then I asked, ‘Who are you, Lord?’ 

“‘I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting,’ the Lord replied.” 

Are you guys following this?  Paul, the most vicious persecutor of those who 

propagated the idea that Jesus was raised from the dead as the fulfillment of the hope of 

the twelve tribes of Israel, claimed before Agrippa and Bernice and Festus and the high 

ranking people of Caesarea that he had seen Jesus of Nazareth alive before his very eyes.  

There was no doubt in his mind.  The light that shone around him was resplendent, even 

in the middle of the day.  It drove Paul and his companions to their knees.  The voice that 

spoke was authoritative and clear – I am Jesus.  It was impossible to resist/to kick against 

the divine goads.  Jesus, whose memory Paul had been trying to stamp out, was alive and 

reigning.  He was indeed the real fulfillment of the hopes of God’s people anticipated 

over millennia.  Paul’s hopes had been fulfilled in Jesus. 

And Paul continued to recount what Jesus said to him, “‘Now get up and stand on 

your feet.  I have appeared to you to appoint you as a servant and as a witness of what 

you have seen of me and what I will show you.  I will rescue you from your own people 

and from the Gentiles.  I am sending you to them to open their eyes and turn them from 

darkness to light, and from the power of Satan to God, so that they may receive 

forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in me.’” 

Paul claimed that Jesus commissioned him right then and there to tell others what 

he had seen – that Jesus was indeed alive.  Jesus promised to protect Paul so that he could 

take the message of hope to the Gentiles, the non-Jews, so that they could see the reality 

of Jesus and escape the darkness of life; so that they could be loosed from the deception 

of Satan that caused them to worship things that could never satisfy; so that they could 

experience forgiveness of their sins, a sense that God accepted them no matter what they 

had done; and so that they – the Gentiles – could be included among God’s holy people 

living in a redeemed and restored reality.  Paul maintained that he saw Jesus and 

therefore Jesus was truly the hope of the Jews and that Jesus had told him to share that 

hope with the whole world. 

“So then, King Agrippa,” Paul continued, “I was not disobedient to the vision 

from heaven.  First to those in Damascus [he witnessed to the reality of Jesus as soon as 

he got to the city he was going to in order to persecute the followers of Jesus there], then 
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to those in Jerusalem and in all Judea, and to the Gentiles also, I preached that they 

should repent and turn to God and prove their repentance by their deeds.”  Paul’s life 

was a response to an encounter with the risen Jesus.  His message among Gentiles was 

that as a result of Jesus’ resurrection if they own their sin, turn from it, and turn to God 

instead there was forgiveness and acceptance and freedom and hope.  He also maintained 

that this faith in Christ must be accompanied by a changed lifestyle.  The message of 

Christ is a message of grace – you can’t do anything to earn his love, there’s nothing that 

his love can’t cover – but if his love has truly captured your heart you can’t help but 

behave differently.  Perfectly?  No!  There’s a constant need for repentance and 

forgiveness and grace.  But differently.  God’s grace is powerful enough to change people 

and fill them with hope.  And through Paul, many Gentiles were having their lives turned 

upside down by that hope. 

And Paul said, “That is why the Jews seized me in the temple courts and tried to 

kill me.  [They couldn’t accept that non-Jews could share their same hope.]  But I have 

had God’s help to this very day, and so I stand here and testify to small and great alike.  

[Jesus’ promise to him has proven true.]  I am saying nothing beyond what the prophets 

and Moses said would happen – that the Christ would suffer and, as the first to rise from 

the dead, would proclaim light to his own people and to the Gentiles.”  This was the crux 

of Paul’s message: the OT, Jewish hope was for a Messiah, a savior; in order to save us 

from sin and Satan and defeat death and darkness that Messiah had to suffer, he had to 

conquer evil by exhausting it upon himself; and in order to prove his victory and secure 

our hope he had to initiate the resurrection from the dead – be the proto-type, if you will, 

of more to come.  And this Jewish hope, realized in Jesus, was to be made available for 

all people – Jew and Gentile.  Paul was proclaiming that sin and Satan and death and 

darkness had been conquered through the death and resurrection of Jesus and the hope of 

forgiveness and freedom and eternal life in God’s glorious presence was possible for 

everyone. 

At this point Festus interrupted Paul’s defense.  “You are out of your mind, 

Paul!” he shouted.  “Your great learning is driving you insane.”  A man coming back 

from the dead and appearing to you and talking to you?!  That’s ludicrous.  Festus, a 

rational materialist, thought Paul must be nuts, even though he was well educated. 

“I am not insane, most excellent Festus,” Paul replied.  “What I am saying is true 

and reasonable.  The king is familiar with these things, and I can speak freely to him.  I 

am convinced that none of this has escaped his notice, because it was not done in a 

corner.”  Paul was level-headedly refuting Festus’ charge that he was out of his mind.  

Sure it’s unusual, supernatural, but it didn’t happen in a corner.  It wasn’t just a 

conspiracy of a few sadistic men who pulled of the biggest hoax of human history.  We 

know that hundreds of people witnessed Jesus after he rose from the dead.  There was an 

empty tomb for all to see.  It’s not irrational to believe that Jesus is alive.  It is true and 

reasonable.  There is substantial evidence that this is an historical fact.  Paul asserted that 

this was the case, but didn’t dwell there.  He went on from the head to the gut. 

“King Agrippa, do you believe the prophets?  I know you do.”  Do you know 

what Paul was doing?  Paul was probing into Agrippa’s soul, asking him to search 

himself.  Did he believe the hope of the prophets – that a better world was coming?  Did 

he feel the longing for utopia, the despair over a world messed-up, the meaninglessness 

of death?  “Agrippa, do you ache for something more?”  Paul knew he did, deep down.  
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Agrippa was taken aback.  He knew the prophets and there was a faint resonation with 

their cry deep in his heart, but he realized what Paul was leading him toward and he 

quickly closed up. 

Then Agrippa said to Paul, “[Wait a second, not so fast.]  Do you think that in 

such a short time you can persuade me to be a Christian?”  He was not going to answer 

that question and either deny he believed the prophets or confess that he believed in 

Christ.  So he brushed it off, poking fun at Paul’s attempt to convert him so quickly. 

Paul replied, “Short time or long – I pray God that not only you but all who are 

listening to me today may become what I am, except for these chains.”  Paul didn’t hide 

his intention that everyone listening to him would come to experience the hope that he 

had found in Jesus.  He didn’t wish his suffering on anyone, but his hope was so secure 

that suffering didn’t squelch it.  Paul knew that some people could respond to the 

message of Christ immediately and others would take time, but his prayer was that 

however long it took, people would have their eyes opened to see the reality of the risen 

Lord Jesus and find in him the hope they were longing for. 

The king rose, and with him the governor and Bernice and those sitting with them.  

They left the room, and while talking with one another, they said, “This man is not doing 

anything that deserves death or imprisonment.” 

Agrippa said to Festus, “This man could have been set free if he had not appealed 

to Caesar.”  And so Paul remained in prison until he could be shipped out to Rome. 

 

Conclusion 
 So that’s the story.  What’s the moral of this story?  I think it’s just this: the 

resurrection of Jesus is the only true and reasonable basis for hope.  This is a story 

that causes us all to ask, “Where’s my hope?”  What do you pin your hope on?  Coming 

home from work on Mondays to watch football… relationships… one day getting 

married… having nice, healthy kids… paying off debt… buying a house… the next 

promotion at work… partying on the weekend?  You may be a Christian, but have lost 

sight of Jesus: either looking to other things to give you hope or being overwhelmed with 

a deep sense of hopelessness right now.  This story gently challenges you to set your 

hope fully on Jesus Christ, to prove your repentance with deeds, and to freely share this 

hope with others.  This Christianity thing may be totally foreign to you.  You may be 

listening to all this like Festus was listening to Paul.  It’s totally new and sounds a little 

crazy.  You may be well acquainted with the Christian message, kind of like Agrippa.  

You know the story, but haven’t really bought into it.  Wherever you are today, I’m 

simply asking you to ask yourself – where is my hope? 

 My friends: the only sure hope that you can have is that provided by Jesus.  This 

world is fallen and messed up.  People will betray you and let you down, your body will 

fail, your emotions will fluctuate, your short highs that come from drugs, sex, power, 

prestige, and money will all fade away.  The world’s not fair.  Human governments will 

never fully bring justice.  Paul spent several years as a prisoner in the legal system for 

crimes he didn’t commit.  I got scammed out of money by a corrupt contractor… and the 

police, the courts, the attorney general really can’t do anything about it.  If your hope is in 

government or “the system” you’re surely in for disappointment.  The world’s a mess.  

Jesus came into the mess, announced the coming of another world, died as a ransom to 
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redeem this mess we’ve made, and then three days later came back from the dead – 

immortal, a new creation broken into the old creation. 

 And so I can say with confidence: a new world is coming where all who put their 

hope in Jesus will one day be like him – immortal, perfect, pure – living in a redeemed 

world free from sin and Satan and darkness and death.  We can be sure of this because it 

has already started to happen with Jesus – he was the first to rise from the dead.  Every 

human longs for something more and grasps for hope in something.   It’s impossible to 

live otherwise.  The question is: what will your hope be in?  Something short and 

temporal (like sports or food) or something vague and spiritual (like progress or nirvana)?  

Christianity offers something sure and historical; something true and reasonable that 

fulfills that deepest human longing for the world to be made right, to live forever, to be 

happy.  It’s not just pie in the sky, wishful thinking.  Christianity is not about some 

spiritual truth that God is love or some timeless mysticism.  It’s the assertion that God 

has done for Jesus in the middle of time what he will do for those who trust Jesus at the 

end of time. 

 C.S. Lewis – a 20
th

 century Oxford professor of literature, an academic, an 

intellectual – was a devout atheist, a believer in science and a worshipper of knowledge.  

But he was also a lover of mythology, especially Norse mythology – a romantic world of 

gods and nymphs and heroes and happily-ever-afters.  His head refused to believe in the 

supernatural, but his soul longed for something more, something beautiful.  But C.S. 

Lewis became a Christian when he came to see that “Christ’s incarnation was the 

fulfillment of the ancient myths that he had always loved – while at the same time a 

confirmable fact of history.  Christianity was ‘the true myth to which all the others were 

pointing’…  Christ’s resurrection was a myth that became fact.  It had all the wonder and 

beauty of a myth, answering to humanity’s deepest” need for hope.  “And yet – wonder 

of wonders! – it had actually happened in time and space and history.”
2
 

Here is a modern day example of a smart, learned man who investigated the 

evidence for the literal, bodily resurrection of Jesus from the dead and found it 

compelling.  I challenge you to investigate the arguments and evidence for the historicity 

of the resurrection yourself and see that it was not done in a corner; it is reasonable.
3
  But 

more than that, I ask you to search your heart.  Do you share the prophets’ dream of a 

new world?  Do you resonate with every comic book plot where the superhero saves the 

day and defeats the foe?  Do you yearn for hope?  Don’t try to kick against the goads.  A 

new age has dawned in Jesus and will one day be universal reality.  No matter how long 

it takes, I pray to God that he would make you all like Paul – a man who encountered the 

risen Jesus, was profoundly changed, and was filled with an indescribable hope.  That’s 

where we’ll pick up the story next week. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
Every week we eat a special meal together, those of us who have staked our hope 

on Jesus.  It’s a meal that Jesus told his disciples to eat together regularly to remind them 

of the historical fact of the crucifixion.  We believe that Christ’s death – his body broken 

as represented by the bread and his blood spilled as represented by the wine – was the 

event that made our reconciliation with God possible.  The resurrection validates the 

effectiveness of the cross and assures us that we do have hope, solely on the basis of 

Christ… 
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Benediction 
May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him, so that you may 

overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit. – Romans 15:13 
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