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ME MOR A B LE SPEECH ES
Even those who didn’t care much for the recitation of dates, places, and 
battles of high school history class can resonate to the inspiring cadences 
and images of history’s great speeches. Our collective memory as Americans 
summons Abraham Lincoln’s “Gettysburg Address,” Martin Luther King’s “I 
Have a Dream” speech, and John F. Kennedy’s “Ask not what your country 
can do for you” inaugural. Our neighbors in Great Britain might cite William 
Wilberforce’s powerful oration against the slave trade in 1789 or Churchill’s 
“We shall fight on the beaches” before the House of Commons in 1940.

Just as soaring, and more dramatic, are speeches made before rulers who 
held the speaker’s life in their hands. Martin Luther’s life and the whole 
Reformation movement were at stake when he delivered his bold “Here 
I stand!” speech before Emperor Charles V at the Diet of Worms in 1521. 
Many in that room wanted him dead. It was the same for Jesus as He stood 
before Caiaphas on trial for His life. His fate (and our rescue) hung in the 
balance that night! He was mostly silent, but the few words He spoke, “From 
now on you will see the Son of Man seated at the right hand of Power and 
coming…” (Matt. 26:64), caused the high priest to tear his robes and say, 
“He deserves death!”

The Book of Acts has allowed us to listen in as Paul stood before several 
audiences fighting for his life and bearing witness to the name of Jesus. 
As it turned out, his words to the Roman governors Felix and Festus kept 
him alive and guaranteed an audience with the king and then Emperor Nero 
himself. In this lesson we will stand among the throng and watch him speak 
before King Agrippa. His clear, courageous words are worth our study and 
prayerful reflection.

Testimony Before the King

Acts
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PAU L’S JEW ISH CR EDEN T I A LS 
A N D SH A MEFU L PA ST 
acts 26:1–11
For two long, bleak years in prison at Caesarea, 
Paul had waited for such an opportunity: a 
knowledgeable judge, and a not inherently 
antagonistic audience before whom he could 
make his defense and proclaim his message. 
At long last the summons came, right on 
the heels of the arrival of King Agrippa and 
Bernice. Robert Smith aptly sets the stage: 
“The procurator was the chairman, the king the 
honored guest, and Paul the star performer.” 
With preliminaries out of the way, King Agrippa 
turned to Paul, “You have permission to speak 
for yourself” (v. 1).

Paul, still wearing his prisoner’s chains (see v. 
29) and probably aware that Agrippa’s father 
had executed the Apostle James years before, 
begins politely, “I consider myself fortunate 
that it is before you, King Agrippa, I am going to 
make my defense” (v. 2). Paul knows Agrippa’s 
reputation as a student of Judaism: “You are 
familiar with all the customs and controversies 
of the Jews” (v. 3). Since Festus has already 
said publicly that he was not guilty of a capital 
crime, Paul chooses to focus all his attention on 
the dispute over Jewish tradition and theology. 
Instead of a reasoned defense against a trio of 
Jewish charges (as before Felix in 24:10–21), 
Paul launches into an address that sounds more 
like a sermon, a testimony of faith which will 
invite his listeners to examine their personal 
convictions. Agrippa must have leaned forward 
in anticipation.

First, he must establish his credentials. Not 
only is he a Jew, Paul reminds the king, but 
he is a member of “the strictest party of our 
religion,” a Pharisee. The Pharisees, everyone 
knew, were the “resurrection party.” He 

introduces that issue by saying, “my hope in 
the promise made by God to our fathers” (v. 6). 
The key word for Paul is HOPE. That hope is not 
his alone, nor even the Pharisees’ alone. “Our 
twelve tribes hope to attain [this promise]” 
(v. 7). Mention of the twelve tribes is itself a 
hopeful statement, since the northern tribes 
had long ago disappeared into exile at the 
destruction of Samaria in 721 BC. Since that 
day, Israelites looked for the day when God 
would gather the lost tribes and restore all the 
sons of Jacob. Jesus began doing that when He 
appointed twelve apostles.

 “Isn’t it strange,” Paul seems to be asking 
the king, “that I am the most Jewish of Jews, 
with the most scriptural of promises in which 
I hope, and here I stand accused… by Jews!” 
(v. 7). In what promise does he hope? He says 
it plainly: “Why is it thought incredible by any 
one of you that God raises the dead?” (v. 8). As 
he sees it, Paul is not on trial. God’s promise 
of the resurrection, indeed the whole of the 
Gospel, is on trial! That was the heart of the 
matter for him, though the Jews did not bring 
it as a charge because it would not lead to a 
Roman conviction.

How did he come to this hope in the 
resurrection? He begins to tell Agrippa his 
own story, starting with his fervent opposition 
to the name of Jesus of Nazareth (v. 9). Paul 
reviews his role as a persecutor to make clear 
that, in answer to his Jewish critics, he did not 
set out to destroy their religion, but to defend 
it. His review of his past in Gal. 1:11–17 had 
a different purpose — to make clear that he 
had not invented the Gospel he now preached. 
It was not from man (even from the original 
apostles in Jerusalem) but from God.
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A H E AV EN LY V ISION OB EY ED 
acts 26:12–23
What changed him? In verse 12 he begins the 
story of his conversion. This is now the third 
telling of this important episode in Acts, which 
for Paul was the foundation of his apostleship 
and everything else he did. The first telling (in 
Chapter 9) was Luke’s rendering for his readers. 
The second (in Chapter 22) was Paul’s version 
for the Jews in Jerusalem. This one is for the 
Gentiles in Caesarea.

Of special interest in this third telling is which 
details are included and which are excluded. 
Unique to this account are the words of Jesus, 
“It is hard for you to kick against the goads” (v. 
14). A young, untrained ox often tried to kick 
its way out of a yoke. The ploughman would 
hold a long, pointed goad to poke the ox each 
time it kicked. It soon learned not to! In the 
Greek world, it was not simply a farmer’s bit 
of wisdom. “Kicking against the goads” was a 
well-known expression for opposition to a deity. 
Such “kicking” describes attempted, but futile, 
resistance to the will of God. His Gentile listeners 
that day understood what Paul meant. He had to 
learn submission to a new master, gain a new 
understanding of the work of God.

Another unique detail is the expansion of the 
Lord’s command that day: “Rise and stand upon 
your feet, for I have appeared to you for this 
purpose… as a witness… [to] the Gentiles — 
to whom I am sending you” (vv. 16–17) recalls 
the commissioning of the prophets Ezekiel and 
Jeremiah. “Stand on your feet, and I will speak 
with you,” God said to Ezekiel (Ezek. 2:1). “To 
all to whom I send you, you shall go,” He said to 
Jeremiah (Jer. 1:7). Jesus was making Paul part 
of His prophetic witness.

Omitted in this telling is the mention of Ananias, 
his own blindness, and his baptism. His Gentile 
audience did not need to know about the devout 

Jewish faith of Ananias. Mention of his blindness 
and subsequent healing made unnecessarily 
complicated a story he hoped would simply 
underline the divine commission Christ gave him. 
Nor would there be opportunity to baptize.

Instead he dwells on the commission given 
him by the risen Christ: “I am sending you to 
open their eyes…” (v. 17). The Greek verb for 
“sending” is apostelloo, the same root word 
behind the English “apostle.” An emissary of 
the Sanhedrin was technically known as an 
apostolos of the Sanhedrin. Paul had started 
as the “apostle” of the Sanhedrin and wound 
up as an “apostle” of Jesus Christ. Even as he 
had once been blinded on the Damascus road, 
symbolic of his blindness to the identity of Jesus 
Christ, now His apostolic mission to the Gentiles 
was to help them see again, “to open their eyes” 
so that they might “turn from darkness to light 
and from the power of Satan to God” (v. 18). That 
repentant turning would bring them two things 
— the “forgiveness of sins and a place among 
those who are sanctified.” His assignment 
mirrors that given to God’s Servant in Isaiah: 
“I will give you as… a light for the nations, to 
open the eyes that are blind” (Is. 42:6–7). The 
mission of God’s Servant Jesus is continued by 
His servant Paul.

The heavenly vision that day is what launched 
Paul into his missionary work, he explains, first 
to Jews and then to Gentiles, “that they should 
repent and turn to God, performing deeds in 
keeping with their repentance” (v. 20). It was 
his obedience to the heavenly vision that stirred 
Jewish hostility, this obedience that even now 
propels him to “stand here testifying both to 
small and great” (v. 22).

The Gospel message he shares with the king is 
utterly simple: “that the Christ must suffer and 
that, by being the first to rise from the dead, 
he would proclaim light both to our people and 
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to the Gentiles” (v. 23). That there would be 
a Messiah (Christ) had been the Jewish hope 
for centuries. That the Messiah would suffer 
a redemptive death and rise again was the 
distinctive message of Christianity, even 
though Paul insisted that he was “saying 
nothing but what the prophets and Moses said 
would come to pass” (v. 22).

 “The prophets and Moses” is a Jewish way 
of describing the Holy Scriptures. A fuller 
expression, encompassing the three divisions 
of Scripture, would be the one Jesus used with 
the Emmaus disciples: “the Law of Moses and 
the Prophets and the Psalms” (Luke 24:44). 
The Book of Acts is replete with examples 
of how Peter and then Paul cited the Old 
Testament to undergird their messages.

“YO U A R E O U T OF YO U R MI N D !” 
acts 26:24–32
As we read, we realize the irony of this whole 
scene. The man in chains is really in charge! 
It is not Paul, but King Agrippa, Governor 
Festus, and the whole listening assembly who 
are actually “on trial” before God! Will they or 
won’t they believe what they are hearing?

Governor Festus cannot bear it. He blurts out, 
“Paul, you are out of your mind!” Jesus’ family 
had voiced the same astonished reaction 
about Him: “He is out of his mind” (Mark 
3:21). The unbelieving Jews had expanded 
that assessment: “He has a demon, and is 
insane!” (John 10:20). Paul had heard it all 
before. This message of a suffering Messiah, 
he well knew, was “folly to Gentiles” (1 Cor. 
1:23), and the notion of resurrection the last 
straw for the mockers he met in Athens (Acts 
17:32). Undaunted by the governor’s outburst, 
he responded firmly but politely: “I am not 

out of my mind, most excellent Festus, but I 
am speaking true and rational words” (v. 25). 
Then turning to face the king, he added, “For 
the king knows about these things, and to 
him I speak boldly… none of these things has 
escaped his notice, for this has not been done 
in a corner. King Agrippa, do you believe the 
prophets?” (vv. 26–27).

The “hour of decision” has arrived. What began 
as a defense has become a powerful sermon, 
and Paul the revival preacher has put the king 
on the “anxious bench”! He appeals to the king 
as a fellow Jew, “I know that you believe!” The 
atmosphere is electric. We can imagine the 
king’s knuckles tightening on his chair:

“In a short time would you persuade me to be 
a Christian?” (v. 28). The KJV’s fascinating, 
though inaccurate, rendering is “Almost thou 
persuadest me to be a Christian”! The king is 
trapped. He cannot easily deny the prophets, 
nor can he openly support Paul against the 
priestly hierarchy.

Paul’s answer to the king is both evangelistic 
and humorous: “Whether short or long, I would 
to God that not only you but also all who hear 
me this day might become such as I am.” 
Then, with a smile, “except for these chains!” 
(v. 29).

Suddenly it is over. The regally-robed rulers 
rise. The meeting is adjourned. The great 
speech has found its mark. In the hallway, all 
agree that Paul has done “nothing to deserve 
death or imprisonment” (v. 31). Agrippa voices 
the final verdict on Christianity in the Book of 
Acts: “This man could have been set free if 
he had not appealed to Caesar” (v. 32). That 
appeal will now take Paul to Rome.
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PER SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
acts 27:1–44

Lord God, bless and direct the study I now undertake. Remind me that even the most 
frightening journeys I must take are attended by Your gracious care and accomplish Your 
purpose for me. In that let me take comfort and courage! For Jesus’ sake, I ask it. Amen.

Review
1. Review the ways in which here and elsewhere Paul has made clear that Christianity is not a “new” religion 

opposed to Judaism but its fulfillment.

2. How does Paul tailor his conversion story to fit his Gentile audience?

Acts 27:1–8
3. Have you ever been on a long sea voyage? What’s the worst storm you ever weathered, on land or sea?

4. “We” (v. 1) indicates that Luke now rejoins Paul after his imprisonment in Caesarea. Also in the company is 
Aristarchus. What do we know of him from 19:29 and Col. 4:10?

5. Once again we meet a “good” centurion (Julius). Why do you suppose that he demonstrated kindness to 
Paul?

6. Consult a map of the Mediterranean and see if you can locate Cyprus, Myra, Cnidus, and Fair Havens. What 
hints do you read in these verses about coming troubles on the voyage?

Acts 27:9–12
7. “The Fast” was connected with Yom Kippur (The Day of Atonement). Look up “the date of Yom Kippur” or 

“the Jewish calendar” in Bible notes or on the internet. Within a month or so, what time of year is it?

8. How far is the anticipated voyage from Fair Havens to Phoenix? (see a map)

9. If you had been the ship’s owner or pilot, how would you have reacted to Paul’s warning?

Acts 27:13–26
10. “Northeaster” was a wind that drove them straight away from the safe harbor in Phoenix. What steps do the 

sailors take to adjust to the storm’s ferocity?

A C T S  2 7 : 1 – 4 4
A C T S  2 7 : 1 – 4 4

MichaeL KaSting 173

24



11. Another great “voyage and storm” story in the Bible is the story of Jonah. Review it in Jonah 1. Compare 
and contrast the two stories in what they say about:

 the location and direction of the voyage

 the danger

 the sailors’ remedies/ loss of all control

 the main characters’ motives

 the role of prayer (who prays? who doesn’t?) 

 the result

12. What was the substance of the angel’s message to Paul? How is it connected with the predominant theme 
in Acts?

13. In nautical terms, how would you describe your life at present?

 a) Sailing straight for port under clear skies

 b) Becalmed — making no forward progress

 c) Struggling against a persistent headwind

 d) In the midst of a storm — fearful of uncertain future

 e) Ship run aground — battered by the waves

Acts 27:27–38
14. “The sailors” (v. 27) are one of three identifiable groups on the ship, along with soldiers and prisoners. 

What course of action do they undertake to save themselves?

15. Compare vv. 31–32 with v. 11. Why do you suppose the soldiers act on Paul’s directive to cut the boat 
loose?

16. Have you ever been tempted to “bail out” of a crisis and slip away in a “lifeboat”? If you did, what 
happened?

17. What Christ-like act does Paul perform in v. 35? What’s the impact on others?

18. Why do you suppose the number of passengers (276) is mentioned?
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Acts 27:39–44
19. Why are the soldiers planning to kill the prisoners (recall Acts 12:18–19 and 16:27)? Who makes the 

decision to spare them? Why?

20. Consider the actions of Paul in this storm (sensible warnings, encouragement, a meal and prayer of thanks). 
How does his example hearten you in the storms you face just now?

Memory Challenge
Use this week to review what you have memorized
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