
1 
 

The Orchard Arlington Heights              Sunday, April 10, 2022 
Faith on Trial: The Promise of God             Pastor Brad Wetherell 
Acts 26:1-8 

 
Let’s keep our Bible’s open right there at Acts, Chapter 26.  
 
This morning we are starting a brief series that will take us through this chapter of Scripture. 
Acts 26 tells the story of the Apostle Paul defending his belief in Jesus. It’s a story of faith on 
trial. And in just a moment, I’ll give you the context and a brief overview of the dramatic story 
that brought Paul to this point. But first, I want to give you the highlights of what Paul says, 
which will help you see where this series is headed, and how I’m praying the Lord will use this 
time in his Word. 
 
In verses 1-8, Paul points to God’s promise regarding resurrection. And so, as we look at these 
verses today, I hope they will whet our appetites for Easter next weekend.  
 
Then, in verses 9-23, Paul recounts his conversion experience, demonstrating the power of 
Jesus to transform lives, even the lives of the most rebellious sinners. Finally, in verses 24-32, 
Paul argues for the truth of Christianity, and the rationality of believing in Jesus and following 
him. Lord willing, we’ll look at those two passages in the two weeks after Easter. 
 
My hope for this series is that it will be nourishing to all of us who trust in Jesus, and I also hope 
it will be helpful for anyone who is considering the claims of Christianity but is not yet a believer.  
So, whoever you invite to Easter, I’d encourage you to invite them to come back for the weeks 
following Easter, as we consider the power of Jesus, and the truth of Christianity. In his 
kindness, I’m praying that God would use his Word in these weeks to strengthen our faith in 
Christ and bring others to trust in him as well. 
 
Now, before we jump into our passage today, we need to set the scene. Acts 26 is a climactic 
moment at the end of a dramatic story. The story begins back in Acts, Chapter 20. In Acts 20, 
Paul is in the town of Miletus, right on the banks of the Aegean Sea, a town located in modern 
day Turkey. He has gathered the elders from the nearby church in the city of Ephesus, and he 
tells them this in verses 22-23: Paul says, Now, behold, I am going to Jerusalem, constrained by 
the Holy Spirit, not knowing what will happen to me there, except that the Holy Spirit testifies to 
me in every city that imprisonment and afflictions await me. 
 
The Holy Spirit is leading Paul to Jerusalem, a place of intense hostility toward the message of 
Christianity, a place where Paul knows he is destined for trouble. And everyone else knows it 
too. In Acts 21, anticipating the opposition Paul will face if he goes to Jerusalem, a different 
group of believers beg Paul not to go. But Paul tells them in Acts 21, verse 13: What are you 
doing, weeping and breaking my heart? For I am ready not only to be imprisoned but even to 
die in Jerusalem for the name of the Lord Jesus. 
 
Paul’s mind is made up. God is calling him to Jerusalem. So, he is going, no matter the cost. 
And the cost is great. Shortly after his arrival in the city, Paul is falsely accused by the religious 
leaders, violently attacked by the people, and arrested by Roman soldiers. 
 
Once he is in their custody, the Romans want to discern what Paul has done to infuriate the 
people of Jerusalem, so they begin a series of trials and investigations. Early on in this process, 
word gets out that a group of men in Jerusalem have conspired to attack Paul and kill him the 
next time he is brought forward to give a defense. In fact, they’re so committed to this 
conspiracy, that they have vowed neither to eat nor drink until Paul is dead.  
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To avoid this violence, the Roman official Claudius Lysias whisks Paul away by night to the 
town of Caesarea with an armed convoy of 470 soldiers. It’s like an action movie at this point! 
In Caesarea, Paul is questioned by the Roman Governor Felix, who leaves Paul imprisoned for 
two years in hopes that Paul might pay him a bribe. But that doesn’t happen. Finally, Felix is 
replaced by a man named Festus, who reopens Paul’s trial, and Festus invites a king named 
Agrippa, who had a better knowledge of the Jewish faith, to help him sort the whole thing out. 
 
And this brings us to our chapter. In Acts 26, Paul is invited to tell his story and make his 
defense before Festus, Agrippa, various military leaders, and all prominent people of the city. 
He’s been in prison so long that no one is even sure why he’s there. Everyone is wondering, 
“Paul, what have you done?” 
 
And here’s his answer: In Acts 26, verses 6-7, Paul says, I stand here on trial because of my 
hope in the promise made by God to our fathers… And for this hope I am accused. What is this 
hope? What did God promise? What does Paul believe that was so controversial? 
 
Verse 8: …that God raises the dead. Paul believed that God raises the dead. He believed God 
made a promise of resurrection to his people. And most importantly, he believed that God was 
fulfilling this promise in Jesus Christ. And those who stood opposed to this hope of the 
resurrection, being fulfilled in Jesus, stood opposed to Paul. But as he makes his defense, Paul 
wants to win them over. He wants to help all who will listen to see both the promise of the 
resurrection and the plausibility of the resurrection. And that’s what I want us to focus on with 
our time today: the promise and the plausibility of the resurrection. 
 
First, let’s consider the promise of the resurrection, and what it means for us. 
 
1. The Promise of the Resurrection 
 
Again, Paul says, I stand here on trial because of my hope in the promise made by God to our 
fathers… that God raises the dead. (Acts 26:6, 8) 
 
When Paul says, “God made a promise to our fathers…”, he’s referring to the early generations 
of Israelites, those who lived in the times of the patriarchs, the kings, and the prophets. And the 
promises that God made to Israel in those times are found in our Old Testament. Which leads to 
this question: Where in the Old Testament does God promise resurrection? 
 
I think that’s a very interesting question. And candidly, it’s a question I didn’t have a very good 
answer for when I began prepping this message. But the answer I’ve found has filled me with a 
fresh sense of awe and wonder in God’s Word, as well as in God’s faithfulness to fulfill all that 
he says he will do. I hope you’ll feel that too as we answer this question: Where is the promise 
of resurrection found in the Old Testament? Where did God make this promise to Paul’s 
forefathers? 
 
We see a few clear examples of faith in the resurrection in some of the earliest believers of the 
Old Testament. For example, we see this faith in Job, who suffered terrible loss and endured 
massive heartache, but who was still able to declare, I know that my Redeemer lives, and at the 
last he will stand upon the earth. And after my skin has been thus destroyed, yet in my flesh I 
shall see God. (Job 19:25–26) 
 
Then, there’s Abraham. Abraham and his wife Sarah miraculously received their first child, 
Isaac, in their old age. And God promised that Isaac would be the first of a great multitude of 
descendants, making Abraham the father of a massive nation. But then, God tells Abraham to 
offer Isaac up as a sacrifice. It’s a shocking command. But Abraham is ready to obey. And 
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mercifully, as he lifts the knife up over his son, God intervenes, providing a ram to die in Isaac’s 
place. But Abraham was going to obey! He was going to offer up his son! What gave him the 
strength to do that? 
 
Well, the author of Hebrews tells us in Chapter 11, verses 17-19, which say this: By faith 
Abraham, when he was tested, offered up Isaac… He considered that God was able even to 
raise him from the dead. “If God really takes my son’s life,” Abraham thought, “God will raise 
him up again.” 
 
Abraham and Job are Old Testament examples of faith in the resurrection. But that still hasn’t 
answered our question. Where is the promise of the resurrection in the Old Testament that Paul 
is referring to? That promise largely comes through the prophets. In the prophetic books we find 
three key promises regarding resurrection, promises Paul knew and believed. 
 
First, the prophets declared that… 
 

A. God will raise his people 
 
Listen to Hosea 6:1-2: Come, let us return to the LORD; for he has torn us, that he may 
heal us; he has struck us down, and he will bind us up. After two days he will revive us; 
on the third day he will raise us up, that we may live before him. 
 
Hosea prophesied during dark days. Days in which God’s judgement was poured out in 
response to his people’s sin. But the prophet declares that there is still hope. He calls 
the people to turn in repentant faith to the Lord, who will heal them, who will revive them, 
who will raise them up! Now, that may sound like a general promise of forgiveness and 
restoration. But other passages make it clear that God’s restoration includes the specific 
promise of resurrection. 
 
The prophets also declare that… 
 
B. God will raise his people bodily 
 
Listen to Isaiah 26:19: Your dead shall live; their bodies shall rise. You who dwell in the 
dust, awake and sing for joy! 
 
That’s as clear as it gets! God is promising his people, “When I restore you, I will 
resurrect you!” And this is not resurrection into some spiritual state, to become like 
ghosts hovering around. It’s a promise of resurrection into renewed and restored bodies. 
 
Your dead shall live; their bodies shall rise! This is the promise: God will raise his 
people, God will raise his people bodily, and… 
 
C. God will raise his people eternally 
 
Listen to Daniel 12:2: Those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to 
everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting contempt. 
 
Daniel prophesies that at the end of all things, all the dead will rise, and all will enter their 
eternal destinies. Some will face everlasting condemnation. Others will enjoy everlasting 
life. And God’s people are promised the latter. 
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This is the promise of the resurrection in the Old Testament: God will raise his people, 
God will raise his people bodily, and God will raise his people eternally. And Paul is 
telling this audience in Acts 26, “This is my hope! And this hope is being fulfilled in Jesus 
Christ!” Jesus, who was raised up on the third day. Jesus, who walked out of the tomb in 
a glorified body. Jesus, who lives forever. Jesus, who offers the same to all who trust in 
him. 
 
Paul has come to see that God’s promise of resurrection has come to pass in Jesus, and 
it will come to pass for all who believe in Jesus. This is Paul’s hope. But he’s on trial, 
because many who should have embraced this hope, have rejected Jesus. And 
tragically, the same thing happens today. People reject Jesus.  
 
And in doing so, they reject the greatest hope that can ever be found in this world. A 
hope that we desperately need. For all its beauty and all its goodness, this fallen world is 
marred by the pervasive presence of death. It’s inescapable. And you cannot live in this 
world long without recognizing it.  
 
Our 4-year-old has started to notice cemeteries. And she asks us, “Mom, dad, what is 
that place?” Well, without the promise of the resurrection, that place is nothing more than 
an end to every life, a perpetual reminder of the utter futility of all things. But, with the 
promise of the resurrection, that place is transformed into the future location of joy 
beyond comprehension, when the dead in Christ will rise, bodily, and eternally! 
 
And that is God’s promise, being fulfilled in Jesus, in whom you can find hope by 
believing. But perhaps you think, “That all sounds nice, wonderful even, but on what 
basis can I believe?” 

 
Well, notice next that Paul addresses… 
 
2. The Plausibility of the Resurrection 
 
Paul has made the case that his hope in the resurrection is grounded in the promises of God 
made to his forefathers in the Scriptures. And then looks at the king, the governor, the military 
leaders, the prominent men of the city, and everyone else and asks this question in verse 8: 
Why is it thought incredible by any of you that God raises the dead? Why do you find it 
incredible, unbelievable, implausible that God should raise the dead? That’s a relevant question 
for Easter time! 
 
We all know people who consider the resurrection implausible, if not impossible. And therefore, 
they do not believe. And we can understand why. Based on our experience, death is painfully 
permanent. Bodies go in the ground and stay there. How could anyone believe that a corpse 
could come out of the tomb, healed, healthy, and whole? 
 
Well, let me suggest two factors that make the resurrection of Jesus extremely plausible. The 
first is that the resurrection is… 
 

A. A matter of history 
 
For Paul and the apostles, the resurrection of Jesus is not some inspiring religious myth. 
It is a crucial historic fact. This is why in 1 Corinthians 15, Paul goes so far as to say that 
if Christ has not been raised, the entirety of the Christian faith is a sham, and people 
should feel sorry for those of us who believe. 
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But Christ has been raised. It’s a matter of history. Let me just highlight a few of the 
pieces of historical evidence we have. 
 
First, there’s… 

 
i. The empty tomb 
 
Clearly, plenty of people in Jesus’s day were very interested in putting an end to 
Jesus’s ministry and stamping out his following. That’s why he was crucified. And 
certainly, these same people would not have wanted Jesus’s disciples claiming 
that he rose from the dead! But that’s what began to happen, just three days after 
Jesus was killed. 
 
And the easiest thing to do to stop this message from spreading, would be to go 
to the tomb, point to the body, and demonstrate that he was in fact still dead. But 
no one does that. That never happened in the days, weeks, and months when 
the news of Jesus’s resurrection first began to spread throughout Jerusalem. 
 
It never happened because the tomb was empty. And the best Jesus’s 
opponents could do was to say the disciples came and stole the body to fabricate 
this story of resurrection. 
 
But that leads to a second piece of historical evidence… 
 
ii. The eyewitnesses 
 
Listen to what Paul says in 1 Corinthians 15:3-6: For I delivered to you as of first 
importance what I also received: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with 
the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day in 
accordance with the Scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas, then to the 
twelve. Then he appeared to more than five hundred brothers at one time, most 
of whom are still alive. 
 
Don’t miss that implication of verse 6! Writing just 20 years or so after Jesus’s 
crucifixion, Paul says that there are hundreds of people who saw Jesus in his 
resurrection body with their own eyes, people who are still alive. He’s effectively 
saying, “Don’t believe me? Go ask any of them!” That is just not the sort of thing 
you can say if you’re fabricating a story! 
 
If I told you I saw an elephant walking down Arlington Heights Road on my way 
to church this morning, you probably wouldn’t believe me. But, if I told you there 
were a few hundred people here who saw the elephant too, and you can go and 
ask them about it in the lobby after the service, that’s going to add some 
credibility to the story.  
 
Now maybe we’re all just in on a lie. Maybe we somehow coordinated in advance 
to tell you about this elephant, but it didn’t really happen. And maybe the 
eyewitnesses of the resurrection did the same thing. Some have suggested that 
scenario.  
 
But it’s extremely unlikely when you consider… 
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iii. The courage of the first followers 
 
If I tell you I saw an elephant walking down the road, you might not believe me, 
but you’re probably not going to imprison me, beat me, and kill me. And yet that’s 
exactly what happened to many of Jesus’s first followers. They declared that 
Jesus had risen from the dead, that they had seen him with their own eyes, and 
they would not back down even when it cost them everything. Most of the 
apostles were killed for their faith in the resurrection.  
 
You don’t die for a lie. But if you’ve come to believe in someone who has power 
over death itself, then even the threat of death itself will not destroy your 
courage. And that’s what we find in the early church. They had a fearlessness 
and a resolve that defies any explanation other than this: Jesus walked out of the 
tomb, and they knew it! The resurrection is plausible because it’s a matter of 
history. 
 

But we must also recognize that it is still… 
 

B. A matter of faith 
 
Paul’s question in verse 8 of our passage cuts straight to this point. Again, he asks, Why 
is it thought incredible by any of you that God raises the dead? 
 
Here’s Paul’s argument: If God exists, the resurrection is completely plausible. We’re 
talking about the Creator of the universe, who spoke galaxies into existence, who gives 
life to all things. Surely the God who formed man from the dust can bring a dead man 
out of the tomb. Resurrection may be impossible for us, but nothing is impossible for 
God! 
 
So, friends, this is the heart of the matter. This is the essential question: Do you believe 
in God? If you do, you’ll have no problem believing in the resurrection. “But,” some will 
object, “That would mean basing my life on faith! I want to build my life on proven facts!” 
I understand that thought. But let me gently suggest that no one builds their life entirely 
upon “proven facts.”  
 
Here’s what I mean…When someone refers to “proven facts,” they typically mean things 
that can be demonstrated and observed with the scientific method. And there are many 
things we can know this way, but there are also many things we can’t. The scientific 
method cannot “prove” that there is meaning, purpose, or value to our lives. The 
scientific method cannot “prove” that something is lovely or despicable, honorable or 
dishonorable, just or unjust, good or evil. There’s no laboratory where we can run an 
experiment that will show us these things. 
 
But we don’t reject these things. We don’t toss them aside. We know they exist! And the 
best explanation for this knowledge is that we have a Creator who gives meaning, 
purpose, and value to his creation. We have a Creator who has hardwired a sense of 
loveliness, honor, justice, and goodness into our hearts. We have a Creator God, with 
unlimited wisdom and power. And nothing is impossible for him. And so, Paul asks, why 
is it thought incredible by any of you that God raises the dead? That’s his argument 
regarding the plausibility of the resurrection.  
 

Now, with our remaining time, let me offer two applications: 
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Here’s the first… 
 
1. Hope in the promise 
 
Let’s go back to Paul’s explanation of the reason for his trial. He says, I stand here on trial 
because of my hope in the promise made by God to our fathers… that God raises the dead. 
(Acts 26:6, 8) Paul’s hope in life, a hope that emboldened him before kings, a hope that 
strengthened him in great trials and troubles, Paul’s hope was that God raises the dead. He 
believed that Jesus walked out of the tomb, as the first fulfillment of God’s promise of 
resurrection, and that one day all who believe in Jesus will rise in fulfillment of this promise as 
well. 
 
Brothers and sisters, this is our hope too! And if you do not yet believe, this can be your hope, if 
you trust in Jesus Christ.  
 
Here is the promise: God will raise his people. Death looks so painfully permanent. But it’s not!  
Jesus walked out of the tomb! And he declares, “I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever 
believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live!” And he asks all of us, “Do you believe this?” 
(John 11:25–26)  
 
And God will raise his people bodily. From dust we came and to dust we all return. But not 
forever! Because Jesus walked out of the tomb in a glorified body! And one day he will come 
again and transform our lowly bodies to be like his glorious body. (Philippians 3:21) 
 
And God will raise his people eternally. This life is a vapor, it comes and goes in a flash. But 
Jesus walked out of the tomb with an indestructible life! And one day all who believe in him will 
be raised in imperishable and immortal bodies. (1 Corinthians 15:52-53) Stake your life, now 
and forever, upon Jesus! 
 
Hope in the promise. 
 
And second… 
 
2. Worship the Promiser 
 
Notice the comment Paul makes about his fellow Jews in verse 7. He says, I stand here on trial 
because of my hope in the promise made by God to our fathers… to which our twelve tribes 
hope to attain, as they earnestly worship night and day. (Acts 26:6-7) The twelve tribes of Israel 
knew the promise of the resurrection. They knew God said he would raise his people, bodily, 
and eternally. And so, they worshipped him night and day as they awaited the fulfillment of this 
promise. 
 
Church, we have even more reason to worship! Because we not only look ahead to the hope of 
the resurrection. We look back on the historic resurrection of our Lord Jesus! And we know that 
as his people our destinies are bound to his! He has gone before us, paving a way through 
death, and into everlasting life. 
 
Praise be to God! May we worship him with all our hearts today, and on Easter Sunday next 
weekend, and through all the days of our lives. 


