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The Orchard Arlington Heights              Sunday, April 17, 2022 
Easter:  The First to Rise               Pastor Brad Wetherell 
Acts 26:22-23 
 
 
Good morning and happy Easter everyone! It’s so good to be together to sing and pray and 
read the Word. And now, if you have a Bible, or if you can take one from underneath one of the 
seats around you, I want to invite you to turn with me to Acts, Chapter 26.  
 
Acts 26 is the culmination of a dramatic story in the life of the apostle Paul. He has been 
wrongfully accused, attacked, and arrested. He has spent two years in prison, and now he 
stands before Roman officials, military leaders, and a large crowd, defending his belief in Jesus. 
Acts 26 is a story of faith on trial. And “Faith on Trial” is the title of a short sermon series that we 
began last week, and one we’ll pick up again next Sunday. 
 
So, if you’re a guest with us today, I want to invite you to come back and join us. We’re going to 
see the power of Jesus to transform lives, even the lives of the most hard-hearted and 
rebellious sinners, which is what happened to Paul himself. We’re also going to see the truth of 
Christianity, that belief in Jesus is not foolishly far-fetched. It is true and rational. My hope is that 
our time in God’s Word over the next couple weeks would strengthen faith in those of us who 
believe, and lead to faith in those of us who are still exploring the claims of Christ. So, I hope 
you’ll come back!  
 
Now, this morning I want us to consider just one profound sentence right in the middle of this 
chapter. It’s a long sentence, taking up two verses, and it’s found in Acts 26:22-23. Listen to 
what Paul says here: To this day I have had the help that comes from God, and so I stand here 
testifying both to small and great, saying nothing but what the prophets and Moses said would 
come to pass: 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 to the Gentiles. 
 
In the first part of this sentence Paul stresses the fact that the message he proclaims, the 
message that has landed him in all this trouble, is the message found at the very heart of the 
Bible. He tells his audience, “I am not saying anything other than what the prophets and Moses 
said would come to pass!” “I am not saying anything other than what we see in the Scriptures!” 
That’s Paul’s point in verse 22. 
 
And then, in verse 23, he summarizes the message itself: 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 to the 
Gentiles. This is Paul’s message. This is the message at the heart of the Bible. And this is the 
message that all of us need to hear today. We can put it like this: Jesus had to die. Jesus rose 
as the first of many. And…Jesus offers hope to everyone. 
 
Let’s consider each of those parts to the message and what they mean for us. 
 
First… 
 
1. Jesus Had To Die 
 
I know this is Easter Sunday, and not Good Friday, but the message starts here with a critical 
statement that we cannot overlook. Acts 26:23 begins with these words: The Christ must 
suffer…  That was a shocking statement in the first century. And here’s why… 
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Paul is talking about “The Christ.” It’s important to know that “Christ” is not Jesus’s last name. 
It’s his title. Just like someone is the mayor, or the governor, Jesus is the Christ. And in Israel, in 
the first century, there was a massive expectation regarding the Christ. “Christ” is the Greek 
translation of the Hebrew word “Messiah.” And God had promised that one day he would send 
the Messiah, to deliver his people from evil, and to usher in an age of unparalleled glory. And 
Jesus’s earliest followers came to believe that Jesus was the Messiah, the Christ. 
 
For example, in Mark, Chapter 8, Jesus asks his disciples, “Who do you say that I am?” And 
Peter answers and says, “You are the Christ!” But here’s the question: What did Peter think that 
meant? What did the Israelites think that meant as Jesus’s fame spread around Jerusalem? 
How would most people in those days finish this sentence, “The Christ must ______”? 
 
Some would have said, “The Christ must conquer Rome and restore power to Israel!” Others 
would have said, “The Christ must purify religion and lead a national revival!” But it is very 
unlikely that anyone would have said, “The Christ must suffer.” Peter certainly did not think that 
Jesus needed to suffer. Again, in Mark 8, right after Peter tells Jesus, “You are the Christ!” 
Jesus tells Peter, “I must suffer… and be killed.” And Peter does not like this! So, we read that 
Peter took [Jesus] aside and began to rebuke him. That can’t happen Jesus! You’re the Christ! 
The Christ cannot suffer and die! 
 
The religious leaders who stood opposed to Jesus thought the same thing. This is why they 
ridiculed him as he hung on the cross. Mark 15:31-32 tells us how they mocked him to one 
another, saying… “Let the Christ, the King of Israel, come down now from the cross that we may 
see and believe.” As far as they were concerned, no true Messiah could face an accursed death 
on a cross. And therefore, unless Jesus came down from the cross, his suffering was definitive 
proof that he was not the Christ. 
 
But our verse in Acts 26 says the exact opposite! It says, The Christ must suffer. It says Jesus 
had to die. Why? Let me give you two reasons: 
 
First, Jesus had to die… 
 

A. To demonstrate God’s justice 
 
Paul makes this very clear in Romans 3:25-26. Having described Jesus’s death on the 
cross, he says, This was to show God’s righteousness, because in his divine 
forbearance he had passed over former sins. It was to show his righteousness… so that 
he might be just. 
 
As you read the Bible, you will find that God is full of forbearance. He passes over sin 
time and time again, demonstrating his immeasurable mercy and grace toward his 
people. But how is that just? If a judge issues one pardon after another, but no one ever 
pays for the crimes committed, is there justice? No. And that is why Jesus had to die.  
 
You see, God does pass over many sins. But God will not let any sin go unpaid for. 
God’s enemies will pay for their sins in the everlasting condemnation of hell. But God’s 
people receive pardon because God’s Son paid for their sins at the cross. Jesus died to 
demonstrate God’s justice.  
 
And, Jesus died… 
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B. To demonstrate God’s love 
 
We have all sinned, we have all rebelled, we all deserve to face God’s justice. How can 
we know that we will enjoy God’s love? Romans 5:8: God shows his love for us in that 
while we were still sinners, Christ died for us. 
 
Before you or I ever took a single step toward God in repentance and faith, he 
demonstrated his love for us, by sending the Christ to die for us. So, if you want to know 
that God loves you, don’t look primarily at your experience in this world, which is often so 
perplexing. Don’t look primarily at your behavior, which is often so inconsistent. Look at 
the cross. And see God’s definitive display of love. See the place where the Son of God 
gave himself for you.  
 
Jesus is the Christ. The Christ is the one sent by God to deliver his people from evil. And 
first and foremost, that means delivering us from the evil of sin. Which is why Jesus had 
to die. There was no other way for God to deliver us from sin, and demonstrate both his 
love as well as his justice. 
 
That’s the first part of the message in Acts 26:23.  

 
Here’s the second… 
 
2. Jesus Rose As The First Of Many 
 
Jesus is the Christ, the one sent by God to deliver his people from evil, and to usher in an age 
of unparalleled glory. And that brings us to the resurrection! Again, this verse says, The Christ 
must suffer and that, by being the first to rise from the dead, he would proclaim light both to 
our people and to the Gentiles. (Acts 26:23) 
 
Today we are celebrating the fact that Jesus walked out of the tomb, defeating the power of 
death, and rising to new life in a glorified body. We are celebrating this fact because it is the 
basis for all our hope in this world. Notice that this verse does not simply say, “Jesus rose from 
the dead.” It says, “Jesus was the first to rise from the dead.” And saying that Jesus was “the 
first to rise” clearly implies that there’s more to come.  
 
When you pay the first installment on a loan, you know there are more payments to follow. 
When we arrive at the first day of Spring, we know more Spring days with warmer weather are 
coming. Even if our hope is often deferred here in Chicagoland! When a farmer brings in the first 
fruits of the crops, it means that the harvest is ready, and there’s more that will be gathered 
soon. 
 
And when we read that Jesus was the first to rise, we know that there’s more to come!  
This is precisely Paul’s point in 1 Corinthians 15:20-23 where he writes, Christ has been raised 
from the dead, the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep… in Christ shall all be made alive. 
But each in his own order: Christ the firstfruits, then at his coming those who belong to Christ. 
 
Notice the progression: First, Christ rises. Second, those who belong to Christ rise when he 
comes again. This is the glorious message of Easter: Jesus rose from the dead! And he has 
made the way for all his people to rise as well! He’s gone first. But we will follow him out of 
death and into the glories of resurrection life. 
 
A few months ago, Kristen and I watched a documentary called “The Rescue.” It told the story of 
a soccer team in Thailand, 12 boys and their coach, who were trapped in a cave in the summer 
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of 2018. They went in to explore the cave, and while they were inside, heavy rainfall flooded 
major sections of the cave system, making it impossible for them to get out on their own. 
 
It was monsoon season, and it soon became clear that the water was not going to subside for 
several months, far too long for the team to survive underground. So, the rescue mission began.  
The first step was to locate the team. Divers had to enter the darkness of the cave, swimming 
through 2.5 miles of narrow passages in muddy water before finding the boys on an elevated 
rock. 
 
The next step was to chart the course back out of the cave so that the divers could return later 
on and bring the boys out with them. And, spoiler alert, in the end they got every one of those 
boys out safely. And there’s a beautiful parallel between this story and the rescue mission 
carried out by our Savior.  
 
Without Jesus, dying would be like entering a deep darkness that we could never escape on our 
own. But Jesus entered the darkness of death. And he charted the course back out. He rose! 
And he rose as the first of many. He will rescue every single one of his people. We will all come 
out safely. Knowing this, believing this, is transformative! 
 
Not only will it change your perspective on the future, it will also change your perspective on the 
present, especially in life’s most difficult moments. For example, when our loved ones die, we 
still grieve, but not as those without hope. We know that those who belong to Christ, are 
transported into his presence at death. And we know that they will rise again at his return! 
 
Or, when our bodies fail, we still groan, but not as those without hope. We know that aging and 
aching are inevitable in this life, but we also know that though our bodies break down, one day 
Christ will build them back up. If we belong to him, we will rise like him, and just as he rose with 
the power of an indestructible life we will rise in imperishable bodies. For he was first to rise and 
there’s more to come! He came safely out of death, and one day he will bring us out too. 
 
Therefore, we can look the bleakest realities in this world square in the face and still have hope. 
And friend, that hope can be yours! Because this is the message at the heart of the Bible:  
Jesus had to die. Jesus rose as the first of many.  
 
And lastly… 
 
3. Jesus Offers Hope To Everyone 
 
Listen to Acts 26:23 one more time: The Christ must suffer and that, by being the first to rise 
from the dead, he would proclaim light both to our people and to the Gentiles. Let me point 
out something subtle, but significant. Do you see who it is that proclaims light both to Paul’s 
people and to the Gentiles? 
 
This verse does not say, “The Christ must suffer and that, by being the first to rise from the 
dead, his followers would proclaim light both to our people and to the Gentiles.” No, this verse 
says that he, Christ himself, proclaims light! Jesus died. Jesus rose. And now, Jesus proclaims 
this good news to the world.  
 
He is alive. He speaks. And he is speaking to us right now. He uses messengers, he sends out 
his people to declare his word, but the proclamation is his! This is why in 2 Corinthians 5 Paul 
refers to followers of Jesus as ambassadors for Christ. Just as ambassadors deliver the words 
of the one in authority over them, Christians deliver the word of Christ. 
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That is why we take great care here at The Orchard to proclaim his Word. In a world full of so 
many voices, we want to hear the one Voice that matters most. We want to hear the Savior 
speaking! Because he speaks truth in a world of confusion. And he speaks light in a world of 
darkness. Again, our verse says that by being the first to rise… Jesus proclaims light. 
 
When we are confronted with the darkness of our rebellion, Jesus proclaims the light of his 
mercy and grace. He died to pay our penalty and secure our forgiveness. When we are 
confronted with the darkness of death, Jesus proclaims the light of his resurrection. He rose to 
pave a way for us into everlasting life. He offers hope to sinners. He offers hope to sufferers. He 
offers hope to everyone. So, whoever you are, I want you to see very clearly this morning, that 
he offers hope to you. 
 
Notice that our verse says Jesus proclaims light both to our people and to the Gentiles. Before 
Christ, God’s people were largely defined geographically (they were in Israel), and ethnically 
(they were Israelites). And that is who Paul is referring to when he mentions “our people.” But 
the light that Jesus proclaims, the hope that Jesus offers, is not limited by geography or 
ethnicity. It is a hope, Paul says, that is offered both to our people and to the Gentiles. The 
Gentiles are everyone other than the Israelites. And the hope of Jesus is for all of them as well! 
 
Now, in order to understand the significance of this statement, you need to know what it was like 
to be a Gentile before Jesus. Here’s how Paul describes it in Ephesians 2:12: He tells the 
Gentiles, Remember that you were at that time separated from Christ, alienated from the 
commonwealth of Israel and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and without 
God in the world. The Gentiles were far from God, far from his people, and far from hope.  
 
But now, Paul reminds them in verse 13, in Christ Jesus you who were once far off have been 
brought near. Now they have drawn near to God! Jesus has reconciled them to the Father 
through his redeeming work of love. Now they belong to God’s people! They are part of the 
community of faith, enjoying the fellowship found among those who believe in Jesus. And now 
they have hope! They know their sins are forgiven. And they know they will live forever. 
 
Jesus proclaimed light to them. He changed their lives. And he can do the same for you. 
Perhaps you resonate with that description of the Gentiles from Ephesians 2. Perhaps you feel 
far from God. Maybe there was a time in your life when you would have said you were close to 
him, but some other interest, some unanswered question, some painful experience, or some 
sinful pursuit led you away. Maybe you’ve never given much thought to knowing God personally 
at all. Perhaps you feel far from God’s people.  
 
Maybe there was a time when you considered yourself a part of a church family, but some 
disappointment, some hurt, or some other challenge led you away. Maybe today’s the first time 
you’ve stepped into a church in years. Perhaps you feel far from hope. Maybe your whole life 
feels like it’s being crushed by some great burden, or torn up by some deep sorrow, and you 
struggle to look into the future with anything other than despair. 
 
Friend, if you feel far from God, far from his people, or far from hope… Jesus is proclaiming light 
to you today! He is calling you, saying, “Come to me! Be reconciled to God! Belong to God’s 
people! Be filled with hope!”  
 
Don’t push him away. Don’t ignore his voice. Draw near to Jesus. Let this Easter Sunday mark 
the dawn of a new day in your life. Tell him in your heart, “Lord Jesus, pierce through the 
darkness of my sin, my sorrow, and my unbelief with your light.” He will. He offers hope to 
everyone…including you. 
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Conclusion 
 
This is the message at the heart of the Bible. Jesus had to die. Jesus rose as the first of many. 
And…Jesus offers hope to everyone. This is the message Christ proclaims in this world, 
through his messengers, which you have heard today.  
 
Believe him. Trust him. Stake your life now and forever on him. And go this Easter rejoicing in 
the glorious grace of your risen Savior! 
 


