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The Orchard Arlington Heights                                                                            Sunday, April 24, 2022  
Faith on Trial: The Power of Jesus                                                                      Pastor Brad Wetherell  
Acts 26:1-8 
 
 
Good morning, everyone. Let’s keep our Bibles open right there at Acts 26. The most famous hymn in 
the English language begins with these words, “Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, that saved a 
wretch like me. I once was lost, but now I’m found, was blind, but now I see.” 
 
We know those words. But here’s the question I want us to consider today: do we really believe those 
words? Do we really believe that we were wretched people in need of saving? Do we really believe that 
we were lost people in need of finding? Do we really believe that we were blind people in need of 
seeing? Do we really believe that we need amazing grace? 
 
My guess is that in this room, most of us would say, “Yes! I do believe that!” And yet, if we’re honest, 
sometimes we struggle to feel our need of this amazing grace. After all, it was John Newton who wrote 
the hymn, “Amazing Grace.” And before his conversion to Christianity, Newton was an active member of 
the slave trade, a captain of ships carrying men, women, and children in bondage across the Atlantic. 
Clearly, he lived a wretched life, lost in wickedness, and blind to the evils of his actions. Certainly, John 
Newton needed amazing grace. 
 
And then there’s the apostle Paul. As we’ll see today, before he came to believe in Jesus, he was a 
violent opponent of Christianity arresting believers and participating in their execution. Clearly, he lived a 
wretched life, lost in wickedness, and blind to the evils of his actions. Certainly, Paul needed amazing 
grace. 
 
But I think it’s safe to say that most of us have not been active participants in human trafficking or violent 
persecution. Many of us have lived morally upstanding lives in the eyes of this world. Many of us have 
been part of the church for years, some even believing in Jesus from a young age. And while all of us 
have felt like miserable wretches at times, at other times we’re doing fairly well and it’s always possible to 
find someone else who looks much worse. So, for any number of reasons, it is tempting for the thought 
to creep into our minds that while we surely need a bit of grace, we may not need amazing grace. 
 
Well, this morning we’re going to consider Paul’s account of his own conversion and as we do my prayer 
is that God would use this to help us see in a fresh way, or even for the very first time, just how much 
grace each of us truly needs. And I want us to see how much grace Jesus wonderfully gives, so that we 
might turn to him in humble faith and receive all that he provides. 
 
The passage we’re looking at today demonstrates the power of Jesus to save wretched, lost, blind 
sinners…like Paul and John Newton and us. So again, please keep your Bibles open and follow along 
with me as we walk through this story in Acts 26. As we look at Paul’s story, I want you to see the way 
that Jesus mercifully exposes our rebellion, pours out his grace, and transforms our lives.  
 
We’ll start by seeing how… 
 
1. Jesus Exposes Our Rebellion 
 
Acts 26 is a story of faith on trial. The apostle Paul has been falsely accused, violently attacked, and 
wrongfully imprisoned for two years. He is standing before a king named Agrippa, a governor named 
Festus, various military leaders, and all the prominent men of the city of Caesarea. He is giving an 
account of his life, he is explaining the reason why he believes in Jesus, and he begins this section of his 
defense by making it very clear that he is the last person anyone would have expected to become a 
Christian. 
 



2 
 

Listen to verse 9. Paul says, I myself was convinced that I ought to do many things in opposing the name 
of Jesus of Nazareth. Paul was not the only person with this conviction in his day, and he wouldn’t be the 
only person with this conviction in our day either. Maybe you have a friend or a family member who 
would say the same thing. They know what you believe but they are settled in their unbelief, convinced 
that Jesus is not worth following. Like Paul, they may be convinced that they ought to oppose Jesus.  
More and more people today consider the stories about Jesus and the teachings of Jesus fanciful and 
foolish…old-fashioned and outdated…in some cases, even immoral. Paul thought the latter.  
 
For him, it was not just incorrect to believe in Jesus, it was inexcusable. It was blasphemy! The man 
claimed to be the Son of God, making himself equal with God! His followers believed this, even declaring 
that he had risen from the dead, and they were worshipping him! For Paul, this was a movement to shut 
down, stamp out, and oppose in every way possible. 
 
And Paul says in verse 10: I did so in Jerusalem. I not only locked up many of the saints in prison after 
receiving authority from the chief priests, but when they were put to death I cast my vote against them. 
He continues in verse 11: And I punished them often in all the synagogues and tried to make them 
blaspheme, and in raging fury against them I persecuted them even to foreign cities. 
 
Paul persecuted the early church in raging fury. He hated Jesus and his followers with every fiber of his 
being, to the point that his anger consumed him. And then one day, with this awful wrath in his heart and 
arrest warrants in his hands, he journeyed north from Jerusalem towards Damascus. 
 
And he tells King Agrippa and everyone listening to him in verse 13: At midday, O king, I saw on the way 
a light from heaven, brighter than the sun, that shone around me and those who journeyed with me. It’s 
noon. It’s the brightest part of the day. And a light far brighter than the sun suddenly appears. It’s a 
heavenly light. It’s a supernatural light. It’s the light of the presence of the Lord. 
 
Paul falls to the ground, and he hears a voice speaking in the Hebrew language, calling him by his 
Hebrew name, Saul. And the voice says in verse 14, Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me? It is hard 
for you to kick against the goads. With these words, two things are immediately clear to Paul. 
 
First, he is being accused of rebelling against God. The phrase, “kick against the goads” was a common 
expression used in Paul’s day to refer to resisting the divine will. It’s an image from the farm. When oxen 
would get unruly, or refuse to plow forward, they could kick. So, farmers placed goads, sharp spikes, 
behind the oxen. If they kicked those, it was not pleasant, and they would keep moving forward. 
 
Resisting the divine will is not pleasant. And Paul now knows this is what he has been doing. He is being 
accused of rebelling against God. And second, he is being accused of persecuting God. The voice says, 
Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me? To attack God’s people is to attack God himself. And Paul has 
engaged in this serious sin. Hearing this, Paul asks a question that will forever change his life. 
 
Verse 15: And I said, ‘Who are you, Lord?’ And the Lord said, ‘I am Jesus whom you are persecuting.’ 
How devastating. Paul was certain that he was a morally upstanding, exemplary person. He was 
convinced that opposing Jesus was the right thing to do. And now this self-perception is completely 
shattered. He has rebelled against the Lord. He has persecuted the Lord’s own people. He is a wretch, 
and he knows it.  
 
And when we truly encounter Jesus, he exposes the devastating reality of our rebellion too. The details 
of our sin will look very different than Paul’s, but we have all revolted against God’s will, we have all 
kicked against the goads. And it’s easy for us to think of some sins as small, minor infractions. But the 
Bible is clear that every sin is deadly serious, and so are the consequences. Whether it’s a single bite of 
forbidden fruit taken in doubt of God’s goodness, or persistent persecution carried out in raging fury 
toward God’s people, the wages of sin is death. That is what we all deserve. 
 



3 
 

And when we truly encounter Jesus, there is no escaping this reality. He exposes our rebellion. 
 
But then… 
 
2. Jesus Pours Out His Grace 
 
If you didn’t know Paul’s story, what would you expect to happen next? Here is a man who raged against 
Jesus. Here is a man who arrested and imprisoned believers in Jesus. Here is a man who tried to make 
Christians renounce their faith in Jesus. Here is a man who stood in approval while one of Jesus’s first 
followers, a man named Stephen, was stoned to death outside the city of Jerusalem. 
 
What will Jesus do to a man like this? Will he crush him in the dust where he lies? Will he wipe him off 
the face of the earth? Will he cast him directly into the fires of hell? No. In verse 16 Jesus says to this 
convicted sinner, Rise and stand upon your feet. 
 
Paul is driven to the ground, overwhelmed by the weight of his guilt, and Jesus lifts him up and puts him 
on his feet. Jesus doesn’t pile on the shame. He doesn’t let Paul have it by rattling off all the ways he’s 
failed. He pours out his grace. Later in his life, in 1 Timothy 1:13-14, Paul writes this: Though formerly I 
was a blasphemer, persecutor, and insolent opponent… the grace of our Lord overflowed for me. 
 
Don’t miss this! Paul the blasphemer, Paul the persecutor, Paul the insolent opponent encountered 
Jesus. And when that happened, his rebellion was exposed, and he knew he deserved to die. But what 
flowed out of Jesus toward Paul was not wrath, it was not condemnation, it was grace! And that is 
because, by his very nature, Jesus overflows with grace. It’s who he is. He is the Lord. And as Psalm 
103:8 says, The Lord is merciful and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. 
 
Anger comes slowly to Jesus. Love abounds in Jesus and grace overflows from Jesus. Therefore, his 
most natural response when he encounters a rebel like Paul is to extend mercy. That is not always easy 
for us to believe, because it’s not easy to relate to. It’s not our most natural response when people sin 
against us! When someone harms us, when someone insults us, when someone slights us in any way, 
our most natural response is to fight back. Even if we suppress the urge, even if it only flashes through 
our minds for a moment, it’s still our gut reaction. 
 
Just watch what happens the next time someone cuts you off on the road. You might be on the way 
home from church with the last song still ringing in your head and suddenly a stranger driving poorly in 
front of you becomes the object of your wrath! Why is that? Because our hearts are struggling with sin, 
and out of our hearts flows all kinds of evil. 
 
But Jesus’s heart is different. His heart is overflowing with grace. Grace for rebels like Paul and you and 
me. This is such wonderful news anytime we are confronted with the reality of our rebellion. When your 
sin is exposed, it’s painful. It will make you want to run away from God and hide in shame. But see from 
this story that you can do the exact opposite. You can draw near to Jesus. You can confess everything to 
him, he knows it all already anyway. And you can know that his grace will overflow for you. After all, his 
grace overflowed for Paul, and you’re not worse than him, are you? 
 
No, when Jesus exposes your rebellion, Jesus will pour out his grace and you will never be the same. 
That’s what I want to focus on next. What happened when Jesus poured out his grace toward Paul? And 
what happens when Jesus pours out his grace toward us? 
 
Notice in the next few verses how… 
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3. Jesus Transforms Our Lives 
 
God’s grace poured out in Jesus Christ is transformative. We see this in Paul’s life. Listen to the rest of 
verse 16. Paul has been knocked to the ground by the light of Jesus’s appearance, he has been  
confronted with the terrible reality of his sin, and then Jesus says to him, Rise and stand upon your feet, 
for I have appeared to you for this purpose, to appoint you as a servant and witness to the things in 
which you have seen me and to those in which I will appear to you… 
 
The grace of Jesus overflows for Paul, and he is transformed from a persecutor into a preacher. He was 
an enemy of Jesus. But from this point forward he is appointed as a servant to Jesus. He is now an 
apostle, a witness of the resurrected Savior, and Jesus will reveal more of who he is to Paul so that he 
will be able to tell the world. Which is what he did with the rest of his life.  
 
He gave himself for the sake of the gospel proclaiming the good news of Jesus in Jerusalem, Judea, 
Asia, Macedonia, and eventually Rome. He told everyone who would listen about the grace he had 
received, and the grace Jesus offers to all who believe. Jesus sent Paul out into the world as his 
ambassador. And Jesus told Paul that his ministry of proclamation would result in the transformation of 
many lives. 
 
Listen to verses 17-18. Jesus tells Paul, I am sending you to open their eyes, so that they may turn from 
darkness to light and from the power of Satan to God, that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a 
place among those who are sanctified by faith in me. And friends, that describes precisely what happens 
when Jesus pours out his grace for us. Let me point out four ways his grace transforms us found in verse 
18… 
 
First… 
 

A. He opens our eyes 
 
Jesus tells Paul, I am sending you to open their eyes… Let’s go back for a moment to the lyrics 
of Amazing Grace. Again, the song begins like this, “Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, that 
saved a wretch like me. I once was lost, but now I’m found, was blind, but now I see.” In what 
sense were we blind before we met Jesus? In 2 Corinthians 4:4, we read that the minds of 
unbelievers are blind, incapable of seeing the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ. This is our 
natural position.  
 
Sin destroys our ability to see spiritual realities accurately. So, we hear the gospel, but we don’t 
notice anything particularly glorious about it. We hear about Jesus, and how he died on a cross 
and rose from the dead, but it makes no difference in our lives. Spiritually speaking, we are all 
blind from birth. But Jesus opens the eyes of the blind. He did this physically during his earthly 
ministry. And he does this spiritually every time he pours out his grace! 
 
So, in 2 Corinthians 4:6, Paul speaks about every believer, and says that God… has shone in our 
hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ. Why do 
you believe the good news about Jesus? Why do you see the glory of Jesus? Because he 
opened your eyes. You were blind, but now you see. 
 
This is what Jesus graciously does: He opens our eyes and… 
 
B. He calls us out of darkness 
 
Again, Jesus tells Paul, I am sending you to open their eyes, so that they may turn from 
darkness to light and from the power of Satan to God… There are many powers in this world.  
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There are many kingdoms in this world. But ultimately, there are only two kingdoms under the 
influence of two powers, and all of us belong to one or the other. 
 
There is the kingdom of darkness. Satan has power in this kingdom. It is the kingdom of all who 
stand in rebellion against the Lord. But there is also a kingdom of light. The kingdom of all who 
stand in allegiance with the Lord, gladly submitting the rule and power of Almighty God. And this 
kingdom will completely overthrow the kingdom of darkness one day, when Christ returns, to 
establish the fullness of his reign forever and forever. 
 
It is good to belong to the kingdom of light. It is good to be under the authority of God. And when 
Jesus pours out his grace in your life, he transfers you into this kingdom. You become a citizen of 
heaven, no longer destined for destruction, but destined for everlasting life. This is what Jesus 
graciously does: He opens our eyes. He calls us out of darkness. And… 
 
C. He forgives our sins 
 
Jesus tells Paul, I am sending you to open their eyes, so that they may turn from darkness to light 
and from the power of Satan to God, that they may receive forgiveness of sins… Jesus 
forgave Paul’s sins…his blasphemous, murderous sins. And when he pours out his grace upon 
us, he forgives all our sins too. The sins we committed before we ever trusted him, as well as the 
sins we continue to commit as we imperfectly follow him. He forgives them all, because he paid 
for them all, when he died on the cross. This is the transforming aspect of Jesus’s grace that 
many of us are most familiar with. And therefore, we need to guard ourselves from becoming 
overly familiar with it. We don’t want to stop being stunned by this amazing gift of grace. 
 
If you have followed Jesus for a while, you know this temptation. I know it! When I was 16, and 
Jesus exposed my rebellion and poured out his grace in my life, it was easy for me to feel full of 
gratitude. But that was many years ago now, and as the years go by and we hear many sermons, 
and we take many communions, and we celebrate many Good Fridays…it’s possible for the 
message of forgiveness to become so rote and so routine that it barely affects at all. We need 
help to feel the glory of his forgiving grace. And that is something you can pray for!  
 
There’s an old puritan prayer called “Love Shines at Calvary.” Let me read you some of this, 
perhaps it’s something you’d like to pray today: The prayer begins with this request to God: 
“Enlarge my heart, warm my affections [at the sight of the cross]. There grace removes my 
burdens and heaps them on your Son. There infinite punishment was due, and infinite 
punishment was endured. Christ was all anguish that I might be all joy, cast off that I might be 
brought in, trodden down as an enemy that I might be welcomed as a friend, surrendered to hell’s 
worst that I might attain heaven’s best, stripped that I might be clothed, wounded that I might be 
healed, athirst that I might drink, tormented that I might be comforted, made a shame that I might 
inherit glory, entered darkness that I might have eternal light.” 
 
Friends, ask God to help you believe this. And ask God to help you rejoice in this, freshly and 
genuinely. This is the power of his transforming grace. He opens our eyes. He calls us out of 
darkness. He forgives our sins. And… 
 
D. He makes us his own 
 
Listen to these words one more time. Jesus tells Paul, I am sending you to open their eyes, so 
that they may turn from darkness to light and from the power of Satan to God, that they may 
receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in me. This 
last line is beautiful. When Jesus opens our eyes, he acts like a physician restoring sight that had 
been lost. When Jesus calls us out of darkness, he acts like a king freeing us from captivity and 
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evil and bringing us under his good authority. When Jesus forgives our sins, he acts like a judge, 
issuing a pardon because the price has been paid. 
 
But in this last line Jesus acts like an older brother welcoming us into his family. He says that his 
people have a place with him, a share in all that belongs to him, a home with him and his Father.  
And it’s not like he invites us over as guests to come and hang out at his place for a temporary 
visit. No, he gives us a key, a room, and permanent access because he makes us members of 
the family. He says that his people are sanctified. 
 
People who are sanctified are set apart for God’s glory and God’s good purposes. They are 
God’s chosen ones. They are God’s children. And that is who we become by faith. All who 
believe in Jesus become members of his family. All who believe in Jesus have a place in his 
household. So, if you feel far from home in this world… If you feel that geographically after a 
move… If you feel that relationally after losing a loved one… If you feel that emotionally, 
struggling with the question, ‘where do I belong’? 
 
Hear this today: Jesus has a place for you. Jesus has a home for you in his family, now and 
forever. Believe in him and receive his transforming grace. Grace that opens our eyes, grace that 
calls us out of darkness, grace that forgives our sins, and grace that makes us his own. 
 

Conclusion 
 
Do you see how amazing God’s grace in Jesus Christ truly is? Do you see your need of this amazing 
grace today? Then let me encourage you to respond by following Paul’s instructions in verse 20. 
 
After sharing his story of transformation, he tells the king and all who are listening, Therefore, O King 
Agrippa, I was not disobedient to the heavenly vision, but declared first to those in Damascus, then in 
Jerusalem and throughout all the region of Judea, and also to the Gentiles, that they should repent and 
turn to God, performing deeds in keeping with their repentance. 
 
Whenever Jesus exposes your rebellion, repent of your sin, and turn to God in faith, receiving grace from 
Jesus, grace that overflows from his heart and transforms our lives. And then spend your life performing 
deeds in keeping with your repentance, seeking in all you do, to honor your good and gracious Lord. 
 


