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“Many seek the favor of a ruler,
but it is from the Lord that one gets justice.”

~ Proverbs 29:26

You have to give Paul credit: Paul was bold. Arrested and on his way
to defend himself before the Roman Emperor against a group of very
angry accusers, Paul took the opportunity to share his story before a
king after being held in captivity for years as a favor to his accusers.
Paul paid a heavy price for the opportunity to share with King Agrippa.
When the opportunity arose to share his experience, Paul took the
opening to share his faith. Agrippa is surprised by his boldness! After
such a long struggle, one would expect a captive to plead for release.
To use the opportunity to share a testimony was unconventional to say
the least.

Perhaps you are unfamiliar with the context of the story we read this
morning. Paul was visiting the temple in Jerusalem when trouble
arose. Several individuals accused Paul of teaching strange things and
of smuggling Greeks into the temple. Acts 21 tells us that the city was
in an uproar because the people believed Paul had defiled the temple.
Acts 21:31 tells us that the very act of trying to kill Paul caused such an
uproar that the Roman soldiers in Jerusalem noticed and intervened.
Paul defended himself on the steps of the barracks. Paul attempted to
share his story and was almost killed again for upsetting the people
before being arrested.



Once arrested, Paul was almost been flogged before the Roman
leaders realized that he was a Roman citizen. Starting the very next
day, a set of events began which led to people vowing to neither eat
nor drink until Paul was killed, large numbers of soldiers being required
to keep Paul safe, and the transfer of Paul to the custody of the
Governor Felix in Caesarea. For two years, Paul lived as Felix’s
prisoner. Paul never ceased to share his faith.

After Felix was replaced by a new ruler Festus, the stories tell us that
the people again plotted to kill Paul. Paul had seriously upset the
Jewish rulers in Jerusalem. After several attempts to get Paul sent to
Jerusalem and to have him killed, Paul was brought before Festus and
the visiting King Agrippa. Paul appealed to the Emperor as a citizen
and would be sent to Rome to answer the charges.

A few verses after our passage, Festus and Agrippa are talking. They
lament the fact that Paul had done nothing wrong. If it weren’t for
Paul’s own request to be sent before the Emperor, Paul would have
been set free. Now whether or not Paul would have survived freedom
is another matter: what we know is that Paul was seen as innocent in
the midst of all of the accusations. What’s more, Paul was steadfast to
his belief no matter how often he was accused, how often he was
threatened, or how long he was kept in prison.

Centuries later in 1741, John Wesley pointed to this very passage as
the foundational scripture for his sermon “The Almost Christian.”
Wesley looked at Paul’s dedication to his faith and saw something
deep and meaningful. As we already read in this service, Wesley
looked back at his earlier life and saw something lacking. As Wesley
read this passage, he saw something in Paul that he once lacked.



For Wesley, Paul absolutely had done the right thing in these
passages. Proverbs 29:26 states “Many seek the favor of a ruler, but it
is from the Lord that one gets justice.” At any point, Paul probably
could have appealed his way to freedom, especially in the passage we
have read today. Paul’s innocence is seen by Festus and Agrippa. Paul
has the favor of both the governor and the ruler of this section of the
Roman Empire: what better advocates could a person ask for than
these two powerful Romans?

For Paul, it was not about simply gaining his freedom. Consider the
nature of Paul’s testimony. Paul had been clear: he had lived an
exemplary religious life. Paul had attended to every rule required of a
proper Jewish youth. Paul had a strict religious upbringing and had
lived as a Pharisee. Paul admits that he had been thoroughly
convinced to persecute the very faith which he had come to claim. Paul
had been such a zealot that he tormented the Christians, arrested the
Christians, and even voted to kill the Christians. Paul was a strict
follower of the law.

Paul also had an experience that changed his life. We have read today
Paul’s testimony of his experience on the road to Damascus. Paul
expresses clearly that he has become convinced of Christ’s call upon
his life and wants the rulers themselves to come to faith in Christ.
Despite the presence of the soldiers and the powerful, Paul was so
thoroughly convinced of Christ’s call upon his life that he was willing to
risk everything in order to offer a chance for the people in the room to
come to know the faith that had changed his life.

When Wesley read these words, Wesley found a template for the life of
faith. Paul had lived a faithful life before he came to believe. In the
same way John Wesley saw his own life as a life where he was almost
a Christian, but not quite. If you don’t know the story of John Wesley,



Wesley was the son of a preacher named Samuel Wesley and his wife
Susanna. Wesley was raised in the church, taught by his mother a very
heartfelt faith, and grew up in and around the church. When the time
came for his education, Wesley was trained to be a priest in the church
of England. Wesley was so certain that his faith was the right faith that
he travelled over the seas to Georgia in order to convert the native
peoples.

Wesley’s adventures in Georgia are the stuff of legend. To put it mildly,
Wesley did not succeed. Besides giving the Methodist Church a bunch
of stories about how Wesley didn’t know the first thing about romantic
relationships, Wesley not only failed to convert others but found himself
practically fleeing back to England.

Perhaps the most notable part of his journey was the fact that he came
into contact with the Moravian church which shared a very simple but
deep faith with Wesley. Wesley’s journals are marked with moments
where he found himself awed by the faith of the Moravians who were
not cowed by dangerous seas.

For Wesley, the situation was strange. Wesley seemed to know
everything. Wesley was an ordained priest in the church of England
and a well educated scholar. We have already read his own testimony
that he went to church often, sought to live a blameless life, desired to
please God, and wanted to serve God with his life. Wesley looked like
a really great believer on the surface: he knew his stuff, was motivated,
and truly desired to serve God.

Still, Wesley saw that there was something missing. Wesley saw
himself as only “almost” a Christian. Earlier in his sermon, Wesley
wrote:



“But here it will probably be inquired, ‘Is it possible that any man
living should go so far as this, and, nevertheless, be only almost a
Christian What more than this, can be implied in the being a
Christian altogether I answer, First, that it is possible to go thus
far, and yet be but almost a Christian, I learn, not only from the
oracles of God, but also from the sure testimony of experience…”

So what was missing? What was the difference between what Wesley
was missing and what Paul claimed with his life? What’s the difference
between being almost Christian and being altogether Christian?

For Wesley, the answer was love. We will go into detail next week, but
Wesley wrote that his life changed when he began to experience a
deep love of God and a deep love of his neighbor. Without that love,
Wesley saw his life as being almost Christian, but not quite.

This idea might sound familiar to you. In 1 Corinthians 13:1-3, Paul
wrote:

“If I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels, but do not
have love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. And if I have
prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all
knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but
do not have love, I am nothing. If I give away all my possessions,
and if I hand over my body so that I may boast,[a] but do not have
love, I gain nothing…”

Effectively, Wesley was very clear: without love, all of the rest of it is
not enough. Good behavior, good motivation, and good effort are
wonderful, but they are not enough. Christianity requires a commitment
to love that goes beyond words.



When we think about what Paul is going through with Wesley’s words
in mind, it makes a strange kind of sense. Who waits two years in
prison while waiting for justice only to derail one’s chance at freedom
for the sake of sharing their faith? Someone who both loves the
audience he is preaching to and who believes in the message he is
sharing.

While popularized by C.S. Lewis, there’s a basic concept that many
have applied to the person of Christ. Drawn in modern circles first from
the work of the Scottish preacher John Duncan in the 1800s, there’s a
distinct “trilemma.” If we take Christ at His word in the whole of His
teachings, there’s three possibilities: that Christ was a lunatic who
falsely believed in his own divinity, a liar who was deceiving others, or
that Christ was telling the truth.

This trilemma concept can be stretched to include Paul. Why would
Paul choose to share the gospel over seeking his own freedom? The
first possibility is that Paul has lost his mind while in captivity: he
doesn’t realize what he is sacrificing by sharing the gospel. The
second possibility is that Paul is doing this intentionally in a deceptive
manner for his own purposes. The third possibility is that Paul actually
believed the gospel he was sharing and wanted to share it with others.

Wesley does not seem to believe that Paul was of unsound mind or
deceptive. Wesley looked at what Paul did and saw love as the
motivation both for Paul’s belief and his action. In loving God, Paul had
come to believe in Christ’s word and call on his life. In loving the
people around him, Paul had come to believe that the gospel he
shared was a blessing.

As a Christian myself, I understand why Paul did what he did. There’s
evidence in earlier chapters of Acts that Paul understood what he was



getting into when traveling to Jerusalem. Consider these words from
Acts 21:10-14, just before this chaos begins. In that passage, a
believer shared this testimony:

“While we were staying there for several days, a prophet named
Agabus came down from Judea. He came to us and took Paul’s
belt, bound his own feet and hands with it, and said, ‘Thus says
the Holy Spirit, ‘This is the way the Jews in Jerusalem will bind
the man who owns this belt and will hand him over to the
Gentiles.’ When we heard this, we and the people there urged
him not to go up to Jerusalem. Then Paul answered,’What are
you doing, weeping and breaking my heart? For I am ready not
only to be bound but even to die in Jerusalem for the name of the
Lord Jesus.’ Since he would not be persuaded, we remained
silent except to say, ‘The Lord’s will be done.’ ”

Paul began this journey with the understanding that it would have
consequences. Paul left for Jerusalem understanding the
consequences. What motivation could there be for such a sacrifice
beyond love? Was Paul insane? I suppose it is possible, but this does
not seem like the testimony of someone who had lost their way. Was
Paul being deceptive? To what end: free room and board in prison? I
am convinced that Paul acted this way from a place of love and I am
convinced that the reason Wesley tied this passage to a sermon on the
necessity of love is because Wesley understood the importance of that
love and what it could do in our lives.

Next week we are going to look at what that love can look like in our
lives, but I want to stop at this point in our message. Why? Wesley’s
sermon and testimony challenge listeners to consider their own
relationship with God. Are you Christian or is there a lack of love? To
put it another way, has God’s love strangely warmed your heart both



for God and neighbor? Does that love assure you of your place or is
something missing?

I invite you to contemplate these questions this week. If you are willing,
seek out Wesley’s sermon and read it for yourself. We are even
discussing it in Sunday school the week after next. I invite you to a
place of contemplation and prayer this week. May God bless us with
loving hearts as we pray...


