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Turning Adversity into Opportunity 

Acts 25:1 – 26:32 

 

Many years ago, my beloved professor, Dr. Charles H. Talbert, sent me a story someone had 

shared with him. It went something like this. 

It seems that an old farmer’s mule fell into a well and couldn’t get out. The farmer thought a 

great deal of the mule, which had served him faithfully for many years. He tried everything he 

could think of to get the mule out, but nothing worked. Finally, he decided that the only thing to 

do was to put the mule out of its misery. But he couldn’t bring himself to shoot it. He decided 

instead simply to fill the well in over the mule, burying it alive. 

The farmer called some neighbors together to help him. They brought the needed dirt to the 

well and began to shovel it in. The old mule was startled and began to bray and jump wildly. As 

it did, it discovered that it was getting up on top of the new dirt in the well. So it kept it up. As 

each new layer of dirt was thrown in the well, it stepped up on top of it, over and over again. 

This went on until finally, the well was almost full and the mule simply stepped out! 

I think the moral of this story is clear: adversity need not do us in. When we can learn to 

respond to our trials and adversities as opportunities rather than let them bury us, we may see 

God at work in the midst of our difficulties in ways we’ve never even dreamed of. 

 

Paul’s story 

 Now the Apostle Paul was no stranger to adversity. You remember from Acts 9 that he was 

on his way to Damascus to search out and arrest any followers of Jesus who were there and bring 

them back to Jerusalem for punishment. But Christ stopped him on the way, claimed him and 

appointed him as His servant to carry the gospel not only to the Jews but also to the Gentiles. It 

was a truly amazing encounter. But it also brought adversity, because it left Paul blind. God sent 

Ananias to baptize him, pray for him, and heal his blindness. 

 Paul immediately began preaching Jesus to the Jews in the synagogue in Damascus. After 

some time, some of the Jews there conspired to kill Paul, and he had to escape during the night. 

 Throughout his ministry in Asia Minor and Greece. Paul had to deal with adversity. 

Sometimes it was opposition from Jews who would not accept Jesus as God’s Son and promised 

Messiah. Sometimes it was from Jews who had accepted Jesus as Messiah, but held that unless 

Gentiles first became Jews, they couldn’t be saved. Sometimes it was opposition from pagan 

Gentiles. And sometimes it was opposition from within churches like Corinth, or from false 

teachers or leaders. 

 Most of the time, the opposition came in the form of arguments or false accusations. But 

there were times that it became physical, even potentially deadly, such as when a mob stoned 
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Paul and left him for dead in Lystra, or local officials beat and jailed Paul and Silas in Philippi, 

or when mobs started riots in Thessalonica and Ephesus. And then there was what led to Paul’s 

imprisonment at Caesarea that we read about here in our text. 

 Last week we looked at Acts 21 and how Paul was committed to follow God’s will and go to 

Jerusalem, whatever that might mean and whatever it might cost him. Once he arrived in 

Jerusalem, the leaders of the Jerusalem church suggested a way that they thought Paul could lay 

to rest many rumors and much opposition among Jewish believers who were still zealous for the 

law. They had four men who had made a vow, and were ready to participate in the purification 

rites. The leaders urged Paul to join them in those rites and to pay for their heads to be shaved. 

That would then show that rumors that he was teaching believing Jews to turn away from the 

requirements and customs of the law were untrue. They had already determined at the Jerusalem 

Council in Acts 15 that Gentiles were not required to keep the Jewish aspects of the law, but ”that 
they should abstain from food sacrificed to idols, from blood, from the meat of strangled animals and 

from sexual immorality” (Acts 21:25).1  

Paul agreed to do this. But when the seven days for the purification were almost over, some 

Jews who were there from the province of Asia saw him in the temple and accused him of 

bringing Greeks into the temple and defiling it. Earlier they had seen the Ephesian Trophimus 

with Paul, and assumed he had brought him into the temple (Acts 21:27-29).  

This would be a very serious offense. At the wall that separated the outer court from the inner 

courts of the temple, there were at least two large inscriptions warning that any foreigner who 

went beyond that point would be responsible for his own execution.2 

 So they stirred up the crowd, seized Paul, dragged him out of the temple, and tried to kill 

him. Word got to the Roman commander and he took officers and soldiers to quell the riot. The 

commander arrested Paul and ordered him bound with chains. When he realized that Paul was 

not the Egyptian terrorist he suspected him to be, he agreed to let Paul address the crowd. They 

listened for a while, but then went into an uproar again. 

 The next day the commander, trying to figure out what was going on, summoned the Jewish 

Sanhedrin to examine Paul. As Paul made his defense, he appealed to the hope of resurrection. 

That caused a violent dispute between the Pharisees, who believed in resurrection, and the 

Sadducees, who didn’t. So the commander took Paul off again. 

 Meanwhile, some of the Jews conspired to kill Paul and took an oath not to eat or drink until 

they had done so. But Paul’s nephew overheard their plans and told the commander, who 

transferred Paul under heavy guard by night to Caesarea, where the Roman governor Felix was. 

 Over a period of nearly two years, Paul was brought before Felix several times, first to be 

accused by the Jews, then to have conversation with Paul, hoping he would offer him a bribe. 

But Paul turned this adversity into opportunity, and on at least one occasion spoke to Felix and 

his wife Drusilla about faith in Christ Jesus, talking with them about righteousness, self-control, and 

the judgment to come (Acts 24:24-26).  

 Then when Felix’s two-year term as governor was up, he was succeeded by Porcius Festus. 

He left Paul in prison as a favor to the Jewish leaders. 

 Shortly after Festus assumed his duties, he went to Jerusalem. The Jewish leaders came 

before him and presented their charges against Paul, asking him to transfer him back to 

Jerusalem. Their plan was to ambush and kill him on the way. Festus instead said they could 

come to Caesarea and present their charges against Paul there, so he would have opportunity to 

defend himself, as was the Roman custom. And so they did. 

 At the hearing, Festus asked Paul if he would go back to Jerusalem for trial. Paul refused, and 
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exercised his right as a Roman citizen to appeal to Caesar. 

A few days later, King Agrippa and his wife Bernice came to Caesarea to welcome Festus. 

Festus discussed Paul’s case with Agrippa. The Jewish leaders’ charges against Paul were not 

what he had expected, and he didn’t know how to handle it. Agrippa agreed to listen to the case 

(25:13-22). 

So the next day, they brought Paul before Festus, Agrippa, and Bernice. High-ranking 

military officials and the prominent men of the city were also there. Festus opened the 

proceedings, giving the background and declaring that he had found nothing in Paul deserving 

death. So the purpose of the hearing was to determine what he needed to include in his letter to 

the emperor when he sent Paul to him (25:23-27). 

Then he gave Paul permission to speak. And in the midst of the adversity, Paul once again 

saw an opportunity. His defense was his testimony!  

He told how he had lived as a Pharisee before Christ apprehended him on the road to 

Damascus, and how his hope of resurrection in Christ was consistent with the Jews’ hope. Then 

he asked them, “Why should any of you consider it incredible that God raises the dead?” (26;8). 

He went on to tell about how he persecuted Christ’s followers, but then met the risen Christ 

as he journeyed to Damascus. Jesus told him how he would be His servant and witness, how He 

would rescue him from his own people and the Gentiles, and how He would use Paul to open 

their eyes and turn them from the power of Satan to God. He told Agrippa that he was not 

disobedient to the vision from heaven, but immediately began to preach Jesus to Jews and Gentiles, 

calling on them to repent and turn to God. God had helped him, and what he had preached was 

consistent with what Moses and the prophets had said (26:1-23).  

At this point, Festus couldn’t take it anymore. He interrupted Paul and told him, “You are out 

of your mind, Paul! Your great learning is driving you insane” (26:24).  

Paul responded that he was not insane, and that King Agrippa was well aware of these things. 

Then he asked Agrippa point blank, “King Agrippa, do you believe the prophets? I know you do” 

(26:27). 

Agrippa responded, “Do you think that in such a short time you can persuade me to become a 

Christian?” (26:28). 

Paul replied, “Short time or long—I pray that not only you but all who are listening to me today 

may become what I am, except for these chains” (26:29). 

Luke gives us Festus and Agrippa’s assessment of Paul’s case—that he didn’t deserve death 

or to be imprisoned, and that he could have been set free had he not appealed to Caesar (26:30-

32).  

Just as he had done so many times before, Paul turned adversity into opportunity. He turned 

his defense before Festus the governor and King Agrippa into an opportunity for witness. 

 

Our stories 

The same can be true with us! God can use adversity to provide us opportunities to bear 

witness about Jesus Christ. 

His name was Elmer. He was dying with leukemia. Jo Ann and I met him forty years ago 

while I was preaching revival services at a rural church in Columbus County. Despite his frail 

condition, he was there every night, and he and his wife had us in their home for a meal one 

evening. 

As he shared his experience with us, it became clear that he was trusting God to turn his 

adversity into opportunity. He spent a lot of time in the hospital at New Hanover Medical Center. 
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He interacted with the staff, and when they would ask how he was handling things so well, he 

would tell them about Jesus, and how the Lord was helping him through his trial. They even had 

him talk with other patients who were struggling. His adversity became an opportunity for 

witness. 

Many families and individuals in our church are going through difficult trials right now. 

That’s usually true just about any given week. And as a congregation, we’ve faced our share of 

challenges over the years. At times we may have felt individually or corporately as Paul 

expressed it in 2 Corinthians 1:8b-9a—We were under great pressure, far beyond our ability to 

endure, so that we despaired of life itself. Indeed, we felt we had received the sentence of death. But 

Paul didn’t stop there. No, he went on to affirm his faith and confidence in God’s providence and 

power and purpose: But this happened that we might not rely on ourselves, but on God, who raises 

the dead (2 Corinthians 1:9b). 

We serve the God who raises the dead, who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or 

imagine, according to his power that is at work within us (Ephesians 3:20). Because we do, we know 

that He will work in the midst of all our adversities to accomplish His great eternal purpose in us, 

among us, and through us as the congregation of the Temple Baptist Church.  

Our part is to trust Him and be faithfully obedient to and committed in all that He calls us to 

do. When we are, things may not always go as we would like for them to go, but He will work 

His will and accomplish His purpose in us, among us, and through us as we engage our 

community with the presence of Christ and the power of His gospel! 

 

MEG 
                                                 

1 Scripture quotations taken from The Holy Bible, New International Version® (2011 edition). 
2 W. F. Stinespring, “Temple, Jerusalem,” The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, Vol. 4, ed. George A. 

Buttrick (Nashville: Abingdon, 1962), 552. 


