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TELLING THE TRUTH
(Acts 24:1-21)

SUBJECT:  
F.C.F:  
PROPOSITION:  
INTRODUCTION:

A.  In our adult Sunday School class, we are listening to and discussing a series of teachings by Professor Jerram Barrs on the subject of “Building Bridges and Tearing Down Walls.”  He explaining biblical principles of sharing Christ with non-Christians—how we reach out and engage them with the good news.  We find the Apostle Paul in the book of Acts dealing with non-Christians in various ways.  

In our text from Acts 24, we see an example as Paul relates to the governor Felix.  Paul has been accused of wrongdoing and he seems to be defending himself.  But a closer look causes us to wonder:  “Is Paul really defending himself, or is he even more so witnessing for Christ?”  In this text we learn some important principles for telling the truth, for sharing Christ with unbelievers.  

B.  There are several reasons why Christians do not witness for Christ.  Most often it is due to fear.  We are afraid that people might reject us or that they might ask us a question we may not be able to answer.  Perhaps we have encountered a pushy witness, someone who tried to witness to us and made us both uncomfortable.  It is true that in sharing the gospel we are considering serious and deeply-felt issues.  And it is also true that non-Christians often do not want to face their sin and need for a Savior.  But as we see Paul relating to the governor, we find principles for witnessing in a way that will minimize the pain of both the one who witnesses and the one who hears the witness.  These broad principles are:

I. RESPECT FOR THE NON-CHRISTIAN.

II. LOVE FOR CHRIST.

III. SERIOUSNESS ABOUT THE NEED. 
I. RESPECT FOR THE NON-CHRISTIAN.  

Paul speaks respectfully to Felix.  Look at verses 10-13:  “10 And when the governor had nodded to him to speak, Paul replied:  “Knowing that for many years you have been a judge over this nation, I cheerfully make my defense. 11  You can verify that it is not more than twelve days since I went up to worship in Jerusalem, 12  and they did not find me disputing with anyone or stirring up a crowd, either in the temple or in the synagogues or in the city. 13  Neither can they prove to you what they now bring up against me.”  Notice the ways Paul respects his hearer.

A.  First, he respects Felix’s ability to think, reason, and decide.  He says, “Knowing that for many years you have been a judge over this nation, I cheerfully make my defense.”  “You have been here for a while.  You have had your eyes open.  You know what’s going on, so I can share this with you openly.”  We may forget that when we share Christ with others, they have already been noticing some things.  The Bible tells us that all people share some points of contact.  People already know that God has made them, that if there is a creation, there is a Creator.  They know there is a right and wrong, that their Creator has expectations for them, and that they do not meet those expectations.  They know that something has gone terribly wrong, and that they are in trouble and unhappy.  

But Paul does not resort to flattery, which would be very disrespectful to his hearer.  Tertullus, Paul’s accuser, does engage in flattery:  “Since through you we enjoy much peace, and since by your foresight, most excellent Felix, reforms are being made for this nation, 3  in every way and everywhere we accept this with all gratitude.”  Both Tertullus and Felix knew that what he said was simply not true.  Felix was no man of peace, but brutally repressive.  Undoubtedly Felix could see through this.  To use such flattery is an indication that you have a weak position and is a form of manipulation, very disrespectful.  Paul respects him enough to speak openly and honestly without the ruse of flattery.

B.  Paul also respects Felix’s ability to investigate the truth.  “11  You can verify that it is not more than twelve days since I went up to worship in Jerusalem, 12  and they did not find me disputing with anyone or stirring up a crowd, either in the temple or in the synagogues or in the city.”  Paul has great confidence in sharing this witness because he knows it is true.  He doesn’t need to be clever or deceptive.  This gives great strength in witnessing.  Perhaps one of the reasons Christians do not share Christ is because they have swallowed the lie that Christianity is not really true, that the Bible just cannot stand its ground against the superior arguments of unbelief.  Let me state it once again:  if it is not true, then don’t believe it.  Or if something else is somehow more true, then believe it instead.  But if Christianity is true, then say that, and give reasons why it is true, and let people decide for themselves.  That’s fair, and that’s respectful to others.

C.  And let’s be clear that in witnessing for Christ, the subject is the objective truthfulness of what the Bible declares to be the case.  We are sharing real truths and their astonishing implications, and allowing people to weigh the information and follow the best evidence.  What we are not doing is sharing ourselves.  We do not need to prove that we are better than they are or that our experience is superior to theirs or that our opinions somehow count more than theirs.  That is all beside the point (and quite disrespectful).  Rather, we are pointing out facts that ought to be believed because they are true.  That’s something that people do all the time in normal interactions.  That is very respectful toward others because it recognizes their ability to think and reason and make up their own minds (and live with the consequences).   

Can you do that? Can you treat others with respect as intelligent people with the ability to investigate the facts for themselves? Can you trust the gospel because it is true, and if it is true, there should be sufficient evidence for it to be believed?


So the first principle is respect for non-Christians.  The second is…
II. LOVE FOR CHRIST.  


Paul doesn’t waste a lot of time defending himself, but gets right to the point:  “14 But this I confess to you, that according to the Way, which they call a sect, I worship the God of our fathers, believing everything laid down by the Law and written in the Prophets, 15 having a hope in God, which these men themselves accept, that there will be a resurrection of both the just and the unjust.”

And this is what makes me think that at his trial, Paul is much more interested in sharing Christ than he is defending himself.  He does not ignore or even soft-pedal his faith in Christ.  He openly admits part of the charges against him.  Tertullus has accused him of being “a ringleader of the sect of the Nazarenes.”  This he does not deny, nor do I think he could deny.  Paul was always talking about Jesus.  


A.  If we love Christ, we will proclaim him.  I say this not to heap guilt upon you, but as a simple statement of fact.  We tend to think, ponder, daydream, and discuss that which we love most.  Those who are close to me on a day-to-day basis undoubtedly know that I like to go cross-country skiing.  They know it because I talk about it a lot.  And I talk about it a lot, because I love to do it.  We tend to talk about that which we love.  

And so one of the principles of sharing Christ is loving Christ.  And when we greatly love him, we will constantly share him with others.  We tend to talk about that which we love.  If we think he is truly great, we will tell others how great he is.


This truth came home to me recently in the continual struggle I have to maintain my daily quiet time or time of personal Bible reading and prayer.  If I look at it as a duty, I will probably set my alarm and get up and do it, because I can usually make myself do my duty.  But it recently struck me that getting alone with God in his Word and in prayer is one of the greatest benefits of the Christian faith.  If I don’t meet with God regularly, I am short-changing myself and robbing myself of time alone with Christ.  What could be better than meeting with him? What could bring greater joy, confidence, reassurance, excitement, and peace of soul than hearing God’s voice in Scripture and pouring out my heart to him in prayer? 

And the more we take delight in him, the more we will think on him.  And the more we think of him and daydream about him, the more naturally he will come up in our conversations, because we tend to talk about that which we love.  


B.  And we will more naturally obey him.  “16 So I always take pains to have a clear conscience toward both God and man.”  Because Paul loves Christ, he takes pains to obey him with a clear conscience.  This obedience is not only in the form of sharing Christ with others as he is doing, but also in living a life of consistent integrity before him.  The reason he could stand before governor Felix with confidence is because he has done nothing wrong.  And the reason he has done nothing wrong is because he loves Christ.  


Love for Christ leads to a life that backs up or supports our witness for him.  Duplicity and hypocrisy are deadly to our witness for Christ, and they should be.  Even though in witnessing we are sharing Christ, not ourselves, WE are the ones who are sharing him.  And if we are not credible, then why should anyone give our message a second look?  


So love for Christ aids our witness in two ways.  On the one hand, we talk about that which we love most.  And on the other hand, our love for Christ will lead to a Christ-like life that makes the gospel attractive to others. 
III. SERIOUSNESS TOWARD THE NEED.


A.  After many years of silence, a Christian finally shared the gospel with his best friend.  The friend first became alarmed, and then became angry.  “Why didn’t you tell me this before?”  Why indeed?  The gospel is good news.  It is truly (and this is not an empty slogan) the best news anyone could possibly hear.  But the good news assumes the bad news.  Sin is real.  Evil has overwhelmed us.  Judgment is coming.  And people are born in misery and sinners live every day in this misery.

We see constantly the terrible reports coming out of Haiti of the unimaginable death and destruction:  the twisted buildings, the piles of rubble, and the torn and broken bodies.  And not to minimize that in any way, but the truth is that spiritually speaking, the whole world is in an even more dreadful condition.  


B.  Paul does not skirt the issue of sin.  “17  Now after several years I came to bring alms to my nation and to present offerings. 18  While I was doing this, they found me purified in the temple, without any crowd or tumult. But some Jews from Asia— 19  they ought to be here before you and to make an accusation, should they have anything against me.”  Telling the truth involves some serious talk about the seriousness of our situation.  He does not perhaps lead with the bad news, but neither does he avoid it.  This is even more clear in a later, private interview with Felix.  “25  And as [Paul] reasoned about righteousness and self-control and the coming judgment, Felix was alarmed and said, “Go away for the present. When I get an opportunity I will summon you.”  We must be clear about the seriousness of our need for Christ.  Elsewhere Paul wrote:  “Therefore, knowing the fear of the Lord, we persuade others.” (2 Cor. 5:11)  Paul was not afraid to deal with the difficult issue of sin and judgment.  He was much more afraid of what would happen to sinners if he didn’t.


C.  And the sugar coating that may make the bitter pill of sin easier to swallow is personal humility.  It seems like Paul is admitting a little weakness on his own part at the end of his defense.  “20  Or else let these men themselves say what wrongdoing they found when I stood before the council, 21  other than this one thing that I cried out while standing among them: ‘It is with respect to the resurrection of the dead that I am on trial before you this day.”’  He’s referring to his hearing before the Sanhedrin a short time earlier in which he divided the house by claiming that he was on trial for his belief in the resurrection from the dead.  As you recall, the Sanhedrin was composed of Sadducees who did not believe in the resurrection and Pharisees who did.  His claim divided them.  He may be expressing a twinge of regret here.

The point is that when we share Christ with others and deal with the issue of sin and guilt, it will go much easier if we rightly admit our sin and guilt as well.  In witnessing to a non-Christian, it is not “us vs. them” but just “us.”  Paul would confess the gospel to Timothy in these terms:  “The saying is trustworthy and deserving of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am the foremost.” (1 Timothy 1:15)

D.  Do you know yourself to be a great sinner in need of an even greater Savior? Unless and until you do, I wouldn’t try witnessing to others because I don’t think you yet understand the seriousness of the need, nor do you yet understand the greatness of the hope God offers us in the gospel.  
CONCLUSION

There is an old analogy to witnessing that I rather like because it is right on and nearly complete.  Witnessing is simply one beggar telling another beggar where to find bread.  We’re both beggars, and we’re starving, and we need to face up to that.  But Someone very kind and gracious has provided bread, fresh and fulfilling and free to the taking.  That’s very good news!  


So we must respect non-Christians enough to tell them the truth and let them make up their own minds.  We need to love Christ enough to talk about him every chance we get and live a life that backs up our witness.  And we need to get serious about the serious need.  We are starving to death.  The Lord Jesus has acted to save us.  And our privilege is to tell others, to tell the truth.
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