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AT ARM’S LENGTH OR ALL IN?
(Acts 24:22-27)

SUBJECT:  Commitment to Christ
F.C.F:  Why are we reluctant to fully commit ourselves to Christ?
PROPOSITION:  
INTRODUCTION:

A.  Jesus Christ calls us to complete commitment.  Nothing less will do.  Jesus himself urged would-be followers to count the cost first (Luke 14:28-32).  The reason for this, he said, is that 

“No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God.” (Luke 9:62).  Your love for Christ must be so complete that, by comparison, the degree of your love for even close family members must seem like hatred. (Luke 14:26)  “So therefore,” Jesus said, “any one of you who does not renounce all that he has cannot be my disciple.”  (Luke 14:33)  That is necessary, because Jesus declared:  “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me.” (Luke 9:23)  So what’s keeping you back from this complete commitment? Why are you holding Christ at arm’s length when you should be all in?

B. Our text for this morning reveals a man who clearly demonstrated some attraction for Christ, but who kept him at arm’s length, until, in the end, he apparently rejected Christ altogether.  The man’s name was Antonius Felix, a Roman governor in the first century, who sat in the place of his better-known predecessor, Pontius Pilate.  Meeting him may be a bit like looking in the mirror.  We may discover what holds us back from complete commitment to Christ, and may hear Christ’s call to deny self, take up our cross daily, and follow him. 
I. THE DISTURBING COMMUNICATION.

    
22 But Felix, having a rather accurate knowledge of the Way, put them off, saying, “When Lysias the tribune comes down, I will decide your case.” 23  Then he gave orders to the centurion that he should be kept in custody but have some liberty, and that none of his friends should be prevented from attending to his needs. 24  After some days Felix came with his wife Drusilla, who was Jewish, and he sent for Paul and heard him speak about faith in Christ Jesus. 25  And as he 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.”

A.  What message did Paul convey to the governor, Antonius Felix, a message that alarmed him? Luke tells us it was “about faith in Christ Jesus.”  Some surmise that Paul’s message pointed to the governor’s sins in a sharp manner, and that’s what Felix found disturbing.  Luke tells us in verse 25 that Paul “reasoned about righteousness and self-control and the coming judgment.”  Some suggest that Paul was speaking quite bluntly about Felix’s particular sins of injustice and a lack of self-control and the coming judgment, and that as a result, Felix became afraid and ended the interview.  


B.  But Luke assures us that this message was not simply sin and judgment, but “about faith in Christ Jesus.”  Paul was preaching the gospel to Governor Felix, and it was the gospel and perhaps the implications of the gospel that alarmed Felix and cut the sermon short.   


1.  Luke tells us that Paul’s first point was about “righteousness.”  This may refer to our need for righteousness.  But this word is a special word in Paul’s letters, and most often it refers to justification:   how guilty sinners like us can become righteous before God.  This is to the very heart of the message of Christ Jesus who came into the world to save sinners, not to condemn the world.  Jesus saved sinners by obeying God perfectly in every way, earning for himself the status of righteousness or right standing before God.  And then he willingly died a sinner’s death on the cross, taking upon himself the penalty or curse for our sins, serving our sentence of death for us so that we could be declared “not guilty,” and sharing his status of righteousness with us so that we could be reconciled to God.  As a judge who had presided over many cases, Felix would have readily understood this good news of an innocent man taking the place of the condemned.   

2.  And Paul’s second point was about “self-control.”  Again, some have suggested that this may have been Paul’s pointing out the sin of self-indulgence, a sin of which Felix was particularly guilty.  But if Paul was talking “about faith in Christ Jesus,” the gospel, then “self-control” would refer to the new Christian life.  When we are born again and reconciled to God, sin’s power is broken, and Christ calls us to live this new life of godliness in the power of the Holy Spirit.  We cannot love both Christ AND sin and self.  God’s purpose is to save us from sin, not.  So Paul was most probably explaining God’s work of sanctification leading to self-control.


3.  And the reference to “the coming judgment” would then naturally refer to God’s final acquittal at the day of judgment.  This is the end of the Christian life as in Christ we are found not guilty and escape God’s righteous wrath and the sentence of eternal death.  This is the Gospel, the good news of eternal life and reconciliation with God:  justification, sanctification, and glorification.


C.  And this was also the message which so disturbed Felix, the message at which he “was alarmed and said, “Go away for the present. When I get an opportunity I will summon you.”  What could be troubling about this message of utterly good news, the best news that anyone could ever hear? What would have alarmed Governor Felix enough to interrupt a sermon? I would suggest that it is the same thing that holds you back and causes you to keep Jesus Christ at arm’s length, instead of fully committing yourself to him.  
II. THE DISTRACTING MOTIVATIONS.


We know something about this man, Felix, which may shed some light on his alarm and reluctance to accept this good news.  


A.  Felix was married to Drusilla, a Jewish woman.  Actually, she was his third wife, she was still a teenager at this point, and he was her second husband.  Are you starting to get the picture?  Drusilla was the youngest daughter of King Herod Agrippa I, and had a reputation for her ravishing beauty.  As a small girl, she was betrothed to a Gentile prince, but the engagement was broken when he refused to convert to Judaism.  She was then given as a wife to a lesser king, but at the age of sixteen, she was seduced by Felix and became his third wife.  Governor Felix was clearly motivated by lust.  Jesus would save him from that lust, but perhaps he loved it more.  

B.  Felix was also clearly motivated by greed.  He kept Paul in prison for two years, a man who was clearly innocent and who was a Roman citizen, hoping that “that money would be given him by Paul.”  Paul must have had some resources.  Some have suggested that Paul came into some inheritance at this point.  His legal fees and the expenses of his house arrest must have been considerable.  Felix wanted to cash in on that wealth.  He was motivated by greed.  But Jesus talked about leaving your wealth, about finding real “treasure in heaven,” and that no one could love both God and money.    


C.  And the governor clearly had a lust for power.  When he left office, he wanted to maintain the good graces of the Jews:  “27 When two years had elapsed, Felix was succeeded by Porcius Festus. And desiring to do the Jews a favor, Felix left Paul in prison.”  History tells us that Antonius Felix rose from humble beginnings as a slave.  And now he was an honored governor.  He loved being in control.  Undoubtedly Paul had mentioned that Jesus alone was “Lord,” that he calls us to be his slaves and to become the servants of others.  The good news did not sound so good to him after all.  

D.  And Felix suffered from an idle curiosity in religious matters.  He seems to have made the Christian faith a bit of a hobby.  Luke tells us that he had “a rather accurate knowledge of the Way.”  He had been looking into these things on his own.  The reason may have been because he had married a Jewish woman.  Some early copies of this text suggest that it was on her prompting that he summoned Paul and began to listen to him.  But the Gospel will not allow us to treat it like a pastime.  The Gospel is a message that requires a response.  It offers ultimate gain if you embrace it and submit to it, and it warns of ultimate loss and misery if you reject it.  By its very nature, the Gospel is all or nothing.  It is not just another philosophy to be discussed and discarded.  It is not some set of ideas open for debate.  We see this sometimes even with students of theology, who may become so attracted to the intricacies of doctrine that they forget to practice it, that they forget that the doctrine points to the Person, Jesus, and that at the end of the day we cannot just talk about him or debate him or even explore him, but we must submit and surrender to him and follow him. 

Which brings us to… 

III. THE DEMANDING OBLIGATION. 

A.  The reason for Felix’s alarm was clear.  It was not simply conviction of sin.  It was the growing realization that what Paul was saying was true, and that if it was true, it demanded a response from him.  At his earlier hearing, Paul referred to the fact that Felix had been a governor there for many years.  Felix’s wife was Jewish:  she knew the traditions of her people, and she could not have escaped this growing group of Jews who declared that the Messiah had come, that he had been killed, and that God raised him from the dead.  In fact, Luke clearly tells us that Felix had “a rather accurate knowledge of the Way,” that is the teachings of the Christian faith.  In listening to Paul, he was growing to believe that it was all true.  But he became alarmed because he realized what it would cost him.  

B.  And isn’t that what is keeping you back? Isn’t that what is causing to hold Christ Jesus away from you at arm’s length? Like Felix, you probably recognize that this all really is true.  But, like Felix, you also probably realize that this truth may be very inconvenient for you.  You also may cherish your lust, or greed, or power, or your idle curiosity.  And the Gospel, the good news of new and eternal life in Christ, requires a response from you.  You cannot love and both Christ and your lust, greed, power, or idle curiosity.  You cannot serve both Christ and self.  

Remember that Felix began life in a low position as a slave.  Somehow he had been liberated, and by his own cleverness and cruelty had managed to rise to the prominent position as governor.  Now here comes Paul, who delighted to call himself the slave of Jesus Christ, who considered the status as slave to Jesus Christ the most exalted position anyone could ever attain.  And he was inviting Felix to become a slave to Jesus as well.  Felix, thinking himself to be free, rejected the offer.  

C.  But the truth is that Felix was still a slave.  Though he had been set free politically and even rose to prominence and power, he was still a slave to self, to his sinful passions and cravings for lust, greed, power, and idle speculations.  And when he began to realize both the truthfulness of the gospel and its moral requirements, he became alarmed and fled.  The judge was placed on trial and convicted; the examiner was examined and found wanting; the ruler was summoned to his sovereign’s throne and required to respond—by the Gospel!

Paul was inviting him to become a slave of Jesus Christ.  You and I will always be slaves to somebody.  We will either be a slave to self (not a very good master) or a slave to another person (even more pathetic) or a slave to a false idol or ideology (which can only end in disappointment and destruction).  Or we can voluntarily become the slave of Jesus Christ.  Through him we will be reconciled to God, we will be empowered to live a life of godliness, of love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.  Through him we will find true freedom in the realm of his love, enjoying his grace and favor, suffering with him in his death, that we might rise with him to glory and everlasting life.  

CONCLUSION


Jesus himself urged would-be followers to count the cost first (Luke 14:28-32).  The reason for this, he said, is that “No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God.” (Luke 9:62).  Our commitment to Christ must be so complete that, by comparison, the degree of our love for even close family members must seem like hatred. (Luke 14:26)  “So therefore,” Jesus said, “any one of you who does not renounce all that he has cannot be my disciple.”  (Luke 14:33)  That is necessary, because Jesus declared:  “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me.” (Luke 9:23)  


But it is all worth it.  Jesus says, “Come to me as your King.  Aren’t you tired of serving self? Self is such a cruel master:  never satisfied, always demanding more, and never keeping its word, never able to deliver on what it has promised.  Come to me, Jesus says, and I will protect, provide, and preside over you, forever.” 
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