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Acts 24:3-15  3 Everywhere and in every way, most excellent Felix, we acknowledge this with profound gratitude.  4 But in order not to weary you further, I would request that you be kind enough to hear us briefly.  5 "We have found this man to be a troublemaker, stirring up riots among the Jews all over the world. He is a ringleader of the Nazarene sect  6 and even tried to desecrate the temple; so we seized him.  7   8 By examining him yourself you will be able to learn the truth about all these charges we are bringing against him."  9 The Jews joined in the accusation, asserting that these things were true.  10 When the governor motioned for him to speak, Paul replied: "I know that for a number of years you have been a judge over this nation; so I gladly make my defense.  11 You can easily verify that no more than twelve days ago I went up to Jerusalem to worship.  12 My accusers did not find me arguing with anyone at the temple, or stirring up a crowd in the synagogues or anywhere else in the city.  13 And they cannot prove to you the charges they are now making against me.  14 However, I admit that I worship the God of our fathers as a follower of the Way, which they call a sect. I believe everything that agrees with the Law and that is written in the Prophets,  15 and I have the same hope in God as these men, that there will be a resurrection of both the righteous and the wicked.

Summary from last week (#62)
The trial of the false religious people against Paul causes them to be on trial before God. Their hidden motives and real intentions are entirely revealed before God. God will count all of their wicked lies and will harshly judge them in the last day.  “And I saw the dead, great and small, standing before the throne, and books were opened. Another book was opened, which is the book of life. The dead were judged according to what they had done as recorded in the books.  13 The sea gave up the dead that were in it, and death and Hades gave up the dead that were in them, and each person was judged according to what he had done.  14 Then death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. The lake of fire is the second death.  15 If anyone's name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire” (Revelation 20:12-15 ).  God will be a scary judge to those who have judged others legalistically based on their lustful knowledge of good and evil. It is because their judgment is the same act as is that of killing God’s Son, Jesus Christ. They can never escape from God’s horrible punishment for their sinful acts and condition. “There is only one Lawgiver and Judge, the one who is able to save and destroy. But you-- who are you to judge your neighbor? (James 4:12).  We should acknowledge that a plot of murder is hidden inside of our lustful judgment of good and evil. When we gain the grace of regeneration and repentance through Christ, we can finally be released from this wicked sinful bondage. 

All the slanders and hostility of evil people against God’s people and His church will be counted as sinful acts by God.  God will avenge us against our enemies in the last day. However, until then, we have to overcome evil by the word of the gospel.  “Do not take revenge, my friends, but leave room for God's wrath, for it is written: "It is mine to avenge; I will repay," says the Lord.  20 On the contrary: "If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink. In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head."  21 Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil(‘kakos’: all the false words and acts against truth) with good(‘agathos’: God’s absolute goodness: the living word of Christ)” (Romans 12:19-21).  Our mission is to enjoy the perfect goodness of God that is revealed only through the living word of Christ and to continuously proclaim His truth to our neighbors.  Without truly realizing Christ’s light and life, one has to judge others according to their legalistic labor all the time. God’s saints have to first learn and realize what real evil is (the nature of wicked lies, all legalistic words, and acts of murdering God). Then, they have to keep learning God’s perfect goodness (the life-living words and acts of Christ) and living by His true knowledge and wisdom. That is the life of ‘self-denial.’ 

The hope and resurrection of the dead is already being experienced in the present life of God’s saints through Christ. Therefore, in order to reveal the content of true hope and resurrection given to us in Christ, we have to learn to communicate with others through the gospel.   Our daily spiritual warfare is very important. Our false hope and our lustful thoughts of good and evil will be challenged by the living word of Christ. We must examine the contents of our two types of words existing inside of us and try to use the life-giving word over others (the life-killing word).  We are not the dead ones, but the living people of God. Being filled with the power of the Holy Spirit, we must work to use the life-giving word of Christ with the new authority given by Him. Christ in us has already defeated our enemy. “You, dear children, are from God and have overcome them (Anti-Christs, all evil lies), because the one (Christ, the new life-giving word) who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world” (1 John 4:4).  The new status and authority (The Spirit of truth, the sword of the living word) given to us by Christ can never be taken away.  All the suffering that happens in the life of God’s saints is the divine signs of God:   Even if everything is lost, the life of truth always remains faithfully in us.  God wants us to solely use the new words and authority of heaven in our witnessing to the gospel of Christ (see Rom.8:31-39).


"We have found this man to be a troublemaker, stirring up riots among the Jews all over the world. He is a ringleader of the Nazarene sect” (v.5)  
Paul is threatened with all sort of torture and assaults from his own race because of his witnessing to the gospel. He even stands now before the Roman Governor of Judea, Felix to receive a religious and political trial.  The Jews accuses him of “stirring up riots among the Jews all over the world” and calls him “a ringleader of the Nazarene sect.”  For thousands of years, in spite of many foreign intrusions and great sufferings, what had made them united as one nation was the power of “the law.”  Even after they lost their nation in AD 70 and began to wander for almost two thousand years until their independence in 1948, what has made them maintain a stronger identity was the power of the law.  However, we can also see how the law of God has been misinterpreted and applied to them in a very wicked and selfish way.  The people of Israel became very strong, a smart nation, and yet they were very stubborn and prejudice against other races in their religious faith. There is another example. Many Middle East countries follow the law of Islam named “Sharia.” It is the Islamic legal system which is considered as the infallible law of God to them. However, these extreme followers of the Sharia law, practice very violent actions and conduct cruel terrorist activities all over the world. When the law is practiced religiously and legalistically, man’s selfish pride is enhanced and his cruelty is enlarged.   All mankind is born with, lives with, and dies with their laws established by their lustful desire of good and evil. That is already enough evidence to be found guilty before God. However, those who incorrectly practice the law of God will be even more harshly judged by His law and suffer eternally in the fire of hell. 

The word, ‘troublemaker’(‘loimos’) means ‘pestilence.’ It is a deadly epidemic disease which was given as  God’s judgment and also will appear again in the last day (Luke 21:11).  The scary judgment of the law coming upon mankind can only be stopped by the ‘pestilence’ of the gospel. The power of the gospel is the only solution that can dismantle the wicked unity created as a result of practicing the law religiously.  Furthermore, the unity among nations, the unity among people, the unity among oneself (the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, the pride of life – 1 John 2:16) can only be demolished by the power of the gospel. It is actually a blessing when any unity except the union with Christ collapses. As our life crumbles, the new foundation of Christ is established.  However, without the intervention of God’s irresistible love and unconditional grace, our own tower of Babel will never crumble down. We can see today more attempts by everyone trying to build up their own towers higher and higher to boast of their power.  The religious leaders are so afraid of seeing the quick spread of the gospel because their strong foundation is being seriously shaken.  Jesus promised Peter that He would build His church upon him, and “the gates of Hades shall not overpower it” (Matt. 16:18). After the proclamation of Jesus’ promise, Peter begins to walk the path in which his own tower of Babel (false union) is continually revealed and crumbles down.  His false union with the law and the religious people is constantly exposed.  Finally, at the moment of his denial of Jesus who was about to be crucified, Peter completely realizes his wicked nature. He begins to seriously repent of his sin with a deep mourning heart. His true union with Christ is impossible without genuine repentance of his false union. 

‘Pestilence’ is a disease that brings very painful suffering even death.  Spiritually speaking, the ‘pestilence’ of the gospel is the only way to put the condemnation of the law to death. It is the word of Christ who demolished all the judgment of the law on the cross through His death.  Only the living word of Christ can expose all the wicked sins that are wrapped within the law, dismantle the wicked unity with sin, and lead us to experience the true union with Christ.  The unshakable unity of Jews who never submitted to any power is now very seriously challenged because of a person’s living testimony in the gospel. The terrible legalistic believers are afraid of Paul more than anything, so they try to kill him at any cost. This is the power of the gospel.  Any attempted union that is not through Christ is evil in God’s eyes. The brokenness of our union with self and others will lead us to be grafted into the body of Christ. “He has lost connection with the Head, from whom the whole body, supported and held together by its ligaments and sinews, grows as God causes it to grow” ( Colossians 2:19).  Any evil collusion among men has to be broken in order for them to be connected to Christ, the head of one body.  The church is the living body of Christ where each individual experiences true union among each other through the same connection to the head, Christ.

Paul is condemned as ‘a ringleader of the Nazarene sect.” ‘Nazareth’ of Galilee was where Jesus grew up. It was a very small countryside, an unknown, remote place. So, the title, ‘Nazarene’ was given with contempt and prejudice. However, the spiritual meaning of ‘Nazarene’ (‘netzer’:  sprout, branch, descendant) means ‘a sprout of covenant that has the root of life’. Its verb (‘natsar’) means ‘protect and keep.’  True life is not gained through our keeping the law in zeal. The life of Christ hidden inside the law can only be discovered by faith given by God’s grace. Only that power of life in Christ can protect and keep us from the law’s judgment and condemnation.  Those legalistic law-keepers judge the followers of Nazarene as a ‘sect’(‘hairesis’<heresy) and name Paul as their ‘ringleader’ (‘prostates’: chief, the first who stands).  Obviously, Paul worked harder than anyone, and many Christians followed him as their spiritual leader with great respect. He was a chief commander of the gospel.  However, from a spiritual perspective, he was already a ‘chief’ of the gospel by the merit of Christ. Christ Jesus fulfilled the redemptive mission predestined by God.  Through His death and resurrection, he stood at the right hand of God as ‘the first born’ (Rom.8:29, Col.1:15, Heb.11:28) and imputed this new status upon us.  Paul realized this great blessing.  He had already become the firstborn son of God and a chief of the gospel in Christ.  This amazing reality makes him run the new race at the risk of his own death. All of God’s saints have the same blessing in Christ. “To the church of the firstborn(plural), whose names are written in heaven. You have come to God, the judge of all men, to the spirits of righteous men made perfect” (Heb.12:23). God considers us as His firstborn in the grace of Christ. We all became the ‘ringleaders of the Nazarene sect’(those who love the gospel above all things). It is not because we have done something special for Him, but because Christ redeemed us through God’s special grace.  Now, we have no choice but to live as chief disciples of Christ.  As much as we realize the amazing life-giving status and authority given through Christ, we will naturally live as witnesses of Christ.  


Conclusion
In our Christian history, the dispute on ‘heresy’ has been unending.  ‘Heresy’ means ‘any belief or theory that is strongly at variance with established beliefs, customs, etc. The word in Greek (‘hiresis’) means “to take for oneself” or ‘choosing.’ It overall means a ‘sect,’ but in the early church, it pointed to a sect that stood against the truth of Christ.  We can see that many people were accused and killed over the issue of heresy in history. Who is the real heretic in God’s eyes? The true grace of God is hidden inside of the law. The grace and law possess an indivisible relation.  Those legalistic believers condemned Paul who found the grace of God like a treasure in the midst of his keeping the law as ‘heresy.’  They just remain as keepers of the law and eagerly condemn God’s church established upon the grace that comes out of the law. Let us understand this logic in another way. From God’s perspective, they are the real heretics because they do not realize the mystery of Christ who fulfilled the law by His grace. How about today? There are so many denominations and strange sects inside Christianity. Of course, those persons who deviate from ‘Orthodox doctrine’(Reformed faith) are heretics. However, we have to specify its meaning more carefully.  Any Christian living a life which does not correctly understand the indivisible relations and spiritual order between law and grace, sin and righteousness, and darkness and light practices ‘heretical faith.’
All of God’s saints who know the amazing grace of salvation are ‘ringleaders of the Nazarene sect’ (Christ’s descendants who love the gospel and love to choose the way of the gospel). This is our new spiritual status given us by the world.  Let us continually be filled with the power of the Holy Spirit and live our lives as evangelists of the gospel. Let us praise the Lord who revealed the amazing grace of the gospel to us. 
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