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Text: Acts 26:6-7, 13-23  (#64)

Acts 26:6-23   6 And now it is because of my hope in what God has promised our fathers that I am on trial today.  7 This is the promise our twelve tribes are hoping to see fulfilled as they earnestly serve God day and night. O king, it is because of this hope that the Jews are accusing me
 13 About noon, O king, as I was on the road, I saw a light from heaven, brighter than the sun, blazing around me and my companions.  14 We all fell to the ground, and I heard a voice saying to me in Aramaic, 'Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me? It is hard for you to kick against the goads.'  15 "Then I asked, 'Who are you, Lord?' "'I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting,' the Lord replied.  16 'Now get up and stand on your feet. I have appeared to you to appoint you as a servant and as a witness of what you have seen of me and what I will show you.  17 I will rescue you from your own people and from the Gentiles. I am sending you to them  18 to open their eyes and turn them from darkness to light, and from the power of Satan to God, so that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in me.'  19 "So then, King Agrippa, I was not disobedient to the vision from heaven.  20 First to those in Damascus, then to those in Jerusalem and in all Judea, and to the Gentiles also, I preached that they should repent and turn to God and prove their repentance by their deeds.  21 That is why the Jews seized me in the temple courts and tried to kill me.  22 But I have had God's help to this very day, and so I stand here and testify to small and great alike. I am saying nothing beyond what the prophets and Moses said would happen--  23 that the Christ would suffer and, as the first to rise from the dead, would proclaim light to his own people and to the Gentiles."

Summary from last week (#63)
The message that God wants to deliver through His law is the perfect righteousness of Christ.  In order to gain His righteousness, our false righteousness needs to be exposed and unclothed. The human righteousness that was strongly built in Paul’s mind was broken by the power of the Holy Spirit.  Having a consuming passion over all the deceptions he fell into in the past, now he desperately wants to deliver the truth of the gospel with a mourning heart toward his own race. He wants to bring out the living message of Christ by which their false covering of the law is broken down and the new treasure of life is discovered from their darkness.   Christ’s righteousness that fulfilled the law through God’s grace denies our human righteousness built through our legalistic practice on the law.  “Know that a man is not justified by observing the law, but by faith in Jesus Christ. So we, too, have put our faith in Christ Jesus that we may be justified by faith in Christ and not by observing the law, because by observing the law no one will be justified” (Gal.2:16). 

The strong bond of the Jews to the law begins to break down just like the wall of Jericho crumbled down. The witnessing of one person who realized the truth about the law and grace begins to dismantle the unbreakable tower of Babel of the Jews that had never been shaken by any outside force before. The power of the gospel is the only source that completely transforms our beings by calling us into light out of darkness. 

The Pharisees fear Paul because of His message. They call him a ‘pestilence’ and condemn him as ‘a ringleader of the Nazarene sect.’ Their trial reveals who they really are before God. They are the real heretics that religiously practice their faith in the law with judgmental minds against others in order to build up their own righteousness. The people of the ‘Nazarene sect’ only depend upon the life and light of Christ and enjoy the mystery of grace revealed through Christ. They are the ‘firstborn’ who united with Christ.  They enjoy freedom from the bondage of their lustful desire of good and evil because they can see the great mystery of oneness between the law and grace. They can see God’s providence working behind their darkness that is bound to the law. God transforms our darkness into His light. He uses our darkness to reveal His light to the world.  “If I say, "Surely the darkness will hide me and the light become night around me,"  12 even the darkness will not be dark to you; the night will shine like the day, for darkness is as light to you” (Psalm 139:11-12).

“And now it is because of my hope in what God has promised our fathers that I am on trial today.  7 This is the promise our twelve tribes are hoping to see fulfilled as they earnestly serve God day and night. O king, it is because of this hope that the Jews are accusing me” (vv.6-7)

Paul always tries to witness about his conversion experience.  Befor King Agrippa and the governor Felix, he stands on a trial again and is ready to testify about his dramatic conversion incident with Christ.  He truly gives thanks to God for all of his trials for the sake of the gospel. Particularly, he believes that this trial is also set up by God in order for him to testify about “my hope in what God has promised our fathers” (v.6).  In Paul’s eyes, every incident is considered as God’s divine providence. He lost everything because of his faith in Christ. Many other hardships and sufferings are waiting for him.  However, he discovered the perfect hope of Christ and gained the pure heart of Christ while walking in the valley of deep darkness. What is the hope that God promised to our ancestors? It is the recreation of our beings in Christ. “I will surely bless you and make your descendants (‘seed’ – singular) as numerous as the stars in the sky and as the sand on the seashore. Your descendants (‘seed’- singular) will take possession of the cities of their enemies” (Gen.22:17. See also: Gen.12:2-3, 15:4-5, 26:4). The ‘descendant’ (‘seed’) of God’s promise points to ‘Christ.’  Through the union with Christ, we will become God’s descendants who exist as ones united with the living and resurrected body of Christ.  “The promises were spoken to Abraham and to his seed. The Scripture does not say "and to seeds," meaning many people, but "and to your seed," meaning one person, who is Christ” (Gal. 3:16).  In God’s eyes, only Christ is the true seed and the perfect ‘firstborn.’ Therefore, if we do not know Christ, our beings are considered as ‘aliens’ born through other seed and outside of God’s promise.  

Paul sees His trial as an incident that happens under Gods’ determined will. Because of the hope of God’s promise, he has to suffer all the harsh judgment and condemnation from the world, and yet this process makes him understand the truth of Christ better and become a more faithful witness for his mission.  In the same way, all the hardship and sufferings of God’s saints are allowed under Gods’ divine plan.  God wants His people to discover the precious treasure hidden inside of their darkness. “I will give you the treasures of darkness, riches stored in secret places, so that you may know that I am the LORD, the God of Israel, who summons you by name” (Isa.45:3).  All the ancestors of true faith such as Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, and all others had to go through so many hardship and sufferings in order to realize the heavenly hope promised by God.  One of our important missions in Christian living is to correctly understand the work of God’s covenant and realize His intended message, especially in the midst of our external and internal hardship. God wants to make the gospel become the true gospel in our lives.  We are the chosen disciples who have to receive spiritual training in the wilderness.  Hardship and suffering are a very necessary process for us to fulfill God’s divine mission.
.

“We all fell to the ground, and I heard a voice saying to me in Aramaic, 'Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me? It is hard for you to kick against the goads” (v.14)
Paul explains to King Agrippa the reason for his trial. He begins to describe his past life. He used to follow the strictest sect of his religion and lived as a Pharisee. He harshly persecuted the followers of Jesus of Nazareth with the authority and commission of the chief priests. However, one day he heard from Jesus who rebuked him while he was on the journey to Damascus in order to persecute the Christians there. “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me? It is hard for you to kick against the goads” (v.14).  The ‘goads’(‘ketron’: - a sting) was a long stick with a pointed end to spur or guide oxen. It symbolizes a function of the law which reveals sins through a means of suffering. "Where, O death, is your victory? Where, O death, is your sting?"  56 The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law” (1 Corinthians 15:55-56 ).  All the effort that Paul made to keep the law was eventually identified as a violent resistance to break the real intention of the law as oxen kicks against the goads. His legalistic faith and behavior made his heart more harden (‘skleros’) like a dry bone. All of his deep religious faith produces a godly form externally and yet makes one’s heart very deceitful like a stiff-necked snake. Any person who did not gain the life of Christ but tries hard to live his life with his own religious belief will be like a crooked and wicked generation in God’s eyes.

“To open their eyes and turn them from darkness to light, and from the power of Satan to God, so that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in me” (v.18)

Before knowing Christ, he was a renowned leader among the Jews and received great respect and honor for his works. However, he couldn’t deceive God’s eyes. He was a ringleader of the devil standing against truth the most. He was the wickedest sinner of all who led others to commit to the same evil crime. However, by God’s grace, when the light of Christ came upon his deep darkness, his life is completely transformed and he now becomes a ‘ringleader’ of the gospel.   It is by God’s amazing grace that all of his wicked sins were forgiven. But the greater grace is about the darkness of his past deeds that was changed into a great platform from which to shine the light of the gospel.  All the deep darkness he fell into the past causes him to realize more clearly the reality of his sin through the eyes of faith given in the gospel. Furthermore, having a deep consuming passion for the absolute need of the light, he boldly preaches and teaches the truth of the gospel at any cost. The more we realize the depth of the gospel, the more all of our good and evil experiences in the past will be important materials to reveal the powerful light and life of Christ. This is the true healing and restoration which we can only experience in the gospel.  “The law was added so that the trespass might increase. But where sin increased, grace increased all the more,  21 so that, just as sin reigned in death, so also grace might reign through righteousness to bring eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord” (Romans 5:20-21).   In all situations where we consider them to be darkness, the living message of God is hidden.  When we correctly realize the reality of darkness in grace, we won’t be bound to darkness but will enjoy freedom in the midst of it. Furthermore, we will be a very important deliverer to others the mystery of the gospel which reveals God’s light in the midst of darkness. 


“First to those in Damascus, then to those in Jerusalem and in all Judea, and to the Gentiles also, I preached that they should repent and turn to God and prove their repentance by their deeds” (v.20)
What is the message of the gospel that God entrusted Paul to preach toward all nations? God wants us to preach, “repent and turn to God and prove your repentance by your deeds.” The word, “repentance”(‘metanoeo’) means “to unite with truth and think differently.” The word, ‘repentance’ in Hebrew (‘shuwb’) means ‘to turn back,’ ‘to restore.’ 
"See, I will send you the prophet Elijah before that great and dreadful day of the LORD comes.  6 He will turn the hearts of the fathers to their children, and the hearts of the children to their fathers; or else I will come and strike the land with a curse” (Malachi 4:5-6).  One can repent of his sin when God’s grace is given. Man does not know the nature of sin. Man can’t even realize the reality of sin by himself. So, man can’t renew and turn around his way by himself. However, when he was elected by His unconditional grace, he will unite with truth and gain the new heart of Christ (the heart of Christ united with the Father -  “Father just as you are in me, and I am in you” – John 17:21).  Then, he will be free from the bondage of sin and turn around his way to walk the path toward God.  “I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh.  27 And I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws” (Ezekiel 36:26-27). 

What are the ‘works’ that are ‘worthy’(‘axios’ <’ago’: to carry, to be led away, to be driven) 
of repentance? Jesus was driven by the Spirit into the wilderness and was tempted by the devil for forty days.  But He showed us how we can overcome the temptations (the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life) with the living word of God (Luke4:1). 
Like the way Jesus did, we have to do a spiritual fight against the power of darkness within us (the law of flesh, lustful desire and standard of good and evil, etc.).  Then, we need to train ourselves to keep hearing the living word of God and to enjoy eating and spreading the bread of truth with the guidance of the Spirit. Even more, we should be ready to witness to truth toward our loved family and neighbors with a mourning heart for the sake of their salvation. Even after their salvation, we have to teach them correctly so that they may overcome the same temptations that we have overcome in the wilderness. “It would be better for him to be thrown into the sea with a millstone tied around his neck than for him to cause one of these little ones to sin (God’s wrath over the false witnesses)  3 So watch yourselves. "If your brother sins, rebuke him, and if he repents, forgive him.  4 If he sins against you seven times in a day, and seven times comes back to you and says, 'I repent,' forgive him” (Luke 17:2-4).   We all need to grow up as right messengers who can correctly deliver the message of sin, forgiveness, and repentance revealed in the gospel. The ‘works worthy of repentance’ is our faithful witnessing to the gospel of grace that comes into bloom in the midst of the law.

Conclusion  
What is the power of the gospel that Paul experienced? From the reality of sin which Paul had eagerly exercised in deep darkness (all the legalistic and religious words and behaviors), he was released by the power of life in Christ.  Furthermore, all of his past experience in darkness became a great platform of blessing for his mission of preaching and teaching the gospel.   We were all doomed to eternal death in the lake of fire, yet through the work of the Holy Spirit, we are given the new mind and heart of Christ. We are turned around from death to life by God’s irresistible love and unconditional grace.  Let us be filled with the word of truth which brings us into the abundant grace out of the law.  Let us discern and overcome the devil’s temptation. Let us continue to witness to the gospel message faithfully as the Spirit leads and fills us with His power. 
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