September 17, 2006
Psalm 145:1-7
Acts 25:23-27
Looking In the Mirror of Acts – 
Things Are Not Always the Way They Appear

How many of you have every purchased something only to find it very different from what you expected?   Maybe you saw something on an infomericals – what an odd name.  Maybe they should be called deceptomerical.  

If you think about it, a lot of life is really about the art of practiced deception.  We try to hide our real feelings about people by smiling and acting very pleasant.  We try to disguise that our life may not be going well, that we have no problems when in reality we are mired in deep difficulties and we put up a façade as though everything is fine.  We try to hide our age by disguising what is happening to our bodies.  In business, we have witnessed the terrible consequences of large companies disguising their failing finances.  Advertisers go to great lengths to disguise a lesser product as being something that will make your life better and easier.  

Today we return to our study of the book of Acts, as we come to chapter 25.  In this chapter we find Paul making another defense of himself and his ministry, this time before King Agrippa.  This morning, from this chapter, I want to explore in more detail an idea that I very briefly mentioned several weeks ago – that Things Are Not Always the Way They Appear.  This is really the story of the entire Bible; it is certainly the story of the gospels.  Jesus was always trying to tell his disciples that things were not as they appeared.  He talked about the first being last, the meek inheriting the earth, and being great by being the least.  We see the same dynamic in this chapter of Acts.  Whatever may have seemed to be the reality was really not the reality.  Paul may have appeared to be a prisoner, but he was a free man; he was a free man because he followed his tremendous belief in Jesus to the point of being able to say I do not refuse to die (verse 11).  King Agrippa may have appeared to be the one with all the power, but it was a power that paled in comparison to the power of conviction found in Paul’s life.

This morning we’ll look at some of the dangerous illusions that we find in this chapter.
1.  The most pressing issues are not always the most pressing issues.


If you go back to verses 18-19 you read an interesting comment.  Festus is explaining Paul’s case to King Agrippa, and he is clearly mystified by what is taking place.  Festus tells the king that when Paul was brought before him the charges were not of such crimes as I was expecting; but they simply had some points of disagreement with him about their own religion (superstition) and about a certain dead man, Jesus, whom Paul asserted to be alive.


Festus was saying, in his opinion, it was all much ado about nothing.  These were not any great charges of sedition or crimes against the state, they were simply minor points of disagreement over religious belief (Festus actually refers to it as superstition rather than religion, although his word is translated as religion).  His referring to superstition shows he sees this whole affair as amounting to nothing of significance.

Here is a dangerous reality for churches – the most pressing issues are not always the most pressing issues.  I want you to hear me very clearly here; please do not hear what I am not saying.  I am not saying that because an issue important to a church is not important to people outside of the church, that it is not an important issue.  A church can struggle with their identity and sense of mission, and that is a very important issue and is important even if people outside the church don’t care.


The danger is this – churches, and church people, can get wrapped up in issues that are inconsequential and can keep a church from fulfilling its mission.  Churches do, at times, get caught up in important issues they must sort out; but churches also get caught up in matters that are not important and those debates and discussions can do more harm than good because they become distractions.  Music is important in a church, as is style of worship.  Both of those issues have been sources of conflict in many churches in recent years.  As important as they may be, those are issues that must never distract a church from its mission; but unfortunately, they do.  In Paul’s day, there was a lot of debate about whether or not a follower of Jesus should purchase and eat meat that was from a sacrifice to a pagan god.  It was a huge issue, but fairly inconsequential in Paul’s opinion.  But here, in chapter 25, we see Paul stating that he is willing to die for what really matters, such as his belief that the church must be willing to reach beyond the comfort of its own setting and into the world at large.

We have to learn to look beyond the deception that what matters most to us is of the greatest concern.  I have said it before and I want to say it again – there is too much self-absorption in churches today, too much focus upon what’s it doing for us?  That is an attitude that is never present in the teachings of Jesus or of the leaders of the early church.  I believe you need to touch the lives of people; I believe we need to minister to the people of this congregation and I spend a great deal of time trying to do so; but I also believe that we must always remind ourselves we are not called into self but beyond self.  The reason for the poor health of many churches is their fall into the deception of being self-serving.

Jesus is always calling us to move toward that which matters most; Jesus is always calling us to move beyond the illusions of what appear to be important, but are really just illusions.

2.  Be skeptical about what you see.


It is simply an understatement to say we are visual people.  We are so bombarded with images – of all sorts – because that’s how we deal with information these days.  We consume information more through the eye than the ears, so everywhere we turn we have countless images being thrown our way.  In Matthew 6:22 Jesus said the lamp of the body is the eye; if therefore your eye is clear, your whole body will be full of light.  If that was important in the time of Jesus, imagine how much more important it is today when we are overwhelmed with so many more images.

Picture the scene Luke paints for us at the end of this chapter.  In verse 23 Luke tells us that King Agrippa and his wife, Bernice, enter the auditorium amid great pomp.  Imagine all of the royal court and all the trappings of royalty on display.  And there stands Paul, a solitary prisoner.

How many of you find Agrippa to be a familiar name?  But Paul, that is a name we know.  We know the name of Paul because what is right does win out in the end, regardless of how it may appear right now.

We may be presented with the illusion that the only way to get ahead in business is by bending the rules or using questionable ethics; we may be presented with the illusion that the way to popularity at school is to do the same things everybody else is doing – engaging in questionable behavior and turning on others and ridiculing them; we may be presented with the illusion that others are being successful in life because they have certain things and then we are tempted to start down a path of life being based on accumulation.  But we must remember these are only illusions, they are not reality.

This – the truth we find in the Scriptures – is reality.  And no matter what we may see in the world around us we must cling to this reality.  We love in spite of how we are treated, we believe in spite of doubts that may overwhelm us.
3.  The power of conviction is greater than any power of earth.

The conviction demonstrated by Paul is absolutely amazing.  Here was someone willing to die for what he believed.  Here was a man whose conviction overpowered the strength of Rome.  Here was a man who gave himself over so fully and so completely to his faith and conviction to God that his life possessed a power rarely seen in humanity.

I believe the world is looking to see that level of conviction.  The world has seen plenty of wrong conviction under the name of religion.  The world hears plenty of mere moralizing.  What the world needs is the power of conviction as demonstrated in Jesus and in Paul.  It is the power of conviction underscored by love.  Conviction, lacking love, carries little power in terms of making an impact upon people.  People are drawn to convictions that are founded upon love.  It is not enough to hear people talk about conviction; they must see it demonstrated through love.  I can tell Tanya all day long that I love her, but if I lack any demonstration of love, I can talk with all of the conviction in the world and it means nothing.

Paul stood before King Agrippa and all the others gathered that day and proved that things are not always the way they appear.  Paul was not a prisoner whose freedom was taken from him; Paul was free because he was a follower of Jesus who could transform even the most challenging of circumstances into a situation that could change the world.

Whatever is happening in your life, remember that things are not always the way they appear.  If you feel defeated, you do not have to accept defeat as your reality.  If you feel your life has not matched the dream you had for your life, you do not have to accept that reality.  If you think it is too late or too difficult to change your life, you do not have to accept that reality.  However difficult or challenging your life may be, it does not have to be that way.  Allow God to transform your life to match his reality.


Would you pray with me?
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