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April 17, 2005

“Becoming Real”
Acts 25:23-26:32

FCF:  Ache of being stretched thin
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Because of the transforming power of the gospel,
(magnet) we can have hope of becoming real.
SCRIPTURE INTRODUCTION:

Our days are busy and our time short.  We’re spread thin.  But it’s not just the time.  It’s our very selves as well.  We know too well what Bilbo meant when he said to Gandalf – even if we’ve never read The Lord of the Rings – (READ quote from FOTR):
I am old, Gandalf.  I don’t look it, but I am beginning to feel it in my heart of hearts…Why, I feel all thin, sort of stretched, if you know what I mean:  like butter that has been scraped over too much bread.  That can’t be right.  I need a change, or something.

That’s often what is.  But Bilbo’s right – that can’t be right.  And we do need a change.

For we carry within us the haunting feeling that we are somehow not what we should be, somehow less than we were meant to be.  Where do we go for answers to such aching?  To the One who knows our ache and created us for Himself – the living God.

This morning’s text is not a short one.  But it would be hard to break it up without doing damage to the flow of events.  So as we read it, keep watch for a few things.  What sort of man is Paul?  What do you see?  Does he look “stretched?”  And, if not, why not?
SCRIPTURE READING:  Acts 25:23-26:32
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION

SERMON INTRODUCTION:

There is a new, emerging movement within the church today driven by a desire to return to the depth and substance of our spiritual forbearers.  And it’s a good movement.  Listen to this quote from byFaith (READ byFaith, January/February 2005, p.26 quote):
Within these churches one is apt to see a focus on the Trinity and God’s transcendence (“it’s not about me”), a fondness for mystery (“don’t pretend you have all the answers”), a desire for honesty (“don’t make the church a show”), space for lament (“I need to know God hears my cries”), the language of story (“don’t give me more principles…show me how I fit into God’s story”), and a craving for community (“size isn’t proof of God’s presence; love is”).

Or, to put it another way, it’s a longing for “authenticity,” for that which is real.  But here’s the question – is it a longing for something that doesn’t exist?  Or is it for something we’ve sadly lost?  Is it possible it’s the pang of a spiritual hunger, a deeper appetite that was made to be fed?  That the longing to be real is there because it’s real?
Back to Acts.  Remember where we are.  Paul has returned to Jerusalem.  At the Temple, he was assaulted by the Jews and arrested by the Romans, tried before the governor, Felix, but never released and kept in prison for two years.  Felix leaves and Festus took his place.  Festus heard the charges and suggested the case be taken to Jerusalem.  Paul refused, invoked his rights as a Roman citizen, appealing his case to Rome.  Festus was likely glad to be rid of him.  But he had to prepare a report to send on and for this he needed help in the form of Agrippa, the king of northern Palestine, known for his knowledge of Jewish “customs and controversies” and the Old Testament as well.
Through all this, consider what we see in Paul – not in awe of these stately authorities before him, not worried about what they think of him, not unmoved by the struggle he senses going on within them.  There is a solid-ness to the man, a thickness, a weightiness, substance.  He’s real.  The very thing we long for we see reflected in Paul.
Why?  How do you explain it?  We might expect it of Paul since he’s “the Apostle Paul,” but surely he wasn’t born that way.  We wouldn’t expect it of ourselves so why him?  Something had happened to him, changed him.  And he speaks of that very thing in his words that day.  Jesus had changed him.  Jesus is the One who was behind his real-ness.  And there’s hope here.  Hope here that perhaps Jesus can make us real too.
But “real” in what way?  Let’s look again at what we see here with Paul.

I. NOT ENAMORED BY APPEARANCES
Clearly, he was not enamored by appearances, not taken in by the airs of others.
A) The Pomp
1. The procession

(READ Acts 25:23a) Agrippa and Bernice arrive in their purple robes of royalty and gold crowns upon their heads, Festus likely with his scarlet robe for such a stately occasion.

2. The atmosphere

Such things were typical of royalty.  It was the “photo op” of the ancient world.  
B) The Prisoner

1. His humbled position

Such was the pomp.  Then enters the prisoner (READ Acts 25:23b).  Some of you know that, according to tradition, Paul was a little man, unimpressive in appearance – balding, large eyebrows, a hooked nose and crooked legs.  Certainly no crown or gown, only his prisoner’s tunic and his chains.  Theirs was a stately position.  His was a humbled one.

2. His exalted Lord

But still, his was the “gravitas” – dominating the exchange with his quiet dignity and confidence.  You hear it even in his opening words (READ Acts 26:2-3).  
Paul was not enamored with their pomp for he had seen Jesus.  He had seen the King of kings and Lord of lords in His resplendent glory on the road to Damascus.  So he was unimpressed, unmoved.  He was interested in their hearts, not their favor.
Illustration:

Ah, that we could say that.  I can remember an occasion as a high school junior, so wanting to get in with the “in” crowd, the upper tier folks.  I schemed about it, even left my lower tier friends at one table in the lunchroom to try and make my way in.  Then one day, one of the in-folks just looked at me and said, “You’re a jerk.”  And, you know, he was right.  Those words cut through me like a knife.  Abandoning my friends for that?
Application:

But do we leave such folly behind?  Do we ever really just “grow out of it?”  We find ourselves too easily impressed still by that which is bigger, better, brighter, shinier.  Look, the fanciest car is nothing but assembled parts.  The grandest building is nothing but mortar and brick.  The most impressive personality is but flesh and blood.

What impresses you?  Do we ever really grow out of that?  No, we need to be changed, given eyes to see by the One Paul saw – the One who had so impressed him.  
II. NOT AFRAID OF OPINIONS
He makes us real – no longer enamored with appearances.  And no longer afraid of opinions.  Think with me as to the collision of worldviews taking place here.
A) Their Assumptions
1. Regarding reality

Think of the assumptions of Paul’s audience – Festus and his fellow Romans especially.  After Paul’s description of his Jewish upbringing, his fanatical persecution of the church, his conversion and commission, and his direct appeal to the knowledge Agrippa has of the Jewish hope of a Messiah and a resurrection, Festus says (READ 26:24).  
2. Regarding Jesus

Not the nicest compliment one could receive.  But one that helps us understand Festus’ description of the case given earlier in chapter 25 (READ Acts 25:19-20a).  Festus’ assumptions do not allow for a God who could come, die, and rise again.
B) Paul’s Convictions

1. Regarding reality

But Paul’s does.  Remember, he’s appealing to Agrippa, a man who knows these things.  He knows that Paul is not an innovator.  He knows he’s not inventing anything.  The Old Testament did call for God’s people to expect such things (READ Acts 26:6-8).  
2. Regarding Jesus

Which then sets the stage for what follows – his testimony of what had happened to him (READ Acts 26:12-18).  These are not the words of a man play acting, making things up.  Why would he?  Paul knows what as happened to him and is “real” enough to speak to it.
He was not afraid to tell his story because he knew it was the truth.  Not even in that august setting.  Yes, he was standing before kings in their courts but he had been in the presence of One who appeared to him, overwhelmed him both with His glory and His grace.  This is the Lord of the universe commissioning him, the One from whose lips he longed to hear those sweet words, “Well done, good and faithful servant.”
And this brought conviction, boldness.  Yet without arrogance.

Illustration:

Which is often a hard thing to communicate today – that we can have conviction without arrogance.  Was Paul arrogant to speak this way?  Are we arrogant to tell “our story?”  No, we’re simply recounting what has happened.  Would it be arrogant for the highway worker to put up the “BRIDGE OUT” sign?  Would it be arrogant for one beggar to say to another, “Come, let me show you where the food is?”  It’s the same here.
Application:

Do we not have a story?  Do we not know what has happened?  Yes, some will say with Festus that we’re out of our mind.  Perhaps even some here.  “You’re a fool.”  But we can smile and say, “Not if by ‘fool’ you mean someone who is out of touch with how things are.  Maybe a fool for His love.   But not a fool in His world.”  We are not fools, out of our minds, to know what has happened to us and be willing to speak to it.
III. NOT INDIFFERENT TO STRUGGLES
Not enamored with appearances nor afraid of others’ opinions.  Paul’s life is a testimony to this.  Such is part of Jesus’ work in making us more real.  Which brings me to the next point.  As Jesus makes us real, others’ appearances and words do not govern us.  But we also become not indifferent to their struggles we see going on within.
A) Agrippa’ Plight

Think with me as to Agrippa’s plight and Paul’s response.
1. Agrippa’s dilemma

All through the course of Paul’s defense, he has not only stated the hope of the gospel to his audience, he has seized this as an opportunity to preach as well.  All through, he has made it plain who it was who had appeared to him on that Damascus Road, who it was who had commissioned him, who it was whom he was serving.  Then, in response to Festus’ interjection accusing him of madness, he turns to him, responds, and then turns back to King Agrippa and presses with a very pointed question (READ Acts 26:25-27).  
Agrippa is in a bind.  If he says “No,” he’ll be in trouble with his Jewish subjects.  But if he says, “Yes,” then the question would be “Then why do you not believe in Jesus?”
2. Agrippa’s answer

Agrippa sidesteps the question with a question of his own (READ Acts 26:28).  He knows the brutal logic of Paul’s argument but cannot take the step it demands.
B) Paul’s Plea

1. The response

Now listen to Paul’s response.  It is not a thrust or a parry but a plea (READ Acts 26:29).
2. The image

Paul is not begging to be released.  He is longing that those there – for their own good – would be as him except the chains.  Paul the prisoner, standing there in his chains in that royal court, is the most free man in the room!  We don’t know the effect these words had on his audience.  But we do know this – Paul was not indifferent to their plight because he had been there himself.  Once with far heavier chains and Jesus had freed him.
This is to be real – to hurt for others, to not be indifferent to the struggle.

Application:

In a very real way, we know what they’re going through.  Paul knew what Agrippa was going through.  A sense something is wrong, that something about the gospel rings true, but to accept it means you have to accept that the thing that is most wrong is deep within you.  Paul knows what it is to “kick against the goads” – to feel compelled one way but resist in another.  The creature estranged from his creator, a child running from his parent, or even running towards and running away at the same time.
We’re not indifferent to the struggle.  How can we be?  Christ’s love, His reaching out to us, compels us to reach out to others.  We know the need.  And we know what’s possible.  So we have reason for gospel optimism.  For He is transforming us, making us more real, longing that others would be as well.  And so we are not indifferent.
CONCLUSION:

This is part of what it means to be a Christian – to become more real.  No longer enamored by appearances, no longer afraid of others’ opinions, now longer indifferent to their struggle.  Is it so surprising?  The very thing we most desire is right here before us.

It reminds me of The Velveteen Rabbit – Marjery William’s story of a young boy and his treasured toy, a splendid “fat and bunchy” rabbit stuffed with sawdust who becomes real.  First, because the Boy loves the rabbit “for a long, long time, not just to play with, but really loves him.”  His fur was shabby, his tail coming unsewn, and all the pink rubbed off his nose where the Boy had kissed.  But that was okay since he was real.  Oh, the day he first heard that, his little sawdust heart nearly burst from his chest.  And later, he becomes really real through the kiss of the nursery magic Fairy – with real hind legs to spring and jump and whirl around.  Pick it up and read it, preferably with a child on your lap.  It touches something deep within us.  That’s why it’s such an enduring tale.
It’s an enduring tale because it’s an enduring longing – and truth.  We can be made real.  We can recover what we were meant to be.  Not through the love of a child or the kiss of a nursery fairy but through the One who made us that way with a longing in our hearts that won’t be satisfied with anything else.  “Make me real!  Make it soon!”

Listen.  Those longings are good.  Give yourself to them.  Give yourself to the One who gave them to you.  For He can take a sawdust heart and make it real.

PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Because of the transforming power of the gospel,

(magnet) we can have hope of becoming real.
