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A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart
My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

Unless otherwise specified, all scriptures are taken from the HOLY BIBLE  NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.


   
Divine Confinement - Acts 24

2 parts to the message tonight 1) Felix the procrastinator & 2) Paul’s divine confinement

Background: having been rescued from the crowd and trying to share his testimony Paul is in the charge of Claudius Lysias, who gets word of a plot to kill Paul. He decides it’s best to him out of the city and so makes arrangements to send him to Caesarea on the coast where he’ll be under guard of Felix – Ch 24 - Felix the Procrastinator!
5 days later the leaders of the Jewish council go to Caesarea – this time with a trained lawyer, Tertullus) to make their case before Felix. Until now it’s been a Jewish problem, a matter of theology, which the Romans didn’t get involved with and Tertullus plan is to convince Felix that this is not the case. By describing Paul as the leader of the ‘Nazarene sect’, v5, he distances Paul from the Jews and so puts him outside of religious protection. He this puts Paul and his problem under Roman jurisdiction and in accusing him of being a trouble maker and riot maker (24:5) he’s saying that this was a man that was a danger to the Roman authorities – everywhere! Furthermore, his actions were inflammatory – in desecrating the temple in Jerusalem (v6) he was simply inciting the Jews once more to riot. The man was a law unto himself and the Roman authorities needed to deal with him before something even more serious happened.  
Paul's’ response, v10-21, was once more to simply tell his story, honestly and truthfully. 
· He makes it clear that despite the accusations against him there is not a shred of evidence to back them up, and no witnesses have been offered – v19. It was simply lies and fabrication 
· He counters their claim that he’s the leader of a non Jewish sect by saying that he stands absolutely in the mainstream of Jewish teaching and theology – v14, and supports the Jews. And he cites the finance support he brought to Jerusalem as evidence of this – v17.  He concludes with the root of the problem – the Jews have a problem with his teaching about Jesus being raised from the dead. This is not a roman problem at all, it’s a theological difference of opinion. We should make more of Jesus resurrection in our conversations and defence! 
Now Felix was actually very clued up on the teaching of the church and I think it’s pretty clear he knew Paul wasn’t guilty – but at this point his tendency to procrastinate comes to the fore. Instead of making a decision he delayed under the pretext of wanting to talk with Commander Lysias (the arresting officer). At first reading that sounds very reasonable – but what follows shows that it was simply putting off making a decision! 
Whilst waiting for Lysias to arrive Paul is held in open custody (not free, but able to have visitors, etc), and Felix takes the opportunity to talk about the faith in an informal way, this happens on many occasions and Paul is very open and honest with him. He is doubtless polite and respectful (his life was, after all, in this man’s hands) but he pulled no punches. He talked with him about Righteousness (God demand for it and our lack of it), Self control and the judgement to come – v25! This would undoubtedly have included the Lordship of Jesus, that Jesus was the appointed judge and one day everyone will stand before him for him to announce judgement. That’s a serious thing – and not surprisingly Felix is somewhat ‘afraid’ – v25. He was alarmed, this message got to him, it concerned him – but sadly instead of having the guts to do the right thing he simply kicked it into the long grass for another day – v25 ‘when it’s convenient I’ll send for you’. He delays again, he procrastinates, he puts it off.
Why did he put it off? Why didn’t he act? Because behind the veneer of interest he hoped to get something out of Paul – v26. He was in it for what he could get out of it. No wonder he procrastinated, no wonder he wouldn’t act. In the end of the day he wasn’t interested in justice, he wasn’t really interested in Jesus, he wasn’t really interested in having sins forgiven and being ready to meet his maker and ultimate judge – he was only interested in himself
I still meet Felix’s around today! They come in different guises!

· Felix 1 is the person who comes into church with all the right patter, says the right things, appears keen and interested, but actually all he ever does is talk! There’s no real action – and should the going get a bit hot he’ll make his excuses and go

· Felix 2 is needy and turns up at church hoping to get something from it. No desire to meet with Jesus and worship him; no desire to let him change and shape them. Nothing wrong with that – we prob’s all start there – simply knowing that somethings wrong and they need help. The problem comes when we come that way and stay that way – when we don’t respond and humble ourselves and submit to him and his Lordship.They want the help without the coming to Jesus. They tend not to like the conviction they feel, etc. 
· Felix 3 – not being unkind but simply thinking of the way he seemed to always put things off. So this Felix could be a believer of an unbeliever – but someone who always putting off, who likes to talk, but doesn’t do; who makes an excuse for delaying doing what they know is right! I’m not talking about struggling to come to a decision – I’m talking here about knowing what is right but putting off doing it. That’s procrastination! We can all do it – some sin to stop, some promise to keep, some habit to break, some change to make, some good habit/resolution to start. 
Meanwhile, back to Paul! whilst Felix plays political games Paul remained detained – confined and unable to fulfil his ministry, to teach and preach to people to visit the people he loves and cares for. Divine Confinement

For 2 years he’s detained like this, 2 years he’s confined – forgotten, I suspect in the end by Felix. It’s all rather unsatisfactory isn’t it! It seems that Paul, the magnificent evangelist and pastor is just shunted into the sidings. What a waste or so it seems. 
But God had promised (23:11) that Paul would go to Rome so I suggest this was far from being out of God’s control. What could He have been intending in allowing Paul to be confined in this way? Reflection and protection: 
· Reflection: Well, firstly Paul had rather got himself into this hot water by his impetuous, disrespectful way he called the H/P a whitewashed wall – 23:3! He really hadn’t helped his cause. This would have been a time of reflection for Paul 

· Protection: It is striking is that after two years in confinement it takes only 3 days of Festus being in town for the Jews to come and raise the problem of Paul with him! Three days! Forgotten by Felix, but certainly not by his accusers! We can call this a confinement – or we can call it protection! Two years in which Paul was protected in order that he might ultimately talk about Jesus to some of the most important and influential people of the western Roman world – Felix, Festus, Agrippa and finally Caesar. 

The point is that God is at work in the confinement just as much as he was when Paul was at liberty. And that’s critical for us to understand because we too all go through times of what seem like confinement in life. Poor health; trapped in a relationship; job or role you hate; old age. Any of these can make us feel utter helpful, useless and forgotten and we wonder why? What good can there be in this? What a waste!
But what we see in this situation, and in so many other instances in the Bible is that God was very much in control. Joseph who endured a similar lengthy episode after false accusation; Moses – 40 years in Midian! Abraham – 25 yrs waiting for a child (without which the whole trek from Ur would have been a total waste of time!

So for our encouragement tonight   
· If you are a Christian, God has purposed divine confinement for your good, for your spiritual growth or for your protection or for the blessing of others, 
· No need to assume your confinement is punishment for wrongs done, or for failures on your part. This wasn’t the case with Paul in our text. Paul’s confinement followed a brilliant defence and a faithful proclamation of the gospel.
· Times of confinement are often the opportunity for ministry to others. Lest we suppose that Paul’s time in that Caesarean prison was a total waste, let me remind you that it was during these two years that Felix continually met with Paul and heard the gospel each time. There’s things you can do for the master, witness you can give, service you can offer in the very worst of situations.
· Sometimes a period of confinement is necessary to strengthen and deepen our roots. ‘The Lord disciplines those he loves’
· Sometimes we never know (in this life) what God’s purposes were for our confinement. Job - so far as we know, he was never told what God’s purpose was for his “confinement.” But what we do know is that he certainly grew in his understanding of God, and in his faith through those desperate ash heap times. 
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