I grew up in a time 


when the Russian Judge 


or the East German judges were 



according to Scott Hamill,


 harder to please, 



at least if you were an American ice skater or gymnast.  


The same issues did not happen 



in the commentary for track and field usually.  


The clock and the finish line 



seemed impartial.  

We claim that is what we want 


and the closer we get to it, 



usually the less drama there is involved.  

When the judges become suspect or compromised, 


the more likely people are going to say it was not a fair evaluation.  

From what I can pick up, 


the NBA All-Star game is in its 12th different format, 



trying to make things better.  


But they struggle with who should be the judge of an All-Star?  



The fans, 



the coaches, 



or the players?  


Anyone of these judges is compromised.  



When the fans choose, 




the players from the biggest cities and markets dominate 




and players from Milwaukee 





or Salt Lake struggle to be chosen.  



Coaches and the players have no say.  

Moving from the sporting world 


to the rest of the world, 

we know that the same problems exist '


everywhere else in life.  

How is the person making the decision 


 of who gets a raise 



qualified to know which one of us has been working hard 



and who stays at the same rate?  

How can a judge who was brought in by a different political party than I vote for 


decide my case fairly? 

Or how can this person, who I just started talking to 



decide if I am worth their time or not as a friend?  

Who do we let judge us?

The answer to that question is sadly, 


way too often, 



people who are not qualified to judge.  

While some of these situations mentioned above 


are just part of how the world works, 

we all too often give people power to decide who we are 


that should not have that power.  

So I invite you to hear Paul's story.  


It is a story we all need to hear 



because it is a story about working within the system 



and knowing where we can put a stop to the judgement.  

It is a story of knowing your worth, 


knowing that you are a citizen of the Kingdom of God, 



the creator of the universe, 


and taking the steps necessary 



to not just be another pawn 




in people's feeble chess games.  

We see in Paul's response 


a knowledge that while there is the typical way, 



it is not the only way.  


sWe always have a choice 



of who we are going to let judge us.

Our episode begins 


with the outflow from Felix's judgment from Caesar 


and Felix's removal from office.  

In comes Festus 


who history is much kinder to, 



but died in office after only 2 years.  

He is competent enough to know 


that the only way to rule such a territory, 



is by gaining favor with the local leadership.  

Unfortunately, 


they give him Paul 



as the first chance to curry their favor.  

Again, 


it is a lose  lose situation.  



Take a Roman citizen away from where he should be tried 



and take him to a hostile place 




to face his accusers 



instead of his accusers coming to Festus.  

Festus tries to make the best of a bad situation 


and brings Paul before him immediately upon return.  

Paul makes almost the same claim as before, 


but this time adds in Caesar in verse 8.

Paul already is sensing where this is going.  


If upon meeting the new ruler, 



he is at the top of the issues they would like addressed, 


he is sure that his life is at stake 


and an ambush is waiting for him.  

Even if he makes it to Jerusalem, 


someone who is willing to bend protocol this much 



is not going to give Paul a fair hearing.  

As I said, 


while Festus historically is known



 as a better ruler than those before or after him, 





he still has to play the game at Paul's expense.



And the bar is not that high.

Paul is over playing this game between the Sanhedrin and the Roman leadership.  


It has been two years without a decision.  

Caesarea is where the Roman Court occurs, 


he is here, 



why move things around?  

Paul calls out the hypocrisy 


and then breaks the glass 



covering the button for an emergency 



and calls upon Caesar.  

After some consultation with legal council, 


Festus sees an out in the moment.  



To Caesar you will go then.

In the course of time, 


what seemed like a good idea in the moment, 



becomes a snarl all its own.  

If you are in the first month of your job over a Roman territory 


and you send to Caesar 



a case for him to preside over, 



where there are no charges against the man, 




you might want to rethink month number 2 in your position. 



 To do so would be to show gross incompetence.

Then, it seems that a rescue rope is thrown to Festus. 


For in walks King Agrippa 



for the standard check in.  

He is the great grandson of Herod the Great 


who tried to kill Jesus at birth, 


and his dad was Herod Agrippa I 



who died back in chapter 12 




after trying to kill Peter.  

If you are getting lost in the Herod's, 


that is what happens when grandpa had 10 wives.  

But here, 


Herod Agrippa II 



comes in as a close friend of Caesar's.  


He would have had Festus' job already 



if he were not so young.  


Agrippa II does eventually become King and Governor of Syria and Israel.  

For now, 


getting Agrippa to sign onto this case 



drops the incompetence factor for Festus 



if Agrippa's opinion that this was the right thing to do 




can be slipped in the letter.  

Whether Festus hurt 

or hindered his standing with Agrippa, 


we will never know for sure.  

There does appear to be a briefings he had not made it to yet however.  

In verse 19, 


we hear the first reference of Jesus, 



but not a resounding one.  



Nor a confident one.  


“A dead man 


named Jesus 



who Paul claimed was alive.”




 is Festus' summary of the gospel.  

Hopefully Agrippa helped fill in the blanks for Festus. 


Making some of those connections 



that would have been helpful to know before starting the job happened.  

Agrippa seems keen to hear Paul, 


but it is not all necessarily out of benevolence or care, 


or wanting to help Festus.  

Agrippa is there to greet Festus 


because he is feeling him out 


and wanting to curry favor 



and have Festus in debt to him.  

He is aware his connection to Caesar is a commodity, 


so he is willing to sell it.  

I propose this, 


because Agrippa's moral character is in line 



with the rest of his family, 


willing to push the limits.  

Which we quickly see 


once we understand who he is traveling with.  

Bernice is the only clue 


a first time reader gets.  

Who is Bernice?  


His wife, 


his sister, 


the queen?  

The reason we only get Bernice from Luke


 is that Bernice had the same status as Madonna 



or Marilyn.  

A well-known personality 


with lots of rumors and mystique about them.  

Such legends were whispered about Bernice, 


that her accompanying her brother Agrippa 



led to rumors of incest.  

She was married twice, 


once to an uncle of hers, 


and became a mistress of Emperor Titus near the end.  

This Diva of the Roman world is here, 


listening to Paul tell his story.

So this is what it has come down to for Paul.  


A greenhorn ruler of Rome, 



consulting with a Herod 




that has a questionable relationship, 



and them plotting a follower of Jesus' fate together.  

This is where the choice 


and leading of God shines all the brighter.  

When this happened to Jesus, 


there were ways out, 



but because of his calling, 


he chose the road of the cross.  

When this happens to Paul, 


there seemed no way out, 



but because of his calling to go to Rome, 


Paul chooses the road to Rome 



and to stand before Caesar.  

It definitely helps to know how and where you are called.

As we have seen, 


Paul chose who judged his worth.  

He was able to see who would do it 


grounded in righteous judgement, 


and who would not.  

My hope for us, 


for the followers of Jesus Christ, 



is that we would lay our lives at the feet of the Triune God, 



Father, Son, and Holy Spirit 




as the final rulers of our worth and value.  

Unfortunately, 


we all too often give it to Festus' 



because they are currently in power, 


Agrippa's 



because they know people, 


or Bernice's 



because they are popular 



and have a presence about them.  

We may do something less questionable, 


but still not right.  

We may let our parents, 


our spouse, 


our children be the judge of our worth, 



value, 



or righteousness.  

When all is said and done, 


the over arching reality is 



that there is only one guy that Paul knew had died, 




but said was now alive.  



There is only one Spirit that knows our every thought.  



There is only one Father 




who loves us so much,





 he sent his Son to die for us.  



This Triune God 




is who we need to make the final word on our life 




and whether we live or die.  

If we let the world give us a Felix, 


Festus, 


Bernice, 


or Agrippa, 



the outcome is going to be much different.  

They are going to make up reasons why we should be in prison.  

When in reality, 


because of what Jesus has done, 



we should be 



and always remain free.  

So don't let the East German, 

Russian, 

or neighborhood judge 


take away from the fact that you are a child of the Triune God, 



Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.
