One of the mysteries that baffled me for a few years, 


but I think I understand now, 

was how a friend of mine, 


helped write the polity for our new denomination, 



but did not himself become part of the new denomination.  

I assumed that if you were going to be the chairman of the group 


writing the constitution for the new group, 



you would be a part of it.  

I finally had to ask him why 


before my mind exploded 



trying to figure it out 


and he said something wise and profound 



that I have tried to implement when I could.  

He said, 


“I am doing what is best for the Church,” 



big “C”.  



The body of Christ.  

So he was willing to give countless hours of his time 


working through how this new body of believers might work together 


and govern themselves more effectively.  

At the same time, 


only half the churches under his care were moving to the new denomination, 


so he was staying back 



to make sure they continued to be a healthy body of Christ in SE Alaska.

This episode of perplexity is shared, 


because for the third time in Acts, 



we hear the story of how Paul went f




rom being one of the biggest threats to the fledgling church, 




to one of the biggest promoters.  

How did this happen?  


How can you go from locking people up for what they believe 


to being locked up yourself for promoting what they believe?

We tend to talk about Paul's experience on the road to Damascus 


as his conversion experience, 



he went from believing one thing 



to believing the complete opposite.  

If we wipe away our lingo 


and look at the story, 

we see that Paul's defense to Agrippa 


is not telling his conversion experience, 


but his adjusting experience.  

Paul is finally before at least someone 


who has a working knowledge of the beliefs of Judaism.  



So he can reference the core issues of the faith.  

Paul's argument is 


that a Messiah


 and resurrection were at the heart of the faith of the Jews.  

God was working in this direction with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  

Moses saw this coming.  

David was hoping for this.  

The issue was, 


we can not save ourselves.  

The Old Testament makes that clear, 


as great hero after hero falls.  

The closest we came was with... 


Noah.  

He did great building an Ark, 


enduring a 40 day flood with two of every animal.  

However, 


when the crisis passed, 



that is where Noah fell short.  

David had a good run up until Bathsheeba.  

Moses and Abraham, 


while great figures, 



barely kept the ship afloat with their self-protecting actions.  

With failure after failure, 


God's promise of one, 



the anointed one, 



a Savior 




or in Greek a Christ, 


who would come and set things right grew more desperate.

The hope did not end with the great fathers failures.  


It was not just for future generations.  

Because there was an the idea of Resurrection present in Pharisaic Judaism 


based on texts about Moses and Abraham.  

We will die, 


yes.  

But at the end, 


when the Messiah sets all things right, 



we will be raised from the dead 




to live in this new physical world with God.  

Paul would claim 


that this is what he believed 


and the Pharisees believe from the start of their training 



or discipleship.

So when he is out looking for people 


who say 


and believe that Jesus is the Messiah 



and that he was resurrected 




as a first fruit of the promise for all of us, 


Paul cares too passionately to allow such blasphemy to continue.  


So he sets out to take care of the blasphemers.  

Only to be blinded by a bright light 


and have Jesus himself talk to Paul.  

The line that is new in this telling of the story 


is complaints of, 



“It is hard for you to kick against the goads.’”  

I think a good way of explaining this phrase, 


is to look at the mules that travel the trails in and out of the Grand Canyon.  

If you have seen them 

and the trails they travel, 


you are aware that there is not a lot of room for error.  



Too far to the left or right 



and you make it to the river at maximum velocity quickly.  
These mules walk the trail every day, 


but there are tourists 



who have watched movies 



and try to make it feel like they are in control of the mule.  


So like the lone ranger does, 



they kick in with their heels 



and try and make the mule go faster, 




or to the left or right.  

A less trained animal 


would follow a kick from the heel spurs 



by going to the left or right.  

Jesus is asking Paul, 


“Why are you trying to change the direction 



in which my Messiah Resurrection plan is going?”  


Why are you kicking in your goads, 



your heel spurs 



to try and get this movement to go a different way.  

This is why I am claiming 


that this is an adjustment experience, 


not a conversion experience for Paul.  

Jesus makes it clear that the Messiah and Resurrection ideals 


are still on the table.  

In fact, 


they are actually further along.  

The Messiah has come 

and we have proof that resurrection is not just a concept 


but a physical reality 


that changes the whole way the world works 



because the Messiah has come.

Paul's argument of defense 


for what he will stand before Caesar on is, 



“A suffering Messiah has come 



and the resurrection is real.”   

He says it much more eloquently, 


“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.””  
We hear Festus get up 


and interrupt Paul at this point.  

He does so, 


because he is Roman.  

Not that Romans are known for interrupting, 


but because this whole idea of Resurrection is no where on their map.  

While we have more familiarity of what resurrection means, 


from the way we talk about people when the die 


and when we will see them again, 



I would venture that 




many of us would struggle to explain it well to our neighbor.  

I grew up reading the Family Circus amongst other comics,


on the way to church on Sunday mornings in the car.  

Week after week, 


what was supposed to be a family oriented cartoon 


gave a false depiction of resurrection, 



with grandma and grandpa in heaven 




with their wings.  

What Festus is hearing, 


sounds like something out of a cartoon.  

He has what may be his first report to Caesar 


to write and send with Paul 



and he is talking about a rescuer coming, 


but unlike Hercules who overpowers everyone, 



this rescuer suffers, 



dies, 



and then is brought back to life, 




but not up on Mount Olympus, 




but here on earth?  

Come on Paul, 


“stop drinking the red kool-aid” 



is what Festus' interruption amounts to.

Paul has to shift gears,


 but does so gracefully and calmly.  

He reminds Agrippa 

and everyone in the room 


that this is not just stuff of legends.  

Instead, 


their records, 


people in the room possibly, 


were alive 



and experienced some of the Jesus movement 




while Jesus was around.  


We are just over 20 years since this happened.  

Paul regains the focus 


and then goes for Agrippa's jugular.  

“Do you believe in the prophets?”  


This is a loaded question, 



especially for a man who is trying to keep a foot 




in both the world of the Romans and Jews at the same time.  

If Agrippa says no,


 then he has lost face to his Jewish brothers.  

If he says yes, 


he is moving away from his adopted Roman life.  

Paul breaks the stammering tongue 


like a good salesman 


and puts words in his mouth 



that save face 



and keep him from making a strong commitment, 


with the “I know you do.”

Agrippa tries to strengthen his position 


with the question, 



““Do you think that in such a short time 



you can persuade me to be a Christian?”  

This side steps the commitment 


while in theory sounding like he answered the question.  

Paul's argument is so sound 


and set up like dominoes, 

that if you agree to one of the points 


at any time, 


you would logically have to accept everything else as well.  
If you accept Isaiah's call for a suffering servant, 


a Messiah who will come and change the world, 



then pieces are going to fall 




that show you that Jesus is the servant, 




that he suffered to the point of death.  




God the Father resurrected him 





and he sent his Holy Spirit to guide and lead us.  



All of that can be extracted from the Prophets.  

Agrippa did not make it this far 


by stepping into the lion's den too often, 



for he knows he will get bit in there.  

He circumvents the discussion 


only to find his way blocked by Paul, 

with his prayer, 


that others would be like him, 



except for the chains.  

Agrippa does not take the bait, 


but exercises his power to get up 


and walk away without answering any more questions of the prisoner.

Finally, 


once they are away, 


there is the discussion about the hearing.  

Consensus is that Paul does not deserve death or imprisonment.  

Then, 


Agrippa throws Festus either a life line 


or a lead anchor.  

“He could be set free


 if he hadn't appealed to Caesar.“  

It is a lifeline, 


in that Agrippa agrees that Paul needs to go to Caesar.  

It is an anchor, 


in that there is still no charges to put down 



for Caesar to hear Paul on.  


So the incompetence issue is still in play.  



But all agreed that he really should be free.

So after all of this, 


nothing has really changed.  

We have heard Paul's story the third time,  


but now 



we are understanding more of what he is trying  to get across.  

Paul is still in chains, 


even though he should not be.  

He is still a menace to the Jews, 


Romans still don't understand the Jews.  

Most importantly, 


the thing that hasn't changed,



 is that Paul is doing everything in his power 


to make sure the world is aware that we have a Messiah 



that has already come, 



suffered on our behalf, 



died, 



and was resurrected, 


meaning it is not just a theory, 



but a living reality. 

Just as my friend wrote the polity 


and stayed with the original denomination, 



because he served the church.  

So Paul is able to hunt Christians down 

and later preach repentance 


and tell them of Jesus 



because of the hope of the resurrection.  

May we have our calling and purpose of life be as clear, 


so we can adjust to the changing world around us, 



without giving up  our clear purposes to serve God when challenged.
