
Paul before Felix
Read Acts chapter 24

In this chapter we get an account, not so much of a formal trial of Paul asa preliminary hearing, since no verdict was reached, and later (verse 27)
the case had to be heard all over again. The purpose of the hearing was

to allow the Jews the opportunity to state their charges against the accused,
and for Paul to make his defence. But there were no witnesses present (Acts
24:18–19) as there would have been in a formal trial.
‘Now after five days Ananias the high priest came down with the elders

and a certain orator named Tertullus. These gave evidence to the governor
against Paul’ (Acts 24:1).

The speech of Tertullus
The hearing opened with Tertullus, a professional lawyer hired by the Jews,
making a speech which was a mixture of the most nauseating flattery and
falsehood, in order to gain the favour of Felix. ‘And when he was called
upon, Tertullus began his accusation, saying: “Seeing that through you we
enjoy great peace, and prosperity is being brought to this nation by your
foresight, we accept it always and in all places, most noble Felix, with all
thankfulness. Nevertheless, not to be tedious to you any further, I beg you
to hear by your courtesy, a few words from us”’ (Acts 24:2–4).
Few things are more sickening than the empty words of the flatterer

unless it is the flowery talk and insincerity of the person who simply loves to
hear the sound of his own voice. Tertullus was well aware that the
compliments he paid to Felix were totally untrue, as we shall see when we
come to look at the character of the man. Insincerity is a temptation open
to all who are engaged in public speaking, including preachers. And today
we have plenty of it, in the lies and deceit that characterises so much of what
goes on in public life. We have all become accustomed in a cynical way to
the empty rhetoric of political speeches, the glib eloquence of the spin-
doctors, and the lying and double-talk of the leaders in big business
corporations and public institutions. 
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Words are both powerful and revealing, as the Bible clearly teaches. They
are an index of character and mirror the state of the heart. ‘For out of the
abundance of the heart the mouth speaks’ (Matthew 12:34). The character
revealed in words is clearly seen in the contrast between the speech of
Tertullus and that of Paul in his defence. The former was motivated by
falsity, hatred and tawdry ambition; the latter by truth, sincerity, and clear
conscience (Acts 24:16).
It was not for nothing that Jesus laid enormous stress upon the

responsibility attaching to the words we speak. ‘For by your words you will
be justified, and by your words you will be condemned’ (Matthew 12:37).
The failure to guard what we say can so often cause tension and friction in
personal relationships, destroy a person’s character through malicious
gossip, entice others into wrong-doing, or create disunity in a church
fellowship. James was certainly right therefore to devote almost a whole
chapter in his letter to the use of the tongue and the power of words (James
3).
Tertullus charged Paul as follows: ‘for we have found this man a plague, a

creator of dissension among all the Jews throughout the world, and a
ringleader of the sect of the Nazarenes. He even tried to profane the
temple, and we seized him, and wanted to judge him according to our law’
(Acts 24:5–6). The accusation was threefold. Paul was an insurrectionist,
the ringleader of a dangerous revolutionary sect called the Nazarenes, and
the desecrator of the temple. 

Paul’s defence
In his defence Paul refuted all the charges brought against him and
challenged Tertullus and the Jews to bring forward witnesses to prove their
case. ‘Nor can they prove the things of which they now accuse me’ (Acts
24:13). He made it clear that he was no insurrectionist, and had come to
Jerusalem for the peaceful purpose of worship. ‘…because you may
ascertain that it is no more than twelve days since I went up to Jerusalem to
worship. And they neither found me in the temple disputing with anyone
nor inciting the crowd, either in synagogues or in the city’ (Acts 24:11–12).
On the second charge he readily confessed that he was a follower of the Way
of Jesus, but denied that it was any kind of revolutionary or dangerous sect.
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On the contrary he readily pointed out that he held much in common with
the Jews themselves. ‘But this I confess to you, that according to the Way
which they call a sect, so I worship the God of my fathers, believing all
things which are written in the Law and in the Prophets. I have hope in God,
which they themselves also accept, that there will be a resurrection of the
dead, both of the just and the unjust’ (Acts 24:14–15).
As to the third charge, that he had desecrated the temple, the very

opposite was the case. He had come up to Jerusalem to bring gifts for the
poor, and was in the temple worshipping when the riot broke out. He
powerfully added that those who started the riot should be present at the
hearing to put their case. ‘Now after many years I came to bring alms and
offerings to my nation, in the midst of which some Jews from Asia found
me purified in the temple, neither with a mob nor with tumult. They ought
to have been here before you to object if they had anything against me’
(Acts 24:17–19).
Clearly Paul’s defence made a strong impression upon the mind of Felix,

since he adjourned the hearing to a later date (Acts 24:22).

The role of conscience
Underlying the whole of Paul’s defence is his emphatic assertion that in all
he had said and done he had acted with a clear conscience. ‘This being so, I
myself always strive to have a conscience without offence toward God and
men’ (Acts 24:16). He had made the same statement in his trial before the
Sanhedrin (Acts 23:1).
The New Testament has a lot to say about conscience, it is mentioned

some thirty times, and frequently occurs in Paul’s letters. But what is
conscience, and why is it so important in the Christian life? To begin with
everyone has a conscience, and we can appeal to it whenever we preach or
witness to people of Christ (2 Corinthians 4:2). It is part of the moral
equipment of the soul, which God gave to man at his creation, and which
sets him apart from the animals. Indeed, so important is it at the moral and
spiritual level, that those who have never heard the gospel will be judged
according to how they have obeyed its dictates (Romans 2:14–16).
The conscience is intended to act both as a judge of our behaviour and as

a guide to our conduct. But in the psychological culture of today this is
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ignored, and people are encouraged to suppress any guilt feelings they may
have for bad behaviour since this, they are told, will damage their self-
esteem. Instead they must see themselves as the victims of circumstances—
a poor upbringing, a broken home, stress, emotional trauma etc. They
must not blame themselves therefore because they are not wholly
responsible for their behaviour. Such advice is pernicious, and the very
antithesis of the Bible’s teaching.
Even as a guide to behaviour the conscience will fail us if it is not

disciplined by the higher authority of God’s word. If we ignore its warnings
long enough it will lose its sensitivity to wrongdoing, and will become
unreliable as a guide of conduct. Since we are all influenced by what we
read, the programmes we watch on TV, the company we keep and the places
we go to, the information fed into our minds, if it is of the wrong kind, can
easily cripple the conscience and make it ineffective. If we want to keep our
conscience to be strong and reliable then we must feed it with the right
information by the reading of God’s word, by prayer, worship and the
fellowship of other believers. 

What about Felix?
Since Paul had not been convicted of any wrongdoing Felix adjourned the
proceedings and put his prisoner under a form of house arrest. ‘But when
Felix heard these things, having more accurate knowledge of the Way, he
adjourned the proceedings and said, “When Lysias the commander comes
down, I will make a decision on your case”. So he commanded the
centurion to keep Paul and to let him have liberty, and told him not to forbid
any of his friends to provide for or visit him’ (Acts 24:22–23).
In this final section of the chapter we are told something about the

character of Felix. He played an important part in Paul’s life over a period
of two years (Acts 24:27). So what kind of man was he? Before we deal with
that we must ask in what sense did he have a ‘more accurate knowledge of
the Way’? (Acts 24:22). Does this mean that he had an understanding of the
gospel? I do not think so. We can only suppose therefore that having been
governor of Judea and Samaria for six years Felix would have picked up a
considerable amount of information about the Christian church.
Furthermore, his wife Drusilla was a Jewess and he would probably have
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learned from her something of the relations existing between Jews and
Christians.
Now let us look at the relevant verses 24–26. ‘After some days, when Felix

came with his wife Drusilla, who was Jewish, he sent for Paul and heard
him concerning the faith in Christ’ (Acts 24:24). We saw earlier that
Tertullus in his speech had paid Felix the most flattering compliments, but
he knew well enough that this did not square with the man’s true character.
Josephus the Jewish historian, and Tacitus the Roman historian, both
describe him as an unprincipled and corrupt government official. Indeed
his greed is perfectly evident from verse 26 where he appears open to a fat
bribe. ‘Meanwhile he also hoped that money would be given him by Paul,
that he might release him’. As to his moral life, he had married three times,
and his present wife Drusilla was in fact living in adultery with him, since
she was already married at this time to Azizus, king of Amesa. The Jews
hated him because of his excessive cruelty, but eventually it all came to an
end when he was dismissed from his post and recalled to Rome. Such was
the man who now stood in judgement on the apostle Paul. 
But what are we to make of the fact that later ‘he sent for Paul and heard

him concerning the faith in Christ’ (Acts 24:24), and also that over a period
of two years ‘he sent for him more often and conversed with him?’ (Acts
24:26). He reminds us of Herod with John the Baptist. When Herod heard
John, he was greatly puzzled; yet he liked to listen to him (Mark 6:20). Felix
was a mixed up pathetic kind of man. In spite of his licentious and cruel
life-style he might well have had a wistful longing for God that would break
through whenever he was in the presence of a godly man like Paul.
He would not be the first to react in that way. I have no doubt that many

people, even the most depraved, have those sober moments of reflection
when they ponder deeply on questions relating to God and the eternal
world. Speaking of mankind in general the writer of Ecclesiastes says: ‘He
has put eternity in their hearts, except that no one can find out the work
that God does from beginning to end’ (Ecclesiastes 3:11). He means that
man has a spiritual dimension to his being, and he will never understand
himself, or begin to penetrate the mystery and meaning of life, until he
finds peace with God. As Augustine put it: ‘Our hearts are restless, until
they find their rest in thee’.
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Not only was Felix a mixed-up man, he was also a man with a sense of
foreboding and fear. At one of their meetings Paul ‘reasoned about
righteousness, self-control, and the judgement to come’. At that point,
‘Felix was afraid and answered, “Go away for now; when I have a
convenient time I will call for you”’ (Acts 24:25). One wonders if his past
life of cruelty, greed, and licentiousness did not flash through his mind at
that moment and cause him to tremble (AV) inwardly as Paul spoke of the
judgement to come. 
In the church’s preaching today, do we ever make people afraid of

meeting God at the judgement? Do they ever tremble? Or is it all so pleasant
and comfortable that the thought of accounting one day to God never even
crosses their mind. Has the church gone ‘soft’ in its message? Is it a case of
not wanting to make the members of the congregation feel any discomfort,
or upsetting them in any way, because they may not want to come back
again? If that is the case then we have already lost them in a much deeper
sense, since we have neglected to give them the whole counsel of God. 
But the really sad thing about Felix, it seems to me, is that he missed the

opportunity to get his life right with God through repentance and faith in
Christ. When he was inwardly afraid as Paul spoke of righteousness and
judgement to come, it was because the Holy Spirit was convicting him. But
instead of yielding to the movement of God’s Spirit, he hardened his heart
and put off the thought of God until a more ‘convenient time’. But in his
case it seems the more convenient time never came. What a grave warning
that is to all those who have moments when they are made to think seriously
about the needs of their souls, but never do anything about it. Always they
put it off until a more convenient time.
But the only time that is convenient is ‘now’. ‘Behold, now is the accepted

time; behold, now is the day of salvation’ (2 Corinthians 6:2).
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