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Summary

What happens when faithfulness leads not to triumph but to a prison cell? In Acts 23, we find
ourselves walking alongside one of history's most compelling figures as he stands utterly alone
before a hostile religious council, his life hanging in the balance. The central spiritual lesson here
is both challenging and deeply comforting: faithfulness to God is not measured by visible results.
When Paul addresses the Sanhedrin and chaos erupts around him, it would be easy to call the
whole episode a failure. No conversions, no breakthroughs, just chains and a cold Roman
holding cell. Yet in the darkness of that second night in custody, something extraordinary
happens. Jesus himself appears and says, 'Be of good cheer.! That phrase alone tells us
everything, because you do not tell someone to cheer up unless they are discouraged. God
meets us precisely in our moments of perceived failure and reframes what success actually looks
like. The eternal word of God, explored through Psalm 119 and Psalm 19, becomes the anchor
that holds the soul steady when circumstances offer nothing but uncertainty. The message for
our own faith journeys is profound: when we share truth and no one responds, when we do the
right thing and it costs us dearly, we are not failing. We are being faithful. And faithfulness, as we
discover here, is exactly what God honors.
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Points

Title: Standing Firm: Paul's Faithfulness, God's Sovereignty, and the Eternal Word

Sermon Summary: Drawing from Acts 23, this sermon examines the Apostle Paul's arrest and
trial before the Sanhedrin in Jerusalem, exploring how God's sovereign plan operates even
through — and especially through — circumstances that appear to be failure or defeat. The
pastor emphasizes that the eternal nature of God's Word cannot be stopped by any human or
demonic force, and that faithfulness in testifying for Christ is always counted as success in God's
eyes, regardless of visible results. Paul's bold confrontation of the Sanhedrin, his strategic
exploitation of the theological divide between the Pharisees and Sadducees, and the divine
visitation he received in prison all serve to illustrate that God stands alongside those who stand
for Him. The sermon culminates in a gospel invitation, reminding the congregation that the
testimony of personal conversion remains one of the most powerful tools for sharing the good
news of Jesus Christ.

Key Points:

e The Word of God is eternal and cannot be stopped by any human opposition, religious
persecution, or political force

e The Holy Spiritis the author of Scripture, and meditating on the Word restores an
awareness of God's presence in times of spiritual isolation or distress

e Paul's boldness before the Sanhedrin, including his rebuke of the high priest Ananias,
reflects a refusal to be silenced by tyranny or intimidation

e Paul's declaration that he was being judged concerning the hope and resurrection of the
dead was a Spirit-guided strategy that divided the Sanhedrin along theological fault lines,
effectively dissolving the proceedings

e Success in Christian witness is never measured by the number of responses but by
faithfulness in delivering the message; those who hear and reject the gospel are left
without excuse before God

e Jesus personally appeared to Paul in prison to affirm his testimony and reveal the next
stage of God's plan, demonstrating that God's encouragement often comes in the darkest
moments
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God's sovereign plan for Paul to testify in Rome was already in motion long before Paul
understood how it would unfold, and it was set into motion through a conspiracy against
his life rather than through favorable circumstances

A personal testimony of conversion — including when, where, how, and by whom one was
converted — is a powerful and accessible form of gospel witness available to every
believer

The resurrection of Jesus Christ is the most historically verified event in human history,
and rejection of the gospel constitutes the sin of unbelief against the only remedy for sin

Scripture Reference:

Acts 23:1-35 (primary passage)

Matthew 24:35 (the eternal nature of Christ's words)

Psalm 119:89-96 (the eternal settlement of God's Word in heaven)

Psalm 19:7-11 (the perfection and value of God's law)

Acts 21:11-14 (Agabus's prophecy and the pleading of Paul's companions)

Matthew 23:27 (Jesus's rebuke of the scribes and Pharisees as whitewashed tombs)
Matthew 10:19-20 (the promise of Spirit-given words when brought before councils)
Acts 19:21 (Paul's Spirit-directed purpose to go to Rome)

Romans 1:18-22 (God's wrath against those who suppress the truth)

2 Corinthians 1:20 (all the promises of God are yes and amen in Christ)

Acts 9:15 (God's declaration that Paul would testify before kings)

Stories:

The prophecy of Agabus, who bound his own hands and feet with Paul's belt to illustrate
what the Jews would do to Paulin Jerusalem, and the subsequent pleading of Paul's
companions that he not go, which Paul overruled

Paul's bold confrontation with the high priest Ananias, who ordered Paul struck on the
mouth, and Paul's sharp rebuke echoing Jesus's condemnation of the Pharisees as
whitewashed walls
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The theological division Paul deliberately provoked between the Pharisees and Sadducees
in the Sanhedrin, causing such an uproar that the Roman commander had to physically
extract Paul by force to prevent him from being torn apart

Jesus's nighttime appearance to Paul in his prison cell, affirming his testimony in
Jerusalem and revealing that Paul must also bear withess in Rome

The conspiracy of more than forty Jews who bound themselves by oath to neither eat nor
drink until they had killed Paul, and the intervention of Paul's nephew who overheard the
plot and reported it to the Roman commander

The elaborate military escort of two hundred soldiers, seventy horsemen, and two
hundred spearmen dispatched at three in the morning to transport Paul safely to Caesarea
and Governor Felix

The pastor's account of a video depicting Christians in Africa being buried alive by
persecutors, used to illustrate that the kind of religious persecution Paul faced is not
merely historical but ongoing in the present day
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Scripture

Here is a list of all scripture references mentioned or alluded to in the sermon:

Directly Cited:

Acts 23:1-35 (primary passage) e Acts23:12-35
Matthew 24:35 e Matthew 10:19-20
Psalm 119:89-96 e Romans 1:18-22
Psalm 19:7-11 e Acts9:15
Acts 21:11-14 e 2 Corinthians 1:20
Matthew 23:27 e Acts21:14
Exodus 22:28 e Acts 22 (Paul's testimony, referenced
uw
Acts 19:21 generally)
Acts 23:6 e Acts 9 (Paul's conversion, referenced
generally)
Acts 23:7-9
e Acts 2 (Pentecost, referenced
Acts 23:11 generally)

Alluded To Without Direct Citation:

Matthew 11:28-30 (Jesus's invitation to the weary and heavy laden)
Revelation 20:11-15 (the great white throne judgment)

John 11:25-26 (resurrection and life)

1 Corinthians 15:6 (Jesus appearing to over 500 at once)

Galatians 4:15 (Paul's reference to his eye trouble)

Acts 5:34-39 (Gamaliel's counsel before the Sanhedrin)
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Quotes

We should never underestimate how much the enemy hates the plain preaching and
teaching of God's word and the lengths that he, that is Satan, will go to to stop it.

And if you're ever feeling distant from God, then open the word or recall the word in your
heart, and automatically, because the Holy Spirit is the author, you will be reminded of
God's presence, you will experience God's presence, and you will be indwelt by the Holy
Spirit who is speaking these words to you because he indeed is the author.

success is never measured in numbers, but in faithfulness.

sometimes the gospelis shared so the hearers will be without excuse. Have you ever
thought of that? That when you go out and share the gospel sometime and nobody
responds, you've shared the gospel and now they're without excuse.

Paul, you did great. You see, Paul had indeed testified of his conversion. That's as far as
he got.

And from this point on, Paul's life would be threatened because of his testimony for
Jesus, divinely protected because of his testimony for Jesus, and ended. He will
eventually be beheaded by Nero. Why? Because of his testimony for Jesus.

No one can argue with your personal story of when you were converted and where you
were converted and how you were converted and who it was that converted you.

It's a sin against the remedy. It's as if there's a great cure for the disease of sin, for the
sickness of sin that so infects our society. And Jesus has that one cure to provide for you.
the evidence for the resurrection is irrefutable. Historians have looked into it,
archeologists have looked into it, anthropologists have looked into it. It is the most
verified, subject, the resurrection of Jesus, it is the most historically verified subject in
the history of the world.

And that's the way | felt about it when | came to Jesus. | felt like | had no choice. And I've
been thankful ever since. My life has been forever changed. And | want to emphasize the
word forever.
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Discussion Questions

Paul declared he had lived in 'all good conscience before God' even during his years of
persecuting Christians -- how does our understanding of conscience and sincerity challenge or
inform the way we evaluate our own spiritual integrity before God?

The sermon suggests that the Holy Spirit authored Scripture and that meditating on God's word
reconnects us to God's presence -- how does this understanding of the Spirit's authorship change
the way you approach reading or recalling Scripture in difficult moments?

Paulignored the warnings of nine companions and the prophecy of Agabus, yet Jesus later
affirmed his decision by saying 'you did great' -- how do we discern the difference between godly
counsel we should heed and the individual calling God places on our lives that others may not
fully understand?

Jesus declared in Matthew 24:35 that his words would never pass away, and Paul's imprisonment
did not stop the spread of the gospel -- in what ways do you see the eternal nature of God's word
holding firm against forces that seek to silence or suppress it today?

The sermon draws a parallel between the whitewashed tombs Jesus condemned in Matthew 23
and the hypocrisy Paul confronted in Ananias -- where in your own life might there be a gap
between outward religious appearance and inward spiritual reality?

Paul's testimony before the crowd added zero visible converts, yet Jesus told him he had done
well -- how does this reframe the way we measure success in sharing our faith, and what does it
mean to leave someone 'without excuse' before God?

The Pharisees added 32 chapters of commentary defining what constituted 'work' on the Sabbath,
moving further from the spirit of the law -- in what ways might well-intentioned religious structures
or traditions today risk replacing direct engagement with God's word?

Paul had to live on the single promise Jesus gave him in Acts 23:11 through years of imprisonment
and hardship -- what promises from Scripture are you currently standing on in a season of
uncertainty, and how does Paul's example strengthen or challenge your trust in those promises?

The sermon notes that Paul's desire to go to Rome was given to him by the Holy Spirit in Acts
19:21, yet that path led through false accusation, imprisonment, and near death -- how does this
shape your understanding of what it looks like to walk in God's will?

Paul exploited the theological divide between the Pharisees and Sadducees to disrupt a
proceeding that sought his death, and the sermon attributes this to the Holy Spirit's guidance from
Matthew 10 -- how do you cultivate the kind of moment-by-moment reliance on the Spirit that
allows for that kind of Spirit-led discernment under pressure?
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Small Group Guide:
Small Group Guide

Acts 23: Standing Firm in the Calling of God

How to Use This Guide

This guide is designed to help your group move from hearing the Word to living it. Work through
the sections at a pace that fits your group, and do not feel pressure to cover every question. Let
the Spirit lead the conversation.

Key Takeaways

1. The Word of God is eternal and cannot be stopped. No scheme of man or force of darkness
can silence what God has declared. The enemy will always oppose faithful preaching and
teaching, but God's Word endures forever.

2. The Holy Spiritis the author of Scripture and uses it to make God's presence real to us.
When we read, meditate on, and recall the Word, the Holy Spirit who authored it brings us into an
awareness of God's presence. The Word is one of God's primary tools for comforting and guiding
his people in hard seasons.

3. Faithfulness, not results, is how God measures success. Paul's testimony before the crowd
added zero visible converts. Yet Jesus came alongside Paul that night and said, "You did great."
God honors the faithful proclamation of his Word regardless of how the audience responds.

4. God's calling on a person's life is individual and may lead to places others would not
choose for them. Paul's friends unanimously urged him not to go to Jerusalem. God had a
purpose in Paul going that none of them could fully see. Trusting God's specific calling on your
life sometimes means pressing forward when others cannot understand why.

5. God stands alongside those who stand for him. In Paul's loneliest and most discouraging
moment, Jesus literally stood by him. God does not abandon his servants in the trials that
faithfulness produces.

6. A personal testimony is a powerful and accessible tool for sharing the gospel. You do not
need to be a theologian to share what happened to you, where it happened, how it happened,
and who brought it about. No one can argue with your story.
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Discussion Questions
Opening Question
Use this to help the group ease into conversation. No wrong answers.

e Think of atime when you pressed forward on something you felt strongly about even
though others around you advised against it. How did that turn out, and what did you learn
fromit?

Section 1: The Eternal Word as an Anchor

The sermon pointed to Psalm 119:89-96 and Psalm 19:7-11 as passages that would have
sustained Paul during his time in the Roman holding cell. The point was made that meditating on
and recalling Scripture connects us to the Holy Spirit who authored it.

1. Doyou have specific passages of Scripture that have served as anchors for you during
difficult seasons? What made those verses meaningful in those moments?

2. The sermon made the statement that if you are ever feeling distant from God, opening the
Word or recalling the Word will automatically bring an awareness of God's presence
because the Holy Spirit is its author. Do you agree with that? Has that been your personal
experience?

3. What habits or practices help you store God's Word in your heart so that it is available to
you when you need it most?

Section 2: Faithfulness vs. Results

Paul stood before a massive crowd, gave his testimony, and saw zero visible response. Jesus
later told him he had done well. The sermon emphasized that success in God's eyes is measured
in faithfulness, not numbers.

4. How do you personally tend to measure the success of sharing your faith? What does it
feel like when you share the gospel and no one responds?

5. The sermon made the point that sometimes the gospelis preached so that hearers will be
without excuse before God. How does that perspective change the way you think about
sharing your faith even when there is no visible fruit?

6. Where else in your life, beyond evangelism, do you struggle to trust God's definition of
faithfulness over the world's definition of success?
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Section 3: Individual Calling and Trusting God's Plan

Paul went to Jerusalem despite unanimous opposition from his closest companions. The sermon
presented this not as a mistake but as a Spirit-led decision that God used to advance his larger
plan of getting Paul to Rome.

7. Have you ever felt called to do something that the people closest to you did not
understand or even actively discouraged? How did you navigate that tension?

8. Paul's friends ultimately responded by saying, "The will of the Lord be done," and released
Paulto God's plan. What does it look like in your relationships to voice concern for
someone while still releasing them to follow what they believe God is calling them to do?

9. The sermon noted that Paul would have to live on Jesus' promise in verse 11 -- "you must
also bear withess at Rome" -- through years of imprisonment and hardship before he ever
saw it fulfilled. What promises from Scripture are you currently having to live on while
waiting for God to bring them to pass?

Section 4: God Standing Alongside Us

Jesus appeared to Paul in his most isolated and discouraging moment and said, "Be of good
cheer." The sermon made the observation that Jesus would not have said that if Paul were
already of good cheer.

10. What does it mean to you personally that Jesus came alongside Paul specifically in his
loneliest moment? How does that shape your understanding of how God relates to you in
your own hard seasons?

11.The sermon described Paul as likely feeling like a total failure in that jail cell. Have you
ever felt that way in your walk with God? What brought you through that season?

12. God used an unlikely chain of events -- a nephew overhearing a plot, a letter from a
Roman commander, an expensive military escort -- to begin moving Paul toward Rome.
Where have you seen God use unexpected or ordinary circumstances to accomplish
something significantin your life?

Section 5: The Power of Personal Testimony

The sermon closed with a strong emphasis on the importance of personal testimony as a tool for
sharing the gospel.

13. The sermon outlined four ingredients of a powerful testimony: when you were converted,
where you were converted, how you were converted, and who converted you. Have you
ever written out or verbalized your own testimony using those four elements? How
comfortable do you feel sharing it with someone?
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14. What is one specific person in your life right now who needs to hear your testimony or the
gospel? What is one practical step you could take this week to move toward that
conversation?

Practical Applications
Choose one or more of the following to put into practice before your group meets again.

e Memorize an anchor verse. Select one passage from Scripture that speaks directly to a
challenge you are currently facing. Write it on a card, place it somewhere visible, and
commit it to memory this week.

e Write out your testimony. Using the four elements from the sermon -- when, where, how,
and who -- write a brief version of your conversion story that you could share naturally in a
conversation. Aim for two to three minutes when spoken aloud.

« Prayforone person by name. Identify one person in your life who does not know Jesus.
Commit to praying for them daily this week and ask God to open a door for you to share
your testimony or the gospel with them.

e Encourage someone who feels like a failure. Think of someone in your life who may be
discouraged about a lack of visible fruit in their ministry or their walk with God. Reach out
to them this week with a specific word of encouragement, the way Jesus encouraged Paul.

e Read Acts 23 on your own. Before your next group meeting, read the full chapter slowly
and note one thing that stands out to you that was not discussed in the sermon or in your
group time. Come ready to share it.

Closing Prayer Points
As you close your group time in prayer, consider praying together over the following:

e Gratitude for the eternal, unchanging nature of God's Word

e Faithfulness in sharing the gospel even when there is no visible response

e Clarity and courage for each group member regarding the individual calling God has
placed on their life

e Anyone in your group orin your lives who is in a season of discouragement orisolation

e Specific people by name who need to hear the gospel

"Be of good cheer, Paul, for as you have testified for me in Jerusalem, so you must also bear
witness at Rome." -- Acts 23:11
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5-Day Devotional:

5-Day Bible Reading Plan and Devotional Guide

Themes: Faithfulness Under Pressure, the Eternal Word, Divine Presence in
Suffering, Testimony, and the Promises of God

Day 1: The Word That Cannot Be Stopped
Reading: Psalm 119:89-96

Devotional: The psalmist declares that God's word is settled forever in heaven, unmoved by the chaos
of earthly circumstances. Paul sat in a Roman cell, not because the gospel had failed, but because it had
been faithfully proclaimed. No arrest, no conspiracy, no hostile crowd can silence what God has
eternally established. When your circumstances feel like defeat, return to the word. Open it, meditate on
it, and allow the Holy Spirit, its very author, to remind you that what God has spoken stands firm
regardless of what surrounds you. His word was not written to comfort the comfortable. It was written
to anchor the suffering.

Reflection: What circumstance in your life is tempting you to doubt the power or permanence of God's
word? How might daily meditation on Scripture change your perspective on that situation?

Practical Application: Choose one verse this week and commit it to memory. Return to it each day and
allow it to serve as your anchor when doubt or discouragement arises.

Day 2: Good Conscience Before God
Reading: Acts 23:1; 1 Timothy 1:18-19

Devotional: Paul opened his defense before the Sanhedrin not with argument but with integrity. He
declared that he had lived in good conscience before God through every season of his life. A good
conscience is not the same as a perfect record. It is the honest alignment of one's heart with what God
has revealed to be true. Paul had been wrong about Jesus before his conversion, but he had been sincere
in his devotion to what he understood. After his conversion, that sincerity was redirected toward the
truth. God does not demand perfection from us before we stand before others. He demands honesty and
a heart that is genuinely turned toward him.

Reflection: Is there any area of your life where your outward conduct and your inward convictions are
not aligned? What would it look like to bring those into agreement before God today?

Practical Application: Spend five minutes in quiet honesty before God, asking him to reveal any area
where your conscience has been suppressed or ignored. Confess it and receive his forgiveness.
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Day 3: Be of Good Cheer
Reading: Acts 23:11; John 16:33

Devotional: Jesus did not appear to Paul in prison to explain the plan or to apologize for the difficulty.
He appeared to say, be of good cheer. Those words carry enormous weight when spoken to a man
sitting alone in a cell, whose testimony had produced no visible fruit, whose freedom was uncertain,
and whose life was threatened. Jesus told Paul he had done well. Success in God's kingdom is never
measured in numbers or outcomes. It is measured in faithfulness to the task. Paul had testified, and that
was enough. Jesus honored it. Whatever you have faithfully done for God that has gone unnoticed or
unrewarded by the world, Jesus sees it and calls it good.

Reflection: Have you ever felt like a failure in your witness for Christ because no one responded? How
does the response of Jesus to Paul reframe what faithfulness actually looks like?

Practical Application: Write down one moment in your life when you were faithful to God and received
no visible reward for it. Thank God for that moment and ask him to renew your courage to be faithful
again today.

Day 4: The Promise That Sustains
Reading: 2 Corinthians 1:20; Romans 8:28

Devotional: Paul would spend years in custody before ever arriving in Rome. The promise Jesus made
to him in that prison cell would have to carry him through hearings, shipwrecks, imprisonment, and
isolation. God's promises are not given to make our path easy. They are given to make our path
possible. The declaration that all of God's promises find their yes and amen in Christ means that no
promise God has made to you will be left unfulfilled. You may not see the fulfillment today. Paul did
not. But the promise is as certain as the character of the God who made it. You are not waiting on a
possibility. You are waiting on a certainty.

Reflection: What promise from God's word are you currently struggling to hold onto? What would it
mean to treat that promise as settled and certain rather than hopeful but uncertain?

Practical Application: Find one specific promise in Scripture that speaks directly to a need you have
right now. Write it down and place it somewhere visible. Read it aloud each morning this week as an
act of faith.

Day 5: The Power of a Personal Testimony

Reading: Acts 22:1-16; Revelation 12:11
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Devotional: Paul did not stand before that massive crowd in Jerusalem with a theological treatise. He
stood with his story. He told them when he was converted, where he was converted, how it happened,
and who it was that met him on that road. No one could argue with his experience. No one could
dismantle what God had personally done in his life. Your testimony carries the same authority. You do
not need a seminary degree to tell someone what Jesus has done for you. The enemy is overcome,
Scripture declares, by the blood of the Lamb and the word of their testimony. Your story, spoken in
faith, is a weapon in the hands of God.

Reflection: Could you clearly articulate the when, where, how, and who of your own conversion or
your ongoing experience of God's grace? What is holding you back from sharing that story with
someone this week?

Practical Application: Write out your personal testimony in three to five sentences. Practice saying it
aloud until it feels natural. Then ask God to provide one opportunity this week to share it with someone
who needs to hear it.



