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Applying the Gospel 

(Acts 24:24-27) 
 
Creekside has always existed to inspire people to follow Jesus as His true disciples; living to know Him, to walk with 
Him, to serve Him and to become like Him.  Over the years, we’ve learned that the most biblical way to do that is 
by believing and applying the gospel – the good news about what Christ has accomplished in our behalf.  We don’t 
begin with the gospel and then graduate to deeper things; we begin with the gospel and then grow to understand 
the gospel more and more fully as we apply the gospel to every area of our life.  As pastor Tim Keller says, “The 
gospel isn’t the ABCs of Christianity.  The gospel is the A-Zs of Christianity.”  Believing the gospel is the way we 
become and the way we grow as followers of Jesus; because we will always need a Savior.  Jesus saved us, He is 
currently saving us and He will save us; and growing as a Christian is learning how to live in the light of all that He 
has done and is doing for us.  This morning as we continue looking at the Primal Church in the New Testament 
history of the early church, The Acts of the Apostles, I want to talk about applying the gospel; how we live out the 
truth of the gospel day to day by trusting Jesus instead of ourselves and we’ll on the last four verses of chapter 24.  
This is the only recorded message of Paul in Acts where instead of preaching to a crowd, Paul shares the gospel 
face to face with a couple; and it gives us a unique insight into how Paul applied the gospel to the lives of 
individuals.   

In this chapter, Paul is in Roman custody because of the large number of Jews who want to kill him.  He has been 
taken for his own safety from Jerusalem 105 miles north to the governor’s palace in Caesarea.  The Jewish 
authorities arrive the following day to bring charges against Paul before the Roman Governor Felix which they are 
unable to prove.  However, because Felix doesn’t want to antagonize Israel’s leaders, he puts off deciding whether 
to release Paul or to punish him and instead keeps Paul in custody for the next two years.  However, things could 
be a lot worse for Paul, since he is being held in a castle originally built for Herod the Great.  He is always 
accompanied by a Roman guard but able to see his friends.  And it is during this time that Paul and Felix formed 
somewhat of a relationship.  Look at vs. 24 - 25. “But some days later Felix arrived with Drusilla, his wife who was a 
Jewess, and sent for Paul and heard him {speak} about faith in Christ Jesus.  But as he was discussing righteousness, 
self-control and the judgment to come, Felix became frightened and said, "Go away for the present, and when I find 
time I will summon you."  Felix and his wife, Drusilla, return home to Caesarea and since Paul is living in their 
palace, they take the opportunity to talk with him about this new Christian religion.   They’re an interesting couple.  
Felix was a freed slave and the first Roman slave to ever become a governor.  His brother, Paulus, was a former 
slave in the household of Claudius and when Claudius became emperor, Paulus persuaded him to appoint his 
brother procounsul of Israel.  So Felix has done pretty well for himself.  History tells us that he was a cruel and 
immoral man who used his position in government to amass a fortune in bribes.  His incompetence as a ruler led to 
a great increase of crime in Judaea, marked by internal feuds and disturbances, which he used his troops put down 
with severity. Felix married three times; and his marriage to Druscilla was his second wife.  She was the daughter 
of Herod Agrippa and had been married to the King of Emesa.  However, Felix seduced her and she left her 
husband to marry him.  So Felix and Druscilla are a Roman power couple with some history.  By the way, Druscilla 
eventually died in Pompey when Mount Vesuvius erupted and destroyed the whole town and that’s why Felix 
would marry a third time.   Vs. 24 says that Felix and Druscilla sent for Paul to hear him speak about faith in Christ, 
so this is one of the few examples we have in Scripture about how Paul applied the gospel when he spoke with 
individuals.  That’s why vs. 25 is so interesting.  Luke says that as Paul was discussing righteousness, self-control 



and the judgment to come, Felix became frightened.  What do righteousness, self-control and the judgment to 
come have to do with faith in Christ?  Everything and that’s what I want to talk about this morning as we look at 
how the gospel applies first to those – like Felix and Druscilla – who don’t yet believe in Christ and then as we look 
at how the gospel applies to those who do believe in Jesus. 

The first thing we see Paul discussing with Felix and Druscilla as he talks to them about faith in Jesus is 
righteousness.  What does righteousness have to do with faith in Jesus?  Everything.  The gospel is good news but 
it is only good news to those who understand the bad news.  What motivates a person to follow Jesus?  I used to 
think it was to have a more enjoyable life.  Come to Jesus and He’ll make your life better.  I’d talk with people 
about all the ways my life improved when I ask Jesus to come into my heart, but so often I’d hear, “I’m glad that 
helped you, but I’m happy with my life the way it is.”  And I didn’t know where to go from there.  If they’re already 
happy, what can Jesus give them?  I just had to wait until they became unhappy and try again then.  Now Jesus 
does give you a joy that nothing on earth can match; but that’s not the motivation the Bible gives us to follow Him.  
The motivation the Bible gives to become a Christian is the one Paul uses with Felix and Druscilla: our need for 
righteousness.  That’s why Paul writes to the Romans in Romans 1:16-17. “For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for 
it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek.” The gospel is 
the power of God for salvation for everyone who believes it; which presupposes that we need to be saved from 
something; and that we can’t save ourselves since it is God who does the saving.  But saved from what? Notice 
why Paul says the gospel is the power of God for salvation.) “For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from 
faith to faith; as it is written, "But the righteous man shall live by faith."    The gospel is all about righteousness.  In 
it, the righteousness of God is revealed.  So what is righteousness?  Righteousness is being everything God made us 
to be; doing everything He wants us to do and avoiding everything He wants us to avoid. Righteousness is being 
morally and ethically perfect; no compromise, no neglect, no rule breaking.  Righteousness is God saying to Jesus 
at His baptism, “This is my beloved Son; in whom I am well pleased.”   Jesus was righteous.  He did His Father’s will 
all of His life, pleasing God in everything He thought, said and did.  Righteousness is being right with God.  And 
that’s why we so desperately need God’s help – because we’re not righteous. In the following verse, Paul writes, 
“For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all unrighteousness and ungodliness of men…”  God’s wrath 
is not a divine temper tantrum but His settled opposition to anything and everything thought or done by people 
that is evil and unrighteous.  A just judge can neither punish the innocent nor let the guilty go free; and because 
God is righteous, He must eventually punish unrighteousness; or He will be unjust – and that’s our problem.  That’s 
the bad news and we’re all in the same boat as Paul shows from Psalms in Romans 3 "THERE IS NONE RIGHTEOUS, 
NOT EVEN ONE; THERE IS NONE WHO UNDERSTANDS, THERE IS NONE WHO SEEKS FOR GOD; ALL HAVE TURNED 
ASIDE, TOGETHER THEY HAVE BECOME USELESS; THERE IS NONE WHO DOES GOOD, THERE IS NOT EVEN ONE." 
Romans 3:10-12.  How many righteous people are there in the world? Paul says, “None.”  Everybody: Jew, Gentile, 
Greek, Barbarian, Catholic, Protestant, Buddhist, Muslim, Republican, Democrat, Traditionalist, Progressive, male, 
female, parent, child; Mother Teresa, Billy Graham: your sweet Aunt Sue - everybody is unrighteous and enslaved 
to a nature which rebels against God and serves self. Unrighteousness is a disease which infects us all and alienates 
us from God and one another and makes the world a violent and dangerous place.  Unrighteousness is what we 
need to be saved from and only God can save us.  That’s the big difference between the gospel and every other 
religion; religion focuses on what we must do for God to earn our righteousness.  The gospel focuses on what God 
has done for us through Jesus Christ to make us righteous. “But now apart from the Law (apart from what we do) 
{the} righteousness of God has been manifested,  (meaning the way God makes unrighteous people righteous has 
now been revealed in the gospel) being witnessed by the Law and the Prophets, (the gospel is consistent with the 
way God made people righteous in the OT) even {the} righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all 
those who believe; for there is no distinction; for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, Therefore being 
justified (and that is an important word in our discussion; it means to be declared righteous) as a gift by His grace 



through the redemption which is in Christ Jesus;”  Being declared righteous by God isn’t something we earn but a 
gift. In fulfillment of hundreds of years of promises in the Old Testament, God sent His Son to become a man and 
our substitute: to live the life we failed to live so that we might be credited with His perfect record of obedience as 
a gift from God; declared righteous with His righteousness; to die the death we deserved to die, dying in our place 
on the cross and bearing the just punishment for our sins, so that we might be pardoned for His sake; and then 
rising from the dead and conquering death in our behalf that we might be reconciled to God and live with Him 
forever.   So what do we need?  Righteousness; to be right with God.  How do we get it?  It is a gift from God given 
when we believe in what Jesus has accomplished for us.  That’s why as Paul discusses faith in Jesus with Felix and 
Druscilla, he discusses righteousness; what it is, why we need it and why we must receive it as a gift from God on 
the basis of what Christ has accomplished in our behalf; because until Felix or Druscilla or anyone understands they 
need righteousness and that is isn’t something they can earn but can only receive as a gift through faith in Christ, 
they won’t understand why they need Christ. 

That’s how righteousness applies to the non-believer.  How does it apply for the believer?  Growing in spiritual 
maturity is the result of understanding and believing the gospel more and more and applying it to more and more 
areas of our life- and believing that Christ is our righteousness and that nothing else needs to be or can be added 
to who we are is a critical step in spiritual growth.  It has only been in the past few years that I have begun to 
understand what it means to boast in the Lord and what He has accomplished rather than to find my identity and 
righteousness in my own accomplishments – even though I knew intellectually that I was saved by what Jesus did 
and not by what I did for 47 years.  When we planted Creekside, I wanted to see people come to know Christ and 
be saved and blessed and released from their sins.  I wanted to be obedient to God’s call on my life.  But I also 
wanted to succeed.  I wanted to be known as an effective teacher and leader.  And so I was constantly comparing 
myself to other pastors and Creekside to other churches. I used to hate attending pastors’ meetings because I felt 
like everybody was trying to prove themselves.  Nobody wanted to know how our church was doing; they wanted 
to talk about how great things were going at their church.  And that was frustrating because I wanted to brag 
about our church.  Creekside became my identity.  If Creekside succeeded, it proved something about me; that I 
was valuable; that my life counted for something.  So every Sunday became a scorecard of John.  If a lot of people 
showed up, I felt good about myself; not so many, and I would be depressed.  Was I living by faith in the gospel?  
Was I trusting Jesus to be my righteousness?  No – and it produced stress, frustration, comparison jealousy and 
burnout.  I wasn’t serving for your sake but for my own. I was trying to prove myself to myself or to God or to 
somebody else rather than resting in the fact that God had already declared me acceptable, proven, and righteous 
because of Jesus.  I’ve watched so many good people burn out in serving God or in their career or in their 
parenting because they were trying to succeed for the wrong reasons: not because God loved them but in order to 
get God to love them; not because Christ was their righteousness but to prove they were righteous.  The good 
news of the gospel is that we have nothing to prove.  We could not be more righteous in God’s eyes than we are 
right now because we have the righteousness of Christ and there is nothing we can add to what He has 
accomplished in our behalf.  That’s why Paul says, “Let him who boasts, boast in the Lord.”  And why he said that 
he considered all his former accomplishments to be garbage when compared with the righteousness he received 
from Jesus.  The gospel doesn’t say, “Do this so you can become this.”  The gospel says, “You are already this by 
the grace of God – just live like it now.” I don’t serve Christ to be accepted by Him or to be loved by Him.  I serve 
Christ because He has accepted me, because He loves me and the more I treat people the way He has treated me, 
the more I experience His love.  I am convinced that so much of the stress, depression, discontent and jealousy we 
experience is rooted in the fact that we haven’t ever really believed the gospel and applied what Christ has done to 
the way we see ourselves.  And until Christ becomes our righteousness, we will make little headway in Christian 
maturity.   
 
The second thing we see Paul discussing with Felix and Druscilla as he talks to them about faith in Jesus is self-
control.  What does self-control have to do with faith in Jesus?  Here’s the way I think the conversation went.  The 
reason we need Jesus is because we lack righteousness; we need to be right with God.  But that’s a tough pill for 
most people to swallow because nobody believes they’re all that bad.  Proverbs says that all the ways of a man are 
right in his own sight; that we’re all self-righteous; we all think we’re pretty good people.  I was talking to a guy 



over at Cal about the gospel and he said he didn’t think he needed Jesus; that if God was fair he was already good 
enough to get into heaven; and he’s typical of the way people react when they hear about their need for 
righteousness.  Everybody thinks they’re in the upper third of the population morally and ethically; and they will 
certainly be welcome in heaven; and I think that’s the direction Paul’s conversation with Felix and Druscilla went.   
So Paul talks to them about self-control because nowhere is our need for righteousness more apparent than in the 
area of self-control.   What is self-control?  Self-control is the ability to make yourself do what you believe is the 
right thing to do even when you don’t want to do it.  Self-control is the ability to rule oneself.  Do you ever break 
promises you make to yourself?  “I’ll get started on that project as soon as I read one more email.” “Tomorrow I 
start my diet.”  “I’m never going to talk with him again.”  And we’re serious.  We mean every word of it.  But then 
we find ourselves doing exactly the opposite.  There is an inconsistency between what we say and what we do.  
Francis Shaeffer, one of the most influential Christian writers and philosophers of the 20th century used this 
analogy.  Suppose every person was born with a tiny recorder embedded in their brain and during their life, it 
recorded every moral judgment that person made about someone else.  “She shouldn’t have done that.  She’s so 
selfish.”  “He’s lazy, always looking for a way to avoid work.”  “He is so arrogant I can’t stand him.”  Then at the end 
of that person’s life at the judgment seat, all those moral judgments were replayed and each person was judged on 
the basis they judged others.  Did we live consistently with the way we thought others should live?  Shaeffer said 
that all of us would be condemned by our own moral code because no one lives consistently with what they 
believe.  Paul makes the same point in Romans 2.1, “Therefore you have no excuse, everyone of you who passes 
judgment, for in that which you judge another, you condemn yourself; for you who judge practice the same things.”  
The fact that we are unable to live consistently with the way we expect others to live shows our lack of self-control 
and why we need to be freed from a fallen, unrighteous nature. That’s the direction I imagine Paul’s conversation 
with Felix and Druscilla going – which is why Felix became so uncomfortable.  Paul probably pointed out the 
disparity between what Felix believed was right for others and how he lived himself and asked, “Why are you 
unable to consistently do what you demand of others?”  That’s the purpose of the law in the Bible.  We’re not 
saved by what we do but by what Christ has done.  The Law – all the commands in the Bible – reveal we need to be 
saved from something.  As Paul says in Romans 7:22-23, For I joyfully agree with the law of God in the inner man, 
but I see a different law in the members of my body, waging war against the law of my mind and making me a 
prisoner of the law of sin which is in my members.”  Our problem isn’t that we don’t know the right thing to do.  
Our problem is that we can’t do it – we don’t have the self-control, proving that we’re not righteous; that 
something in us is broken.  
 
That’s how self-control applies to the non-believer but how does it apply to the believer?  God sent Jesus to do for 
us what we cannot do for ourselves so that we can become His children and share His righteous nature.  Faith in 
Christ not only frees us from the penalty of our sins but from the power of our sins.  God not only declares us 
righteous with Christ’s righteousness when we believe in Jesus, Christ comes into our life and begins to impart His 
righteousness to us and make us like Himself; and we discover in Christ a power to control ourselves which we 
never had before.  You see, in the New Testament, salvation is used in three different tenses.  We were saved, we 
are being saved and we will be saved.  We were saved from the penalty of our sins, we are being saved from the 
power of our sin and we will be saved from the presence of sin; and in all three cases, Jesus is our Savior.  We need 
Him as much today as we needed Him in the past and will need Him in the future.  That’s why Col. 2:6 says, “As you 
therefore have received Christ Jesus as Lord, so walk in Him.”  How did we receive Christ – by faith.  How do we 
walk with Christ?  The same way, by faith.  Just as we trusted Jesus to save us initinally, we now rely on Jesus to 
save us daily, reproducing Himself in us and giving us the wisdom or energy or self-control we lack in ourselves.   
That’s why Paul writes, “The righteous shall live by faith.”   We’re saved by faith and we live by faith; not by 
willpower.   Jesus said that apart from Him, we can do nothing; and that is just as true after we become Christians 
as it was before we became Christians.   Let me give you a simple example.  Let’s say your finances are a mess; 
debt, overdue bills, out of control spending, no budget, all the red flags.  What do you do?   Typically, we think we 
need more information.  So we enroll in Dave Ramsey’s Financial Peace University which we offer at Creekside and 
is a very helpful course.  But if you don’t have the self-control to put all of Dave Ramsey’s excellent advice into 
practice, you’ll soon find yourself back where you started – with the additional guilt that at least now you know 
how you got there.  Sometimes Christians seem to think that the Christian life is like being saved from downing in 
the ocean by a lifeguard  who tows you halfway to shore, then tells you to swim the rest of the way yourself.  We 
become Christians by faith in Jesus but we live the Christian life by faith in ourselves – which is why we’re 



drowning.  Well, as we saw in Col. 2:7, we live as Christians the same way we become Christians, by believing the 
gospel and trusting in Jesus.  How do I do that in the area of finances?  I ask myself, what does trusting Jesus look 
like when it comes to money?  First, what did Jesus say about money?  How did He handle it?  And what can I trust 
Him to do in me to enable me to handle it in the same way?  As I learn what following Jesus with my money 
means, I realize that money has become an idol for me; that I am relying on shopping or possessions to give me 
what I should be looking for from Jesus and Jesus begins working on my heart and showing me that He is better 
and more satisfying than anything I can buy.  And as I trust Him to satisfy me and to guide me, I find He gives me 
the self-control to take control of my finances.  Following Christ is not simply learning the right thing to do; but 
trusting Him to give me the self-control to actually do it.  No matter what our current issue is, the solution is 
always Jesus; walking with Him, depending on Him, enjoying Him and obeying Him; as He gives me the ability to do 
what I otherwise would be unable to do.  That’s why the Bible says the righteous lives by faith.  We’re saved by 
faith in Christ and we live by faith in Christ. 
 
Back to Paul’s conversation with the Roman power couple; the third thing Paul discusses with Felix and Druscilla is 
the judgment to come.  What does the judgment to come have to do with faith in Christ?    Salvation is about our 
need for righteousness and our lack of self-control and is evidence that we lack that righteousness in ourselves.   
But Felix and Druscilla might say, “So what.  We’re happy living the way we live.  We’re at the top of the food 
chain.  Life is good.  Why mess with a good thing?”  Paul would reply, “There’s a test at the end of the class.  Your 
lack of righteousness might not be of concern to you now, but the day will come when it will be your chief concern.  
Every person who does not flee to Jesus for righteousness will be judged for the evil they have done and for the 
good they did not at the end of the age before the throne of God and each will be recompensed for his deeds.”  In 
1 Cor. 15, Paul says that if this life is all there is, eat, drink and be merry for tomorrow we die.  The gospel only 
makes sense if there is a final judgment; if eternity is at stake.   In John 5:24, Jesus puts it this way. “Truly, truly, I 
say to you, he who hears My word, and believes Him who sent Me, has eternal life, and does not come into 
judgment, but has passed out of death into life.”  The judgment to come makes the gospel relevant for everyone.  
The gospel is an escape, a get out of jail free card, a way to avoid the day when God rights all wrongs, punishes all 
sins, corrects all injustice and gives each person what they truly deserve.  The Bible says that God takes no pleasure 
in the death of the wicked and that is why He sent Jesus; to bear our punishment so that we would not have to.  
But if we don’t choose to accept His payment for us, our debts and crimes remain and we will be judged for those 
crimes at the end of the age.  If you are not a Christian, I urge you to think carefully.  If there is a final day of 
judgment when the scales of justice are finally balanced, evil is brought to account and the wicked are punished, 
what will you do on that day?  Are you confident that you will have nothing to fear – even though the Bible says 
there is no righteous person and that all are guilty?  Or will you wish that you had accepted the gift of eternal life 
when you had the chance?  The gospel is more than a happy life here and now.  It is a cure, an escape, and a 
solution; for all those who cease to rely on their own righteousness and flee to Christ for salvation. 
 
How does the judgment to come affect Christians as we apply the gospel?  If I am applying the gospel to my life, I 
will find my identity in what Christ has done rather than in my own accomplishments; I will trust Jesus to 
reproduce Himself through me; and I will live for the future rather than for the present.  If I believe the gospel, I 
know this life is only a briefest of moments to walk by faith; that we’re not home yet; and that eye has not seen 
and ear has not heard what God has prepared for those who love Him.  So I see the joys and trials and successes 
and failures of this life in the light of eternity; and that the evaluation of my life is not made on this side but when I 
stand before Jesus and He says, “Well done, good and faithful servant, enter into the joy of your master.”  And so I 
ask myself, “What will be most important to me on that day?” and concentrate on doing those things today: 
feeding the hungry, clothing the naked, visiting the sick, welcoming the stranger and sharing the gospel.  If I believe 
the gospel, my hope won’t be in this world; it will be in the one to come.  That is where the true rewards will be 
handed out; not here.  This life is only a dressing room for eternity; a chance to get ready, a test to see if we can be 
faithful in handling a few responsibilities so that Christ can give us greater responsibilities in His coming kingdom.   
 
We become Christians by believing the gospel and we grow as Christians by applying the gospel.  The gospel is 
about righteousness, self-control and the judgment to come, so ask yourself three questions.  1. Do I see myself 
primarily in terms of what Christ has done for me or in terms of what I’m doing?  2. Am I trusting Jesus to 
reproduce Himself in me or am I on my own plan for self-improvement?  3. Am I living for this life or for the next?  



How did Felix respond to the discussion of the gospel he had with Paul?  Look at vs. 25-27. “But as he was 
discussing righteousness, self-control and the judgment to come, Felix became frightened and said, "Go away for 
the present, and when I find time I will summon you."   Felix appears interested but then he gets scared and wants 
to talk about this later. “At the same time too, he was hoping that money would be given him by Paul; therefore he 
also used to send for him quite often and converse with him. But after two years had passed, Felix was succeeded 
by Porcius Festus, and wishing to do the Jews a favor, Felix left Paul imprisoned.”  Felix appears to be interested in 
the gospel and keeps talking to Paul about it for two more years; yet his motives are clearly more financial than 
spiritual.  When he is finally replaced as governor, even though he knows Paul is innocent, he keeps him in prison 
to curry favor with the Jews in an attempt to persuade them not to go to Caesar with some of their other 
complaints about his cruel and incompetent rule – which is a good reminder that just because people seem to be 
interested in talking with you about Jesus doesn’t mean they will become Christians.  And just because you are 
interested in coming to church and hearing about Jesus doesn’t make you a Christian.  Don’t get me wrong, I’m 
really glad you’re here.  But attending church doesn’t make you a Christian any more than Felix’s frequent 
conversations with Paul made him a follower of Jesus.   
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