Christian Response to Offence (Acts 22:22-30)
Sometimes many people in our society can be forgiven for thinking that Christians are just like any other religious people who seem to take offence easily. 
A few years ago, caricatures of the prophet Muhammad by a Danish cartoonist were printed in European newspapers. This outraged Muslims, leading to the sacking of editors, diplomatic sanctions & death threats. 
Last Christmas, a church in Auckland, New Zealand, put up a controversial billboard, showing a picture of Mary and Joseph in bed and carried the caption: "Poor Joseph. God was a hard act to follow". It was vandalised several times and, after a woman attacked it with a knife, the church removed it out of concern for public safety.

Many secularists would say, ‘That’s what religious people are, by and large: people who get aggressive if offended by that kind of things. People you have to tip-toe around.’

But is the right Christian response to get outraged and to protest? For example, if a new movie or a new book were to make a terrible mockery of Jesus: Should Christians organize a mass demonstration outside the cinemas? Should we call for the book to be banned or make death threats at the writer, or the bookshop owners? 
Surely it is right to be offended, if someone offends the Lord Jesus. But do we as Christians assert our rights in a harmful way? Should we resort to the same gestures that people use to get a public hearing these days?
How do we assert our rights, without damaging the cause of the gospel? 
I believe the Bible can shed some light on this issue. All this is a big issue; I can only scratch the surface here.
Before that, let’s look at the background to the passage. The apostle Paul was in Jerusalem, & his Jewish enemies were accusing him of teaching heresies, & of defiling the temple. They were stirring up the crowd against Paul, & the crowd was about to mob him. The Romans wanted to give him a flogging to get him to admit what he’s done to make the crowd so angry. 25 As they stretched him out to flog him, Paul said to the centurion standing there, "Is it legal for you to flog a Roman citizen who hasn't even been found guilty?"
Flogging was apparently quite common form of punishment back then, even as form of interrogation. The Lord Jesus was flogged. But Roman citizens had some privileges, which others didn’t have: they couldn’t be flogged before trial, as a method of interrogation. So as Paul was about to be flogged, he told the centurion that he was a Roman citizen.
Mind you, Paul is still prepared to suffer or even die, without complaint. We’ve seen that previously.

But in this case, the Roman law, the principle of Roman justice, delivers Paul from the flogging, which the Lord Jesus suffered. 
I think we can apply a few important things from here. I’ll only mention three.
First: Christians have nothing to fear from systems that are committed to the common good: a community that seeks together for a good life, in quality relationships with one another: a community that promotes values that God himself upholds: justice and peace, sexual restraint, honesty, generosity, the family, and mercy (to name some). In general, such society can support gospel work; I say ‘in general’, because that’s not always the case. More to that later. 

We trust in a sovereign God, the God of justice, freedom, law, order & peace. And Paul himself writes in Rom 13:1, Everyone must submit himself to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except that which God has established. The authorities that exist have been established by God. 
Interesting to keep in mind that Paul who penned this sentence, is the same guy who had to face various persecutions in the hands of rulers & authorities, both Jewish & Roman, for preaching the gospel. 
As a general rule, we should appeal to common good for our protection if we are attacked or persecuted in a way that clearly violates it. To Paul, a ruler “is God’s servant to do you good” (Rom. 13:4). 
Secondly, we must be prayerfully vigilant & involved to promote & preserve the common good in society.

Obviously, because humans are sinful, human rulers are not always favourable towards gospel work, & Paul knew this from first-hand experience. Many rulers are indifferent or even opposed to the values of God. In the history of Christianity, many human rulers have tried to obstruct, or stop the work of the gospel. 
For example, many secular human rights campaigners maintain that they are protecting religious freedom, while seeking to stop Christians being Christians in public; i.e. seeking to stop us from doing evangelism, or (with the anti-vilification laws) stop us from pointing out that other religions are wrong, or stop us from even simply quoting the Bible in public debates.
The secularists always attempt to suggest that matters of religion and belief belong only in the private sphere. They want to exclude religion from the public sphere. They try to undermine the right of Christians to seek to influence public opinion and political decision making with the gospel. The gospel is always personal, but it’s never private. Following Jesus is always a personal decision, but nobody should tell you to keep it to yourself. 
In those cases where human rulers stand in the way of gospel work, in Acts chapter 4 & 5, the apostles say that we need to obey God rather than human rulers. Because ultimately, we are citizens of heaven (Phil 3:20). Civil governments in this world are neither absolute nor final. At the end of the day we must obey Christ & not allow government in any way to take over the place of Jesus in their lives & ministries. 
If a ruler does not uphold the common good, then we should urge him to do so. Sometimes we may need to fight injustice against ourselves, like Paul did. We must pray for our government & participate wherever we can. Pray for church leaders, Christians in the parliament, & in other leadership positions.
And we must pray for Christians who live in countries, where they are being persecuted & harrassed & discriminated against, often by their own government. 

Thirdly: Christians must respond with gentleness & respect, in order to advance gospel causes, even if people are hostile towards the gospel. Paul did this. Jesus did, too. We shouldn’t assert our rights in a harmful way. We shouldn’t resort to death threats, or riots, or things like that, to gain a public hearing. We must be able to show that Christians are the last people in our society to be guilty of offences against the state, or against our fellow citizens, in so far as we have freedom to follow Jesus in our society. As far as our conscience permits, we are to work within our legal structures & frameworks, because the powers-that-be are ordained by God.

Notice that in our passage, Paul doesn’t argue from the Bible. He doesn’t expect the non-Christian Roman soldiers to live by Christian ideals in this case. What Paul does, though, is appeal to the law. "Is it legal for you [to do this]?" Paul knows how to assert his rights, without damaging the cause of the gospel. 
Recently atheists like Richard Dawkins or Christopher Hitchens have published several aggressive books, which cut right to the heart of evangelical Christian identity. No churches have sued these authors, nor sought compensation for their false & unjustified accusations; instead, many thoughtful Christians take the opportunity to reply & show how weak or misleading the atheists’ arguments are. It’s good so.

We value the right of free speech, as it gives us the ability to openly proclaim the gospel, which is offensive. If we want the ability to offend others, we need to be able to be offended in return, even though it's difficult.
1 Peter 3:14-16 But even if you should suffer for what is right, you are blessed. "Do not fear what they fear; do not be frightened." But in your hearts set apart Christ as Lord. Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect, keeping a clear conscience, so that those who speak maliciously against your good behaviour in Christ may be ashamed of their slander.
We always need to remember that the only thing that can soften people’s hearts is the gospel of the Risen Christ. Not the law, nor coercion, nor aggression nor violence. Paul had his rights. There’s nothing wrong with that. We will use all the rights we have, while we have them. But our first & greatest privilege is to follow Jesus in our lives. Because we know that Jesus rules, that our trust is in him. We know that he has purposes through sets of circumstances that can seem so negative & disappointing & discouraging to us. We know that Jesus can use any circumstances to open up doors for the gospel, & enable the reality of who he is & what he’s done to be revealed to people in ways that, if we did not suffer, & if we were not gospel-focused, they will never see & they will never hear. 
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