Pre:

As we are walking with the Apostles through the book of Acts, we are seeing many incredible things. Miracles abound. There are more people signing up to come along on this wild adventure than you can even imagine.  There is a sense of family and support. Generosity is rampant among these followers of Jesus. Yet there is also pain. The Jewish authorities are offended by this uprising, which to them seems dangerous and disruptive. So, when a stern warning doesn’t keep these people quiet, they go the next step, to imprisonment, and even (as we saw last week) to execution. The stoning of Stephen is a watershed moment for the church. Those who were happily communing with each other and sharing their faith gladly, are now running for their lives. With the exception of the Apostles, who remain in Jerusalem, the church at large has scattered away from Jerusalem into Samaria and Judea. Ironically, it is persecution that leads them to begin to fulfill Jesus’ command to go beyond Jerusalem and Judea into Samaria and all the world, sharing the Gospel message. And now the story begins to broaden out. The persecution continues, but so does the growth of the church, and as you continue to read the story you begin to see not just Jewish Christians, but also Samaritan Christians, and eventually Gentile Christians as well, and this will change the face of the church.

And the key to that change is in our story for today. The conversion of a young man named Saul will rock both the church and the world. 


Before I read the story, I want to alert you to a couple of clues that Luke has dropped into the story. A couple of chapters back the Apostles were arrested and the Council was trying to decide what to do with them. A member of the Council, a Pharisee named Gamaliel urged caution. He said, “if this. . .undertaking is of human origin, it will fail; but if it is of God, you will not be able to overthrow them—in that case you may even be found fighting against God!” (5:38-39)  Hold that thought! Gamaliel was a rabbi, and one of his students was Saul, the young man who held the coats of those who stoned Stephen, and who himself went on a murderous rampage against the troublesome group of people who were followers of the Way. 
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Acts 9:1-19


In 1995 the TV show The Outer Limits aired an episode called “The Conversion.” The opening narration went like this: “For every human act there is a moment of decision; a single thought, a breath, a heartbeat. . .after which all possible outcomes narrow to one.”  

In this episode, Henry Marshall has just been released from prison where he served time for real estate fraud. He is bitter and angry, and contemplating murder. He goes to a bar where he pulls a gun, kills several people and is wounded himself. Later he meets a man in a diner who seems to know everything about him, both past and future. This man tells Henry that the incident in the bar wasn’t real, and that he was sent to help Henry become a different person. Through a long series of conversations, Henry eventually is convinced, and by the end of the story the two men have swapped bodies. Henry has a new life, and the stranger continues his unusual work but in Henry’s body. 

The story closes with these words: “A second chance. But redemption follows not a change of body, but a change of heart.” 


And that’s what today’s message is about. A change of heart.  In theological terms, conversion. Saul, the enemy of the church, becomes the great Apostle, Paul. 


I believe that Saul’s story is the second most important story in the New Testament. The story of Jesus is first, of course! But think about how profoundly Saul’s story confirms the truth about Jesus. After 30+ years I still remember one of my seminary professors telling my class that the conversion of Saul proves that the Resurrection of Jesus is true. He said that the conversion of this man was so unlikely, given his history and his beliefs, and his conversion so obviously genuine, that what he believed about Jesus had to be true, too! Saul was not predisposed to believe that Jesus was the messiah, nor was he predisposed to believe in the Resurrection. But when he met the Risen Jesus on his way to Damascus, he changed his mind. And he changed his life. 

Indeed, the strongest evidence for the truth of the Gospel is the testimony of someone whose life has been changed by it.  There’s a story about something that happened a long time ago that involved a pastor, Rev. HP Hughes and an atheist Charles Bradlaugh. Bradlaugh challenged Rev. Hughes to a debate. This preacher, who happened to be the head of a rescue mission in London, accepted the challenge, with the proviso that he would bring with him 100 men and women who would tell the story of what had happened in their lives since they had become Christians. He said that these people would also be open to cross-examination by anyone who didn’t believe their story. He invited Bradlaugh to do the same: to bring a group of non-believers who could tell how they were helped by their lack of faith! When the appointed day came, the preacher had his 100 people with him. Bradlaugh didn’t show. 


I don’t often use the word “conversion.” Yet we talk about it quite often.  The great image in the meaning of conversion is simply turning. Turning away from one destination, and turning toward another. And the turning is made possible by the power and presence of God. 
If you are a member of this church, you made a vow when you joined. To turn from evil and turn to Jesus Christ. 


Saul was converted on the Road to Damascus. But I want you to know how it really was for this young man. This was no atheist, no scam artist, no God-hater. He was raised in the synagogue and taught by the best of the best religious teachers, including Gamaliel. He knew his Bible inside and out. He wanted to serve God. And that’s what he thought he was doing, by rounding up the troublemakers and sending them off to prison and to death. His zeal was a righteous zeal and it was based on what he had been taught about God and about God’s people. He had loved God since he was a little boy. He was going in the right direction. Toward God and God’s kingdom. So he thought!

But it turns out that his compass was out of whack. His desire to serve God was a good thing, but he needed to discover true north. 

Do you know the saying, “behind every action is an intention and behind every intention is a belief.” Saul was doing some violent, and we would say, bad things. But you couldn’t just tell him to stop doing them. The intention behind his actions was to stamp out a rebellious and evil group of people, and in so doing, to defend God’s honor and the honor of the people of God. Behind that intention was the strong belief that what he was doing was endorsed by God. For him to change his behavior, he had to change his belief. And in order to change his belief, he needed to meet Jesus.  


When he met Jesus on the Damascus Road, everything came into focus, quite suddenly and quite dramatically. Quite literally he saw the truth in the face of Jesus. Bible commentator NT Wright says that meeting Jesus “confirmed everything Saul had been taught; it overturned everything he had been taught.”  He suddenly understood that God “had done what he always said he would, but done it in a shocking, scandalous, horrifying way. The God who had always promised to come and rescue his people had done so in person. In the person of Jesus.” (NT Wright, Acts for Everyone, vol. 1, 140-141).

Well, this changes everything. 


When Saul met Jesus face to face, he had to change his beliefs. And the change of belief changed his  life.  

So the story of Saul shows us rather clearly that it’s not just the pagans and the atheists who need to be converted. Very often the people who need converting in the worst way are the very people who are sure that they are being faithful and true. And why is that? Because they have stopped looking for new information. They already have it all! But they forget that God is leading us somewhere. There is a plan in place. And that suggests movement and growth. New ideas, new insights, conversions. For people like Saul, and for people like you and me. 
Conversion doesn’t always come easily.  CS Lewis, for instance, was raised in a Christian home, but adopted atheism as a young man. He described himself as being “dragged kicking and screaming into the kingdom of God.” He writes, "You must picture me alone in that room at Magdalen, night after night, feeling, whenever my mind lifted even for a second from my work, the steady, unrelenting approach of Him whom I so earnestly desired not to meet. That which I greatly feared had at last come upon me. “ (Surprised By Joy, ch. 14, p. 266). This is the man who became the author of the beloved Narnia series and many more books of Christian fiction and non-fiction. 


Do you know the story of John Wesley?  John Wesley was a pastor who lived about 300 years ago. He was an Oxford scholar. He prayed and read his Bible daily. He had led many open-air evangelism meetings. Yet he was unsatisfied, restless. One evening he reluctantly attended a meeting in Aldersgate. Someone read from Luther’s Preface to the Epistle to Romans. About 8:45 p.m. “while he was describing the change which God works in the heart through faith in Christ, I felt my heart strangely warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone for salvation; and an assurance was given me that He had taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death.” (excerpt from http://www.umcworship.org).   

All along in this series I have been saying that the same Holy Spirit who empowered the Apostles is with us today. I will say that again. The same Spirit of God who inspired them, is here with us. So here is another truth. Most of the people in this room still need to be converted at some level. I don’t mean to say that you’re not Christians or that you’re not good people. But where is your life headed, really? What motivates you? What guides you? What beliefs drive your behavior? Are you open to new information? To the real work of God in your life?  

God wants to be known. God wants to lead you.  But like Saul you may need to turn around.  
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