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CHRIST BUILDING HIS CHURCH (1)
(Acts 9:1-19)

TEXT:  
SUBJECT:. Personal Evangelism.
F.C.F:  How can I witness with confidence?
PROPOSITION:  Since God has appointed us to gather the elect, we must 
share the Gospel with others.
INTRODUCTION:


A.  What year is this? You say, “It’s 2008.”  But what do you mean when you say that it is the year 2008? That number only has meaning depending on when you started counting.  If you were to say that time became important when you were born, then you would say that this is year (whatever your age is at the moment).  For most of the women in the church this would be year 29, as it has been for the past several years.  Or if you were to choose the birth of our nation as the most important turning point in history, July 4, 1776, then today’s date would be August 10, 227.  If you were to say that the greatest turning point was the creation of the world, then you would have a real problem, because nobody would know what year it is.  


But we don’t do that.  The whole world agrees that this is 2008, because, like it or not, the greatest turning point in the history of the world was the coming of Christ, his birth, which has been calculated (mistakenly, I think) as occurring 2008 years ago.  His coming changed everything, politically, economically, sociologically, psychologically, historically, and especially religiously.  


B.  I want to argue that the second-greatest turning point in the history of the world took place in the Scripture text we just read from Acts 9.  Did you sense the ground tremble just a bit?  Did you feel the change of the direction of the wind, or the swelling of the unexpected tide?  Like the birth of Christ, which was rather quiet comparatively, in an obscure, backwoods, nearly-forgotten place of the world, the event in Acts 9 seemed rather small.  It involved the change for the better in the course of the life of one man.  But this change affected the whole world in time.  It has deeply, radically, eternally impacted my life, and it still does today.     


C.  There is much in this text, too much to swallow and digest in one Sunday, so we will return here next time.  But since we began the subject of personal evangelism last time with Philip’s witness to the Ethiopian eunuch, we will look at this story from that perspective first.  
I. WE SEE GOD’S GREAT POWER IN SALVATION.


Let me read again verses 1-9:  “But Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord, went to the high priest 2  and asked him for letters to the synagogues at Damascus, so that if he found any belonging to the Way, men or women, he might bring them bound to Jerusalem. 3  Now as he went on his way, he approached Damascus, and suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him. 4  And falling to the ground he heard a voice saying to him, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?” 5  And he said, “Who are you, Lord?” And he said, “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting. 6  But rise and enter the city, and you will be told what you are to do.” 7  The men who were traveling with him stood speechless, hearing the voice but seeing no one. 8  Saul rose from the ground, and although his eyes were opened, he saw nothing. So they led him by the hand and brought him into Damascus. 9  And for three days he was without sight, and neither ate nor drank.”  (There it was again!  Did you feel that deep underground tremor?)

A.  About a hundred years ago, it became fashionable for some Bible scholars to attempt to psychoanalyze Saul (later called Paul).  It would be too ordinary and commonplace simply to take Luke at his word here, even though Luke was a close companion and confidant to Paul.  According to these scholars, Saul couldn’t have just been on his way to Damascus to destroy the church because he hated the way of Jesus.  The assumed that he had a deep-seated internal struggle going on.  On the one hand, he really wanted to believe the message about Jesus.  But on the other hand, it conflicted with his strictly Jewish upbringing.  So in this inner conflict, part of him (the bad Saul) rose up to persecute the upstart church (and silence his own growing faith in Jesus).  And then, just as he had almost reached Damascus and the fireworks were about to begin, Saul suffered a nervous breakdown, and the good Saul overcame the bad Saul.  The blinding light and the voices were all in his head.  Of course, this doesn’t explain how Ananias knew of Saul’s nervous disorder, but nevermind, the verdict has been delivered:  Saul was a basket case.   

If you don’t believe in miracles, as most of these so-called Bible scholars did not, then you must always look for a natural explanation for a supernatural event, and this is what they did.  And this view rose in popularity in a time when the psychological approach was being embraced and applied to everything.

But this view makes sense only if it is forced upon the story, against the facts, and by dismissing many of the plain statements recorded by Luke, undoubtedly from Paul’s own lips.  And it does not fit Paul’s own testimony in his letters.  There he says that he had felt no conflict.  In Philippians 3, Paul reports that he was, up until meeting Christ, a fairly self-satisfied and even smugly self-confident Jew, “a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; 6  as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness, under the law blameless. 7  But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ. 8  Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things and count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ….”

B.  In other words, he was on his way to Damascus because he considered his Jewish faith to be the true way, and this Way of Jesus to be a false and dangerous deception.  He was utterly convinced that he was doing the Lord’s own work in seeking to stamp out this faith in Jesus.  He had no qualms, no doubts or fears, and was certain that the pleasure of God rode with him as he steadily made his way to arrest and incarcerate the followers of the way.  


C.  And then he got arrested instead.  Saul’s Jewish upbringing would have taught him that a voice from heaven could be none other than the very voice of God himself.  So when he was blinded from the light from heaven, and heard the voice addressing him, he would have no choice but to believe that it was the very voice of God almighty speaking to him.  And Saul was in for the greatest shock of his life.  “4  And falling to the ground he heard a voice saying to him, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?”

The voice addressed him with the unmistakable double address, the solemn voice of God speaking directly to him.  And yet what could the message mean, a question, “Why are you persecuting me?”  Saul ventured an answer, a question of his own:  “5  And he said, “Who are you, Lord?”  Not a very good question, was it?  He already knew who it must be, the Lord God, but caught on the spot like this, he still had to ask.  And he was completely unprepared for the answer:  “And he said, “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting. 6  But rise and enter the city, and you will be told what you are to do.”  


Nothing could ever be the same again, not for Saul/Paul, and not for the whole world either.  Saul heard the voice of God from heaven, and it was the voice of Jesus, whom he had been persecuting.  Saul was blinded for three days and neither ate nor drank anything.  I don’t think that he decided to fast at that moment.  I honestly believe that he was so sick with shock that he just forgot to eat or drink.  


D.  I want you to see in this the almighty power of God in salvation.  Saul was on a mission to destroy the church in Damascus, and when he got there he WAS the church in Damascus.  This is encouraging to all of us, but especially encouraging to some of us.  Some of us have people close to us, people we dearly love, for whom we grieve and mourn and weep.  They may not be bent on destroying the church, but they are just as lost as Saul was.  


Like Saul, they may care nothing at all for Jesus Christ, convinced he is unreal and irrelevant.  Like Saul, they may also be convinced that they are doing just fine, assuming that all is well between heaven and earth for them.  And like Saul, they have God’s price on their heads and are facing his eternal judgment and wrath.  And like Saul, nobody can tell them otherwise.  


You have prayed for them. You have talked to them.  Perhaps they have gone to church and heard the Gospel, and you were hopeful, and…nothing.  It’s like their soul is made of diamond, untouchable, unscratchable, indelible.  You may have already abandoned hope.  You cannot foresee any possible circumstance under which they might soften toward Christ.  Every warning in Scripture, every threat of judgment, every report of God’s terrible wrath bounces off them as though it were a ball of cotton, but it strikes terror in your heart for them, and you grieve for what is coming, for them, for ever. 

And we must be greatly encouraged by this report of Saul’s stunning turning point.  I want you to know that God did not destroy Saul’s will.  He did not force him unwillingly, begrudgingly to submit to the Jesus he once hated.  Rather, God cured him and healed him.  God softened his heart, renewed his mind, tore the scales off of his blinded eyes so that he could see the glory and grace of Christ.  Paul does not say that he was tricked or overpowered, but that he was made willing, like the prodigal son, he came to his senses and could now see “the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.”

His life was changed, and the world was changed.  And the same God still changes lives today.  If you are a believer, the same work of grace has been wrought in you:  do you not know it? You were darkened in sin, an enemy of God, unconcerned, and you heard his voice.  He still speaks.  As I said last time, I do not expect God to speak in this way in our age.  This was reserved for the time of the Apostles.  But that doesn’t mean that God is not at work in our world.  Everyone who comes to Christ has been born again, made new by the almighty power of God.  Take heart, the power that raised Jesus from the dead is raising sinners to life today.  Take heart!


And take heed….

II. WE ALSO SEE GOD’S PURPOSE IN USING WEAK PEOPLE TO SHARE THE GOSPEL.


The other character in this drama was a reluctant disciple named Ananias.  “10 Now there was a disciple at Damascus named Ananias. The Lord said to him in a vision, “Ananias.” And he said, “Here I am, Lord.” 11  And the Lord said to him, “Rise and go to the street called Straight, and at the house of Judas look for a man of Tarsus named Saul, for behold, he is praying, 12  and he has seen in a vision a man named Ananias come in and lay his hands on him so that he might regain his sight.” 13  But Ananias answered, “Lord, I have heard from many about this man, how much evil he has done to your saints at Jerusalem. 14  And here he has authority from the chief priests to bind all who call on your name.” 15  But the Lord said to him, “Go, for he is a chosen instrument of mine to carry my name before the Gentiles and kings and the children of Israel. 16  For I will show him how much he must suffer for the sake of my name.” 17  So Ananias departed and entered the house. And laying his hands on him he said, “Brother Saul, the Lord Jesus who appeared to you on the road by which you came has sent me so that you may regain your sight and be filled with the Holy Spirit.” 18  And immediately something like scales fell from his eyes, and he regained his sight. Then he rose and was baptized; 19  and taking food, he was strengthened.  For some days he was with the disciples at Damascus.”

A. Ananias was an average, fearful, obedient witness for Christ.  When the Lord spoke to him in a vision, he had understandable reservations.  Saul was, in fact, a bounty hunter with a blanket warrant to arrest the followers of Jesus.  Ananias may have assumed that his name was on Saul’s list.  You don’t pay a social call on the sheriff when he has your wanted poster tacked on his door.  

B.  Yet God has already declared that he is not going to save anyone without a human witness sharing the Gospel.  There is not one instance in the New Testament where God saved anyone without using a human agent to teach him the Gospel first, not one.  God got Saul’s attention, but he sent Ananias to preach the Gospel.  If we share the Gospel with unbelievers, not all will be saved.  But if we do not share the Gospel with unbelievers, not one will be saved, not one, not one, not one.  It’s not that God CAN not save sinners without us as his witnesses, only that he has said that he WILL not. And what that means is that just as God arranged this appointment for Ananias to meet with Saul, so God is arranging appointments for us today, and we must be faithful.  We need not be perfect.  Ananias was far from perfect.  But we must be willing and obedient, and we must know something about the Gospel.  


You probably had some of these appointments this past week.  I wonder if you kept them. I wonder if you’ll be ready this week.

CONCLUSION


Jesus is building his church.  In one move, he not only silences his chief persecutor, but also turns him into his chief promoter.  In one move!  And the world would never be the same again. I wonder what the Lord wanting to do through us.  I wonder.  
(
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