Sunday, November 2, 2014 – New Heights Christian Church, Kent, WA – Dr. Daniel Folden
Highlights in Acts: How God used Ananias and Barnabas in the midst of Saul’s conversion from persecutor to proclaimer of Christ

Acts 9:1–31

Acts 9:11-12 (NIV84) 11 The Lord told him, “Go to the house of Judas on Straight Street and ask for a man from Tarsus named Saul, for he is praying. 12 In a vision he has seen a man named Ananias come and place his hands on him to restore his sight.”

--------------
This morning we will plunge into Acts chapter 9 and focus on the conversion of Saul, the notorious persecutor of Christians, into Paul, the powerful proclaimer of Christ to the world.

But, before we investigate Saul’s conversion story, let’s do a quick review of the first 8 chapters of the book known as the Acts of the Apostles.

Acts 1 is the story of the ascension of Christ into heaven right after He builds anticipation within His disciples and instructs them how to prepare for the coming of the Holy Spirit.

Acts 2 is the story of the Holy Spirit coming upon Jesus’ disciples on the day of Pentecost, empowering them to share the Good News of Jesus Christ in the languages of people from a wide range of nations and turning this multitude of newly transformed believers into a united community around their common bond in Jesus.
Acts 3 is the story of God using the bold leadership of Peter and John to heal a crippled beggar and then to courageously call the onlookers to repent of their sins and thus discover God’s blessings of forgiveness.
Acts 4 tells the story of how the Holy Spirit instilled courage and power into Peter and John to boldly advance the gospel in the face of hostile opposition coming from forceful political and religious leaders, all the while strengthening the bond of the new believers to Christ and to each other.
Acts 5 tells how Ananias and Sapphira lost their lives by lying to the Holy Spirit, sending a shocking message throughout the Christian community that God is to be taken seriously, even while enjoying His riches and blessings. In this same chapter, we see the death threats mount against the apostles as they continue to teach and proclaim the gospel of Jesus Christ.
Acts 6 tells how the quickly growing church resolved a problem of neglected widows in the daily ministry by appointing godly and wise men to serve as deacons in this daily ministry, only to discover Stephen courageously and publically proclaiming the gospel in his new role as deacon.

Acts 7 records the testimony Stephen gave to the Sanhedrin that cost him his life. It also records the stoning of Stephen where we are first introduced to Saul as a leader of the brutal opposition to the gospel message of Jesus Christ (Acts 7:58).

Acts 8 tells how the stoning of Stephen accelerated the persecution of Christians in Jerusalem, forcing them to scatter throughout Judea and Samaria. Chapter 8 also tells the conversion stories of Simon the sorcerer and the Ethiopian eunuch in response to the ministries of Peter and John, and Philip, another one of the deacons selected in chapter 6 who left Jerusalem because of the persecution.
This sets the stage, then, to hear more about that man Saul whom we were introduced to at the stoning of Stephen in chapter 7.
The conversion story of Saul is terribly significant and it is important that we know it. Twice more in the book of Acts (Acts 21 & 26), Paul will review his conversion story, highlighting for us how significant it was for him that God so powerfully confronted him and turned him around. 

Just a heads up. This Saul is the same man we know as Paul. Luke, the writer of Acts, makes the transition in names for Saul to Paul in chapter 13, verse 9.

The question I’m posing of our text this morning has two parts to. 1. Why is it so important that followers of Christ know the conversion story of the Apostle Paul? And, 2. Why is the way Paul that was converted so significant to the larger ministry he would come to have?

Another way to phrase my question is again in two parts. 1. Why is the way Paul was converted important to him? And, 2. Why is the way Paul was converted important to us?

There is little doubt that Paul’s conversion fits in the unique category. In a way, all conversion stories are unique because we are all individuals and we all come to Christ in an individual way, giving us each a unique story. But, from the standpoint of commonality, the conversion of Saul, the Pharisee, to Paul, the Apostle, is very uncommon. For example, I don’t think it to be a common conversion when the convert’s eyes are blinded by a flash of a great light from heaven as God’s means of getting his attention. 

I’ve heard of many ways God gets a person’s attention so that he or she will start to listen to Him. In fact, I think it would be fun some time to hear of all the different ways God used to get the attention each one of us. Think about that for a moment. How did God get your attention so that you would listen to His good news for you? Do you remember how He got your attention?
Now, why do you suppose God took such an unusual measure to get Saul’s attention? Maybe as I read the story you will see some clues.
Acts 9:1-19 (NIV84) 1 Meanwhile, Saul was still breathing out murderous threats against the Lord’s disciples. He went to the high priest 2 and asked him for letters to the synagogues in Damascus, so that if he found any there who belonged to the Way, whether men or women, he might take them as prisoners to Jerusalem. 3 As he neared Damascus on his journey, suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him. 4 He fell to the ground and heard a voice say to him, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute Me?” 

How would you describe Saul? Pretty passionate, wouldn’t you say? 100% convinced. Single minded and determined. That’s Saul. Also, he understood himself to be a man under authority. He was not acting alone. He had received authorization to go after converts to the Way, followers of Christ. This had to bolster his confidence in the rightness of his pursuit. All the clues about Saul seem to lead to Saul thinking of himself as a very righteous man, even when he is persecuting the followers of Christ. And, though we may like to think otherwise, it is doubtful that Saul was riddled with guilt over the stoning of Stephen, to which he gave his hearty agreement. Saul was convinced he was doing the right thing.

So, how did Saul get to this point? How did Saul become this kind of man?
Well, we know that Saul had been born and raised in Tarsus as a privileged young man. Tarsus is located in present day southern Turkey about 10 miles from the Mediterranean Sea. He was probably about 5 years younger than Jesus.

In his youth he was exposed to the finest intellectual ideas of his day. Besides being a Jew, he was raised in Greek culture and was able to speak fluent Greek. Because of his birth into a prominent and wealthy family in Tarsus, he was able to claim Roman citizenship. Later he was trained in Judaism at the feet of Gamaliel, the master of rabbinic Judaism and himself a Pharisee. By all accounts, Saul had it all. 

Intellectually, he was tops. Professionally, he was up and coming. He had purpose and ambition. He had direction and success. He had become a member of the Pharisees, a zealous group of Jews that focused rigorously on Jewish Law and who were strict adherers to the Law. Under Gamaliel’s tutelage, Paul excelled in his learning. He was the best and the brightest, rising higher than any student in his age bracket. He was leadership material. From the standpoint of Judaism, Saul’s future was bright.

Saul believed, along with the other members of the Sanhedrin that these people of the Way would eventually return to their roots now that their leader, Jesus, was dead. But, to their dreaded surprise, their numbers skyrocketed and their enthusiasm increased. These early Christians threatened everything that Saul held dear. He could come to no other conclusion than that these followers of the Way were dangerous, they were guilty of heresy and there was no other option but to crush the Christians. 

In his testimony to King Agrippa in Acts 26:9-11 (NIV84), Paul says:

9 “I too was convinced that I ought to do all that was possible to oppose the name of Jesus of Nazareth. 10 And that is just what I did in Jerusalem. On the authority of the chief priests I put many of the saints in prison, and when they were put to death, I cast my vote against them. 11 Many a time I went from one synagogue to another to have them punished, and I tried to force them to blaspheme. In my obsession against them, I even went to foreign cities to persecute them. 

Did you notice in verse 11 his own analysis of his passion? He says, “In my obsession against them,” indicating that the act of persecuting Christians had consumed him; it had become his very life. Nothing else mattered to him or was more important. 

Saul became the Sanhedrin’s pit-bull. It was his job to ferret out the believer’s in Christ. He terrorized and persecuted them and was convinced in doing so that he was doing God’s will.

He’s the kind of person that no one expects to be converted. His opposition is too deep. He is amazingly articulate. And, he has taken such a public stand in his opposition that it would be utterly humiliating to change his mind and turn around to support what he had been fighting for so long.

But what if Jesus showed up in person and confronted Saul? We don’t have to imagine it.

3 As he neared Damascus on his journey, suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him. 4 He fell to the ground and heard a voice say to him, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute Me?” 

Now which part of this interruption was most startling to Saul? … the flash of a heavenly light? … falling to the ground? … hearing a voice speak his name and asking him a question?
Saul, the passionate Pharisee and persecutor of Christ is confronted directly, abruptly and decisively by Jesus. “I’ve got a question for you, Saul. And I’m going to have you think about it for a few days. I expect you to be ready with your answer in three days.”

“Saul, Saul, why do you persecute Me?” 

5 “Who are You, (Sir) Lord?” Saul asked. 

“I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting,” He replied. 6 “Now get up and go into the city, and you will be told what you must do.” 

Ultimate Authority is speaking to Saul. He’s not asking for his opinion. He’s giving Saul commands. This Authority trumps all other authorities. And in the process, Saul is getting converted. At some point between now and the next three days, Saul gets wonderfully saved. He gets turned around 180 degrees. He becomes a new man. His change is nearly as sudden as the flash of light from heaven. You would have to wonder if the papers Saul had with him, signed by the chief priest, that authorized him to capture renegade Jews who were following Christ – you would have to wonder if those papers had been fried, burned by the bright flash of light – like a lightning bolt turning them into instant ashes.

Saul had been totally convinced he was doing the right thing. He thought he was serving God. He thought he was pleasing God. Until Christ stepped onto his path and said, “Saul, you will go no further in the wrong direction. I have new orders waiting for you. But, I want you to be totally convinced that My meeting with you is not a bad dream. You are not hallucinating. Your new life begins in three days. Welcome to Christ’s team.”

For Saul, it must have been stunning to realize that what he had given his life to, what he had been passionately pursuing, was empty, was futile, was good-for-nothing, and was actually despicable and hurtful to the cause of Christ.

In this humbling, state of shock, Saul was led by the hand into Damascus where he would spend three days in prayer and fasting.

7 The men traveling with Saul stood there speechless; they heard the sound but did not see anyone. 8 Saul got up from the ground, but when he opened his eyes he could see nothing. So they led him by the hand into Damascus. 9 For three days he was blind, and did not eat or drink anything. 

In the next verses we are going to be introduced to two players who will help us answer our initial question: Why is the way Paul that was converted so significant?

Why did God feel it necessary to involve Judas, whose house was on Straight Street and Ananias, a believer living in Damascus? In other words, what is the significance of God making Judas and Ananias vital participants in the conversion story of Saul? Getting the answer to that question will help us greatly to understand why Saul’s conversion is so significant.

10 In Damascus there was a disciple named Ananias. The Lord called to him in a vision, “Ananias!” 

“Yes, Lord,” he answered. 

11 The Lord told him, “Go to the house of Judas on Straight Street and ask for a man from Tarsus named Saul, for he is praying. 12 In a vision he has seen a man named Ananias come and place his hands on him to restore his sight.” 

13 “Lord,” Ananias answered, “I have heard many reports about this man and all the harm he has done to Your saints in Jerusalem. 14 And he has come here with authority from the chief priests to arrest all who call on Your name.” 

15 But the Lord said to Ananias, “Go! This man is My chosen instrument to carry My name before the Gentiles and their kings and before the people of Israel. 16 I will show him how much he must suffer for My name.” 

Notice, the Lord gave Ananias information that only Saul would know. The Lord had already shown Saul that a man named Ananias would come and lay his hands on him to restore his sight. So, as a sign to Saul that what had happened just outside of Damascus was the real deal, God gives secret information to Ananias with specific instructions that when carried out will remove any doubt in Saul’s mind that Christ was indeed changing his course and converting him.

Furthermore, the Lord gave to Ananias another secret that only Saul would know. It was the new assignment in outline form that God was giving to Saul. He was going to carry the name of Jesus Christ to the Gentiles and their kings and to the people of Israel. For someone else to know this information could only confirm that this was God at work.
When Paul tells King Agrippa how he was converted, we get this additional information about his conversion. Acts 26:15–18 (NIV84) 15 … “ ‘I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting,’ the Lord replied. 16 ‘Now get up and stand on your feet. I have appeared to you to appoint you as a servant and as a witness of what you have seen of Me and what I will show you. 17 I will rescue you from your own people and from the Gentiles. I am sending you to them 18 to open their eyes and turn them from darkness to light, and from the power of Satan to God, so that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in Me.’ ”
Acts 9:17–19 (NIV84) 17 Then Ananias went to the house and entered it. Placing his hands on Saul, he said, “Brother Saul, the Lord—Jesus, who appeared to you on the road as you were coming here—has sent me so that you may see again and be filled with the Holy Spirit.” 18 Immediately, something like scales fell from Saul’s eyes, and he could see again. He got up and was baptized, 19 and after taking some food, he regained his strength. 

Saul spent several days with the disciples in Damascus. 

At the conclusion of three days of prayer and fasting, God sent Ananias to Saul. I believe it is a very plausible speculation that Ananias was one of Saul’s prime candidates for arrest. So, for God to use him to convey the message of salvation to Saul was an incredible act of grace and love.

The voice that spoke to Saul from heaven did not ask Saul for permission to interrupt his life and turn it around. Rather, the Lord straightforwardly tells Saul exactly what he is to do. The whole scene taken together can leave no doubt that Jesus is totally in charge of Saul’s life – and Judas’ and Ananias’ lives, as well. Jesus has interrupted and entered Saul’s life and He commands Saul into His service. The Lord leaves no question but that he will succeed in his new assignment. 
But, that such an assignment requires that he be truly converted. Thus, Ananias lays his hands on Saul and the Holy Spirit fills Saul and the scales fall off his eyes. And immediately Saul is baptized.

When Saul, or, should we call him Paul? – when Paul wrote his first letter to Timothy, he refers to the way in which he was converted. 

1 Timothy 1:1 (NIV84) 1 Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the command of God our Savior and of Christ Jesus our hope, 

There is no doubt in Paul’s mind that he is a follower of Christ because Jesus commanded him to be. At his conversion, he understood clearly that when Jesus stepped in and stopped him in his tracks, that Jesus had every right to do it. And the way in which Jesus came to Saul removed any doubt that it was Jesus speaking and acting. 

Furthermore, Paul knew he was being shown an abundance of mercy, for Jesus could just as easily have said, “Look Saul, I’ve had enough of your non-sense. I’m calling a halt to your destructive behavior. I’m taking you out of commission. In fact, (this is what Jesus could have justifiably done), I’m putting an end to your life this very day.”
Instead, the Lord Jesus showed mercy and patience to Saul. He tells about it in 1 Timothy 1:15-16 (NIV84) 15 Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners—of whom I am the worst. 16 But for that very reason I was shown mercy so that in me, the worst of sinners, Christ Jesus might display His unlimited patience as an example for those who would believe on Him and receive eternal life. 

And, did you catch why our Lord showed such mercy and patience to Saul? So that we would have an example of the extent of Christ’s love for us and bring us to our knees in similar surrender to the Him who is truly God.

Now, once again, the question in two parts:

1. Why is the way Paul was converted important to him?

2. Why is the way Paul was converted important to us? 

1. When I speak of the way, I’m thinking specifically of Christ’s use of special effects and special people. For the ministry to which Jesus was calling Saul, it was vital that all doubt was removed. Saul needed authentication of his calling, and the way in which Jesus orchestrated his conversion provided that corroboration.

Twice we read of Paul telling his testimony of conversion when he is on trial. And, several times throughout his letters he mentions how amazing is God’s grace that saved a wretch like he was. His testimony was a critical part of his argument for why he should be believed. He often went back to the day God whacked him upside the head, got his attention and turned his life around.

The way Paul was converted was very important to him.

2. But the way in which Paul was converted is vitally important to us as well. We need confidence that Paul is authorized to speak so commandingly. How is it he can write 12, maybe 13, of the New Testament books, (if we include Hebrews), and expect us over 1900 years later to read them as the Word of God? Is he a credible spokesman for God? 

I strongly suggest that the uniqueness of his conversion with the attesting witness of Ananias and Judas of Damascus provides us with hugely valuable substantiation that Paul is a credible spokesman for God. Without such validation we should be terribly suspicious of someone making the claims he makes.

Listen to Paul in his letter to the Galatians.

Galatians 1:15-17 (NIV84) 15 But when God, who set me apart from birth and called me by His grace, was pleased 16 to reveal His Son in me so that I might preach Him among the Gentiles, I did not consult any man, 17 nor did I go up to Jerusalem to see those who were apostles before I was, but I went immediately into Arabia and later returned to Damascus. 

That sounds so independent; so out from under authority. So suspect. Where is the validation to the claim that Paul really had this direct revelation from God? How do we know that Paul wasn’t just preaching another gospel?

The amazing verification is that without the assistance of another apostle, Paul was preaching the same gospel the other apostles were preaching – and that without collaboration.

Paul’s message was soon verified and validated by the apostles, but only after Paul received his message and teaching directly from the Lord. Barnabas accompanied Paul to the apostles.

Acts 9:26-28 (NIV84) 26 When he came to Jerusalem, he tried to join the disciples, but they were all afraid of him, not believing that he really was a disciple. 27 But Barnabas took him and brought him to the apostles. He told them how Saul on his journey had seen the Lord and that the Lord had spoken to him, and how in Damascus he had preached fearlessly in the name of Jesus. 28 So Saul stayed with them and moved about freely in Jerusalem, speaking boldly in the name of the Lord. 

The whole issue is about authority. Since God had selected Paul to play such a critical and huge role in laying down the foundations for our theological understanding, it was important that the way in which Paul was converted and the way in which he received his revelations were tested and verified by the agreement of the content. 

God wants each of us to live in surrender to Jesus Christ. First, we need to make certain we have each personally surrendered to His call to salvation. We need to be converted. We need to die to our sinful and selfish lives and be born anew to a new life that is in Christ.

But, we also need to be certain that we are living in continual surrender to our Lord Jesus Christ, ready to obey Him when He gives us an assignment – an assignment that may take us out of our comfort zone, but bring about the salvation of another human life.

I urge you today – surrender to the leadership and authority of Jesus Christ. Amen.

PAGE  
1

