Saul’s Conversion
Reading: Acts 9:1-22
As we come to the start of a new year, we have an opportunity to look back on our lives and reflect on our lives – for good or bad. We also have an opportunity to look forward to the future – we dream dreams, we make plans, we seek changes.
The Christian faith is all about change. This is not the change that comes through our own self-effort – which too often inadequate. Rather, it is change wrought through an encounter with God and inspired and enabled by the Holy Spirit.
Tonight I want to look at two people and what an encounter with God does in their lives.
The first is Saul of Tarsus who became the great apostle Paul. We read of his exploits in the Acts of the Apostles. Here is someone who is a worthy role-model for us as God’s people.
Saul was what “the worst of sinners”

He was a persecutor of the church. By his own admission, he was the “worst of sinners”. In 1 Timothy 1:15-16, we read these words,
15Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners—of whom I am the worst. 16But 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.

He was a religious extremist in the worst sense of the word. We first encounter him in the account of Stephen’s martyrdom (Acts 7). We are told that he approved of that great man’s death. And then he initiated a campaign of persecution against Christians. In fact, he was on the way to Damascus to arrest Christians when he himself was arrested by Christ. 
Some of us will remember the book “Forgive me Natasha” by Sergei Kourdakov. It is the story of a brutal young Russian KGB agent who persecuted Christians. He was eventually saved through the witness of those he persecuted and through reading the Scriptures. Before his untimely death, he wrote “I must show people, especially young people, that there is a God, and he can change even the worst life, as he has mine.”
Another person who found the grace of God was John Newton who later composed the hymn Amazing Grace. A slave-trader, who made capital out of human misery, he eventually became a Christian and wrote the words,
Amazing grace –  how sweet the sound –

that saved a wretch like me!
I once was lost, but now am found,
was blind, but now I see. 

There is no-one too bad for the grace of God to be unable to reach.
His conversion was unexpected

This man had no intention of becoming a Christian – that day or ever. But God took the initiative. He’s done that with many of us here tonight.
We have other examples of sudden conversion in the Scriptures – Zacchaeus and the Philippian jailer, for example.
Calvin the great French Reformer experienced a sudden conversion. He wrote,
"God by a sudden conversion subdued and brought my mind to a teachable frame which was more hardened than might have been expected from one at my early period of life."

What happened was a miracle. That’s what conversion is.

An AOG pastor I knew in Cambridge told of his being led by an unseen hand into a church meeting as he was walking past the church building.

Some people come to Christ more slowly, but when God is on your case you may encounter Him at any time. In fact, Christ can transform your life tonight.
It involved a personal encounter with Jesus

Becoming a Christian involves a personal encounter with the risen Lord Jesus Christ. This is what Saul experienced on the Damascus Road. 
Paul, certainly, had a more dramatic conversion than many. The fact remains, however, is that we cannot become a Christian without encountering Christ as Saviour and Lord.

The rest of his life was a testimony to continuing fellowship with Jesus. We are called into relationship with Christ – we cannot be a Christian without it.
To [the saints] God has chosen to make known among the Gentiles the glorious riches of this mystery, which is Christ in you, the hope of glory.
Colossians 1:27

This is personal.

Sundar Singh’s was born in 1889 into a wealthy Sikh family in the state of Punjab  northwest  India.
“I found nothing in Hindu philosophy.  Only in Jesus Christ whom I used to hate, I found peace.  I was spiritually blind, but in Him I found what I had been seeking for a long time.  … On the third day, I saw the power of the Living Christ.  … I was going to commit suicide, because I had no peace in my heart. …  I prayed … “If there be a God you must show me the way of salvation or I will commit suicide.”  From 3:00 to 4:30 early in the morning I was praying.  About 5:00 I was going to commit suicide by placing my head on the railway line, so I had only half an hour more.  Then something happened which I never expected; the room was filled with a wonderful light I saw a glorious figure standing in the room.  I thought it was Buddha, Krishna or some other saint whom I used to worship and was quite prepared to worship him, but I was surprised to hear these words; “How long are you going to persecute me?  I died for thee.  For thee I gave my life”.  I could not understand, could not speak a single word.  And then I saw the scars of the Living Christ, whom I thought of as a great man who used to live in Palestine and was now dead; but I found he was living, the Living Christ, not dead and gone.  I was now prepared to worship Him.  I saw his loving face.  Though I had burnt the Bible the day before yesterday, he was not angry.  I was changed!  There I knew the Living Christ, the saviuor of the world, and my heart was full of joy and peace, which I cannot express. ”

For many of us, our conversions are not as dramatic. But they are just as real. We become new creatures in Christ. Paul (Saul) could write in 2 Corinthians 5:17,
Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!

Saul learned weakness
One of the greatest barriers to our becoming Christians is pride. We are arrogant and self-dependant. Here everything is stripped away from Paul – his sight, his self-assurance. The part he played in the death of Stephen no doubt came back to him.
The light and voice got Saul’s attention. Now the blindness stops him in his tracks and he spends days before the Lord. 
In his weakness he learned to pray. He had a lot of repenting to do. But also Jesus had a lot to show him. Sometimes we are too busy to hear God and we need to be slowed down.
We think of parallels with the conversion of John Sung – sometimes referred to as the Wesley of China.

When he came to Christ, the president of the Seminary where he was studying thought he had lost his mind due to extreme scholastic efforts, and had him committed to a psychopathic ward in an insane asylum. He spent six months in the asylum. During that time he read the Bible from beginning to end forty times. “The mental hospital thus became John Sung’s real theological college!”
Dr. John Sung returned to china in 1927 and became the most famous evangelist in Chinese history. Over 100,000 were converted in China under his preaching in only three years!
God uses circumstances to break us.
With Saul’s conversion came a call

When Jesus calls us to himself he gives us a purpose and mission.
Later, Paul himself could write,

For we are God's workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.

Ephesians 2:10

Robert Reid Kalley, a pioneer missionary who was known as “the Wolf from Scotland”, was a medical doctor who was witnessed to by his patients. His call to missionary service came very shortly after his conversion.
What has God called you to do?
When I was a young Christian, I used to use a booklet called “The Four Spiritual Laws”. Law 1 was “god loves you and has a wonderful plan for your life”. We fulfil our destiny as Christians if we discover what God has called us to do and do it.
Duane Logsdon wrote a book entitled “Lord, let me give you a million dollars”. It tells Logsdon’s story of how God led him to make well over a million dollars to give away to missions. He had found his purpose in life.
Healing and Spirit Filling through the laying on of hands

God sent a disciple called Ananias to pray for Saul and lay hands on him. This is a normal part of Christian ministry which the church has often neglected.
The laying on of hands was for healing, filling with the Spirit and commissioning for ministry. We see it exercised in several places in the Acts of the Apostles including the ministry of Saul (Paul) himself.

In Acts 8:17, we read of Peter and John in Samaria. They “placed their hands on them, and they received the Holy Spirit”.
Here we have the laying on of hands for imparting the Holy Spirit.  We need to experience the fullness of the Holy Spirit in our lives.
He immediately started witnessing

Paul immediately began telling the people in Damascus that Jesus is the Son of God. I’m grateful that after my own conversion I fell in with a crowd of young people who were keen to share their faith.
Fred Lemon was serving a lengthy sentence for, among many other things, bank robbery. One Sunday Fred attended a service in the prison chapel conducted by a Methodist minister. Something the man said struck a chord with Fred, and when he returned to his cell, he fell on his knees and asked Christ to come into his life. On his release he devoted the rest of his life to the service of God. He and his wife worked extensively among young people in Southampton, and among discharged prisoners. Through the power of the risen Christ, Fred Lemon's life was transformed. 

Saul grew in his faith - Discipleship
We are not meant to stagnate as Christians. We are meant to grow in grace and knowledge. We are to become effective Christians. Later it could be said of Saul (Paul) that he turned the world of his day upside down. Jesus still calls people to follow him. Will you be one of them?
Once we are converted, we need to encounter God in fresh and new ways. The Prophet Isaiah had a vision of God during a time of national mourning.
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