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A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart
My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

Unless otherwise specified, all scriptures are taken from the HOLY BIBLE  NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.


   
Blind Eyes Opened (The conversion of Saul - Acts 9)
Saul’s conversion was as unexpected as it was dramatic. It provided a nitro boost, a F1 DRS boost to an already turbo charged Holy Spirit movement that was to send the church into orbit.

Let’s have a closer look at what happened that day and see what we can learn for ourselves. Let’s start with 

1. The Man Saul Was - v1-2
Aggressively, pathologically opposed to Jesus and his followers, fuelled by his passion for God and religious purity. 
[Think Richard Dawkins on steroids if you want to come close to imagining Saul’s venomous hatred of the Christians.[

Young gun Saul did not subscribe to the cautious ‘wait and see’ approach of his older, wiser mentor Gamaliel. He wanted these Christians dead, now! This perversion of his beloved Judaism needed to be stamped out, decisively and quickly for word was filtering through that the scattered believers, far from being cowed to silence were actually spreading their message as they went and were infecting the Jewish communities far and wide with their crooked belief about this Jesus. This was a disaster for Paul! Far from stopping killing off the church his action against them in Jerusalem seemed to be having the opposite effect. The thing was growing and spreading like wildfire. Word was in that the Jewish community in Damascus, 150 miles north was being infected and people starting to follow Jesus. 

And yet, oh how he hated those nagging questions, those doubts that gnawed away in his mind and conscience. Despite having the support of the highest ranking leaders for his work, there was something that he tried to keep putting to the back of his mind. In his own account of the events on the road to Damascus, in Acts 26, he shared a little insight into what was going on inside him during those dark, murderous days. He records how Jesus spoke to him - the very words he used - ‘Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me? It is hard for you to kick against the goads’ . A goad was a pointed stick, a prodder used by farmers to prob the animals along. So despite everything Saul was being prodded, pricked in his conscience about what he was doing. 
Here we see then that against all appearances Saul was actually a man ill at ease with himself, he was struggling with his conscience. For all he was saying and doing there was this nagging voice, this prick of conscience that maybe he was wrong! Of course, he didn’t listen to it, he couldn’t possibly listen to it! But it was there, and there were questions he couldn’t find answers to – ‘Where was Jesus body?’; and ‘How come these believers seemed to have so much peace and joy despite all that was happening to them?’ I wonder too if, deep down, he wasn’t a little envious and jealous and wanted what he saw they had. He didn’t have that – in fact he felt condemned most of the time as he knew the Law of Moses so well and how far short he fell of keeping it. The law kills, it brings guilt not relief and hope. So although Paul was very religious, he certainly wasn’t happy; truth be told he was very unhappy, very unsatisfied and knew no peace or joy. But of course, he couldn’t possibly admit to any of this! To admit ‘they’ might have something or be right would be such a huge climb down, so embarrassing. However could he face his colleagues or family again if he admitted he was wroing? No, it was just too big a climb down – so he’d push those thoughts down and questions back and work harder and hope to drown them out.
So many people like that today – despite the impression they give and the things they say – actually very unhappy, very unsatisfied, disappointed with life. Bro’s and sis’s – do our lives cause people to ask questions about Jesus and wish they had what we have? 

So much for Saul and the way he was. Let’s think now about 

2. The Man Saul Met – 9:3-5
That day Saul met with the risen, living Lord Jesus. This was no day dream, this was for real. The men with him saw the light and heard some sound, but couldn’t make out the words. Saul could! ‘I am Jesus’! This is important, for what changed Saul was not the light, not the experience, but meeting and hearing Jesus – personally. The Lord Jesus spoke to him and him alone that day. 

And what happened to him is actually common to every person Jesus saves, every conversion. Three things in particular
a. Jesus took the initiative in saving Saul – v3: Saul was absolutely, definitely not looking for Jesus – anything but! He was in such a rush that he was travelling in the mid day sun when any self respecting person would be inside resting in the shade. Not Saul though – he’s in such a rush to get the Christians he doesn’t care! He wasn’t seeking Jesus, but Jesus was seeking him. I highlight this not simply so we watch our language (though we should) but for our encouragement. Sometimes we wonder if ever such and such could become a Xian! Anyone can and will if God takes the initiative. I’m so please about that!

b. Jesus met Saul personally – v4: He spoke to Saul by name – ‘Saul, Saul’. Now, Saul was a hugely educated academic, but what really changed him was a 1:1 encounter with Jesus. You see, at its heart our faith is a relational thing; it’s not about what we know, but who we know; it’s not about knowing facts, or truths or theology – it’s about Jesus and it starts with a conversation, with prayer. 
This is why it’s so important that we tell people about, and introduce them to, Jesus. Not truths or the Bible or the church or religion but Jesus. Tell them about him all the time so that they may meet and speak to him. That will change them!

c. Saul surrendered to Jesus – v5: ‘Who are you, LORD!’ Saul knows he’s in the presence of someone greater, (quite discerning isn’t he!), someone deserving of respect and reverence. But then this ‘Lord’ turns his world upside down - ‘I am Jesus, who you are persecuting’. Here he was then, face to face with his nemesis! The one he was saying was dead, who’s followers he was determined to imprison and kill, but the one now he knows was very much alive.
Crucial in Saul’s conversion was his submission to this Jesus. It was a huge about-turn; a  huge, humbling experience – but there is no true conversion with anyone who doesn’t submit to Jesus. In truth, this is the very essence of conversion – it’s not about ‘giving our heart to Jesus’, ‘opening our heart to Jesus’ or even ‘deciding to follow Jesus’. Those things may well be part of it, but without submitting to Jesus as Lord whatever else happens it will fall short, and may not actually be conversion at all. He is Lord or his is nothing. 

Conversion isn’t simply a decision, or a commitment, but a surrender to the supreme authority of Jesus. Let us never ever forget that! To be a Christian is to be under his authority, it is to take our orders from him; it is to let him take the lead and to obey him. If you’re not trying your hardest to do that then you’re either not a Xian or you’re a rebellious Xian, losing out on a whole host of goodies he has for you!  

3.  The Man Saul Became: 9:6-9
I find it interesting that having met with Jesus Saul’s life wasn’t instantly filled with floods of joy. He is actually blind and humiliatingly has to be led into the city and placed into the care of a man he’d come to arrest. There he spends his time fasting and praying. Fasting isn’t something associated with overwhelming joy. It’s serious, a sign of humility. Those were uncertain days – would he see again, was this to be his life now? Humbling – what would his friends say? How could he ever say sorry to those he’d treated so atrociously. And perhaps most of all – he’s left alone to think about the way he’d treated Jesus, the longed for messiah. Unlike the other apostles, He’d been guilty of killing Jesus, rejecting him, hurting him! No wonder he later refers to himself the least of the apostles and the worst of sinners! I think it’s safe to think that those early days were spent as a broken man, full of sadness and regret.

But that changed when Ananias goes to see him – v17. Poor Ananias, as far as he was concerned God was sending him into the Lion’s den! I imagine his knock on Judas’ door ‘I’m looking for man called Saul – I understand he may be here?’ Judas quietly beckons him in, hardly talking and shows him a room where there’s a man on his knees, praying, maybe even with tears? He listens for a moment – long enough to convince him this man really is a believer and then goes in and speaks to him - ‘Brother Saul’ – those would have been precious, powerful words to this new but uncertain follower of Jesus. We don’t know what the almost anonymous man prayed after that but his prayer set the Lion free.
I love it that God uses ‘little’ people in his work! Often it’s only a few words or encouragement or prayer – but it’s enough for God to use. Are you listening to God and doing what he asks? Are you encouraging others, or do you constantly need encouraging? Just a txt can mean so much.  
First thing that Saul did? Before eating, washing or anything he went to be baptised – v18. Great eg of first things first? What are you putting first? 
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