“Who Are You Lord?”

Acts 9:1-19

February 22, 2009

Read Acts 9:1-19

Breathing threats

After watching the gospel message spread from Jerusalem – as a result of all but the Apostles fleeing Jerusalem – we now return our attention to Saul. Today’s passage marks the turning point in Saul’s life. To understand what a significant change took place and how it was received, let us go back just a few verses.

Saul was the golden boy of Judaism. He was the rising star. In Philippians 3, he would say this about himself, 

If anyone else has reason to be confident in the flesh, I have more: circumcised on the eighth day, a member of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew born of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the law, blameless. (Philippians 3:4-6)
He was not kidding about the zeal for the law, either. When we were first introduced to Saul at the end of Acts 7, it was during the process by which Stephen was stoned to death. “Then they dragged [Stephen] out of the city and began to stone him; and the witnesses laid their coats at the feet of a young man named Saul.”  Later, “Saul approved of their killing him.

That is no joke. Saul was deadly serious – with the emphasis on “deadly.”

Then, in the beginning of Acts 8, when the persecution began, Luke wrote, “Saul was ravaging the church by entering house after house; dragging off both men and women, he committed them to prison.” 

Later, he would testify, “I myself was convinced I ought to do many things against the name of Jesus of Nazareth. And that is what I did in Jerusalem; with authority received from the chief priests, I not only locked up many of the saints in prison, but I also cast my vote against them when they were being condemned to death.” (Acts 26:9-10).

Saul has garnered the support of the Temple authorities to go out, find believers in Jesus, and put them in prison. He was deputized, a veritable marshal in the Old West complete with the tin star badge on his lapel. 

Saul was desperate to stop this new church. In his mind, he was defending God against imposters. It was as if God was depending upon him to preserve the purity of the faith that he had received. If Saul let God down; well, what would happen then?

Friends, God is bigger than our efforts. God is stronger than our power. God is smarter than our wisdom. He is able to handle challenges; God does not need us to defend Him. And this is a mistake many Christians make – that they have to defend God against all challengers. Having to defend a defenseless god takes all the joy out of faith. 

Fortunately, the truth is: God does not need us in order to be God. The gospel is not dependent upon our ability to out-articulate; out-argue; out-impress someone else. God’s sovereignty is not up to us. We can get all self-righteous and indignant about someone else’s error; however, we rarely take time to see the error in our own walk. That is folly because the gospel is often best represented in our weakness. Saul never saw the folly of his zealous self-righteousness. (note: this was the line I could not get out after three times. Try saying it. It is a surprising tongue twister.)

That is, Saul never saw it until was struck blind when confronted with the light from the Lord. 

Come to Jesus

God is not above using symbolism in order to make a point. This is not to say Saul’s blindness was not real – it was very real. However, his blindness was the external manifestation of the inward reality.  Saul’s zeal to put down the gospel was a result of his blindness to the reality of the risen and reigning Lord Jesus Christ, the one whom Stephen proclaimed even as the stones were being thrown at him. Saul’s spiritual blindness was destructive to him and to others, so God removed his actual eyesight in order to clear up a few things. 

Note the beauty of using this particular ailment to make the point to Saul – “you are not seeing things clearly.” Everything is stripped bare. Everything Saul had built up – how he was defending God, how God would approve of his aggressiveness, how he was uniquely qualified to pursue these ne’er do wells – all of those are stripped away. Saul is confronted by the very truth he was seeking to deny. When he asks, “Who are you, Lord?” (most likely a “who are you, sir?” kind of comment), the answer is devastating. “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting.” Ouch. It is not that Saul is persecuting people who were going astray; no, Saul is confronted with the reality that he is actually fighting against the living God. For someone who was so zealous in his defense of God, hearing that he was fighting against God crushed his foundation and everything he had built. His was the house built on sand, washed away at the coming tide of truth. 

God does things for a purpose: here, Saul was blinded because he had to see things with new eyes. 

Saul did not experience blindness symbolically; he really was blinded. The blinding light and the voice came out of nowhere. Saul’s companions saw something and heard something, though they could not identify what or from where. Later commentaries and authorities have speculated what happened: was it a thunderstorm? Did Saul have an epileptic seizure? Did he have a post traumatic stress injury – a response to having seen and approved in the stoning of Stephen? 

Does it matter? I do not think so. It is unquestionable that Saul’s life was changed by the experience – who he was after the incident was very different than who he was before it.

Saul never gives us a medical explanation for his vision. We would do well to not delve too far into it either – because we are likely to never know and there is no way to confirm it even if we could. Searching for these explanations is interesting, but rarely fruitful in any meaningful way. The important part of this story is what happened to Saul. 

Saul’s experience on the road to Damascus is the ultimate “come to Jesus” moment.

Have you ever had a “come to Jesus” moment? Have you had the experience of going your own way, doing your own thing, thinking everything was good and well; then, suddenly, everything is turned upside down? It happens to believers and unbelievers alike – just because you have received Jesus as Lord and Savior does not mean that you have everything figured out for all time. Believers and unbelievers are confronted with the call to obedience.  

Ultimately, an encounter with Jesus always ends up posing the question, “Who do you say I am?” Is Jesus lord of your life or are you?

We talked about this in the Discipleship Workshop yesterday. 

Sometimes a “Come to Jesus” moment is as dramatic as being knocked off your feet, sometimes it is an “a-ha!” when you see things in a new way. It is all part of your testimony and it helps to define who you are. Bill Soldwich was leading yesterday. He asked us to write down a brief outline of our testimony: what was our situation, what happened when God intervened, and how our lives have been transformed by what happened. He said, “Take five minutes and write it down.”

I started thinking about it. I do not have a “Damascus Road” event, where I have been blinded and knocked completely around; but I do have a number of episodes in my life where I have either been required to make choices or decisions, or I have seen others whose lives have been impacted, based on the hand of God. In those few short minutes, I wrote down four separate episodes:

· My personal testimony of receiving Jesus as Lord and Savior is unique – at least in my experience. I came to know Christ and have a personal relationship during a confirmation class at church. I had grown up in the church, knew the stories, knew the doctrines, knew what I was supposed to say. Yet, when it came down to making a public profession of faith, I knew I could not just mouth the words. If I was going to get up and say that Jesus Christ is my Lord and Savior, I had better mean it. For me, it was during the public profession – in front of my family and my church community – where I had a peace about things because I meant what I said. That confession of faith has been the foundation on which I stand.

· The second experience was God drawing me back to church. Like many other people, college was not a time of dramatic growth in my faith. I took church for granted, thinking that I had been saved, was a pretty good person, so everything else was fine. In my first year of law school, I was far away from everyone I knew and far away from anything familiar. I also realized how far I was away from God. Again, I was not knocked from my feet, but I had the clear twinge of discomfort to realize just how far I had strayed away. I searched the yellow pages (pre-internet days) and found a Presbyterian church. I began attending worship again. I felt the embrace of the community. I ultimately welcomed invitations to participate in growth, in education times, and in fellowship. 

· The third experience was my call to ministry. I was comfortable in where I was professionally, I was doing things I thought were good, I was involved in the church and I thought that was all God was going to require of me. Yet, I was also disquieted in my soul. Externally, God was prodding me by having different unconnected people dropping off-handed comments like, “You should go into ministry, you have a lot of passion about this stuff.” I remembered all of those conversations when I was convicted that God was calling me into ministry; how those seeds had been planted over time. The course of my life changed dramatically.

· The fourth was standing for election as Stated Clerk of the denomination. It is a much longer story, but for me, it was almost like my Ananias moment. “God, why would I want to do this?” I was comfortable in what I was doing in ministry, our worldly position was ok, but I discerned God calling me to offer a witness without any expectation of “winning.” It was one of the most difficult seasons in my life – and in my family’s life as they had to deal with my traveling and the exhaustion from the spiritual battles involved. In the end, I saw how I had opportunities to encourage people by sharing my testimony and the vision God had given me for how things could be different. I lost the election – but experienced the win because I had been faithful. It has been a wonderful affirmation in the years since when people have come up to me to say how they were encouraged by the way I campaigned. 

Those four came to mind in that five minute time-frame. As Bill was giving directions for the next step, I thought of two more – things that I had witnessed that had moved me, rather than things where I was the center of the story. Other people had powerful things happen in their lives that impacted me greatly. 


But here’s the point from all of this: “come to Jesus” moments are turning points. We remember them because they are important to us; they change us. Whether it is to blind us so that we may see; whether (like Jacob in Genesis 32) it is to wear us out so that we can receive God’s blessing yet still walk away limping, encounters with the living God take us out of our comfort zone, they require us to make a decision, and change us in profound ways.

At the risk of its own life.

Turning our attention away from Saul, Luke then takes us to Ananias. Can you imagine being in Ananias’ shoes? Saul’s reputation was well-known and well-deserved. Ananias is a perfect example of the cost of discipleship. You know and I know how the story turns out – now – but Ananias did not have any such luxury. As far as he knew, this was an ambush where he would end up on the wrong side of a stoning. Even so, he took seriously the call of God to be obedient, even at the risk of his own life.

Ananias is actually a great example of stewardship. He remembers that all he has – including his life – belongs to God. He expresses his concern but is convicted that God is calling him to take these steps. He is willing to risk everything he has. He gives up his time, his security, his comfort; he risks it all to obedient to God’s call, which is greater than all the rest put together.

Being a disciple today is no different. The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) has a Constitution, which helps define who we are and what we are called to do. Listen to this from the preliminary principles of our Book of Order:

“The Church is called to undertake this mission even at the risk of losing its life, trusting in God alone as the author and giver of life, sharing the gospel, and doing those deeds in the world that

point beyond themselves to the new reality in Christ.”

In whom do you place your trust? Being a Christian is dangerous. There is risk. Faith is an active proposition. Faith requires decisions. If God calls you to step out in faith to do something dangerous, are you willing to go? If God calls you to step out in faith to share the gospel with someone who has the reputation for being anti-faith, will you go? 

One last quick point here: no one is beyond redemption. If anyone looked like he should be beyond redemption, it would be Saul. He was actively fighting God. Yet God even claimed Saul as his own. We do not share the gospel with the expectation that we will save anyone; rather, we share the gospel with others in the hope that God will use us as an instrument of his redemptive will. 

Those who attended the Discipleship Workshop were sent away with homework – homework I am giving to all of you, too. Over the next week, pay attention and keep track of the times in which God opened opportunities for you to share your faith – both the times in which you actually shared some part of your testimony and those times that passed by when you could have shared some part of your testimony.

Conclusion:

Saul’s question is the question we must all answer, “Who are you, Lord?” Jesus asked his disciples in a different way, but it really is the same question, “Who do you say I am?” Certainly John Newton had this story in mind when he wrote these 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.” Go forward from this place with the sight of faith, proclaiming in word and in deed the reality that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. Amen.
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