“A Changed Witness”

Acts 9:19-31
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Read Acts 9:19-31

This is one of those passages we kind of read right over. It is the conclusion of the account of Saul’s conversion. The big moment – where Saul was knocked to the ground and had the great “come to Jesus” encounter – has already happened. 

This passage has a little drama, a little bit of Indiana Jones adventure of danger and close escapes. We cannot miss the irony of Saul – the one sent out to arrest and oppress the church – being lowered out of a window to escape the authorities. 

But what larger point are we supposed to make of all of it? There are four things I want to raise to your attention.

First, God uses who we are and how he has already gifted us.
God uses us as we are. A change has occurred in Saul. He went from persecuting the church to championing Christ. Yet, much of Saul’s approach, his tendency, his behavior was very similar to what it was prior to his road to Damascus conversion. Changing his heart did not re-write his basic personality.

Think about it: prior to the conversion, he was a type-A, zealous advocate for what he believed. After his conversion, he was a type-A, zealous advocate for what he believed. Before his conversion he got under peoples’ skin and was in the center of controversy. After his conversion, he got under peoples’ skin and was in the center of controversy.

God took the gifts he had given Saul and re-directed them to proclaiming the gospel. 


And so it is with you and me. Let this be a word of encouragement. It makes sense: the qualification for a witness is that they have seen, heard, or experienced something. Juries are to take into account a witness’s demeanor, recollection, clarity, and character as they assess the validity of the testimony. A testimony is no good if we are only pretending to be someone we are not. 

For a long time growing up, I was reluctant to get too involved in the life of the church because I was afraid I was going to be required to become someone other than who I was. I thought I was going to have to become like one of the characters in Godspell – to the point of having a painted face, acting like a flower-power hippie, and spending my days accosting people in business suits. That held no attraction for me. It took me a long time to realize that God wanted to use the gifts he had already given me – he wanted me, as me – to be a witness where he had led. 

There is no “one-size-fits-all” rule for witnesses. The gifts God has given you – the things that make you uniquely and essentially you – are what God wants to use. You are his witness here today, when you go home, when you go to work, when you gather with family. You do not have to be argumentative like Saul if that is not who you are; you simply commit who you are to God’s service. If he has given you a heart of service, then your witness takes shape in the form of seeing the opportunities God has given you to serve others. If God has given you a gift of teaching, then your witness takes the shape of helping others to grow in their knowledge of the Lord. If you have been burdened with concern for others, your witness may be interceding in prayer on behalf of others. If you are a type-A, zealous advocate for what you believe, you may be called to get under peoples’ skin and be the center of controversy. 

The point is that God calls each one of us to be his witnesses. How we do that varies from person to person; that we do it is consistent for all who are disciples of Jesus.

Second, Saul’s Faith is a Maturing Faith

In these twelve verses, Luke covers almost fifteen years of Saul’s life. Luke does not really give that impression, it seems like it is a couple of weeks. “Several days”, “after some time had passed,” and “meanwhile” are not indicators of extended periods of time. In Galatians 1:15-2:1, Paul describes this same time period:

Then after three years [in Damascus] I did go up to Jerusalem to visit Cephas and stayed with him fifteen days; but I did not see any other apostle except James the Lord’s brother. In what I am writing to you, before God, I do not lie! Then I went into the regions of Syria and Cilicia, and I was still unknown by sight to the churches of Judea that are in Christ; they only heard it said, “The one who formerly was persecuting us is now proclaiming the faith he once tried to destroy.” And they glorified God because of me. Then after fourteen years I went up again to Jerusalem with Barnabas, taking Titus along with me.

It means that the change stuck. Saul was changed for good. There was no going back. There was no second guessing and no “oh, it was just a phase.” 

The time Luke glosses over includes a period known as “Paul’s missing years.” Very little is known beyond what is written here and in Galatians 1. One thing seems sure, though: Saul’s testimony and faith matured. The Paul we encounter again in Acts 13 has a polished faith. He has a clear understanding of his call and purpose. He has not mellowed; he has matured.

As you look at your own life, how have you matured since the time you first believed? How has God grown and tested your faith? What are your experiences of stepping out, of sharing your faith, of obeying God’s call to stretch beyond your comfort zone?

The writer of Hebrews chastised his early readers for not maturing. 

For though by this time you ought to be teachers, you need someone to teach you again the basic elements of the oracles of God. You need milk, not solid food; for everyone who lives on milk, being still an infant, is unskilled in the word of righteousness. But solid food is for the mature, for those whose faculties have been trained by practice to distinguish good from evil. (Hebrews 11:12-15)
Saul was trained by practice to distinguish good from evil. It takes time. 


Malcolm Gladwell, author of the book The Tipping Point, has written a new book entitled Outliers. In the book, he makes the argument that natural ability has only a small part to play in the enormous success of individuals we would recognize as outstanding in their fields. Among the characteristics found in these “unique” individuals is the history of dedicating enormous amounts of time to their chosen field. Sports stars, musicians, Bill Gates, are joined by their collective investment of more than 10,000 hours in their discipline prior to becoming famous or recognized as a superstar. 

Saul spent fifteen years after his conversion maturing in faith before being sent out on his mission to proclaim the gospel to the Gentiles. His was a maturing faith. A changed witness has a maturing faith.
Third, Saul reveals an unpopular truth about the church: a changed witness perseveres in the church. The other side of that equation is the church is never as friendly as we assume.  Because of his past, Saul had to overcome distrust everywhere he went. 


Although there was every human reason to be wary, the churches in Damascus and Jerusalem were not particularly welcoming places for Saul. They were suspicious, mistrustful, and standoff-ish. “Is not this the man who made havoc in Jerusalem among those who invoked this name? And has he not come here for the purpose of bringing them bound before the chief priests?” Yes, Saul had been sent to Damascus with the written authority to bind, imprison, and transport Christians to Jerusalem for trial; however, that was before. 

Even after his conversion was well known, Saul had to earn his way into the community of believers.  Even the apostles in Jerusalem were afraid; they needed Barnabas to validate Saul’s integrity. Charles Erdman, a great Presbyterian scholar in the late 1800’s and early 1900’s, wrote this, “The disciples in Jerusalem regarded Saul as an imposter and a spy; yet it is better to have the world regard us as false when we know we are sincere, than to have the world trust us when in our hearts we know we are untrue to the Christ we are afraid to confess; a secret believer is a hypocrite.”



Most people believe that they are part of friendly churches. It makes sense; who wants to be part of an “unfriendly” church? For those who belong; yes, the church is a friendly place. For those who are new or for those who have a past, walking into a church can be a trying experience. Unfortunately, the reality is that churches can be some of the most difficult communities to crack. There is an old axiom that “10:00 Sunday morning is the most segregated hour in America.” Whether by design or by culture, churches can be extremely difficult places for changed witnesses.

There is a lot of church research that suggests visitors will know whether they are coming back by the time they sit down during their first service. What happens between the parking lot and the pew makes a huge difference. Does someone say hello? Is it easy to find where to go? How will I know what to expect? Am I sitting in someone’s spot – and does it matter? 

It is not the way we like to think about it, but this is where today’s passage is helpful. It takes perseverance to be part of a church. It is not easy and it is not guaranteed. It will not always be nice. But a changed witness perseveres.


Fourth, Saul experienced something that every new Christian faces and many fear. This may be the most difficult part of this passage to address: Saul’s faith sets him apart from the world. His faith made him different. He stood out. Every place he went, everywhere that had been important to him, he no longer fit and no longer belonged. 

It is not unique to “New Testament” Saul. The “Old Testament” Saul had the same kind of experience. After Samuel had anointed him king, God “gave him another heart”; that is, changed his witness. Saul fell in with a company of prophets and fell into frenzy with him. People said to one another, “What has come over the son of Kish? Is Saul also among the prophets?”  In other words, “He is a freak.”

We, too, need to expect that there will be a reaction to our profession of faith.

During WWI one of my predecessors at Tenth Presbyterian Church, Donald Grey Barnhouse, led the son of a prominent American family to the Lord. He was in the service, but he showed the reality of his conversion by immediately professing Christ before the soldiers of his military company. The war ended. 
The day came when he was to return to his pre-war life in the wealthy suburb of a large American city. He talked to Barnhouse about life with his family and expressed fear that he might soon slip back into his old habits. He was afraid that love for parents, brothers, sisters, and friends might turn him from following after Jesus Christ. Barnhouse told him that if he was careful to make public confession of his faith in Christ, he would not have to worry. He would not have to give improper friends up. They would give him up. 
As a result of this conversation the young man agreed to tell the first ten people of his old set whom he encountered that he had become a Christian. The soldier went home. Almost immediately--in fact, while he was still on the platform of the suburban station at the end of his return trip--he met a girl whom he had known socially. She was delighted to see him and asked how he was doing. He told her, "The greatest thing that could possibly happen to me has happened." "You're engaged to be married," she exclaimed. "No," he told her. "It's even better than that. I've taken the Lord Jesus Christ as my Savior." The girls' expression froze. She mumbled a few polite words and went on her way. 
A short time later the new Christian met a young man whom he had known before going into the service. "It's good to see you back," he declared. "We'll have some great parties now that you've returned." "I've just become a Christian," the soldier said. He was thinking, That's two! Again it was a case of a frozen smile and a quick change of conversation. 
After this the same circumstances were repeated with a young couple and with two more old friends. 
By this time word had got around, and soon some of his friends stopped seeing him. He had become peculiar, religious, and -- who knows! -- they may even have called him crazy! What had he done? Nothing but confess Christ. The same confession that had aligned him with Christ had separated him from those who did not want Jesus Christ as Savior and who, in fact, did not even want to hear about Him. 

J.M Boice, Christ's Call To Discipleship, Moody, 1986, p. 122-23.
It is the truth, isn’t it? It is better not to pretend otherwise because then we are not being true to ourselves or to each other. When we begin to talk about Jesus, it is a stumbling block and a turnoff for those who do not want anything to do with him.

The changed witness looks only to God for affirmation. You know if you have been true to your call. As much as we like the affirmation of others here and now, we know that those affirmations pale in comparison to the call of the eternal God. 

Conclusion:

So, what do we take from these adventure-filled verses this morning? Disciples of Jesus are changed witnesses. God uses the gifts he has already given and uses them to for his glory. Disciples mature over time. They persevere in the community of faith, even when things are not easy or friendly. And witnesses go out into the community sharing the gospel, aware that many will not want to hear. 

The point is in the last line: God uses us for his purposes, fulfilling his promises. While Saul was on his adventure, “the church throughout Judea, Galilee, and Samaria had peace and was built up. Living in fear of the Lord and in the comfort of the Holy Spirit, it increased in numbers.” As promised, the church spread and grew. God used changed lives, changed witnesses, to grow his church. He does so yet today.
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