“Facts in Acts”  ( 18 part sermon series on Book of Acts )
06/21/09  Sermon # 6:   “ The Unlikely Apostle! ”  

( Text:  Acts 9:1-31 )

************************************************************************

     Back in 1987 during my first year at the Seminary in St. Louis I met an unlikely seminarian.  I say “unlikely seminarian” because when I got to know him I found out that he had not always been a Christian.  In fact, this man had worshipped Satan at one point in his life.  

      I’m sure that if I had known this man when he was a Satanist I would have thought it quite unlikely that he would one day enroll in our St. Louis seminary and become a pastor in one of our congregations.  But God can work miracles in our lives, can’t He?
      Another example of this is a man named Kevin Parviz.  Kevin was raised as an orthodox Jew.  Into his 30s he practiced his orthodox Jewish faith and so he denied that Jesus is the Christ promised in the Old Testament.

      I’m sure if I had met Kevin at that point in his life I would have thought it quite unlikely that he would one day become a Christian and then eventually an LCMS pastor in mission to Jewish people in the St. Louis area.  But that’s exactly what Kevin Parviz is doing today.  Kevin Parviz is a Missouri Synod Lutheran pastor, and he does mission work among the many unbelieving Jews in the St. Louis area.  God worked a miracle in Kevin’s heart.

      Today I continue my sermon series entitled “Facts in Acts.”  Today’s sermon is based on Acts chapter 9 where we will learn about the unlikely Apostle.  This unlikely apostle is known to us as the Apostle Paul – a great missionary for Christ and the Holy Spirit inspired author of several books in the New Testament.
      Now, why do I say that Paul was an unlikely apostle?  Well, if you were here 2 Sundays ago you may remember that I preached on Acts chapter 7 where we read about a sermon preached by a pastor known as Stephen.  

     Stephen proclaimed the truth about Jesus to the unbelieving Jewish leaders.  In return, the Jewish leaders stoned Stephen to death.  Those who stoned Stephen didn’t want to get their clothes stained with blood, and so they gave their clothes to a man named Saul – which was his Jewish name.  He also had a Greek name, which was Paul.
     So, who was this Saul?  Saul was a famous Pharisee.  Saul was known by many as a prime example of a holy and righteous man who was obedient to God’s laws and worthy of God’s honor.  In addition, Saul was also known for his hatred of Jesus and His followers.  But why did Saul hate Jesus and His followers?  Simply put, Jesus claimed to be the Christ promised in the Old Testament Scriptures.  

       Now, that word “Christ” is the Greek translation of the Hebrew word “Messiah.”  Both “Christ” and “Messiah” mean “Anointed One.”  If you study Old Testament history you will find that Prophets, Priests and Kings were anointed with oil in a public ceremony as a sign that they were chosen by God for a special purpose.

      As a result of this ceremony, the Savior of the world promised in the Scriptures came to be known as THE ANOINTED ONE, that is, THE Messiah or, in Greek, THE Christ.  Jesus said that He was the Christ!  The problem was that Jesus was NOT the Christ that the Jewish people expected.  Why not?  I’ll give you three
reasons.

      First, Jesus not only claimed to be the Christ.  He also claimed to the very Son of God – God in human flesh!  The Jewish leaders did not want to accept the fact that the Christ was also God – even though the Old Testament Scriptures taught this.  Why did they not want to accept that the Christ was also God?  The reason is that a mere man can be bribed and manipulated.  But how do you do that with God?
      That leads to the second reason they didn’t accept that Jesus was the Christ.  They expected the Christ to be a military leader who would save them from the Romans and give Jews their own land where they were free to govern themselves.  But Jesus stressed that he had come to give them a salvation of another kind.

      That leads to the third reason they didn’t accept that Jesus was the Christ.  Jesus stressed that ALL people are sinners and are guilty of breaking God’s Laws.  Jesus also stressed that He had come to save His people from their sins by His own sacrifice in their place.  

     That’s why John the Baptist said that Jesus was “the lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world.”  All those lambs that the Jews sacrificed throughout Old Testament history – those lambs were pictures of Jesus and the sacrifice He would offer so that our sins could be forgiven. 

     However, many Jews believed that God would forgive them of their sins because of their obedience of God’s laws.  If your good deeds outnumbered your bad deeds, then God would forgive you.

     Now, the Pharisees were the ultimate examples of people who had supposedly earned God’s mercy by their obedience.  That’s why the Pharisees were offended by Jesus.  Jesus told them to repent and be Baptized right along with the prostitutes and tax collectors.

     Someone like Saul despised Jesus and all that He taught.  Saul was a sincere Pharisee who had dedicated his life to obedience of God’s laws.  Saul believed that He was loved by God because of his performance.  Saul saw no need for Jesus who claimed to be the Christ, the Son of God, who came to save His people from their sins.

     Therefore, Saul dedicated his time, energy and money to hunting down fellow Jews who had come to faith in Jesus.  Saul would find these Christian Jews, report them to the Jewish authorities, and then haul them off to prison.  So, Saul was more than happy to hold the clothes of those who were stoning Stephen to death.

     Now, if you had been a Jewish Christian at that time you would have thought it very unlikely that Saul would end up trusting Jesus as His Lord and Savior and even serving as one of Jesus’ chosen Apostles!  But God can work miracles, can’t He?

     In today’s reading from Acts chapter 9 we heard how Saul the Pharisee became Paul the Apostle.  Saul was confronted by the risen and ascended Jesus Himself.  Jesus said to him:  “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” 

     Now, Saul was so shocked that he wasn’t sure what was going on!  So Saul asks this person to identify himself.  Jesus then says:  “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting.”  Saul’s heart must have sunk into the pit of his stomach.

     First, Saul now knows that Jesus is who He claimed to be:  The Christ AND the very Son of God.  Not only was it true that Jesus died on the cross to save us from our sins.  Saul also now knows that Jesus’ resurrection is a fact.  Jesus is not dead.  Jesus lives! 

     But how was Saul persecuting Jesus?  Well, every time Saul mocked the witness of a Christian; every time Saul persecuted a Christian, he was thereby persecuting Jesus.  
     After this event Saul was blind for 3 days.  This may have been God’s way of showing Saul that he had been spiritually blind all his life.
     Saul’s servants then led him to Damascus, where Jesus had told him to go.  The Lord then told a disciple named Ananias to go to Saul and restore his sight.  Ananias hesitated because he had heard how Saul had been persecuting Christians.  But the Lord stressed that He had chosen Saul to be His Apostle.

     So, Ananias met with Saul.  Ananias gave him back his physical sight, and then Ananias gave him spiritual sight when he spoke the Gospel to Paul and baptized him.  In Acts chapter 22 Paul tells us about other words that Ananias spoke to him.  Ananias said to Paul:  “The God of our fathers has chosen you to know his will and to see the Righteous One and to hear words from his mouth.  You will be his witness to all men of what you have seen and heard.  And now what are you waiting for?  Get up, be baptized and wash your sins away, calling on his name.”  And so Saul the Pharisee became Paul the Apostle.
    Now, as we heard from the rest of today’s reading, Saul went on to be a powerful witness for Jesus.  Many Christians didn’t trust Saul at first.  But as he continued to prove from Scripture that Jesus is the promised Christ, Saul began to win the trust of his fellow Christians.

     Eventually Paul met the other Apostles.  They heard how the risen Jesus had chosen Saul to be His Apostle.  They compared Saul’s teaching with their own and concluded that they shared the same teaching – the teaching that Jesus Himself had given them.  

     Now, how do these facts about Saul’s conversion apply to us today?  First, Saul was the unlikely Apostle.  In other words, most Christians would have assumed that Saul was lost and could never be converted.  But never say never when it comes to God!  God can save people even though we may think are beyond conversion.

     Think about it.  God saved US!  We’re all sinners by nature.  We were conceived as enemies of God.  We are all unlikely Christians because we are just as sinful as Saul ever was.  But by God’s grace we have been chosen.  We have heard Christ’s Words.  We have been Baptized in His Name.  God has saved us.
     Therefore, we should never give up on people – even if it appears unlikely that some people will ever trust in Jesus.  You may know some people who don’t take their sins seriously and they see no need for Jesus.  Maybe some of these people are friends or family members.  Your heart breaks because they seem to be past the point of no return.  Their hearts are hard and they care nothing for Jesus and His Word.
     But don’t give up on them, because God won’t give up on them!  If Saul the Pharisee can become Paul the Apostle, then there is hope for those who seem to be unlikely Christians.  If God saved us, He can save them.

     Of course, we don’t know for sure if God will get through to them.  Sadly, some people reject God until the day they die.  But we don’t know if this will be the case for any particular individual.  Therefore, we continue to speak the Truth in love to unbelievers in the hope that they will one day repent and believe.  We must remember that no one loves them more than God who gave His own Son to save them.

     In closing, listen to these words of the Apostle Paul from 1st Timothy chapter 1:  “Here is a trustworthy saying… :  Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners – of whom I am the worst.  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.”   
Amen!

