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Hymns: VU703 In the Bulb, VU589 Lord Speak To Me, BB297 I Love to tell the Story
------
Guide us, O God, by your Word and Spirit, that in your light we may see light, in your truth find freedom, and in your will discover your peace, through Jesus Christ, our Lord. AMEN.
(SLIDE x3 Famous Paul Quotes)
(ASK) Do we know who wrote those? Yes, Paul. (SLIDE man myth legend) Powerful words. But you know, before Paul wrote any of that Paul was better known as Saul.
And while Paul was Saul, he spent a lot of time persecuting the fledgling Christian communities he would later visit, write to, and help. At the beginning of Pentecost, Peter gives his wonderful testimony as the miracle of Tongues happens. The church's foundation is established with 3000 fresh new believers just as Christ says it would be with Peter at the forefront. 
Pentecost kicks off the Book of Acts - the Acts of the Apostles. And as Christianity begins to take root in the mainstream, a harsh persecution begins from the already well established Jewish side of things (SLIDE). Saul takes centre stage as leading the charge. 
Acts 8 tells us that Saul was ravaging the church by entering households and having Christians dragged off to prison. Imagine having such authourity, imagine having such hatred and self-righteousness in your heart to storm into the households of people who profess a faith you don't like and having them hauled off to prison or worse.
I don't know if you know your Roman prisons... but Roman prisons were no vacation - they were often overcrowded, dark, and damp. Not like today where you get three squares, nice clothes, a bed, a gym membership. No...
Prisoners were placed in shackles or stocks and relied on family or friends OUTSIDE the prison to bring them food or water. If you didn't have that, you often starved to death or died of dehydration before your trial came. 
While Saul was still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord he decides he is going to do his thing in Damacus, so he conjures up the Jewish leadership and is given leave to go. While he was on his way to Damascus with some helpers from the High Priest a light from heaven flashed around him and he fell to the ground. A voice said to him,
(EM best God voice) Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me? Saul asked, 'Who are you Lord?' The reply came, "I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting. But get up and enter the city, and you will be told what you are to do". The men accompanying Saul saw the light but did not hear the voice, Scripture tells us. 
Saul was blinded by this experience for three days. Getting into Damacus Saul met a Disciple of the Lord, Ananias - Ananias had also received a vision to go out and meet Saul. Even though Ananias knew Saul's wicked ways of persecuting believers, the Lord tells him to heal Saul anyhow for Saul was an instrument the Lord had chosen.
You can guess what would happen next... Ananias found Saul and laid hands on him, healing the blindness. Saul is baptized right then and there, and begins to proclaim Jesus as Lord and preach in the name of Jesus. Paul recounts his encountering Christ in Acts 26 that we read this morning, the Cole's notes version - defending himself against the Jews and authourities that he once stood with. 
(SLIDE Acts 26:9-10 plus read) 
This is Paul's testimony of who he was before Jesus. The testimony not of a person searching for something only Jesus could provide, not the testimony of someone relying on lust, or rust, or dust in the world... the testimony of a non-believer, the testimony of a zealot, an enemy against the faith.
In many of Paul's letters that he would later write, he sprinkles in parts of his testimony when the situation calls for it. Often they come in the form of "I once persecuted many and now I am a changed man, I contend for Christ". Paul reminds himself and others of who he was and in so doing he points to Christ in this way. 
Paul never forgets he was once was filled with all kinds of anger, and used his faith to persecute Christ. He was angry, and he sinned in this way. But, Paul says, Jesus struck me, not only physically with a blindness and made me entirely dependant on Him, but then one of His Disciples showed compassion on me - me... of all people. Me... the man who would send the Disciples to prison.
Paul was struck by the grace of Christ, and the actions of Christian Disciples who would take great risk at healing the man who would see such Disciples executed for their heresey. THAT changed Paul. And it changes people still today. 
This is why our actions, our conduct, our words in the world matter... why Christ instructs us to act always in a Christian manner... because such a thing changes hearts TOWARDS grace instead of away. A few weeks back while we were watching The Chosen, Jesus and His disciples were on their way to Jerusalem.
They get stopped by a small contingent of Romans who demand the group - including Jesus - carry their gear. What a humiliation! (SLIDE explain) By Roman law, they could force Jews to do this, to carry their gear one mile maximum. So, Jesus tells His Disciples to submit... and the Romans humiliatingly slap their gear to the Disciples and the women with them and begin marching. 
The Romans mock them the whole way. At the one mile mark, everyone stops... except Jesus. He keeps walking. The Roman centurion demands Jesus stop - so Jesus turns and utters the classic line "When someone asks you to go a mile, go two" and offers to take the gear all the way to the fort. 
It's not Scriptural this whole Roman part, it is only set dressing... it's a creative licence to say what may have been the reason for Jesus to say those words. But when they begin walking the second mile, the attitude of the Roman soldiers changes. Some of them take their equipment back... their faces look shameful... even apologetic...
The whole scene and mood changes when grace and faith get involved. That is what our actions, our words, in the world are supposed to do. It's exactly what happened to Saul... becoming Paul. He fought, and wrestled, and understood the fledgling faith - Christianity - to be a heresey of Judaism... one that Saul would see ended. 
What Saul didn't count on was Jesus being very real, very present, and very merciful. For all Saul did to early Christians, killing those he would later call saints, was sin. Saul was guilty of murder, guilty of anger in his heart, guilty of trespass against God Himself as he persecuted the Son of God.
And for all that, Jesus pulls Saul aside and says, "Why?" And after Saul gives his answer, Jesus reveals the power He has, Jesus reveals how real He is to Saul. And Saul cannot deny Christ any longer. If a Christian is willing to heal the man who would put that Christian to death... there MUST be something to this Jesus. 
We might see Paul as one of the worst sinners in all of Scripture... sending to prison and murdering innocent believers... we might see Paul as one of the few who shouldn't be forgiven, or even loved for his actions. He knew exactly what he was doing in his persecution. 
But as we have seen, the Lord has a purpose for Paul... and a sinner even as wretched as Paul - a murderer, a self-righteous zealot, a persecuter and non-believer, is still a beautiful and forgiven instrument in God's hands. 
A lot of people go through life thinking they've done things so awful, so terrible that God could never love them, God could never use them, that God has abandoned and given up on them. Paul's ultimate testimony is that we are not that powerful... (SLIDE Eph 2:8-9)
Paul would go on to tour the known lands, through the vast empire that was Rome and encourage new churches, new believers, and equip them to build the faith. He would write letters to people and churches he could not make it to. Much of our Christian theology gets refined in Paul's letters so we cannot take Christ's teachings out of context.
If the Lord God can take a life like Saul's and turn it around into that... into a man who wrote most of the Second Testament after the Gospels... then just imagine what He could do with yours - in this day and age?
Paul was arrested for his work a handful of times, he still wrote. Paul lived a lot on the road, travelling, nomadic, yet still visited every believer he could and encouraged them. And we complain it's too hot... or we might get told no... or that it's too hard. (SLIDE)
With God... all things are possible. Paul was every bit proof of that - that is his testimony. But I don't think Paul meant that in the way we usually use that verse today. Today we say that verse before the big job interview, the big game, the whatever as if to say that with Christ we can achieve anything we set our heart or mind to. 
But Paul never wrote his letters from places of victory... he wrote from prison cells, from house arrest. From the chains that bound Paul, he wrote "I have learned to be content in whatever circumstance I am in". LEARNED... because contentment doesn't come naturally. 
Paul would later write "I have learned how to have plenty, how to have little, how to be full, how to be hungry" and only after that does Paul declare "I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me". Paul's testimony would never be that Christ gave Paul strength to get everything PAUL wanted. 
Christ gave Paul strength when he DIDN'T get what he wanted. Paul's conversion was the start of that lesson. Paul wanted judgment, Paul wanted persecution, Paul wanted holiness the Jewish way. Paul was met with blindness, and a reliance on Jesus and others. 
Jesus took a murdering, self-righteous zealot who was the loudest voice in the court and made him the most powerful advocate for the faith he once persecuted by teaching him through having, and not having... through good times of plenty and hard times of loss...
Being a Christian is resting on the victory of Jesus, not our own. Not our will, but God's alone. Not our increase, but ALWAYS the increase of Jesus.  
AMEN.

