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“The ArrestOR ArrestED”      Text – Acts 9:1-8       OT Reading – Isaiah 42

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
Romans, Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Colossians, Philippians, Thessalonians, Timothy, Titus, and Philemon, and possibly Hebrews, have one thing in common; they come to us from the pen of the man we read about here in Acts 9 - Saul, whom Acts 13:9 tells us was also called Paul.  
That means that 13, and possibly 14, approximately half of the 27 books of the NT, were written by this man.  
It is with good reason, then, that Luke records the conversion of Saul, not once, but three times.  
In chapter 22, Luke will record this same event as Paul speaks to a crowd of angry Jews, and in chapter 26, Luke will record this event, again, as Paul tries to convert King Agrippa.  
This event has to rank among the key moments in the history, not just of the church, but of the world.  
· Doctrines such as justification by faith alone, union with Christ, the centrality of the death and resurrection of Jesus to the Christian life, election and God’s sovereignty – All these are at the heart of Paul’s writings.  
· The Reformation had its origins in the writings of Paul.

· Many of those believers that God has used so wonderfully in the history of the NT church built what they did and wrote on the writings of Paul; men like Augustine and Luther and Calvin and Wesley.  
· It is with good reason, then, that the American churchman, J. Gresham Machen, wrote: “The Christian movement … in A.D. 35 … would have appeared to a superficial observer to be a Jewish sect.  Thirty years later it was plainly a world religion.  This establishment as a world religion, to almost as great an extent as any great historical movement can be ascribed to one man, was the work of Paul.”
For a number of reasons, then, we do well to drink deeply from this account.  
· For in just the first 8 verses, there is a lesson about the power of God’s sovereign, saving love for sinners.  
· There are powerful OT connections made and prophecy is fulfilled.  
· There is a beautiful reminder of the believer’s union with Jesus.  
· We learn something, even, from the name used to describe believers.

· And right at the centre of everything that we read here is He whose supper we will partake of at the end of the sermon – Jesus Christ, the sovereign Lord of grace and compassion and mercy and forgiveness.

So let’s look at the two parts of the beginning of this account noting, firstly, that Saul is described.
1. And the chapter begins with the word, “meanwhile.”  
a. And this word takes up the story of Saul which we left at the end of ch. 7.  There we read that “the people laid their clothes at the feet of a young man named Saul,” while they went about stoning Stephen to death, and that “Saul was there, giving approval to his death,” and then that “he began to destroy the church.  Going from house to house, he dragged off men and women and put them in prison.”  
i. Well, since then, Luke has interrupted the ‘Saul story’ to tell us something about Philip and the spread of the gospel that Stephen’s stoning occasioned.  
ii. But now he returns to the story of Saul.  
(1) And Saul, as Paul, which is the other name that he was called and the more commonly known of the two, will be the main focus of the third section of Acts as his missionary journeys are described.  
iii. But now we need to know the story of how this persecutor of the church came to be such an outstanding servant of Christ.  
b. Paul, himself, will tell us in Philippians that he was a zealous Pharisee who was passionate about maintaining the honour of God’s law among the Jews.  And as far as keeping the law was concerned, he believed himself, prior to the new understanding that he was about to receive, to be “faultless.”  
i. So from Saul’s pharisaical perspective, Jesus had been found guilty of blasphemy by the rulers of the Jews and rightly sentenced to crucifixion.  
(1) And this made Jesus an accursed covenant breaker according to Deuteronomy 21:23.  
(A) Anyone, then, who continued to promote the teachings of Jesus was equally guilty and accursed.  
(2) And Deuteronomy 17:7 calls on the people of Israel to put evil-doers to death by stoning.  It says, “The hands of the witnesses must be the first in putting him to death, and then the hands of all the people.  You must purge the evil from among you.”  
(A) Saul would have seen himself, then, as a witness of what he believed was Stephen’s sin.  
ii. Just after He had eaten the last Supper with His disciples, Jesus was preparing them for what would happen after He left them.  And in John 16:2 He said, “A time is coming when anyone who kills you will think he is offering a service to God.”  
(1) And this is a perfect description of Saul.  Saul is convinced that he is about the Lord’s business.
iii. And his zeal is such that having helped in the arrest of many believers and having forced many others to flee from Jerusalem, he is not satisfied.  He wants to guard the whole world from the cancer of Christianity.  
(1) And so, with the appropriate letters of authority he heads off to Damascus to continue his righteous crusade.
(A) Saul knew that Damascus was a gateway from the Middle East into the world.  And so, he wanted to end the spread of Christianity from that place.  
(i) Damascus was a journey of 5-6 days from Jerusalem; about 225km.  
(ii) During a battle that took place in A.D. 66, 10,000 Jews were killed there.  So it clearly had a large Jewish population.  
1. It was an ideal hunting ground for Saul’s misguided zeal. 
2. But before we move on to see how Paul himself is arrested, just notice how Christianity is described in the letters of authority that Paul is given.  I expect that you boys and girls know that those who believe in Jesus Christ are known as Christians.  Well, that name had not yet been ‘invented.’  It is used, first, a few years later in Antioch, as recorded in Acts 11.  At the moment, believers are described as those who belong to “the Way.”  
a. Now, this term clearly has in view a certain way of living.  
i. Many of Paul’s epistles begin with doctrine and then go on to describe the way that believers ought to live.  We saw this when we went through Ephesians together.  
ii. But in many respects, this way of living was no different than Saul’s way of living.  Such things as purity and respect for authority would have been common to both.  
b. So what is it that lies at the heart of this description of believers as those who belong to “the Way”?  Well, it will come as no surprise to hear that the answer is Jesus.  
i. After all, Jesus said in John 14:6, “I am the way, the truth and the life.”  
(1) These people, then, are those who love Jesus. 
(2) They are those who pray “in Jesus’ name,” 
(3) those who love to gather on Sundays to sing psalms and hymns that speak of Jesus and who celebrate the Lord’s Supper with other believers, 
(4) those who explain that their commitment to purity arises out of a love for Jesus, 
(5) those who love others because of the love that has been shown to them in Jesus Christ, 
(6) those whose thoughts, words, and actions flow out of relationship with the resurrected one, Jesus, 
(7) those who would rather die than renounce the name of Jesus.  
ii. So these and other similar attributes made these believers identifiable as those belonging to ‘the way.’
(1) If you spent any time with them, you would soon know that they belonged to the Way.

(2) And all this despite knowing that being identified like this could cost them their lives.

iii. So how about you, here in peaceful, tolerant New Zealand?  Could this be said, then, of you?

(1) Are you identifiable as one who belongs to the way?
Well, in the second place, we see that Saul is arrested.
1. From verse 3, we are told that close to Damascus “a light flashed around [Saul],” and that a conversation with none other than Jesus takes place.  From heaven, Paul hears a voice saying, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?”  
a. And even the repetition of Saul’s name is important as an echo of the OT.  
i. Exodus 3:4 tells us of the time when God called Moses from the burning bush.  God said, “Moses, Moses.”  
ii. 1 Samuel 3:10 tells us of the time when God called Samuel during the night.  God said, “Samuel, Samuel.”  
iii. So this double use of Saul’s name already serves as a flashing, neon sign that tells us that Saul is no ordinary individual in God’s plan of salvation.  
(1) There is special work for him to do that shall rank him alongside Moses and Samuel as the Lord’s prophets!
b. But notice also the beautiful truth conveyed in Jesus’ question.  He says to Paul, “Why do you persecute me?”  
i. You see Brothers and Sisters, even though it will take Paul himself in his later epistles to spell out the significance of this truth, this question of Jesus has within it the doctrine of the believer’s union with Christ.  
(1) It was Stephen who was stoned to death.  
(2) It was the Greek speaking Jews who were forced to flee Jerusalem for their lives.  
(3) It was men and women who were dragged from their homes and put in prison.  
(4) But Jesus says, “Why do you persecute me?”  
ii. And this too is pregnant with OT echoes.  
(1) We spoke a moment ago of God calling Moses and Samuel.  But when the people of Israel complained that Moses had brought them into the desert to perish, Moses said, “The Lord has heard your grumbling against Him.”  
(2) When the people of Israel told Samuel that they wanted a king, which was an implied rejection of Samuel, God said to Samuel, “It is not you they have rejected, but they have rejected me as their king.”  
iii. What this question of Jesus reveals is what Paul declares to be true of every believer in Galatians 2:20, “I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me.”  
(1) It is a key doctrine in Ephesians where Paul uses the phrases “in Christ” or “in Him” some 35 times.  
(2) The believer died with Christ; the believer was buried with Christ; the believer has been raised with Christ; the believer suffers with Christ.  
(3) Believer, your Saviour sees you as part of Himself.  
(A) He feels your wounds as His wounds.  
(B) He records your sufferings for His name as His sufferings.  
(4) Boys and girls, perhaps you remember that amazing picture of Judgement Day recorded in Matthew 25?  
(A) There Jesus says that eternal life belongs to those who fed HIM and clothed HIM and visited HIM in prison.  
(i) And when those described as the sheep ask, when did we do this to you, Lord?, He will reply, when you did it to the least of these my brothers, you did it to me.  
(B) And conversely, Jesus says that eternal condemnation belongs to those who did not feed HIM or clothe HIM or visit HIM in prison.  
(i) And when those described as the goats ask, when did we not do this for you, Lord?, He will reply, when you did not do it for the least of these my brothers, you did not do it for me.  
(5) If you belong to Christ, suffering for His sake will come.  It is what your Saviour calls you to!  But listen to the glorious promise of 2 Cor. 1:5, “For just as the sufferings of Christ flow over into our lives, so also through Christ our comfort overflows.”
2. Well, Saul initially respond’s to Jesus’ question with a respectful, “Lord, who are you?”  And Jesus then reveals Himself and instructs him to go to the city and wait.  And we are told that none of the others there understood what had just happened despite seeing or hearing something.  And it is then that Saul discovers that he is blind and must be led to Damascus.  The man who came to arrest believers is himself arrested by saving love in a most startling encounter.
a. We have here then, brothers and sisters, a powerful picture of those doctrines known as total depravity, unconditional election, and irresistible grace.  
i. We have Saul, not seeking Jesus but actively opposed to Jesus – a hater of Christianity to the very core of his being.  
ii. We have a man who seems such an unlikely candidate for God’s redeeming love, yet one who is clearly the object of this love, demonstrating that salvation is by grace alone – it is an undeserved favour.  
iii. And we have a man who clearly does not now spend some time thinking about Jesus’ offer of salvation, as in, Should I accept it or should I not?  No, we have a man who immediately begins to exercise the gift of faith and repentance that the Holy Spirit has worked in his soul.  
(1) From this moment on, there can be no going back for Saul.  
(2) He has come face to face with the risen Lord who now places Him on the narrow path of salvation.  
(A) The ArrestOR has himself been arrested by Jesus Christ.
(B) So Saul now joins the ranks of those who sing, “It was not I that found O Saviour true; No, I was found, was found of Thee … Twas not so much that I on Thee took hold, as Thou, dear Lord, on me, on me.”
b. But let’s also pause here to consider Saul’s blindness.  Why was he struck blind?  Is this significant.  And here we are helped by our earlier reading from Isaiah 42.  
i. In Deuteronomy 28:28-29, Moses warned the people of Israel that if they were disobedient to the Lord, amongst other things, blindness would come upon them.  “You will grope around at midday, as a blind man gropes around in the dark.”  
(1) Well, this prophecy was literally fulfilled in King Zedekiah who did evil in the eyes of the Lord and was blinded by the Babylonians having just witnessed the execution of his sons.  
(2) But it is also a constant spiritual theme of the prophets.  
(A) You see, in contrast to Israel, the idols of the pagan nations have no witnesses who can testify of their power, for they have none.  
(B) But Israel’s God has called His people to bear witness to all they have seen.  Having seen His saving acts, they can support God’s claim to be the only God.  
(C) Israel’s problem, though, as ch. 42 reveals, is that she has become a “blind servant.”  
(i) She has seen and heard, but she is blind and deaf.  
(ii) She has become ignorant of God’s faithful, saving deeds.  
(iii) And because of this, she is no use at all to the Gentiles who are also blind to the things of God.  
(3) But the message of Isaiah 42 is that a time is coming when the Lord will remove Israel’s blindness so that she can once again be a witness to the Gentiles.  
(A) We read there, “I will keep you and will make you a covenant for the people and a light for the Gentiles, to open eyes that are blind, to free captives from prison and to release from the dungeon those who sit in darkness … I will lead the blind by ways they have not known, along unfamiliar paths I will guide them; I will turn darkness into light before them.”  
ii. So now, look again at Saul.  
(1) First of all, remembering God’s warning to Israel that blindness would come on them at Midday, when does Saul’s encounter with Jesus occur?  No prizes for guessing!  Acts 22:6 tells us that it was about noon.  
(A) As he left for Damascus, as a student of God’s Word, Saul thought he saw everything so clearly.  But he was actually blind to his true condition.  
(2) And so, there he is, as one commentator describes him, “blinded by divine glory, groping in darkness despite the midday sunlight, in need of others to lead him by the hand to Damascus.”  
(3) And now, physically blind, he begins to see, spiritually, for the first time.  
(4) And this happens to Saul, as we know, so that he might be the one to bring the light of the gospel of Jesus to the spiritually blind Gentiles!  
(A) What we have here, then, is the fulfillment of Isaiah 42.  Are we not forced here to marvel at our God’s incredible plan of salvation?!!
3. Up to this point in his life, two things have consumed Saul: 1 – A hatred for Jesus of Nazareth whom Saul believed to be dead, and 2 – the daily persecution of the followers of Jesus.  But today Saul has met the risen Jesus.  And Jesus has asked Saul why he is persecuting Him?  Saul’s world has been turned upside down.  Everything Saul believed is inside out.  Waves of guilt are flooding his heart.  Here on the road to Damascus, Saul has been emptied of self.  But this just means he is ready to be filled with Christ!
a. But what has happened to Saul is something that must happen to each one of us.  One commentator puts it like this, “Have we been brought to the end of our resources?  Have we ever been completely helpless unless the Lord intervened?  Have we ever given up and given in to Christ?  Our Damascus roads are generally less dramatic than Saul’s, but they are meant to have the same effect – to break our compulsive independence and arrogance and to bring us to Christ for salvation or reconsecration.  Our Damascus Roads are meant to convey our emptiness and the greatness of Christ.  Have we gotten the message?” 
b. Later in 1 Timothy 1, Paul would say, “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.”  
i. And these words speak to those of you who today, perhaps, have like Saul been arrested by Jesus Christ.  
(1) Maybe you have seen today just how blind you have been.  
(2) Maybe you also now see just how empty you are in your sins, and how only the greatness of the grace of Christ can fill that emptiness.  
(3) If so, then give yourself to Him in faith.  Trust in Him.  Turn to Him and receive eternal life.
ii. But to those of us who belong to the way, already, may this example of sovereign, saving grace at work, keep us from the error of thinking that Uncle Steven or our workmate or Tom down the road or our unbelieving son or wife is beyond God’s saving grace.  
(1) Despite their grievous sins, know that no one is beyond the mercy of the God who can “do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine”!
iii. But let us also give thanks that today we may renew your union with Jesus and with each other around His table.  
(1) Let us indeed lift up our hearts to the God of our salvation. 
(2) Let us indeed be reminded that “just as the sufferings of Christ flow over into our lives, so also through Christ our comfort overflows.”  Amen.
