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“Conviction Follows Arrest”      Text – Acts 9:9-19b   22:6-16  26:12-18    OT Reading – Isaiah 42:16-43:13

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
We return, again, to the conversion of Saul.  
And we described this event, last Sunday, as one of the most significant events in world history behind the death and resurrection of Jesus.  
And we did so because of Saul’s contribution, as Paul, to the NT.  
We saw him head off to Damascus determined to arrest as many Christians as he could.  
· But we saw instead that the arrestor was arrested by Jesus; 
· the one who went to take captives was himself taken captive by Jesus.  
· We saw that the one who thought he saw everything so clearly was blinded by the glory of the risen Jesus.  

And so, we ended with Saul needing to be led by others to Damascus.  
And we considered this blindness in terms of Isaiah 42.  
We saw there that the prophet spoke of the gentiles as blind to the things of God.  
And it was Israel’s calling to be a bright light; to bear witness to God’s glory.  

But Israel herself had become blind to the things of God.  

However, God spoke there, and as we saw today in Isaiah 43, of a time when Israel’s blindness would be removed so that she could bring the light to the gentiles.
And we noted that what happens here to Saul fulfills exactly that prophecy: 
· Up till this point in his life, Saul has been spiritually blind – unaware of his true condition before the Lord as a sinner who needs a Saviour.  
· But now, physically blinded, as we shall see, he begins to see, spiritually.

· And so, his physical sight will be restored so that he may then help the gentiles with their spiritual blindness.
And Saul himself understood this.
· Later in 2 Cor. 4:4, Paul says, “The god of this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers, so that they cannot see the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God.”

· But in our earlier reading from Acts 26, Jesus says to Saul, “I have appeared to you to appoint you as a servant and as a witness of what you have seen of me and what I will show you … I am sending you to [the gentiles] to open their eyes and turn them from darkness to light.”
· And from Acts 13:46, Saul describes all of this in terms of Isaiah’s prophecy.
So, having seen Saul arrested, let’s consider Saul during these three days of blindness as he is convicted and then as he is included.  
And we do so seeking to avoid the all too common mistake of trying to understand Saul’s feelings or psychoanalyzing him or guessing what his thoughts might have been.  Let’s just deal with what Scripture itself reveals and what each of us ought to know from our own experience. 
1. And the first thing we see about this time is what is revealed in v9, “For three days, Saul did not eat or drink anything.”  Instead, we learn from Jesus’ conversation with Ananias in v11 that Saul is busy praying.  So disturbed is Saul by what has just happened to him; so intense is his desire to seek the Lord, that he fasts – he foregoes what is good and even necessary for the sake of spiritual discipline.  
a. Now, the purpose of what we read here is not, first and foremost, to outline the Christian life.  What we read here is description not prescription.  Nevertheless, it is right for us to briefly pause here and to learn something from what Saul does.  
i. In Acts 13 and 14 we will read about a whole church and then Paul and Barnabas praying and fasting.  
(1) Thus, private fasting for the purpose of prayer, and let me stress that word ‘private,’ as fasting is not about letting others know how spiritual we are, is not some OT custom that we should ignore.  
(A) In order to strengthen prayer, or to seek the Lord’s guidance, or to express grief, or to seek deliverance from an enemy, or to demonstrate humility, or to call on the Lord to remember His promises, or to wrestle with temptation, or to demonstrate love for God, or to express repentance, as we see here, fasting is a God honouring and useful spiritual discipline.  
(B) And in our instant gratification and addiction saturated culture, it is, perhaps, a much needed spiritual discipline.
b. Well, returning to Saul, then, we may be absolutely certain, also, that his prayer was earnest prayer.  
i. Perhaps for many years now, Saul has prayed, frequently.  
(1) But you boys and girls will remember the story that Jesus told about the Pharisee and the tax-collector both praying in the temple.  
(A) Well, having just had an encounter with the risen Jesus, we may rightly describe Saul has having gone from being a Pharisee prayer to being a tax-collector prayer.  
(i) Whereas before he was content with his own self-righteousness and happy to recount that for all to hear, now, as he reviews each day of his life and the awareness of his guilt floods his heart and mind, his trembling prayer amounts to, “Lord be merciful to me, a sinner.”  
(ii) As one commentator says, “Saul is no longer saying prayers, now he is praying.”  
1. Do you know the difference between the two?
ii. As we said last time, up till now, two things had consumed Saul: A hatred for Jesus of Nazareth, whom he believed to be dead, and the daily persecution of the followers of Jesus.  But now Saul has met the risen Jesus and has been asked by Jesus why he is persecuting Him.  
(1) In Acts 26, Saul expressed his former way of life in this way, “I too was convinced that I ought to do all that was possible to oppose the name of Jesus of Nazareth.  And that is just what I did in Jerusalem.  On the authority of the chief priests I put many of the saints in prison, and when they were put to death, I cast my vote against them.  Many a time I went from one synagogue to another to have them punished, and I tried to force them to blaspheme.  In my obsession against them, I even went to foreign cities to persecute them.”
(2) And this was a part of what Saul had up till now counted as valuable in terms of salvation.  We know this from Philippians 3 where Paul lists the persecution of believers as something like a merit badge that would impress God.  
(3) But his meeting with Jesus and Jesus’ question about persecution has changed all of that, drastically.  
(A) You see, if Jesus is alive, everything Saul previously understood about the OT is wrong.  
(B) Saul’s view of the law as able to make one acceptable in God’s sight is wrong.  
(C) The basis of his prayers to God has been wrong.  
(D) In fact, the god who he has been worshipping is not the God of the Bible.  
(i) You see, the God of the Bible can only be known through Jesus Christ.  
1. In the OT this was by way of shadows and promises and prophecies and types.  
2. But those that belonged to God knew that their salvation lay in the forgiveness of sins.  
a. By faith, without knowing exactly who He was or how he would do His work, they looked forward to what the sacrifices pointed to – Jesus Christ. 

3. But because Saul believed that his law-keeping efforts made him worthy of God’s favour, he had no need for a Saviour.  The Messiah he looked forward to was a political Messiah of his own invention.  
4. Thus, he did not know the God of the Bible.  
5. And this is precisely what Saul was beginning to understand in these three days.  
a. Later in 1 Timothy 1:13, “I acted in ignorance and unbelief,” and in Philippians 3, “Whatever was to my profit I now consider loss.”  
iii. And friend, there is a warning in this that you need to hear.  If you think that when you stand before God on Judgment Day, as you surely will, that you can offer anything to God that can count towards your salvation, you are gravely mistaken.  
iv. But just as all hope was not lost for Saul, so there is hope for all who come to see themselves as the sinners they are.  
(1) Psalm 65 says, “O you who hear prayer, to you all men will come.  When we were overwhelmed by sins, you forgave our transgressions.  Blessed are those you choose and bring near to live in your courts! … You answer us with awesome deeds of righteousness, O God our Saviour, the hope of all the ends of the earth.”  
(A) And perhaps Saul, as one overwhelmed by his sins, remembered this very Psalm.  
(2) You see, having seen the risen Jesus, Saul now had a new interpretive key for the OT.  
(A) We may be sure he poured over all of the Scripture he had memorized in the light of knowing that Jesus is the Messiah.  
(i) And so, now, Genesis 3:15 and Genesis 17 and all of the sacrifices and the Day of Atonement and Psalms 16 and 22 and 110 and Isaiah 7 and 9 and 53 and Jeremiah 31 are now bursting with Jesus!  
(3) What Saul now comes to see, by the power of the Spirit working through the word, is what some of our hymns speak about: Hymn 388 – “Foul I to the fountain fly.   Wash me Saviour or I die”; or hymn 389 – “Not what my hands have done can save my guilty soul, not what my toiling flesh has borne can make my spirit whole.  Not what I feel or do can give me peace with God; not all my prayers and sighs and tears can bear my awful load.  Thy grace alone, O God, to me can pardon speak; Thy power alone, O Son of God, can this sore bondage break.”
v. So listen then to Saul’s new ‘worldview’ as expressed in 1 Timothy 1:13, “Even though I was once a blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent man, I was shown mercy because the grace of our Lord was poured out on me abundantly, along with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus.”
vi. Dear friends, is this your profession of faith?  Can you say, “Even though I was once a disobedient child, or a rebellious teenager, or given to outbursts of anger, or immersed in pornography, or a selfish husband, or a gossip, or a drunk, or an unsubmissive wife, or one who held grudges, I was shown mercy because the grace of our Lord was poured out on me abundantly, along with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus”?
(1) Can you say, “I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord”?
Well, as we move on to the last section of our text, the three days of blindness are about to come to an end with the visit of Ananias.  And it is here that we see Saul included.
1. And we are introduced to him in v10 where he is simply described as a disciple.  
a. In Acts 22, speaking to a Jewish audience, Paul described him as “a devout observer of the law and highly respected by all the Jews living there.”  
b. Somehow though, Ananias had come into contact with the gospel, perhaps at a Jerusalem feast or through the evangelism of a visiting believer, and he served the Lord Jesus here in Damascus.  
2. And Jesus appears to him in a vision and tells him to go to the house on Straight Street to seek out Saul that he may see again.  
a. And it may interest you to know that Straight Street is still there in Damascus.  In fact, our sister, Marta de Graaf, was telling me last Sunday that she walked that very street on a stop-over on her journey here from the Netherlands.  
3. And in v12, the Lord reveals that he has told Saul in a vision that a man named Ananias will come and restore his sight.
4. And then come the striking words of v13 which reveal so much about our human condition.  And this is because Ananias reveals here the fear of men and a lack of trust in God, which are really just two sides of the same coin.  And of course, we sympathize with him, don’t we, because his condition is one we share as sinners.  
a. However, let’s consider Ananias’ response here: Rather than simply obey the Lords command, Ananias raises a very human objection; Ananias has heard about Saul’s reputation and he is fearful.  Ananias is already bringing to mind the bad ways that Saul might react when Ananias does what the Lord has asked him to do.  
i. And isn’t this a reaction we know so well people of God?  
ii. Isn’t this precisely why we often opt out of opportunities to share the gospel or to confront blasphemy?  We fear men and we lack trust in God.  
b. But can you see the incongruity, which means absurd or irrational, in what Ananias says?  
i. Who is Ananias speaking to here?  Jesus – the one who knows all things!  
(1) So there are only two possibilities: 
(A) Perhaps Saul will react ‘badly.’  But then the Lord will surely bring Ananias through that and give him grace to cope and watch over his soul. or 
(B) Saul will not react ‘badly.’  
(i) Either way, Ananias has no basis for fear, and neither do we!
(ii) His instructions are coming from the King of Creation who says, “Go, make disciples of all the nations … and surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”  
c. Well, the Lord, who is, as ever, so gracious and patient with his stumbling and fearful people, gives Ananias some further explanation about the very special plans that the Lord has for Saul as the apostle to the Gentiles.  But we will return to this verse in connection with the rest of chapter 9 next time.
5. So lastly then, we see Ananias obey the Lord and go to Saul.  And brothers and sisters, young people and boys and girls, there are two points in particular that arise out of Ananias’ meeting with Saul that are worthy of our consideration as we draw to a close.
a. Firstly, note the significance of the first word that Ananias utters to Saul, “Brother.”  
i. Ananias knew what Saul had been busy with in Jerusalem.  
(1) Perhaps he knew of believers, maybe even family members, who had suffered at Saul’s hands, possibly even having lost their lives.  
ii. This first word, then, “Brother,” is a word packed with forgiveness, grace, welcome, warmth, and hospitality, which literally means ‘love for strangers.’  
iii. But despite Saul being a stranger to Ananias, because Saul and he are united in Christ, they are both sons of God, which makes them brothers.  
(1) Ananias means, ‘God is gracious.’  
(2) And here Ananias demonstrates exactly that as Christian fellowship begins.  
(A) Ananias is a sinner who has been shown God’s grace in Jesus Christ.  And even though Saul’s sins seem so weighty and terrible, Ananias welcomes the stranger by calling him, “Brother.”
iv. And in this connection, let me share with you the content of a recent article from a Christian newspaper that spoke about a telling survey conducted in 2010: 
It revealed that less than 18% of Americans considered Christian churches to be the friendliest place in town.  Among self-declared Christians, less than 25% named churches as the friendliest place.  And even fewer non-Christians, a disappointing 7%, agreed.  For the 750 Americans surveyed, 500 of whom were Christian, the most important factor that makes a place friendly is ‘making me feel like I belong.’  Other factors included friendly conversation, smiles and genuine interest in others.  [The authors stated that what the survey revealed for them is that] people are really starved for relationship when it comes to what they’re looking for in churches”.  Simply having a person greeting you at the church door and shallow platitudes isn’t going to be enough.  Meaningful dialogue, genuine interest in getting to know the newcomer or the unfamiliar member, and responding to others on a real and personal level were suggested as some ways to increase the friendliness of a church … [The authors then went on to cite this as a particular problem with large, well-resourced contemporary style churches, precisely because of their size.  But listen to this:] “A church full of closed cliques is extremely hard and frustrating for newcomers to break into.  Cliquishness doesn’t limit itself to large churches either it seems.  What’s worse than standing like a shag on a rock in a crowd of hundreds after a service waiting to be acknowledged, is standing in the same fashion in a group of only fifty, uncomfortably waiting for someone - anyone - to acknowledge your presence and make the effort to introduce themselves.  1 Corinthians 13:1 reminds us that it matters very little how much we sing along enthusiastically to worship songs, raise our hands during worship in visible acts of piety, or take furious notes during sermons.  If we can’t summon up enough authentic Christian love to smile warmly and make a genuine effort to seek out and welcome strangers and newcomers in our midst, we are nothing but a clanging gong and a pathetic shadow of a Christian disciple.”  
v. And as the pastor of this congregation, which means the visible point of contact for visitors, I must say that I receive mixed reports about us in this regard.  
(1) With thanks to the Lord, I can say that I have had numerous, glowing reports about us as genuinely welcoming – and it is all glory to God for that.  
(A) And I know that this is something that is very important to many of us.  
(2) But I have also heard and seen those who slip in and out with no meaningful contact, those who stand or sit alone in the coffee hall, or those for whom long periods of time can go by with no invitations to fellowship.  
(3) May the Lord help each one of us, then, to remember the grace that He has shown us in Christ Jesus and the visible example of that grace shown here by Ananias.
b. Well, finally then, Ananias then explains to Saul why he has come as he reaches out and places his hands on him.  And Saul’s blindness is then removed as the scale-like things fall from his eyes enabling him to physically see just as he now spiritually sees.  And from Acts 22:16, we learn that Ananias said to Saul, “And now what are you waiting for?  Get up, be baptized and wash your sins away, calling on his name.”  And v18 of our text tells us that that is exactly what happened as Saul was baptized.  
i. And just note, congregation, in this connection, the order of events described here in vv18-19: For three days Saul has not eaten or drunk anything.  But now, having been born again and having received back his sight, what is the first thing he wants?  The means of grace.  The means of physical sustenance, food and drink, can wait – they come second.  Saul’s primary hunger is for the means of grace.  
(1) And people of God, if ever the church needed to be reminded of the importance of the means of grace it is today.  
(A) In this day and age of people choosing whatever church suits their lifestyle or taste or social needs, that is if they choose a church at all, let us be reminded again from these verses that for all her inadequacies and imperfections, God has entrusted to the church the ministry of the Word and the sacraments.  
(i) And we should be most hungry for what we are busy with right now!  
(ii) Nothing should come ahead of our desire to meet with Jesus Christ, among His people, from Lord’s Day to Lord’s Day, that there we might feast on His grace.
Well, we have seen Saul arrested, we have seen him convicted, and now we have seen Saul included.  

May God grant that the grace of life in Jesus Christ that enveloped Saul on that day be our possession and our chief desire.  And may others come face to face with that grace through our hospitality and witness to the praise of His name.  Amen.
