SOVEREIGNLY SAVED TO SERVE (PART I)

Acts 9:1-31

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, what does it mean to be converted, or to convert? And we may speak about conversion actively and passively, for Christian conversion is something that we must do; yet it is something we do only as we are enabled to do so by God the Holy Spirit. But what is involved in conversion? We can look at that word and we can think, oh boy, that’s another of those theological words and beyond my understanding. But as a matter of fact it’s not. First of all, we are Christians and therefore, by definition, we are disciples and a disciple by definition is a learner. Therefore, we ought to be learning the meaning of some of these theological words. But apart from that the word conversion is a word quite commonly used. You can open up a newspaper any day of the week and read about somebody convicted of the crime of car conversion. It simply means: to change the possession or the use of that vehicle from one person to another, unlawfully. And apart from the unlawful bit, that will do us as a definition of Christian conversion. It means, if we quote Paul from Colossians chapter one, that “God (the Father) has delivered us from the domain of darkness and transferred us to the kingdom of his beloved son, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.” It means that we have been delivered from the possession of satan to be a possession of God; it means that we cease to be in the service of and available for the use of satan and are instead now in the service of and available for the ‘use’ of Jesus Christ and the kingdom of God. 

We learn a great deal about conversion in our text this morning. Of course it was Saul’s conversion and so it was unique, as everybody’s conversion is unique, so far as how it may happen and the way God works with each individual to bring them to himself. Saul’s conversion was very sudden and dramatic. Some of us too may have had a sudden and dramatic conversion; but not all, and it is not necessary. Saul’s conversion was surrounded by miracle and he received a special revelation. God spoke to him directly about Ananias and God spoke to Ananias about Saul, who became Paul. In that regard there is a special, historical uniqueness about Saul’s conversion because Saul was converted in this time of the first beginning and establishment of the New Testament church when there were many miracles going on and revelation was still being given, which revelation has now produced our Bibles. As part of those very special, once only, historical circumstances in which Saul was converted, was the fact that he was also converted to become Paul the Apostle! And that has never happened to any Christian since that time. He was the last called to be an apostle. 

So we must not forget these special, historical circumstances of Saul’s conversion because this story marks a very important development and step in the growth of the kingdom of God in the world. The Holy Spirit had come upon the church to empower her for her task of being Jesus’ “witnesses in Jerusalem and Judea and Samaria and to the uttermost parts of the earth.”
 

#
Well, the gospel is now well established in Jerusalem and Judea – so well established among the Jews that it’s already got to Damascus, a city 150 miles, 230 kilometres away and there was a congregation of believers there. 

#
It was also established in Samaria. The first part of chapter eight teaches us about that. 

#
And the first Gentile convert was converted under Philip’s evangelistic ministry – the Ethiopian eunuch. The latter half of chapter eight told us about that. But there is a whole Gentile world to be given the gospel and God had a particular man to do it and in this story this morning God is calling him. 

Yet, for all that, Paul is, before he is an apostle and as a first qualification for being an apostle, a simple believer in the Lord Jesus Christ, a disciple of Jesus Christ, a convert of and to Jesus Christ. And every convert has that in common with the Apostle Paul. So bearing in mind the special circumstances of Saul’s conversion and the fact that the conversion of every believer will have particular aspects and circumstances that are unique, nevertheless, we can see certain essential elements in the conversion of Saul that must also be in the conversion of every sinner who is ever converted. As I thought about this passage and tried to sum up what is the theme that runs right through it, I think how we can sum it up is this: God sovereignly saves his people to serve him. And the first thing I want to note about that is – and it’s actually going to be the only thing we get to this morning; I’ve only got one point this morning – 

1.
CONVERSION IS A SOVEREIGN ACT OF GOD

We live in an age of psychology and sociology and we are in great danger of psychologising spiritual things and evaluating life and people in merely psychological and sociological terms. So we even speak of some people having a particular psychological disposition to religious feelings. We think that the gospel might prosper more under certain social conditions. People speak of someone being on the way to faith in Jesus Christ. A few years ago I saw an overture to a Synod of a certain Reformed Church that wanted the Synod to prepare a particular marriage form specially designed for people who were on their way to faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. Well it was ridiculous. That is presumption as well as faulty thinking. For another example, I was talking to a fellow quite a few years ago now and he was telling me about a chap he was witnessing to about the gospel and he said, “He’s so near the kingdom, I reckon if I gave him a push he’d fall in.” And I thought to myself, Well, push him in, man! He might be bowled over on his way home tonight!
Congregation, we must never speak this way because in the gospel we are dealing with the Holy Spirit of God who saves to the uttermost and of all psychological types. Or rather, we should say, the Holy Spirit is dealing with us. It is true, God does manage social conditions to produce religious effects. He brought hardship upon the prodigal son to drive him to the end of himself. He brought judgment upon Judah so that Judah “might know that I am the Lord.”
 But hardship and judgment don’t automatically or always bring people to God. My father often told us that when the torpedoes started to come when they were in the middle of the North Atlantic during the Second World War, men would be falling on their knees and crying to God. But when the attack was over God was just a swear word again. In Revelation chapter 16 we read that when God sent great plagues of judgment on men; “they blasphemed the name of God who has power over these plagues and (for all the judgment) they did not repent so as to give him glory.” 
We see this truth no more clearly than in the conversion of Saul who became Paul. There he is, “still breathing out threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord” (v.1). That is Saul’s psychological condition at the very moment he was converted and he had been in that state for some time. He was “still breathing out threats.” If you go back to chapter 8, verse 1, “Saul was in hearty agreement with putting Stephen to death.” If you go to 8, verse 3 you read that before the gospel went to Samaria and the Ethiopian eunuch was converted, “Saul began ravaging the church, entering house after house, dragging off men and women and putting them in prison.” And that was still his frame of mind; that was still his attitude to the gospel and the Lord Jesus Christ and his people; indeed he was on a mission to Damascus with letters of accreditation from the Sanhedrin to carry out that same mission.
 
We don’t know when God is working with someone. Who at this time, Jew or Christian, would have thought that Saul the persecutor would have been converted that day and end up at the end of the story as Saul the persecuted. But he was. The Lord throws him to the ground by a light brighter than the mid-day sun and he’s blinded, stopped in his tracks on his murderous mission.

But think about something else. When Paul tells us what converted him in Romans chapter 7, he doesn’t speak about being convicted of persecuting the church. He doesn’t speak about opposition to God in the sense in which he was engaged on the road to Damascus. He tells us that he wouldn’t have known what sin was except through the Law; and the commandment that really woke his conscience was the tenth, against coveting (v.7). And in the following verses he tells us that the one sin that he really struggled with and was somehow crucial in bringing him to a realisation of his sinfulness and his need of Christ, was coveting. How does that fit with persecuting? Maybe it doesn’t fit at all. But maybe it did. Paul was a very proud man; very proud of his righteousness according to the Law, very proud of his zeal for God, so maybe he coveted everybody’s applause and acclaim with his persecution.
 
No doubt there is a psychology of conversion, rightly understood. And if you want to think of that here, maybe Saul’s persecuting zeal was a result of a fight against his conscience. For his conscience was busy at this time. The Authorized Version in our text, and when Paul tells the story of his conversion in chapter 26, adds another sentence. When Jesus spoke to him, he also said, “It’s hard for you to kick against the goads Saul, isn’t it?” It was a well-known Greek and Latin proverb, apparently. Goads are the sharp points on the end of a rod that you use to prod cattle along and get them moving and something was doing this to Saul and he was kicking against it and it was painful. 
Saul’s conscience had been working on him for some time by now. What was it saying to him? This righteousness of mine doesn’t give me much joy or peace? It sure didn’t! What if Stephen and the Nazarenes are right? And how did Stephen die like that anyway, with a face shining like an angel, like Moses when he received the Law so that he couldn’t be looked upon? How different Stephen’s spirit was then as the stones rained down upon him from how mine is now!
 
So God casts him to the ground and he cries out, “Who are you Lord?” Who did he think he was speaking to? Probably not Jesus of Nazareth at that point. He probably thought it was God.
 Whoever. But then the one to whom he saw spoke him and said, “I am Jesus whom you are persecuting.” Jesus answers to the name Lord. Whoever Saul thought he was addressing tells Paul he is the despised Jesus of Nazareth, the crucified Nazarene, and he’s now in heaven speaking to Saul out of a vision. 
Saul had no predisposition to believe in Jesus of Nazareth at that time at all and there is nothing at all in his life to indicate that this would happen to him this day. It was a completely unexpected sovereign intervention in Saul’s life and thank God for it.
 
So Saul is sovereignly converted and saved and his whole world unravels in a moment. For the mission he is on in his zeal for God, “thinking he was doing God a service,” as Jesus said such people would think,
 was not only useless. It was wicked!
 And therefore we read, “He fasted and prayed for three days” in the house of one of his pharisaic friends, no doubt, whom he’d pre-arranged to visit and stay with while he was in Damascus. I wonder what he thought about Saul there in the room, blind, not eating or drinking; praying. Well Saul wasn’t worried about that. He was worried about his sin. He was “afflicting his soul” as Israel was required to do on the great Day of Atonement
 as he realized the enormity of what he had just been doing – persecuting Christ who was “the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world”,
 who answers to the name Saul had always used to address the God of Israel, the only God that was. 
And congregation, if there is not something of this in us then we are not saved for that is what conversion means. It means to be grieved over our sin and the despite we show to God in our sin; and to weep over it and to grieve over it. No doubt it will be more emotional for one than another but it must be there in every one of us, in some form. For did not Jesus say, only those “who weep shall be comforted” with salvation; only those “who hunger and thirst after righteousness will be filled” with it.
 
Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, friends and visitors here with us this morning, does sin bother you? Do you afflict your soul over it? I know Christianity is a religion of great joy because our sins are forgiven. But our sins are forgiven when we repent and repentance is something that is to be a part of our lives until our dying day; because sin will be a part of our lives until our dying day. And the joy of forgiveness in the morning comes after the night of grieving. Before the Prodigal son enjoyed that party of acceptance he had to come to his father and say, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and in your sight. I am no longer worthy to be your son” and I’m not even asking for that position back again. Just “make me one of your hired servants”
 so that I can have some of the leftovers of your table and be adequately fed. He had no desire for privileges. 
Does the sin of the world and the sin of the church bother you? It bothered David. “It’s time for you to act, Lord, for they have broken thy Law;” and again, “My eyes shed streams of water because they do not keep your law.”
 Judgement always begins at the house of God and there, firstly, with the elders. God speaks about this in a vision to Ezekiel. He speaks about sending executioners to Israel to slay the impenitent sinners within Israel, and he says: “Start from my sanctuary. So they started with the elders who were before the temple” and the only ones who were saved were those who were marked by God as those “who sigh and groan over all the abominations which are being committed in Jerusalem’s midst.”
 
Paul’s letters are filled with joy in the Lord. They are filled with exhortations to the people to rejoice in the Lord. Yet he never forgot his sin. He spoke of himself in later years as the chief of sinners. He was a man who struggled with sin all his life. He tells us in Romans 7 that “When I want to do right, sin is right there at my elbow so that the good I want to do I do not do and the evil I do not want to do, that I find myself doing.” 
People of God, we too, must be joyful and thankful Christians. But it seems to me that we sit rather lightly to sin. We’re supposed to sit lightly to the world
 but I think we rather sit lightly to sin. We acknowledge it, of course, but sometimes it’s rather formal, is it not? Could it be said that we are people who from time to time afflict our souls? Seventy years ago, Richard Neihbuhr described the religion of Protestant Liberalism as having “a God without wrath bringing men without sin into a kingdom without judgment through the ministrations of a Christ without a cross.”
 We modern evangelicals don’t say that, of course. And we don’t believe it. But does the easiness with which we consider ourselves to have repented and dealt with sin give us away? 
God saved Saul and converted him into Paul the Apostle by a sovereign act of salvation of his own initiative and not Saul’s. But when God did that Saul knew what God had done and he became Paul, the humbled and penitent sinner. He afflicted his soul for three days before God shone “the light of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ”
 on him. He repented and he was a repenting sinner all his life. 
But there is something else that’s really wonderful about the fact that our salvation is a sovereign act of God, entirely in God’s hand. For not only does that mean that salvation is possible – because if it were up to us in any way none of us could ever be saved, for by nature we love our sin. “Men love darkness rather than light,” Jesus said. And we are dead in sins. We are not able to respond to the Gospel. We can’t even understand it by ourselves. It must be a sovereign act of God. He must sovereignly step into our lives and cause us to be born again – but not only does the fact of salvation being a gift given to us by God’s sovereign grace mean that salvation is possible; it means also that it is possible for absolutely anyone, however terribly sinful, however much they hate God, however much they blaspheme, however much they hate the Church and hate Christianity and even persecute it. If it be God’s will, it is just as possible for Osama bin Laden to be saved or Helen Clarke or Barack Obama or Alexander Putin or the whole Chinese Politburo or Robert Mugabe. It is just as possible for evil men and women like them to be saved as it is for our covenant children. And it has happened before. Nebuchadnezzar was converted, that great proud monarch of Babylon. And he was a complete pagan, a complete unbeliever, right outside the covenant. 
God also saves active God-haters and people who hate his people. No one hated the church in its very early days more than the Jews. And among the Jews no one hated the church more than Saul of Tarsus. It was he who instigated the whole persecution that broke out after the death of Stephen. And after he was converted verse thirty-one tells us, “the church, throughout all Judea and Galilee and Samaria enjoyed peace, being built up; going on in the fear of the Lord and in the comfort of the Holy Spirit it continued to increase” (v.31). 
There is a sin unto death. There is an unforgivable sin. But it is plainly not, in and of itself, the sin of being a Christ-hater and a persecutor of the church. And Saul was the driver in this persecution; not even the high priest by now. And yet, next to the unforgivable sin, what sin could be greater? That is how Paul viewed it. In 1 Corinthians 15, verse 9 he said, “I am the least of the apostles and not fit to be called an apostle because I persecuted the church of God.” But, 1 Timothy 1:16, “for this reason I found mercy: in order that in me, as the foremost of sinners, Jesus Christ might demonstrate his perfect patience as an example for those who would believe in him for eternal life.”
So as we mourn over sin, over our own sin, over the sin of the world, over the sin of the church, do we also pray for the conversion and for the salvation of others and indeed all? We do not know who are elect and we cannot guess at it either. No one looked less like one of the elect than Saul that day. Did the church ever pray for him and his salvation? For all we know, they did. And so should we pray for others like him, brothers and sisters. And so should we be willing to testify to the gospel to anyone at anytime, even sometimes when it may not seem appropriate. For no one is, in principle, beyond God’s saving grace. He saves “even to the uttermost, to the chief of sinners.”

     Amen.
John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, Lord’s Day, 10th September, 2006
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