SOVEREIGNLY SAVED TO SERVE (PART II)
Acts 9:1-31
Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, we began to look at Saul’s conversion last week and we asked the question: what does it mean to be converted? Or, to speak in terms of our responsibility: what does it mean to convert to faith in the one true God? And we asked what is involved in conversion. 
We saw that conversion is a sovereign act of God. As Saul stormed down the road to Damascus that day, looking for more Christian scalps to add to his belt, nobody thought that he was on the verge of conversion; anything but. But just before Saul got to Damascus Christ pulled him up short and he was converted. He was turned right around from being an unbeliever into being a believer in Jesus Christ as the Messiah of Israel and, indeed, the Saviour of the whole world. He was turned right around from being a persecutor of the church into, by the end of the story, one of the persecuted. Conversion is a sovereign act of God. He saves whom he will, when he will, where he will and how he will. 
But that’s only half the story, because in this story we see that God sovereignly saves us to serve him. That certainly means that he saves us from sin and the consequences of sin to serve him by doing righteousness. Paul speaks somewhere about having served sin long enough when we were unbelievers but now that we are believers, it’s time to serve God in righteousness. 
But we need to understand fully the nature of this change. Conversion, as Paul puts it in Colossians chapter one, means to be “delivered from the domain of darkness and transferred into the kingdom of his beloved Son.” So, you see, we live under a new allegiance, with a new loyalty and new obligations. In first Thessalonians, chapter one, the Apostle Paul commends the Thessalonian Christians because they “turned to God, from idols, to serve the living and true God.” The Lord Jesus Christ is not just the Saviour. He is the king. We might say that since God has sovereignly saved us, he becomes our sovereign Lord and Master. And that leads us to see two things, at least so far as this text is concerned. First of all or you can call it secondly if you like, the first point being last week’s sermon: 
2.
CONVERSION IS A COMPLETE CHANGE IN THE DIRECTION OF ONE’S LIFE 
You might be inclined to think Paul, being a Jew, had always served the living and true God. But that would be incorrect. No doubt he had always thought he had served the living and true God. But over the years, gradually no doubt but surely, the Jewish understanding and hence the understanding in which Saul had grown up into, had become distorted and eventually perverted. And that had now, at one stroke, been undone. As one writer put it, “All that Paul’s, or Saul’s, soul is based on, morally as well as spiritually was smashed within him forever” when Jesus of Nazareth spoke to him outside Damascus.
 
Paul tells us in Philippians three that he was “a Hebrew of the Hebrews; as to the Law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of the church (seen as the rival of Judaism); as to righteousness according to the Law, blameless.” Saul had understood that because he didn’t commit the outward act of theft or adultery or murder and so on, that therefore he had kept the Law and he had pleased God. But he had just now seen in his conversion that in his supposed zeal for God, he was, as a matter of fact, a murderer and a persecutor of Jesus Christ, the Son of God himself. That was a completely sovereign act on God’s part and Saul was so thankful. And his life was forever after committed to the Gospel, to preaching that free sovereign, saving grace of God. As he could say to Timothy years later, he had regarded his “life as a drink-offering, to be poured out in the service” of Jesus Christ, his Saviour. 
And he began this sacrifice of service straight away. In verse 19 we read that “for several days he was with the disciples in Damascus” and “immediately he began to proclaim Jesus in the synagogues, ‘He is the Son of God.’” That produced amazement everywhere, of course, because Saul was known to the people in Damascus and they were very surprised to find him who only a few days before had persecuted Christ now preaching Christ. And according to verse 22 he had a great deal of success in his confrontation with the Jews. 
Saul, become Paul, knew what that would involve. He knew it would involve him in the same consequences that he, until just a few days before, had been handing out to other followers of ‘The Way’ of Jesus of Nazareth; even as the Spirit told Ananias, “I will show him how much he must suffer for my Names’ sake.” 
But Saul was not the only one in this story serving Christ at great risk of his life.

#
Think of Ananias. I can quite understand Ananias querying the Lord, “Lord I’ve heard from many about this man, how much harm he did to your saints at Jerusalem and here he has authority from the Chief Priests to bind all who call upon your name” and you want me to go and see him. “He’s a chosen instrument of mine, Ananias, to bear my name before the Gentiles, before kings and before the sons of Israel.” So Ananias goes and lays hands upon Saul and he calls him, “Brother Saul.” 
#
The same thing happened when Paul went to Jerusalem three years later and he was trying to get to know the disciples there. But in verses 23-26 we read, “But they were all afraid of him. They didn’t believe he was a disciple.” They knew him too well and this time it was Barnabas, good old Barnabas who, back in chapter four, had sold some land that he possessed and given the proceeds for the support of the poor – he took Paul and introduced him to the Jerusalem believers. For some reason Barnabas believed his story. A real son of encouragement was Barnabas. 
And in some way or another, congregation, this is to be a pattern for you and me. This is what conversion is about. Our ownership has been changed. We no longer belong to ourselves, nor to the devil, nor to sin. We belong to Jesus Christ, purchased with his precious blood. And we are to serve him in this world. And we all have some part to play in the great programme of taking the gospel to the ends of the earth. 
Maybe it is for some of you young men to be called and raised up and become a preacher and a teacher of the gospel. The church has a terribly great need for them. Maybe it is for another to be a Barnabas, a son or daughter of encouragement; working almost behind the scenes to befriend that new believer and draw him into the whole life of the Christian community and make him feel a real part of the church family. There’s a great need for Barnabases too. We often have visitors in our congregation or new people arrive, maybe from another country. Might we have been used by God to keep more of them if a few more of us had played the part of a Barnabas perhaps? – looking out for new people, passing up that chat with your friends to go and instead welcome the visitor. There’s no danger in it, you know, in New Zealand at present, like there was for Barnabas. We just need to be willing to commit ourselves to befriending them and dropping in on them from time to time; and maybe studying the Bible with them if they’re new Christians. 
That’s what it meant for Jesus to serve God. And it is to serve God and no longer ourselves that he has saved us. “I came not to be served,” he said, “but to serve and to give.”
 Is it possible that it is because we are not prepared to give up some of our own time, pass up doing something we wanted to get done? We were talking about this in our fellowship group on Wednesday; about being interrupted and not seeing it as an interruption, but rather as an opportunity from the Lord. Is it possibly because we have missed some of these that we are not used by God as we would all like to be, in our hearts? Let us think about that. 
So that is the first thing I want to say here from this text this morning: conversion is a complete turnaround in the direction of our lives. The second thing is this: 
2.
CONVERSION IS TO BE SUBJECTED TO DISCIPLESHIP

In a way that’s not much different from what we’ve just been talking about. But I’ve said it in this way because I want to bring out another aspect that is very interesting. Think about God’s dealings with Saul here. 
In verse 23 we read, “When many days had elapsed.” We’re not completely sure how many, but it was probably about a thousand actually. There are three years between when Saul was converted and when he goes up to Jerusalem. Then in verse thirty, there is another gap in Paul’s life for maybe eight or ten years. 
There is something for us to learn here.

#
In verse six, Saul is told, “Enter Damascus and it shall be told you what you must do.” Perhaps Jesus is speaking there about what Saul must do to receive salvation; to repent of his sins; to put his faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. At any rate, Saul had to wait three days before Ananias came to him. 
#
In verse 15 the Lord tells Ananias, “Saul is a chosen instrument of mine, to bear my name before the Gentiles and kings and the sons of Israel.” And then in verse 17 Ananias goes to Saul and lays hands on him so that he might “receive his sight;” but also so that he would receive and “be filled with the Holy Spirit.” And immediately Saul knows that Jesus of Nazareth is the Son of God for he begins his ministry and he has a great deal of success “confounding the Jews who lived at Damascus by proving that this Jesus is the Christ,” verse 22. 
#
And then you come to this bit about many days elapsing in verse 23. If we would read in Galatians chapter one and on into the first verse of chapter two you would see that it was at this point that Saul went into Arabia for three years and there the Lord Jesus Christ revealed the gospel to him.
 So he had both seen and been personally taught by the Lord Jesus Christ, just like the other disciples and apostles. He was not inferior to them in any way. 
#
He then returned to Damascus and the Jews began to search for him and he had to escape over the wall in a basket. He went to Jerusalem and so it was, three years after his conversion, that he tried to find acceptance with the disciples in Jerusalem and which Barnabas helped him with. 
#
While he was there he got into trouble again, disputing with the old enemies of Stephen, the Hellenistic (Greek-speaking) Jews, of which Saul himself was one, coming as he did from the city of Tarsus, in Asia Minor. Thus he blew his cover and as soon as the Jews realized that they had Saul of Tarsus in their own city “they again set about to put him to death,” verse 29. For his safety, the believers took him out to Caesarea on the coast and put him in a boat back to his home town of Tarsus, in south-east Turkey, just around the corner from Lebanon. 
Fitting this information into the information we have in Galatians one and two, it would seem that Saul was in Tarsus for eight or ten years. We don’t know what he did there but it doesn’t seem as if he did any great work at all. 
I have worked through this in some detail because I want you to see something important about being a disciple of the Lord Jesus Christ. Saul was educated in the Jewish religion under Gamaliel; chapter 22:3 tells us that. That would have been about five or six years of his teenage life. He would then have returned to Tarsus to learn a family trade; which he had – he was a tent-maker. It is almost certain he was married at some stage and had at least one child and then he would have returned to Jerusalem. We say this because it would appear he was a member of the Sanhedrin, for only as a member of the Sanhedrin could he cast a “vote against the Christians;” and you had to be a father to be a member of the Sanhedrin.
 
Saul would have been thirty-three at the youngest when he was converted; about thirty-five or thirty-six when he returned to Jerusalem to meet the disciples the first time. As we have seen, for his own safety he was sent back to Tarsus where he spent eight or ten years in obscurity. Only after that did Barnabas go from Antioch and fetch him to try and sort out the problems that the Judaizers were causing in the church in Antioch. We come to that in chapter eleven. 
This is the great Apostle Paul. Look at the training God was giving him. Look at the time he was taking over it:
#
five or six years in the Law under Gamaliel; 
#
two or three years learning a trade; 
#
three years in the Arabian Desert learning the Old Testament all over again from the perspective of grace from the mouth of the Lord; 
#
then God made him sit on his hands for eight or ten years in Tarsus – at least so far as exercising his apostleship is concerned. 
Saul who became the great apostle Paul was at least forty-six years old before he really began his life’s work. And he knew his life’s mission from the day he was thirty-three. God made this man, this man full of such passionate zeal for God, sit on his hands for maybe thirteen years before he sent him out into the world. Paul’s whole apostolic ministry might have taken maybe only fifteen, but at the most twenty, years. 
I think we should see two things in this:
i)
Conversion involves us subjecting ourselves to discipleship. And discipleship will involve a great deal of training if the service that God has for us is that of a leading and a teaching ministry. We see that throughout the Bible. 
#
Moses, as has been said, spent forty years in Egypt in the house of Pharoah learning to be somebody; forty years in the wilderness of Midian learning to be nobody; and only then did God use him – for forty years leading the children of Israel. 
#
The Lord Jesus spent thirty years in Nazareth learning the Scriptures; growing into a self-understanding of who he was and what God was calling him to do and how to carry out that calling. And he knew who he was, it would appear, from when he was eleven or twelve. Remember when he got lost when his parents took him to the temple? When they found him, he said to them, “Did you not know that I had to be about my Father’s business.” But he too had to wait another twenty years, nearly. Mind you, we mustn’t think of it as mere sitting on their hands, or that we might sit on our hands. It might involve lots of things. It might involve establishing a marriage and raising a family or perhaps even a business. But it will certainly involve communing with God, getting to know the Lord, studying his Word, growing to a right understanding of it. 
#
David is another example. How long after having been anointed did David have to wait before God put him on the throne? Perhaps more than twenty years. And we’re told that one of the great characteristics of David was that he did not grasp at the throne. He waited until Lord put him there, even as Jesus waited for his hour to come. 
And on this matter I would exhort young men very seriously to consider whether the Lord may be calling you to the gospel ministry. The church has a very great and urgent need of them. And I would say something else: be prepared to be a scholar. I am not one and I feel the lack of it as I go about my work every day. More and more I think the old system of seven or eight years of study is needed. Be prepared to be a scholar; but a scholar who can bring out the benefit of your scholarship in ordinary language and for the reason not to show off what you know but to be helpful in bringing people to see the truth of the Bible, and helpful to ordinary believers and humble believers to grow in Christ. And for that you need to be a scholar who is genuinely humble and depends upon Christ for everything you have and are and who loves people and who can weep in the closet over the people of the world, even as Jesus wept over Jerusalem. 
But it seems to me brothers and sisters, in this waiting we can see something else about what it means to be subjected to the Lord Jesus’ discipleship which is relevant for us all. 
ii)
Conversion involves waiting upon the Lord to act and to save
Pentecost was the great declaration that the gospel was now going out to the whole world. “Other sheep have I,” said Jesus, “not of this fold, whom I must also bring in that there may be one flock and one fold.”
 Jesus was referring to the Gentiles, to the converts from the Gentiles. 
Well here is Saul, now the Apostle Paul, with this great task of enacting that promise of Pentecost. Here is the man, if ever there was the man, to fulfil Jesus’ aim to bring in the sheep presently in the other fold – the Gentiles. And God holds him back for thirteen years. 
Our world is in a terrible state. The church is in a terrible state. If ever it needed the gospel it needs it now. And we pray for reformation and we pray for revival. We have done for years but the Lord doesn’t seem to bring it. We pray that the Lord would raise up labourers for his vineyard, to go out into the work, and we have prayed so for years. But the Lord doesn’t seem to do it. 
People of God, the Lord has his own times and seasons and he has his own reasons for driving ahead or, as it seems to us, holding back. I don’t understand why and I don’t think anybody can understand why but the Lord knows what he’s doing. Perhaps it is because we are not yet humbled. Perhaps it is because we are not living in real obedience and dependence upon him. Are we even indeed praying for that? And so he withholds his hand. He withholds his blessing. 
It may be for other reasons – reasons that have nothing to do with us – but at least let it not be for any reason to do with us. Let us be useable to the master and whatever it is right for us to be doing right now, let us be about it and let us be about it with all our might. And let us pray and let us pray without ceasing. In the meantime, doing whatever we can and ought, let us be patient. If our prayers are true and our hearts are sincere the Lord will hear and the Lord will do his work in his own time for, while he is “the High and Holy One, he dwells with those of a contrite and lowly spirit to revive the spirit of the lowly and the heart of the contrite.”
 Watch and pray. He will hear. He will work, in his own time, and it will be a good time, even as it was when finally he thrust Saul out onto his mission to convert the Gentiles to Jesus Christ. 
 Amen.
John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, Lord’s Day, 17th September, 2006
�    Darby.


�    Mark 10:45.


�    That is not so far as it sounds to us today. At the time, Arabia included the whole Nabataean kingdom which reached north as far as and just a few miles to the east of Damascus.


�   Cf. Acts 26:10. If this is so, what happened to his wife? Perhaps she divorced him upon his conversion (1 Corinthians 7:10-15); maybe she died; but we can only speculate.
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