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“The PersecutOR PersecutED”      Text – Acts 9:15-16, 19b-30        NT Reading – Galatians 1:11-24  2 Cor. 11:18-33

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
I suspect that most of us can probably recall a scene like it or picture the following scene in our mind: 
There is a jungle with its associated jungle noises.  
And then we see a man who is clearly a hunter.  He is carefully and quietly creeping along a trail in search of his prey.  It is obvious that he knows what he is doing and that this is a key moment in the hunt.  
But then the camera moves from him to the eye of what is clearly a large creature watching the man as he creeps around.  
And in that moment we know that the hunter has become the hunted. 
Well, as we continue to consider the conversion of Saul, in a spiritual sense, it is that scenario of a hunter becoming the hunted that unfolds in chapter 9.  
· The one who left Jerusalem in order to arrest others has himself been arrested by Jesus Christ. 
· The one who went to Damascus to take captives has himself been taken captive by Jesus.  
· And now, as we have read and as we shall seek to consider in more detail, the one who began this journey determined to persecute believers, will himself become a persecuted believer.
And what we will see today is the incredible lessons this taught Saul, which, through his own writings, have become powerful lessons for every believer.  
So, once again we will simply move through the account of his time in Damascus and then in Jerusalem and see the Lord’s dealings with Saul as a new believer and as the apostle to the Gentiles.  
We will see the Lord shaping Saul and using Saul and humbling Saul and rescuing Saul and working through Saul, all to His glory and honour.
And we do this, first of all, by reflecting on the words of vv15-16, which we largely skipped over last time.  And we do this because they are the context for what we will see in vv19-31.  
1. So in vv15-16, to Ananias, Jesus says that Saul is His “chosen instrument to carry my name before the Gentiles and their kings and before the people of Israel.  I will show him how much he must suffer for my name.”  And let’s note two points that arise from these words in relation to Saul’s calling and the doctrine of election.  
a. Firstly then, in terms of Saul’s calling, this is clearly a very important moment in God’s plan of salvation.  
i. And we touched on this already when we looked at the first verses of ch. 9.  We noted the significance of Jesus repeating Saul’s name when he called to him from heaven – “Saul, Saul.”  
(1) And we recalled that the Lord did the same to two others in the OT.  I wonder if you boys and girls remember who they were?  Moses and Samuel.  
ii. And also, the Lord called Saul from the midst of a glorious light, and he called Moses from the burning bush, and He called Samuel in a vision.  
iii. And with all three of them, the name of the Lord, as in “Lord” or “I am,” features in their responses.  
(1) And to Saul, Jesus answers his “who are you, Lord?” question by saying, “I am Jesus…”   
iv. And God instructed Moses to tell the Israelites that the ‘God of our fathers’ had sent him, and in another record of his conversion from Acts 22:14, Jesus says to Saul, “The God of our fathers has chosen you…”  
v. And even that word ‘chosen’ is common to both the account of Moses’ calling and Saul’s calling.  
vi. And then, further to this, and these are all very important connections, especially for Jews familiar with the OT or students of the Bible, we see other connections with OT prophets.  
(1) In Daniel 10, similarly to Saul, Daniel sees a vision while he is with others, but while they sense that something divine is occurring and become fearful, they do not see the vision.  
(2) In Ezekiel 2, Ezekiel also sees the Lord and falls to the ground.  And like Saul, he is told to get up and to go and speak the word of the Lord.  
(3) And lastly, in Jeremiah 1, the Lord says to Jeremiah that trouble will come to him, but “do not be afraid of them, for I am with you and will rescue you.”  
(A) And in Acts 26, Paul says there that the Lord’s message to him at this time also was, “I will rescue you from your own people and from the Gentiles.”
vii. It is clear then that Saul is being commissioned as a very important prophet of the Lord.  We are supposed to make these connections and see the significance of this moment in salvation history.  
viii. But we may be certain also, because of his familiarity with the stories of the prophets, that Saul too came to understand this and to know that suffering awaited him just as it did for them.  
(1) However, as we saw, the promise of the Lord was that he would be rescued.  
(2) And we are going to talk a fair bit about the believer and suffering as we continue on today.  So it is good for us already to see these OT connections and all they reveal about the Lord’s provision and care for His servants.  
(A) When God calls, God equips and God preserves.  
(B) And as we shall see with Saul, for now, that preservation was earthly as his life was spared.  
(C) But ultimately, for the believer, our comfort is knowing what the psalmist declares about suffering, so beautifully, in Psalm 30: “Weeping may remain for a night, but rejoicing comes in the morning.”  
(i) And that rejoicing may be on earth, with loved ones, if the Lord preserves our lives, or it may be in heaven, with Jesus, if the Lord calls us home!  
(ii) But, for the believer who trusts in Jesus Christ, rejoicing always comes in the morning.
b. So, Saul is to serve the Lord as a prophet; as a speaker of His Word, particularly to the gentiles, and this work will mean suffering.  But secondly, we also learn something about the doctrine of election from Jesus’ description of Saul as His ‘chosen instrument,’ in v15.
i. Earlier in the sermon I spoke of Saul in connection with the hunter becoming the hunted.  Scripture, however, is very clear on this.  Saul does not just now become the target of saving grace.  In terms of God’s saving plan, Saul has always been ‘hunted.’  
(1) Even though Saul had begun this day, by the determination of his will, as an enemy of Christ, he would end it as a disciple of Christ.  
(2) And this is because even before the world was created, God had ordained that Saul would have a divine appointment with Jesus on the road to Damascus and all that would follow thereafter.  
(A) And I think many of you will know which Bible verse we will quote first of all in relation to this truth – Ephesians 1:4-5.  There, Paul himself writes, “[God] chose us in [Christ] before the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in his sight.  In love he predestined us to be adopted as his sons through Jesus Christ, in accordance with his pleasure and will.”  
(i) What did God do in relation to all believers?  “He chose us.”  
(ii) When did He do it?  “Before the creation of the world.”  
(iii) And why did He do this?  What lies at the basis of this choice?  “His pleasure and good will.”
1. In terms of salvation, it is all from God and of God.  
(B) But even more specifically in relation to Paul, recall what Paul wrote about himself in our earlier reading from Galatians 1, “But when God, who set me apart from birth and called me by His grace…”  
(i) For his whole life, Saul had been opposing God in ‘ignorance and unbelief’ as he says in 1 Timothy 1:13.  And yet, Paul now knows that he had been set apart from birth.  
1. Saul knew that as a sinner he did not deserve salvation.  
2. But God’s grace had a saving purpose in store for Saul that would be revealed on the road to Damascus.  And what God purposes always comes to pass.  
a. And praise God that it does, people of God.  For left to ourselves we would forever remain dead in our sins.  
b. It is only God that can raise sinners up from the dead in, through, and with Jesus Christ.  
(C) So this is why Jesus says to Saul, as recorded in Acts 26:16, “Get up and stand on your feet.  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) This is not a job offer that Saul can weigh up and accept or refuse.  
(ii) This is the power of God’s eternal and effective call at work through the gospel of Jesus Christ.  
(D) And this is why after discussing precisely this in 1 Timothy 1, Paul says, “Now to the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honour and glory for ever and ever.  Amen.”  
(i) Saul knows that He has been hunted by God’s grace in King Jesus.  
(ii) And Saul praises God for this because apart from that sovereign grace he, like all believers, would be lost in sin and condemnation.  
1. Do you see this people of God?  
2. Do you see why the doctrine of election ought not be a doctrine that leads to disquiet but a doctrine that leads to doxology!  
a. Praise God from whom ALL blessings flow!
Well, let’s see now why this context is so important for what follows.  Let’s see why knowing that God is sovereign in salvation enables the believer to persevere in persecution.  
1. V19 tells us that Saul “spent several days with the disciples in Damascus.”  And immediately, knowing what he has been saved from and what he has been called to, Saul begins to preach in the synagogues that Jesus is the Son of God.  
a. Now, remember that Saul is speaking to Jews who are familiar with the OT and who believe it to be the word of God.  And for a Jew, this title, Son of God, was not unfamiliar.  
i. It was used to describe the nation of Israel – The Son of God.  
ii. But more importantly it was also a way of describing Israel’s King – the Son of God.  
(1) In 2 Samuel 7:14, speaking about David’s sons who would rule over Israel, God said, “I will be his father, and he will be my son.”  
iii. So, used in relation to Jesus, Saul was saying that Jesus, the man who had been crucified in Jerusalem, was THE Son of God who had come to establish God’s kingdom.  
b. Now, for these Jews, this was problematic at two levels.  
i. First, like Ananias, they probably knew that Saul had been sent to Damascus to arrest those that called upon the name of Jesus.  So, from their reaction in v21, it seems that they were wondering if Saul’s message might be a kind of Trojan horse.

(1) And I am sure that most of you will know the story of the Trojan horse.  One army gave a gift of a large wooden horse to the city they were attacking.  But when the horse was brought into the city, out poured the soldiers who were hiding in it and they opened the gates enabling their side to come in and win the battle.  
(2) So, was this sermon Saul’s Trojan horse?  Was Saul trying to trick them into confessing Jesus so that he could then accuse them of blasphemy and take them away?  
ii. But even more basic than that, to the unbelieving Jews of this time, these claims amounted to blasphemy.  
(1) In fact, it was this very claim that led to Jesus’ death.  
(A) Luke 22 tells us that it was when Jesus acknowledged that He was the Son of God, in answer to the High Priest’s question, that the sentence of death for blasphemy was passed on Him.   
c. Well, despite proving that Jesus is the Christ, these Jews conspire to kill Saul.  
i. And just note that, people of God: Saul has taken the OT and systematically proven from them that Jesus is the promised Messiah.  For indeed, that is the incontrovertible testimony of the OT; the OT proclaims Jesus Christ.  
(1) But the Holy Spirit is not at work in the hearts of these Jews.  What they hear is not combined with the illuminating power of the Holy Spirit.  
(A) And so, it is like the seed that falls on rocky ground.  
(B) God’s sovereign, saving grace is not at work in the lives of these Jews, at least not here.  
d. However, from v25, we see that God’s sovereign, saving grace has been at work in the hearts and lives of some.  
i. For there we read that Saul is helped to escape by “his followers.”  
(1) Some have heard Saul and believed.  
(2) Some, like Saul, have been ‘hunted’ by the grace of life in Jesus Christ.  
(A) The Seed of the word has fallen on the good soil of Spirit prepared hearts.

2. Well, if you have looked through the bulletin, you will notice there a chart of the life of Paul.  And what it reveals, drawing from our earlier reading in Galatians 1, is that between his conversion and his arrival in Jerusalem, Saul spent three years in the Arabian Desert.  
a. And most commentators agree that those three years probably fit into the first words of v23 – the ‘many days.’  
i. So Saul preached immediately after his conversion, and he then went into the desert.  
ii. He then returned to Damascus and continued to preach, but some tried to kill him and he escaped.  
b. And the Arabian desert is a biblically significant place.  It is the location of Mt. Sinai.  
i. It is the place where God gave Moses the law.  
ii. And it is the place where God brought another troubled prophet in order to appear to him not in an earthquake or a fire but in a gentle whisper.  Boys and girls do you remember who that prophet was?  Elijah.  
iii. And it is now where Jesus appears to Saul to give him the best seminary education a ministry student has ever had!  
(1) For we might say that while Moses was given the law, Saul is given the gospel.
c. It seems likely, however, that Saul also spent that time preaching throughout the region.  
i. Our earlier reading from 2 Corinthians 11 revealed that Saul was forced to flee from Damascus because the governor under King Aretas was seeking to arrest him.  
(1) And while King Aretas ruled in Damascus, the governor ruled over Arabia.  
ii. Most likely then, Saul’s preaching has created strife and anger in both Arabia and Damascus to the point that not only the Jews but the civil authorities of the region are fed up with him and want him dead.  
iii. And so, we see in v25 that Saul becomes a basket case and flees to Jerusalem.
3. Well, around three years have gone by since Saul left for Damascus.  Perhaps some reports about him have filtered back to Jerusalem.  Perhaps the memories of his contribution to Stephen’s death are still too powerful.  Whatever the case, his return is clouded in suspicion.  
a. However, Luke tells us, with the minimum of detail, that Barnabas welcomes Saul and brings him to the Apostles.  
i. And from Galatians 1:18 we learn that this was only Peter and James, with James not even being one of the original twelve apostles.  
b. We are told then that Saul immediately sets about preaching there also, “speaking boldly in the name of the Lord.”  
c. But the Jews there also ‘tried to kill him.’  And this led to another escape, this time to the place of his birth, Tarsus.  
d. And from Galatians 1:18, we learn that his time in Jerusalem was just 15 days, and from Acts 22:17 that during that time Jesus appeared to Saul while he was praying in the temple.
4. So let’s conclude, then, with a comment about Barnabas and then with some reflections on the matter of suffering for the sake of the Lord.
a. We were introduced to Barnabas in Acts 4 where he was revealed to be a man of great generosity.  
i. And there we read that while his name was actually Joseph, he was called Barnabas, which means Son of Encouragement.  
(1) So expressive was he as one who encouraged others that that is what people started to call him.  
ii. Well, here we see that in living colour.  I think we can all imagine how heavily this rejection would have weighed on Saul.  
(1) Boys and girls, young people, I am sure you know how hurtful it is to be rejected.  
(2) Well, here is a man filled with passion and a sense of his calling; a man trained by Jesus Christ himself.  But no matter what he tries or what he says, he is treated with suspicion and made to feel completely unwelcome.  
(A) Saul is the person in the corner that everyone points there fingers at while whispering to each other.  
iii. But one man, Barnabas, is able to look past Saul’s past and to overcome any fear he himself might have in his desire to encourage Saul.  
(1) Barnabas, you see, was the man who examined everything in the best light.  
(A) When he heard others speak or saw them act, even if it looked and sounded wrong, he searched for the best possible interpretation of what he had witnessed; he ascribed the best possible motives to the other person.  
(B) He was not quick to judge and condemn and write off and assume the worst of others.  
(C) Looking to the example of Christ, he considered others better than himself.
(D) One commentator describes a situation he once encountered in this way: “I had the privilege of working for a man for ten years who never said anything bad or critical about anyone else.  I was once in his office when he had been grievously slandered by someone, and I let him know what I thought about the person who did it.  To my amazement he began to quietly defend the person – “She’s been under a lot of strain.  I do not think she understood the situation.”  
(i) That man, brothers and sisters, was a Barnabas.  
(ii) And may God grant that each of us may be more and more like Barnabas in our dealings with each other.  
1. Because, after all, in this Barnabas was like?  Jesus Christ.
b. Well, lastly then we come to the matter of the believer and suffering.
i. I mentioned earlier that each of us is probably familiar with the hurt of rejection.  However, the rejection we have experienced, together with other forms of suffering, generally has little to do with the name of Jesus Christ.  
(1) We are not like Saul and many others, even today, who face daily threats, even death, because they believe in Jesus Christ.  
(2) Now, some of us will have suffered for the name of Jesus Christ.  And a time may soon come when widespread persecution of believers arises even here in NZ.  
(3) So, how will you cope with persecution?  How have you coped with persecution?  
ii. Brothers and sisters, young people and boys and girls, although we are not told, it seems very unlikely that Saul went off into a corner and sulked, feeling sorry for himself and lamenting the injustice of it all and asking God, “Why is this happening to me?”  
(1) And we may be sure of this because of what he said in his epistles.  
(A) We read earlier from 2 Corinthians 11 where Paul lists the torments he had to endure for the sake of the gospel – imprisonments, floggings, beatings, 39 lashes, left for dead, hungry, cold, and naked.  
(B) But he then went on in 12:10 to say, “I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties.”  
(C) And he was able to say that and to mean that because of the three words that come before, “For Christ's sake I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions.”  “For Christ’s sake.”  
(i) You see, Saul knew that he had a Saviour who had suffered for him; who as the Son of God had breathed in air that stunk of sin, who had been beaten and spat on and falsely accused, and who had bled and died on Calvary’s tree.  
(ii) Saul knew what Peter says in his first epistle, “Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in His steps.”
(iii) And Saul knew that suffering for Christ is to be expected and even welcomed by those who truly love Christ: 1 Peter 4, “Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you.”  
(iv) But Saul also knew the promises given to those who willingly suffer for Christ: 
1. “Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven (Matthew 5:10).”  
2. “If you are insulted because of the name of Christ, you are blessed, for the Spirit of glory and of God rests on you (1 Peter 4:14).”  
3. “If you suffer for doing good and you endure it, this is commendable before God (1 Peter 2:20).”  
iii. Now Saul, of course, had an added reason to delight in his sufferings.  
(1) We may be sure that as every lash of the whip struck his back he would have remembered the stones that tore apart Stephen’s body as he, Saul, stood there giving hearty approval; and the cries of other men and women as he tore them away from their families to throw them into prison.  
iv. But Saul did not welcome these wounds as making him worthy of salvation.  Saul welcomed these wounds because he was not worthy of salvation and had yet been shown grace by His God and Saviour.

(1) Saul’s terrible sins were punished because God must punish sin.  But they were punished not in Saul but in Jesus, as Saul’s substitute.  
(2) And while you may not have been rescued from the violent hatred for Jesus and His people that Saul had, or converted in a way as stunning as Saul was, as a sinner, you should know that God has punished your sins in Jesus, your substitute, and that you too have been saved by grace alone.
Saul stands before us today, people of God, as a vivid portrait of God’s grace in action – the arrestor has been arrested, the captor has been captured, and the persecutor is now persecuted.  
So let every believer join him, thankfully,
 and say, “But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions.”  Amen.
