“Poster Child for Grace”

Acts 9: 1-21

March 2, 2008

Rev. Curtis J. Young


The text of this sermon may be used without first obtaining my permission.  I do ask, however, that if you use any portion of the message for teaching or preaching preparations, that you would e-mail me a brief note to say you are making use of it.  This would be a courtesy and help to me personally.  You will note that in some sermons sections are bracketed between two sets of three asterisks (***).  The purpose is to delineate material that I did not preach, but that is integral to understanding the theology or exegesis of what was preached.  My e-mail address is revyoung@comcast.net  – Rev. Curt Young)

Last Wednesday evening, Andy and Tricia Malone presented their ministry at church.  They brought a poster from the “Smile Train” program, a worldwide medical effort to repair the cleft palates of children.  Tricia has run that program in Kabul.

The poster included a before and after picture of a little girl.  Tricia showed us photos of children she has helped.

It is very moving to see those pictures and the difference compassion makes. They make you want to be part of it.

Now, imagine the impact those pictures would make if you had a cleft palate yourself, saw the repair that is possible, and realized, “This could be me!  I want to be that person!”

If there is a poster child for the grace of God in the New Testament, with a before and after, it is the Apostle Paul.  His life story is embedded there for us.  
Paul never ceased to be astounded at how Christ had saved him.  He never ceased to commend himself to others as an example of how Christ saves people. 
I am not talking about the how of the blinding theophany on the road to Damascus and the voice of Jesus from heaven.  Paul would later write of how God dwells in unapproachable light, but I am not referring to that.

It wasn’t the theophany that Paul could not stop writing about; it was God’s grace him.  It wasn’t his Christ on the road to Damascus but Christ on the Cross.
How could Jesus suffer and die for the sins of a man who hated him so much, who killed his friends and followers, just because they were his friends and followers?
This is how Luke described Paul:

Acts 8:3  But Saul began to destroy the church.  Going from house to house, he dragged off men and women and put them in prison.

Acts 9:1  Meanwhile, Saul was still breathing out murderous threats against the Lord’s disciples.

These descriptions are tame compared with Paul’s descriptions of himself:

Acts 22: 4  “I persecuted the followers of this Way to their death, arresting both men and women and throwing them into prison…
Acts 22:19  “Lord,” I replied, “these men know that I went from one synagogue to another to imprison and beat those who believe in you.”

Acts 26:10-11  “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.” 

Here was a man who turned brides into widows and children into orphans; who was so driven by hatred that Jerusalem could not contain it.  One of the terms used to describe his pitiless violence was taken from descriptions of lions ripping apart their prey.  

When you learn of a religious fanatic who commits atrocities, what do you think?  I’ll tell you what I think.  I think he lost his humanity.  He is more like an animal.  He needs to be hunted down and killed as a service to mankind.

It comforts me to think this way.  It is unsettling to accept that we share the same humanity. Nevertheless, behold Paul.  His is the most famous conversion in history, recorded three times in the Book of Acts, here in Acts 9 and then as recounted by Paul himself during two separate trials (22, 26)
What an incredible testimony to the grace of God.  Paul would later write to Timothy (I Timothy 1:13-16):
13Even though I was once a blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent man, I was shown mercy…14The grace of our Lord was poured out on me abundantly…15Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners—of whom I am the worst. 16But 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.

Do you hear what Paul is saying?  I was a God-hater (blasphemer).  I was a truth hater (persecutor).  I was a man hater (violent man).  I was God’s enemy.  I made people miserable.  At the same time I loved it, I was so convinced I was righteous.  

Then Christ seized me and showed me how wrong I was.  I had been wrong about God, wrong about the truth, wrong about Christians.  I, Saul the righteous, had been wrong about everything.

And he forgave me.  He didn’t condemn me; he rescued me.  He made me the poster child for his mercy.  Some look at me with scorn; others look away in disgust.  But there are others who  recognize themselves in me as I was, and recognize Christ in me as I am.  Not sinless, but so very, very different. 

So they take courage and hope in Christ for themselves.  They call on him to save them as he saved me as he has promised.  This is exactly the affect God’s work in me is supposed to have on others.   For if Christ would forgive me, surely he will forgive them.  If he would use me, surely he would use them.  For I am the chief of sinners.  
So, please be careful when you look at Paul.  We are given an unembellished image of Saul as Christ’s enemy, and an equally authentic portrait of him as his servant.  And three times we are told how the change occurred, on the road to Damascus.
Be careful how you look at him.  It is tempting to say, “I was never like him.  He needed far more grace than me.  After receiving it, he was just as radical for Christ as he had been against him.  I’m not that radical, and no one should expect me to be.

Yes, it is tempting to presume, I may not be so devoted but then, I wasn’t so opposed, either.  I like the photos on the poster, but they’re not me.

But wait.  Paul applied the same description to others that had been so obviously true of himself.  

“…when we were God's enemies, we were reconciled to him through the death of his Son…”  Romans 5:9

“Once you were alienated from God and were enemies in your minds because of your evil works.” (Col. 1:21)

If you have not committed Paul’s crimes, be glad.  If you have not widowed spouses, orphaned children and stoned the innocent, be grateful.  But don’t think that you and Paul do not share the same humanity, with its lusts and its pride and its cruelty.  Don’t think your humanity is more agreeable to God.  Don’t think your need for his mercy is less.
This is thinking distorted by pride.  It minimizes our desire for mercy, and our gratitude for mercy, by blinding us to our need for his mercy.  
I agree, Christ did not give us the example of Paul’s conversion to show us the depths of human depravity.  He gave us the example of Paul to show us the transforming power of his grace. 
So, the pressing question is not how similar am I to the Saul distorted by hate?  Rather, it is how similar am I to the Paul transformed by grace?  

Paul wrote, “But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus.”  (Phil. 3:13-14)
The question is:  Today, now, does this describe me?  For Paul immediately added:  “All of us who are mature should take such a view of things. And if on some point you think differently, that too God will make clear to you…Join with others in following my example…take note of those who live according to the pattern we gave you.”

What was true of Paul is true of every one of us, which is why his testimony is so prominent:
The more you desire the grace of God and crave his mercy, the more you are transformed by it.

The more you identify with Christ and his grace, the more Christ and his grace become part of you – molding your character, healing your heart, shaping your priorities, making you a worshipper, preparing you for heaven.
Paul was a poster child for the grace of God, not a theophany.  We don’t need a theophany.  We need grace.  His life was a testimony to what grace can accomplish in a person’s life.  Whether the face of Saul is the face we see when we look into a mirror, we, too, are I absolute need of grace.  Apart from it, we, too, are God’s enemies.  Until we see our need for grace, it cannot transform us.  We cannot see it until we see Christ for who he is and what he did for us.  And we come to the waters of baptism calling on him to wash away our sins, and pledging ourselves to him:  “Lord, command what  you will.  Enable what you command.  Amen.”
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