The Conversion of Paul.

Are you a Faithful or a Traitor?  I ask that question with a certain amount of in trepidation. Not because of how you might answer, but because I realise that I’m probably in the minority here this morning as a fan of the TV programme Traitor’s. In fact, I’m fairly sure that I remember some members of the PCC giving me gently disapproving looks last Autumn, when I mentioned that I needed to leave quickly when the meeting had finished, in order to make it home in time for the celebrity final.
 
If we were asking the question of faithful or traitor to the Apostle Paul at the round table, I think there would be a divided opinion, as you could potentially see him as being either depending on whether you were looking at his life before or after his experience on the Road to Damascus. Your answer would also depend on whether you were one of the leaders or authorities of the time, or a follower of Christ.

Today in the Church’s calendar, we celebrate the Conversion of Paul which also coincides with the end of the annual week of prayer for Christian Unity. Paul is one of my favourite people in the Bible as he teaches us so much about God’s love and grace. Paul’s letters speak of God from a place of his personal experience. He is someone who has had to swallow his pride, be forgiven and move on from past mistakes. Turning his life around – living for God with such zeal and energy.  His teachings are compelling as they are written not from theory but from the place of experience of meeting with the living God. 

In our reading from Acts we find ourselves in around AD 34, several years after Jesus’ crucifixion.  The followers of Jesus are growing in number in Jerusalem and at that time were known as a group called “The Way”.  Despite their increasing numbers they are not welcomed by everyone.  The authorities have tried to sort them out by arresting leaders and telling them to keep quiet but his hasn’t been effective. So, they then arrest Stephen, a leader amongst them, who they condemn to death by stoning. 

This is when Saul or Paul as we now know him, begins his career in persecution. Saul, like many others, did not believe that Jesus could have been the Messiah – for a Messiah would surely not have been crucified! Saul was an on looker at the time of Stephen’s death, which then seemed to act as a catalyst for him to start his mission to track down believers and send them to prison.  Saul impresses the leaders, who trust him and give him letters of authority for his murderous mission.  
So, Saul sets out for Damascus with authority and absolute certainty and then he encounters Jesus on his journey and everything changes.  There is a blinding light, and Saul falls to the ground hearing Jesus’ words.  When he realises that the person speaking is the same person that he is persecuting, all of his certainties crumble.

The Saul that emerges from the Damascus experience is a blind and broken man who starts to question his identity.  Who was he if he wasn’t powerful?  Who was he if people didn’t fear him?  The answer that Saul receives through Ananias is one that he possibly wouldn’t have expected. For God chooses Saul to spread the Gospel.  For Saul to work with, rather than against God.

In our reading today it sounds as though Saul has the experience on the road to Damascus and shortly after is out converting people to become followers of Jesus. The truth is that Saul spent three years in the desert needing time alone to reflect and listen to God.  Time to rebuild his life and to emerge as a  changed man; no longer hardened by the belief in his own certainties. He is now compassionate with his identity and assurance in God.  He stops using Saul, his Jewish (or Hebrew) name and starts using Paul, the Greco-Roman name also given to him at birth. A fitting change as he has been called not to minister to his fellow Jews, but to bring the message of God’s love and salvation to the Gentiles.

Paul’s life was dramatically changed from someone who persecuted the followers of Jesus, to someone who advocated for them.  From a traitor to a faithful man of God. Paul’s past does not define him, but with God’s help it shapes his future.  He does not hide in the desert regretting his past actions. He emerges with a changed love and heart for others which shines through his life and his writing. 

 Do you know how many of the New Testament books are thought to be written by Paul?  Traditionally it was believed to be around 13 although more modern scholars suggest that only 7 are definitely written by him. Regardless, Paul is well published in the Bible! He life changing experience meant that he wanted everyone to know the Good News that Jesus came to save them - a gift that comes through grace and faith.  Paul proclaims it, because he knew how that truth changed his life and he wanted it to change everyone else’s.


Paul’s experience on the road to Damascus was completely life changing for him and for and also us.  For through it we learn that:

· Even Traitors can become Faithfuls.

· No one is beyond God’s love, grace and forgiveness.  It is a gift for everyone.

· When our identity is in God, we become the people we are created to be and God is able to use us in the ways that are good and limitless.

· Our past should not define us – with God’s love and care our experiences may shape us, and help us minster to and care for those around us

So, my prayer for us all is for our identity to be rooted in Christ.  
For us to know the truth of God’s love and grace in our own lives and that we, like Paul, may live our lives wanting others around us to also know and experience this truth.

Amen





