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COLLECT

Almighty God, who caused the light of the gospel to shine throughout the
world through the preaching of your servant Saint Paul: grant that we who
celebrate his wonderful conversion may follow him in bearing witness to
your truth; through Jesus Christ your Son our Lord, who is alive and

reigns with you, in the unity of the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever.

Psalm 67

God be merciful unto us and bless us : and shew us the light of his
countenance, and be merciful unto us : That thy way may be known upon
earth : thy saving health among all nations. Let the people praise thee O
God : yea let all the people praise thee. O let the nations rejoice and be
glad : for thou shalt judge the folk righteously, and govern the nations
upon earth. Let the people praise thee O God : let all the people praise
thee. Then shall the earth bring forth her increase : and God even our
own God shall give us his blessing.

God shall bless us : and all the ends of the world shall fear him.

Acts 9:1-22

Meanwhile, Saul was still breathing out murderous threats against
the Lord’s disciples. He went to the high priest 2and asked him for
letters to the synagogues in Damascus, so that if he found any there
who belonged to the Way, whether men or women, he might take
them as prisoners to Jerusalem. 2 As he neared Damascus on his
journey, suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him. “He fell
to the ground and heard a voice say to him, “Saul, Saul, why do you
persecute me?” *“Who are you, Lord?” Saul asked.

“l am Jesus, whom you are persecuting,” he replied. * “Now get up
and go into the city, and you will be told what you must do.”

"The men traveling with Saul stood there speechless; they heard the
sound but did not see anyone. 8 Saul got up from the ground, but
when he opened his eyes he could see nothing. So they led him by
the hand into Damascus. °For three days he was blind, and did not
eat or drink anything.

%In Damascus there was a disciple named Ananias. The Lord called
to him in a vision, “Ananias!” “Yes, Lord,” he answered.

""The Lord told him, “Go to the house of Judas on Straight Street
and ask for a man from Tarsus named Saul, for he is praying. '?In a
vision he has seen a man named Ananias come and place his hands
on him to restore his sight.”

3“Lord,” Ananias answered, “l have heard many reports about this
man and all the harm he has done to your holy people in Jerusalem.
“And he has come here with authority from the chief priests to
arrest all who call on your name.” '*But the Lord said to Ananias,
“Go! This man is my chosen instrument to proclaim my name to the
Gentiles and their kings and to the people of Israel. "1 will show him
how much he must suffer for my name.”

7Then Ananias went to the house and entered it. Placing his hands
on Saul, he said, “Brother Saul, the Lord—Jesus, who appeared to
you on the road as you were coming here—has sent me so that you
may see again and be filled with the Holy Spirit.” "® Immediately,
something like scales fell from Saul’s eyes, and he could see again.
He got up and was baptized, ®and after taking some food, he
regained his strength.

Saul spent several days with the disciples in Damascus. 2°At once
he began to preach in the synagogues that Jesus is the Son of God.
2T All those who heard him were astonished and asked, “Isn’t he the
man who raised havoc in Jerusalem among those who call on this
name? And hasn’t he come here to take them as prisoners to the
chief priests?” 22Yet Saul grew more and more powerful and baffled
the Jews living in Damascus by proving that Jesus is the Messiah.



St Paulis a hugely influential figure in the history of Christianity. He is
patron saint of this church, and we could take this opportunity to
celebrate Paul as an apostle and as the greatest missionary of all
time. He founded churches throughout the eastern end of the
Mediterranean, he wrote letters explaining the redeeming power of
Jesus, and how that influences our lives. [The Acts of the Apostles
tells us about his life and travels.] But what we are celebrating today
is not Paul himself, but his conversion. Without that conversion, the
spread of Christianity would have been very different. His conversion
was the most amazing event, planned by God before he was born, and
proving that everything is possible with God. God chose a powerful
man of faith, a Pharisee, a man of powerful conviction of what God
wanted for the people of Israel. If we had belonged to a committee
tasked with looking for a way to spread the amazing News of
redemption beyond the confines of Jerusalem, would we have chosen
someone whose main aim was to annihilate the infant church?

Paul’s conversion on the road to Damascus is, to say the least,
dramatic. He was not in a sunny mood, but instead was breathing
out murderous threats against the Lord’s disciples. And he took
with him letters from the High Priest instructing him to arrest anyone
in the synagogues of Damascus who were followers of Jesus. These
people were not called Christians, because that word hadn’t been
invented yet. They were followers of the Way. In St John’s gospel we
read that Jesus called himself the Way, the Truth and the Life, saying
that No one comes to the Father except through me. Is that how we
view our faith? Do we search for our heavenly Father through our love
of Jesus, the Way, the Truth and the life? We probably do, in a rather
vague way, but we must sharpen up our understanding of what God
wants for us. Paul thought he knew what God wanted. Must it take a
dramatic conversion of some kind to see ourselves as God sees us?
Lentis approaching. Let Jesus teach us the way that God has
prepared for us to walk in.

Saul of Tarsus was a force to be reckoned with. He was in Jerusalem
to study with Gamaliel, a Pharisee and teacher of the Law. He would
have known about Jesus by reputation, and probably knew about the

numbers who were being baptised. We are told that 3,000 were
converted by Peter’s speech at Pentecost, and that was just the
beginning. Those who heard the message preached by the apostles
continued to worship in the temple and their local synagogues: their
Jewish faith was augmented by belief in the resurrection of Jesus and
of his power to forgive sins. They understood the promises of the OT
that the Messiah would come. With great power the apostles gave
their testimony to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and great
grace was upon them all. More than that: Peter and John were able
to perform miracles. The authorities were getting edgy. Something
had to be done.

Then the high priest took action; he and all who were with him,
arrested the apostles and put them in the public prison. But during
the night an angel of the Lord opened the prison doors, brought
them out and told them to continue with their teaching in the temple.
Tonight’s story tells us about the conversion of Paul, but you need to
read the earlier chapters of Acts, so that you can understand why he
does what he does. He is carrying out the orders of the high priest and
the Sanhedrin. He had witnessed the stoning of Stephen and we are
told that the witnhesses laid their coats at the feet of a young man
named Saul.... who approved of their killing him. There is ho doubt
that Saul was an active member of the severe persecution against
the church in Jerusalem. Saul was ravaging the church by entering
house after house, dragging off both men and women, and
committing them to prison.

This is the man God chose to be the apostle to the Gentiles. Can you
visualise Netanyahu doing the same thing today? Does it not
strengthen your faith to know that all things are possible with God,
as Jesus told his disciples in Matthew’s gospel. But let us start small.
Let us start with ourselves. Is it possible for us to grow closer to
Jesus? What does faith mean to us? Does it mean a change of life, a
revolution in our values, a longing to spend precious time with Jesus.
We long to spend more time with our children and those we love. Let
us include Jesus in that longing. Let the light of Christ shine in our
hearts and change us, just as it changed Paul.



