22.4.2007              The Road to Damascus                    Acts 9: 1-6   
In 1900 a boy was born to Roman Catholic parents in Germany . In 1918 he served in the German army in the last years of World War 1. After the War he joined the Nazi party. He quickly developed a reputation for thoroughness and efficiency.  In 1929 he became Hitler’s personal bodyguard. Later he set up the first concentration camp at Dachau . His brilliance at organisation had terrible consequences for the Jews. It was he who made sure that the ‘‘cattle trains’’ to the camps ran on time. In his position as controller of concentration camps he had millions of Jews murdered. And yet he himself would nearly faint at the sight of blood! He was a monster.  He was clever, devious, conniving, underhand and violent. His name was Heinrich Himmler. Eventually he committed suicide by taking poison in the last few days of the 2nd World War.   
This morning we are looking at probably the greatest Christian missionary who ever lived. We’re looking at his wonderful conversion. So, why begin by talking about such a horrendous man as Heinrich Himmler? Well, we read this familiar Bible story but it doesn’t shock us as violently as it should.  But when we look at this story in a 20th century context and compare Saul with a ghastly man such as Himmler we see that how bad he was.   
Let me give you an example of how wicked Saul was. Supposing you were a Christian in the First Century. It’s so early in the life of the church that the Christians are still worshipping in the synagogues and haven’t yet formed their own churches. You’re in the synagogue. The leader today is that very important man, Saul of Tarsus. He begins the service by saying: “I’ve heard that some of us have been persuaded away from the truth and now worship a crucified criminal called Jesus. I’m certain there are none of those people among us, but, just to make sure, I want everyone to stand up and say individually these words, ‘I curse the name of Jesus’ ”. So, the first man in the front row stands up and repeats, “I curse the name of Jesus”. The second does the same. The third, the same. Now it’s your turn. What do you say? Your life has been changed because of Jesus. He’s given you joy and peace. You know him as your Saviour. Can you say, “I curse the name of Jesus”? But if you refuse you know you and your family will be thrown into prison. That’s the sort of persecutor Saul was.   
Our first reading quotes God as promising, “I will deal with all your oppressors”. The early church certainly needed God to deal with Saul. And what a good job God did on him. He turned this sadistic sinner into a sanctified saint.   
So what sort of man was Saul, who later became Paul? He was cultured. He was a Roman citizen. He was privileged; deeply religious and was a member of the tribe of Benjamin. As a young man he was full of promise, extremely bright and ambitious. He was sent to Jerusalem as well as Tarsus for his education. He studied under the famous Gamaliel, one of the top teachers of his time. 
Most Jews of this time were challenged by this Christian message preached by the disciples. And they either accepted or rejected it. But Saul became a fanatic. He saw Christianity as a rival to Judaism and, as such, thought it should be stamped out by the most violent means. Certainly his teacher, Gamaliel, thought he was going too far. He taught this: “Leave these Christians alone. Let them go! For if their purpose or activity is of human origin it will fail. But if it is from God, you won’t be able to stop them; you’ll only find yourself fighting against God”. But Saul, in persecuting Christians, thought he was doing God’s work.   
So, in Chapter 9 of Acts, we see Saul marching the 140 miles from Jerusalem to Damascus . It was midday. The sun was beating down. No one marched at midday unless his business was extremely urgent. Saul’s urgent business was to see this small band of Christians in Damascus put away. He had nearly arrived at this ancient city. Set in a rich green plain and built of pure white stone it was a beautiful sight. Somebody described it as “A handful of pearls in a goblet of emerald”. 
 Almost there, Saul was striding along, yards ahead of the soldiers. He was too important to speak to them, except to give them orders. The midday sun was bright but suddenly there was a light far brighter than the sun. It was so strong, so brilliant, that it knocked that proud man off his feet. When he was down on the ground he heard a voice. And in 2 sentences this voice destroyed all his bigoted beliefs. The first sentence was this: “Why are you persecuting ME?” 
 The word, “Me” in this question has tremendous implications. Saul thought he was simply going to round up a group of helpless heretics. Suddenly he realised he was up against one single person; and that person was a Divine Being. 
 Not only did that question have implications for Saul; it does so for us today. We may think we are just a few Christians here worshipping together this morning. But, in New Testament terms, we are Jesus himself in Bures. On the one hand it should be a great comfort to us. On the other it’s a huge responsibility. If we are Jesus in this place how are we representing him to those around us? Something to ponder. Maybe we should consider that at the AGM at 7.30 on Tuesday. 
Saul called out, “Who are you, Lord?” 
 He received an answer that was full of meaning - but not obvious to us in translation. “I am Jesus”. The words “I am” are the Jewish word for God. So, in effect, he was saying, “My name is Jesus. I am God.” 
 Saul had been certain that he had been doing God’s will in getting rid of these Christians. Now, however, he realises that he’s been playing, and playing dirty, for the wrong side. He’s been trying to score for Manchester United when he should have been playing for Chelsea ! 
Of course, I’m not being serious enough because the change in Saul was shattering. It was more than just swapping sides. A moment ago he’d been proudly marching on, full of his own righteousness. Now he was down on the ground. Stripped of his convictions, he was now blind – blinded by the great light. He was helpless. So, far from marching into Damascus to wreak terror, here he was, stumbling along, being led by the hand like a poor beggar.   
Most of us, when become Christians, feel great. We suddenly know a new peace and joy we’ve never experienced before. This wasn’t the case for Paul. For 3 days he was blind and in that time he didn’t eat or drink anything. He was devastated. As someone has cleverly put it, “Jesus made Paul blind in order to make him see”. 
 But there are 3 questions we should ask ourselves about this story: 
 First, did it really happen? Well, there’s very little doubt that some thing dramatic happened that day. One doctor has explained it as a case of epilepsy. But we’ve got to bear in mind that the writer of this story is a doctor, Dr. Luke. Not only would he know an epileptic fit when he saw one but he has been proved the most accurate of all New Testament writers.   
Many years ago a couple of university students decided they would disprove Christianity once and for all. Their names were Gilbert West and George Lyttleton.  During the Summer holidays they decided they would each take a well known Bible story and discredit it.  West took the Resurrection and Lyttleton took the Conversion of Saul. When they came back for the Autumn Term they were both very sheepish.  Rather than disproving the stories, both had found the facts overwhelming. George Lyttleton wrote this: “The Conversion of St Paul, alone, was a sufficient demonstration to prove Christianity to be a divine revelation”.   
There’s an expression that occurs twice in Acts. Early on, Saul went “from house to house” rooting out the Christians and forcing them into prison. Then, later, Paul went “from house to house” offering them freedom of new life in Jesus. A 180 degree turnaround. Could this really have just been the effect of an attack of epilepsy? 
Secondly, can this happen today? Recently I heard this true story . In the 1960s a man called Mr Nammour  was a top agent in Jordan . His job was to stir up trouble in Jerusalem . He would lecture to students and get them so angry that they would go out on to the streets and shoot people. He’d also speak on the evils of Christianity although all he’d read of the New Testament were parts of the Sermon on the Mount. He’d never been to church and never met a missionary. He was very clever and had a great political career ahead of him. He married a beautiful Jordanese girl and they had a baby daughter. He now thought he had everything. But the baby died. The shock of it gave him a heart attack. As he lay in hospital one phrase kept repeating itself in his head: “Where your treasure is there will your heart be also”. He thought, “My baby was my treasure. My heart had this attack because it followed my baby girl. She is dead. My heart is dead also”. 
The doctors said he would spend months in hospital. Once, while his wife was visiting him his eyes were focussed on the end of the bed and he was talking to someone. He turned to his wife and said, “I’ve just seen Jesus. He just told me ‘3 days’”. In 3 days he was out of hospital and he’d led a number of Arabs to the Lord. He formed a little church in a converted attic and 60 locals came each week. He’d still not met a missionary or been to a regular church. The only thing he had was an Arab Bible. 
 The man who told this story was in Jerusalem with a church group ( rather like David Wakefield is right now). There’d been a riot and a curfew was in place. The group had got special permission to go out. There was no-one around. A man leaned over a roof top. It was Mr. Nammour. “I have a little church here and none of my people can come. It’s Easter Sunday and I’ve prepared a sermon on the Resurrection. I’ve been praying for 2 hours that people would come and now you’ve arrived”. 
 Mr. Nammour told them his story. How he’d preached against Christ.  How he’d stirred up trouble. How, as a proud man, he’d met Jesus. Can a conversion like Saul’s happen today? I think it can. 
Thirdly, can we have this experience? Well, no and yes. Some people say, “I’m waiting for a Road to Damascus revelation. Unless I have that I won’t believe”. They want a sudden flash from Heaven. But we make a big mistake if we think Saul’s conversion was sudden. It wasn’t. Jesus said to him on the road, “Why do you kick against the goads?” Goads were sharpened sticks used by farmers to prod oxen into a straight line while ploughing. 
 Despite his strong-man image Saul had been “goaded” by what he’d seen in these Christians. He’d been “goaded” when he saw Stephen give his great speech before he died. He’d been “goaded” by the way he’d seen Stephen die. He’d been “goaded” by the reaction of Christians as he’d rounded them up for prison. For Saul the Road to Damascus was the end of a long spiritual journey. 
God doesn’t make us robots. We each come to know Jesus in a totally different way. But there are common denominators. One of them is that we are all humbled. Paul certainly was. But he counted his former life of worldly privilege and self-importance as rubbish. Actually he called it “dung”.  To him knowing Jesus was everything.                          
As far as we know, Heinrich Himmler, despite his Christian background, never turned to Christ. He, Saul and Mr. Nammour all had glittering careers. Two of them realised the truth. They realised that a career and worldly success, without Jesus, is worth nothing. But with Jesus, and just Jesus alone, we have everything.     
ME
