THIS MAN IS MY CHOSEN INSTRUMENT

Acts 9:1-43

The gospel of Jesus Christ moved out of Jerusalem to Judea, Samaria, and even to Ethiopia through those who escaped persecution, which had flared up since Stephen’s martyrdom. In the study of chapter 8 last week, we had an insightful look into what was at the heart of the sudden development of the situation. We saw elements from different times and different spheres appearing simultaneously, interweaving in perfect harmony resulting in the spread of the gospel. The insightful record in chapter 8 gives us a glimmer of the possible reality of the gospel world where life and death melt, leaving no trace; where we are surrounded with the cloud of witnesses of faith in the Bible. If we compare the sudden development of the world situation which caused the gospel to move out of Jerusalem to a hurricane, the gospel world testified in chapter 8 can be compared to the eye of the storm. In chapter 9, we will learn what is in the mind and heart of the Lord who is sitting in the eye of the storm. He calls Saul for the Gentile ministry and sends Peter to welcome the beginning of that ministry.
I. Jesus meets Saul (1-9)

Look at 9:1. “Meanwhile, Saul was still breathing out murderous threats against the Lord's disciples.” The word “meanwhile” refers to the spreading of the gospel to Samaria and even to Ethiopia. We learn from the author’s insightful perspective in verses 1 and 2 that the active spreading of the gospel and increasing hostility against the Lord’s disciples were overlapping. The prophets rejoiced at the approaching hoof beat with a similar insight that comes from the faith in God the Sovereign. Perhaps such a perspective of seeing the whole picture of reality is the basics of faith.

What did Saul want to do in Damascus? “He went to the high priest and 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.” He wanted to stop the spreading of the gospel to the neighboring country Syria, the capital of which was Damascus. “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. ‘I 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.’”
What did Saul learn through this experience? Firstly, he learned about himself. According to his recollection in Acts 26, he was resisting the good news that God raised Jesus from the dead. He was like an animal kicking against the goads. The goads symbolize the hope for which the forefathers of Israel and he himself sacrificed everything for thousands of years to see come true. The hope of the resurrection also meant the forgiveness of sins, the creation of a new person. He was fighting against the news of the forgiveness of his sins. In light of Romans 8, it was not an irony that Saul opposed the very news he was waiting for from his childhood. His violence was the sign that the light finally shone in the darkness. To be more precise, even from the time of his birth, including the time of his calling to be a Pharisee, he was exposed to the light. Now the man was at the last stage of childbirth. According to his recollection in 1 Corinthians 15, he met the risen Lord Jesus who would bring all dominion and authority of the heavens and earth under him so that God will be all in all. For Saul, therefore, the encounter was the grace by which he would be created new. He was kicking against the hope for which man is made. According to his first letter to Timothy, he was shown mercy because he acted in ignorance and unbelief. The appearance of Jesus to him was the display of the unlimited patience of Christ Jesus to save him as an example for those who would believe in Christ Jesus and receive eternal life (ref. 26: 8-9, 12-18; 1 Ti. 1:13-15; 1 Cor. 15:10).
Secondly, he learned Jesus is the Lord. According to his words in Acts 26, it was about noon when he neared Damascus. But the light which flashed around him was brighter than the sun. That was the glory of Jesus who appeared to him there and the appearance made Saul humble. He fell to the ground. What struck him harder was the voice which said to him, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” This was the voice of Jesus who cried out on the cross, “Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani? --- which means, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”  In ignorance of the pain of the Father and the Son, Saul was persecuting Jesus thinking that he was obeying God the Father. Saul was struck by the voice and so he asked, “Who are you, Lord?”  “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting,” the voice replied. Saul never forgot this word of Jesus. His attention locked on the truth from this time on. There was no question for him who the Lord was. Jesus was the Lord whom he persecuted. Since then, he was bound to the one who saved him by being persecuted by him. Saul realized that in the humility of Jesus was revealed the majesty of the Son of God. So he did not puff up the gospel or coated it with sugar to sell it. When he came to the wild city of Corinth, he “resolved to know nothing except Jesus Christ and him crucified” (1 Co 2:3) while he stayed there. “My message and my preaching were not with wise and persuasive words, but with a demonstration of the Spirit’s power, so that your faith might not rest on men’s wisdom, but on God’s power,” he said in the first letter to the Corinthians.

Thirdly, Saul was told to learn what he must do. He had his own agenda to do what was right until he met the risen Lord. He was busy to destroy himself and others. When he had nothing to do with God, he was used by Satan as he said to King Agrippa in Acts 26:18. A man is an instrument, that is, a knife. He is like a scalpel for saving life or a dagger for taking life.  Jesus appealed to the man who was doing what he wanted to do that he may learn what he must do. We should pray that the Lord Jesus may call many who do what they want to do to learn what they must do through the study of Romans in our conference.
In verses 7-9, we learn what the encounter meant for Saul. The alarming truth is that the revelation which changed Saul and the world forever meant nothing for his companions though they witnessed everything. “The men traveling with Saul stood there speechless; they heard the sound but did not see anyone. 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.” We know that the three days were just the beginning for Saul to learn what the encounter meant. It took another 13 years for him to have even a grasp. We know that all those epistles which he wrote in later times, beginning with Romans, were the products of his learning the truth from this one encounter. We shouldn’t be discouraged because we do not see many who are locked into learning the gospel. We should see from Saul that the truth of Jesus is worthy enough to invest at a minimum 13 years to learn it. We know that Luke who wrote the Gospel bearing his name was a companion of Saul, who was called Paul, for many years. We often hear the question about what the practical meaning of the gospel truth is. The question is actually about the pragmatic usefulness of the gospel truth. But before we invent an answer, we should first remember that the gospel is a serious matter. We should remember that the gospel teaches us what we must do prior to what benefit we may receive. We should pray that our Romans conference may not be some firework or rock concert to the participants as it was for Saul’s companions. We should pray to learn what we must do for Jesus with our life.
II. Jesus speaks to Saul through Ananias (10-19a)

Look at verses 10-16. “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.” “Lord,” Ananias answered, “I have heard many reports about this man and all the harm he has done to your saints 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 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.”  
What was the difference between Ananias’ view and the Lord’s view of Saul? It is clear that Ananias was concerned about the safety of Jesus’ people. But we are not sure of the Lord’s intention. Was the Lord not mindful about the safety of his people? Was he like the theoreticians of military strategy who disregard human factors?  We end in frustration whether we answer for him or against him. Then we learn that the Lord’s command is for those who are offered for the preaching of Jesus’ name. Ananias wouldn’t be able to understand unless he himself was offered for the task. He could have refused because of the undeniable risk factor. In other words, the Lord was appealing to Ananias who was compelled to transfer the message. Think about his situation. Even if he could forget about the safety of his people, how could he say to a total stranger, whom he knew was not even a believer, that the Lord called him to suffer? As we find in the next verses, Ananias transferred the message and Saul accepted it. The gospel call is the call to those who belong to Jesus to suffer for his name. Like Ananias who agonized over his task because of his concern for his people as well as the inherent danger, we are placed in the same situation as long as we carry out the gospel ministry. We will think about what the Lord meant. But before we do that, we should learn a simple truth that the Lord’s command is heard by the ears of those who are called. It will be dismissed or simply brushed off by the person who is not called. At worst, they will ridicule us for speaking nonsense to them.
What do we learn from the Lord’s command? Read verses 15 and 16 again. “But the Lord said to Ananias, ‘Go! This man is my 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.’”
In what aspect was Saul a “chosen” instrument meaning a special selection? Saul was an outstanding scholar, an extremely well-disciplined Pharisee, obsessively devoted to what he was called and used the words of lawyers and theologians for the precise explanation of the gospel without any room for misunderstanding. Even Peter admitted that some of Paul’s writings were difficult to understand. But Saul was also a chosen instrument because he was notoriously bad. Anyone who saw him or heard about his story would understand how deep and how wide and how great and how long the truth of the forgiveness of sin is. But the selection of Saul was for even more than to impress people. He was chosen to carry Jesus’ name before the Gentiles, and their kings and to the people of Israel. According to his words in 1 Tim 1:16, Ro 15:15, 16, Col 2:2, Eph 2:14-18, and Eph 3:6, all men will know through seeing him that Jesus is God, the One and Only who breaks the wall of hostility, which is sin, and unites all things to himself, that he is peace. How could they see such a profound truth in Saul?  He was a controversial character. For example, he was a murderer who turned out to be an apostle for the life-giving gospel. He was a servant of God who had a bad record. He was a normal person who confessed that he was tempted by sin and at the same time was the messenger of the salvation. The list of controversial elements which he carried in him was almost endless. But the strange thing was that as people saw him, heard him and watched him, they were led to the Lord whom they had never met. They ended up praising Jesus, confessing him as the Lord and Savior, the One and Only, the Creator, the Sovereign, the Everlasting.
For sure, the ministry of the gospel is not done by human wisdom or by super performers. But I am amused at the thought that Ananias was not offended with the Lord’s favorable comment on Saul because I am a man of jealousy. I am reminded that Ananias was a chosen instrument to call Saul. We should pray that the Lord may call his chosen instruments through us. That is why we pray for Harvard, Stanford or Yale ministry while others pray for the poor, the less privileged and so on.  We only need to empty ourselves of our own will, our own fixed idea, and be filled with one truth, the truth of the forgiveness of our sins in the blood of Jesus Christ. Then we will be used as instruments according to the will of the Lord who will complete his work. Everyone is an instrument, either for life-giving or for destruction, either raising chosen instruments or making slaves. We should listen to the command, “Go! This man is my chosen instrument…”  Then we will be used as a life-giving instrument for his name’s sake.
Saul was a chosen instrument because he was chosen to suffer for Jesus’ name more than others. The Lord said to Ananias, “I will show him how much he must suffer for my name.” The Greek version might be understood as “I will show him how great a thing his suffering for my name is.” Sometime, we imagine that if the calling to be a Christian is not for suffering, many more people wouldn’t mind joining. Though we know that is not true, we have an inherent fear of suffering. Jesus said Saul must suffer much. This truth is so bitter that many clever people in church history added that there will be the reward of endless happiness after suffering. But Jesus didn’t say that. He just said it is a matter of “must”. Suffering for his name is God’s truth. We remember the strange teaching in Amos. God said he would punish Israel for her sins because she was a chosen nation. How should we understand the teaching of suffering which accompanies Jesus’ call of his servants? I do not think we can answer why Christians must suffer. That is what Job’s friends tried and were rebuked by the Lord. I rather find hope in the word “must” that God is not far away from his suffering children. When our hearts ache as we remember our co-workers who suffer in all kinds of trials, we should also remember God the Spirit who intercedes for his suffering children with groans that words cannot express. I also remember the teaching in Romans that suffering produces hope. The truth of our life in Christ is that. In the teaching that we “must suffer”, we should learn to pray as Paul did in Romans 15:13, “May the God of hope fill you will all joy and peace as you trust in him, so that you may overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.”
Look at verses 17-19. “Then 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’s conversion couldn’t happen without Ananias.  How could Ananias accept the man who opposed them until the very day the risen Lord told him to welcome Saul?  We should learn his secret all through our lifetime for we will meet Saul-like people whom the Lord calls for his name. We may learn this time in the word “brother.” Ananias considered Saul as a part of the body of Christ. He did not see Saul from a horizontal perspective as him versus this person or his group versus this man. In other words, he met Saul in the Lord Jesus. He did in obedience to the Lord who wanted Saul to see again and be filled with the Holy Spirit. He denied his emotion, his legitimate and reasonable concern about the troublesome man, and his care for his fellow Christians, all for the sake of the task of preaching Jesus’ name to this man.
III. Saul and Peter (19b-43)

Saul proved himself to be a chosen instrument. What did Saul do in Damascus? Look at 9:20-25.  “At once he began to preach in the synagogues that Jesus is the Son of God. 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?’ Yet Saul grew more and more powerful and baffled the Jews living in Damascus by proving that Jesus is the Christ.” After many days had gone by, the Jews conspired to kill him, but Saul learned of their plan. Day and night they kept close watch on the city gates in order to kill him. But his followers took him by night and lowered him in a basket through an opening in the wall.” He did not give in to the opposition of the unbelievers. But he was not welcomed by the believers either. Verse 26 says, “When he came to Jerusalem, he tried to join the disciples, but they were all afraid of him, not believing that he really was a disciple.” But the help came through Barnabas. He introduced Saul to the apostles. “He told them how Saul on his journey had seen the Lord and that the Lord had spoken to him, and how in Damascus he had preached fearlessly in the name of Jesus.” So Saul was accepted by the apostles. He “stayed with them and moved about freely in Jerusalem, speaking boldly in the name of the Lord. He talked and debated with the Grecian Jews, but they tried to kill him. When the brothers learned of this, they took him down to Caesarea and sent him off to Tarsus.”
We would expect powerful works in Tarsus. But 9:31 says, “Then the church throughout Judea, Galilee and Samaria enjoyed a time of peace. It was strengthened; and encouraged by the Holy Spirit, it grew in numbers, living in the fear of the Lord.” What was the Lord doing with his chosen instrument? While he strengthened the church, the Lord kept the sharp arrow, Saul, in his quiver. As we know, Saul would stay in Tarsus for the next 13 years with no significant work. He sought the truth of the gospel of Jesus during that time. He even went to Arabia to be alone with God for three years in the initial stage of the 13 years.  Perhaps he cried out in the desert to meet the Lord as a loner. He was not silent during the 13 years, nor was the Lord. 
In verses 32-43 is recorded Peter’s ministry around the time of Saul’s conversion. Look at those verses. Peter traveled around the country, helping many to believe in the Lord Jesus. In Lydda he healed a paralytic who had been bedridden for eight years. “Aeneas,” Peter said to him, “Jesus Christ heals you. Get up and take care of your mat.” Immediately Aeneas got up.  Verse 35 says, “All those who lived in Lydda and Sharon saw him and turned to the Lord.” In Joppa he raised Tabitha (which, when translated, is Dorcas) who was always doing good and helping the poor. About that time she became sick and died, and her body was washed and placed in an upstairs room. Lydda was near Joppa; so when the disciples heard that Peter was in Lydda, they sent two men to him and urged him to help them. Peter went with them, and when he arrived he was taken upstairs to the room. All the widows stood around him, crying and showing him the robes and other clothing that Dorcas had made while she was still with them. Peter sent them all out of the room; then he got down on his knees and prayed. Turning toward the dead woman, he said, “Tabitha, get up.” She opened her eyes, and seeing Peter she sat up. He took her by the hand and helped her to her feet. Then he called the believers and the widows and presented her to them alive. Verse 42 says, “This became known all over Joppa, and many people believed in the Lord.” Peter stayed in Joppa for some time with a tanner named Simon. Why did Peter stay in Joppa after he had done his work? He was going to welcome the first Gentile, Cornelius, into the Christian church. By accepting Cornelius, the Christian church will be prepared to accept the influx of the many Gentiles who would come in through Saul.

What can we learn in chapter 9? We noticed in the stories of Saul, Ananias, the rejection and acceptance of Saul, Peter, and the healings of Aenas and Tabitha that the Lord was very busy.  We have some understanding that they were parts of his body. We may have some clue as to his presence in our midst through these stories. May we learn his mind and heart in his words given to Ananias, “Go! This man is my chosen instrument…”
