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Paul: Seeing in the Dark

March 26th, 2006

One of the first Tajiks that I really became friends while in Tajikistan was a schoolteacher named Jovid.  As a teacher during the Soviet days, he became fairly well off in that he had two cars, a decent home, a large piece of land, and more than enough to take care of his large family.

· But when the Soviet Union fell apart a civil war erupted in the country that not only claimed the lives of many innocent people, but also left tens of thousands homeless.

· In just in matter of months, Jovid and his family went from having so much, to having nothing… from a place of financial and emotional security, to poverty, fear, and depression.

· About two years later, Jovid, a Muslim, met a Christian friend of mine and gave his heart to Jesus.  

· I remember one meeting where Jovid got up and out of nowhere just started to dance!  The next day, while sitting down in his house drinking tea, I asked him about that.  He said, “For so many years I felt rich… because of the money in my pockets and the cars in my garage… and yet I was so poor.”

· “Last night,” he said, “I realized that even though I am so poor, I have never been so rich!’

Sitting there under house arrest in Rome, Paul is reminded of the very same thing… He is reminded that in spite of all he was going through, that in Jesus, he was the wealthiest man alive.

· And with this passion, he sits down and writes this letter to all of the churches he had come to love so much in and around Ephesus during the 2½ years he had lived there.

· Without knowing how much longer he would be around, even though he hadn’t seen them in nearly ten years, Paul couldn’t help but write a letter to the whole church in that region about all the riches we all have in Christ.

What I’d like to do this morning is to start out by looking at what prompted Paul to write this letter… and then I’d like to spend the rest of our time looking back at Paul’s life.

· Ephesians is an interesting letter in that it doesn’t try to address any particular problem in the church… it is just one man pouring out his heart to a church he helped build years ago.

· There was so much he had learned… about Jesus and about the church… and so he sits down and begins pouring out his heart.  

· That’s why, as you read Ephesians, you’ll notice such long sentences.  In fact, Paul writes chapter 1 (23 verses) using only three sentences!

· I understand that… there have been times when I’ve written in my journal or written a letter on the computer… where I’m going a mile a minute…  

That’s what’s happening with Paul here… he is pouring out his heart… not so much to the people who will be reading the letter… but to God.

· In just the first chapter, he speaks about how we, as the church, have been blessed (3), chosen (4), pre-destined to be sons and daughters in Christ (5), how we’ve been redeemed and have received forgiveness (7)…

· How we’ve been called to share in God’s plan (12-13) and how the Holy Spirit has been given to us as a pledge that one day we will receive the full inheritance that is ours because of Jesus (14).  That’s just the first 14 verses!!!

· In fact, Paul speaks about our “inheritance” four times in Ephesians.

· When you read this letter, you know you are reading not just the thoughts of a man, but the heart of man who has walked with Jesus for nearly 40 years.

It was 40 years ago that Paul walks into a very intense and hostile scene in Jerusalem.  Stephen, a devote follower of Christ, had been selected by the disciples to distribute food to a number of neglected widows in Jerusalem.  

· As compassionate as Stephen was, he was also known for performing “great wonders and miraculous signs among the people” (6:8).  

· Yet, in doing so, he faced severe opposition from a number of Jews who resented his message and began spreading false rumors about him.  They seized him and brought him before the Sanhedrin—a body of 71 key religious leaders in Israel. 

· As he stood before them Stephen’s face glowed as God’s presence encompassed him.  Stephen was then given an opportunity to defend himself.  But as he began sharing the gospel message with them, they became infuriated.  

Under the leadership of a 32 y/o religious zealot named Saul, (Paul’s Jewish name), Stephen was dragged to the outskirts of the city (A.7:57). 

· Various members of the Sanhedrin picked up stones and began throwing them at Stephen. 

· Prior to his death, the Sanhedrin looked to Paul for the final ok before killing Stephen once and for all.  In Acts 8:1, Paul speaks the word that became Stephen’s death sentence.  

· Before Stephen dies, he cries out to God, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them.” 

Though Paul’s execution order of Stephen is the first we hear of him in the Bible, the fact is that Paul had been and continued to be a relentless opponent of those who were devoted to Jesus.  

· Acts 8 says that he “began to destroy the church” (ravaging) by “going from house to house” and literally dragged “both men and women” through the streets of Jerusalem and locked them up in prison.  

· Listen to how Paul described all of this in Acts 26 while he was in Jerusalem years later:   "I used to believe that I ought to do everything I could to oppose the followers of Jesus of Nazareth. 10Authorized by the leading priests, I caused many of the believers in Jerusalem to be sent to prison. And I cast my vote against them when they were condemned to death. 11Many times I had them whipped in the synagogues to try to get them to curse Christ. I was so violently opposed to them that I even hounded them in distant cities of foreign lands.”

It also says that he tried to force them to blaspheme in order to give him a reason to sentence them to death.  Paul thought he was doing the Lord a great service.  

· In a way, Paul’s persecution against the church actually did lead to the spread of the gospel outside of Jerusalem as Acts 8:1 says, “those who had been scattered preached the word wherever they went.”

· In fact, a number of these believers traveled north to Antioch, the third largest city in the Roman Empire… a city whose churches Paul would one day serve as an elder.

But how did Paul assume such an influential role in Jerusalem?  Let’s take a look.  Paul was born in what is now Southeastern Turkey in a city called Tarsus… probably not more than 300 hundred miles from where my own grandparents were born.  

· It was a thriving city with nearly 500,000 people.  

· Paul evidently became an apprentice to his father as a tentmaker… a skill, which later helped him sustain his ministry when resources were low.  

· Not only did Paul enjoy the privileged position of being a Roman citizen in an important city, he was also son of an Orthodox Jew.  

· So he was a student not only of Greco-Roman thought but Jewish tradition as well. From the time Paul could hear and speak, he learned the OT Law… and would no doubt have committed many sections of the OT to memory in both Aramaic and Greek.

When Paul reached his teen years, he left Tarsus and traveled to Jerusalem where he studied to be a rabbi.  His mentor was Gamaliel (22:3), a very important Jewish leader and member of the Sanhedrin… respected throughout the Jewish world.  

· Paul soon joined the ranks of some 6000 others at the time who were Pharisees (Josephus).  

· In Philippians 3:5-6, Paul states that “in regard to the law,” he was a Pharisee” and “as for legalistic righteousness, faultless.”  

After he completed his studies with Gamaliel, at around 18 years old, Paul returned to Tarsus, probably serving as a rabbi in one of the local synagogues.  

· Fifteen years later he returned to Jerusalem, though the reason is unknown. Since he came from a relatively wealthy family, Paul may have been visiting the Holy City with his family to celebrate Passover.  

· One thing is for sure, he became extremely angry as he continued receiving reports about his fellow Jews converting to this new sect of Judaism.

· In Paul’s mind, just the thought of their following Jesus filled him with anger because Moses had clearly said in Dt. 21:22-23 that “whomever suffers a death of crucifixion is cursed.”

· (Of course, what Moses really said was that if a man has “committed a sin worthy of death”, then is he defiled.)  

This set in motion Paul’s rampage against the church.  Again, in Acts 26, he continues his testimony saying, “In my obsession against them, I even went to foreign cities to persecute them.”

· Of those Christians who had scattered, many went to Damascus, about 120 miles north of Jerusalem (about a week’s travel).  

· Hearing this, he secured he secured official documents from the upper Jewish leadership giving him permission to capture the followers of Jesus and return them to Jerusalem to face punishment.

· Acts 9:1 says that Saul was “still breathing out murderous threats against the Lord’s disciples. 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.”
However, something was about to happen to Paul on his way to Damascus!  That “something” was so significant that the Bible tells the story in detail three separate times.  

· While riding on horseback near to Damascus, Paul saw a bright light from heaven. He fell to the ground and then heard a voice saying, “Saul, why do you persecute me?”  

· I love that… when someone persecutes a child of God… they are persecuting God! 

· Paul responded, “Who are you, Lord?”  “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting”.  “What shall I do, Lord?”  Jesus told Paul to get up and go into Damascus where he would receive further instructions.  Paul went to Damascus with permission from the high priests… yet Jesus overrode their order!

At that moment God took Paul’s sight from him.  This was so important.  When Jesus healed the blind man in John 9, we see that Jesus needed to first open his eyes before his heart would be opened.  
· In Paul’s case, Jesus first blinded his eyes physically so that the “eyes of his heart” could be opened.  Luke says that Paul remained blind for three days.

· Before Paul even arrived in Damascus, with the help of his traveling companions, had called a man, Ananias, to find Paul and pray for his sight to return.  

· Can you imagine Ananias fear?  Believe me, Paul’s reputation proceeded him.  How could Ananias trust him… that he wasn’t coming to arrest Christians and take them back to Jerusalem?  But he didn’t have to trust Paul… only God.  

And yet, God still spoke to Ananias in 9:15, saying, “Go and do what I say. For Saul is my chosen instrument to take my message to the Gentiles and to kings, as well as to the people of Israel. 16And I will show him how much he must suffer for me." 

· In Philippians 3:10, Paul shared his heart saying, “I want to know Christ and the power of His resurrection and the fellowship of His sufferings.”  That’s a powerful verse b/c it shows the relationship between knowing Jesus and His power… with suffering.  It’s a package deal.  To know Him more is to know the fellowship of His sufferings.”
· Well, what we see here in Acts 9:15 is that spiritual service and calling go hand in hand with suffering as well.

When Saul arrived, Ananias prayed over Paul as Jesus told him to… and his sight was restored. 

· In a moment not only were his eyes opened, but his heart was opened as well.  In a moment, his loyalty to the Law destroyed.  From this moment on, his loyalty was centered on Jesus alone.

· Whatever advantages his background and training had given him, as a Jew and as a Roman, was now rubbish.  “I count them but rubbish in order that I may gain Christ”  Phil 3:8.
· Can you imagine how he felt… if there was ever anyone who had come to the end of himself, who was truly “poor in spirit,” it was Saul.  
· His life was completely wrong.  He was a criminal before God.  He would later write in Romans 7:18, “Nothing good lives in me.”   
· Paul was then filled with the Holy Spirit and was baptized.  His commission was clear.  He was to be a minister to the Gentile world.

This must have been an incredible moment for him… but it must also have been one of the most painful moments in his life.  The image of Stephen laying near dead on the ground, of all those people who suffered because of him.

· Paul, no doubt, would never be able to forget what he had done. 

· This is one of the reasons Paul writes early on, in his letter to the Corinthians, “For I am the least of the apostles and do not even deserve to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God.” 

· But at the end of his ministry, when he writes to the Philippians, he says, “Forgetting what lies behind and reaching forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus.” (3:13-14)
· For over thirty years, he believed with all his heart that keeping the law was what saved.  In a moment, he knew that is wasn’t about keeping the law… but about faith in Christ.

[we learn that Jesus is the initiator… still seeking sinners today.  Our Damascus roads may not be as dramatic… but God still initiates… He brings us to the end of ourselves so that we can see Him.   C.S. Lewis once wrote that the “hardness of God is kinder than the softness of men, and his compulsion is our liberation.”]

In Acts 9:19-20 we’re told that Paul spent the next few days with some of the Christians there in Damascus… and then began to preach in the synagogues that Jesus was indeed the Son of God.  

· Everyone was astounded.  The believers who feared for their lives and the zealous Jews who could not figure out what in the world had just happened to their leader.

· In verse 21 we read, “All those who heard him were astonished and asked, ‘isn’t this the man who raised havoc in Jerusalem…?”
· Then in verse 22, we’re told that “Saul’s preaching became more and more powerful, and the Jews in Damascus couldn’t refute his proofs that Jesus was indeed the Messiah.”
And yet, as persuasive as Paul may have been, he wasn’t ready to be on the front-lines of ministry.  

· As sharp as Paul was… and as dramatic a conversion experience as his was, there were things God would need to do in his life to prepare him for what lay ahead. 

· In Galatians 1:15-17, Paul explains what happened: “But then something happened! For it pleased God in his kindness to choose me and call me, even before I was born! What undeserved mercy! 16Then he revealed his Son to me so that I could proclaim the Good News about Jesus to the Gentiles. When all this happened to me, I did not rush out to consult with anyone else; 17nor did I go up to Jerusalem to consult with those who were apostles before I was. No, I went away into Arabia and later returned to the city of Damascus.”  
Paul would spend the next three years of his life… probably in the Sinai wilderness where Moses received the Law.  And yet, it was here at Sinai that Paul would, for the first time, learn about God’s grace.  

· It was during this time, needing perhaps to go someone where people wouldn’t know him, that he would struggle within himself to accept God’s forgiveness for all the suffering he inflicted on his fellow Jews.  

· It was also during this period where his relationship to God deepened, where he learned that salvation wasn’t something you earned by keeping legalistic rules, but rather it was something that came by grace through faith in Jesus.  

· All the scripture Paul learned as a child must have come to such life... especially those verses concerning the Messiah.  How frustrated he must have been as he questioned why he never saw these things before.

· 3 years later, Paul returned to Damascus, and began sharing the good news of Jesus with his fellow Jews.  Though he built a following, a number of Jews developed a plan to kill him.  Thankfully, some of his new friends alerted him, helping him to escape.

Having faced the believers back in Damascus, it was now time for Paul set a course for Jerusalem to meet with Peter and the apostles for the first time.  

· When he got there, he realized that most of the Christians there were afraid of him.

· Can you imagine what Stephen’s family felt when they heard Paul had returned? The fact is, most all the believers thought Paul was pretending to be a Christian in order to infiltrate the community.  

· Thankfully, a man named Barnabas, which means son of encouragement, chose to believe and embrace Paul.   Barnabas served as a bridge between Peter and James and Paul.  

· Barnabas helped Paul get through those difficult days… feeling the rejection of both the Jews and many of his fellow believers.  Barnabas b/c a spiritual father to Paul… a role we need to play in one another’s lives.

· How surprised they all were when they saw Paul preaching the same message he had once despised.

After fifteen days in Jerusalem (Gal 1:30), Peter and James realized that it just wasn’t safe for Paul to remain there.  And so, they encouraged him to return to his home in Tarsus, where he would spend the next six to eight years.  

· I’m not sure what he expected… but the fact remained, Paul’s parents, relatives, fellow rabbis—and the whole Jewish community—were in for the shock of their lives.  

· We can only imagine his father’s anger… what this meant to his own reputation… the fact that he had spent so much money sending Paul to Jerusalem for training.  

· His father likely cut Paul off from any inheritance he might have inherited. 

· There is also the question of whether Paul was married.  I’m not sure but it is very difficult for me to imagine a man of Paul’s social and religious clout not being married.  

· Jewish tradition has it that one of a father’s goals for his son is to see him married.  But why didn’t Paul mention her?  If she had died, I would imagine that somewhere he would have said so.  

· It is not unlikely that he was married and that his wife, along with his family, rejected him as well.  

After some time, Barnabbas visits Paul in Tarsus, asking him if he would consider serving as an elder in the Antioch church.  

· During a meeting of the elders of the church, in Acts 13, God calls Paul and Barnabas to launch out into the ministry He had called them to… to the Gentiles.

· After this, now 45 years old, Paul begins his three missionary journeys, which would occupy the next 12 years of his life… taking him through parts of the middle east, Turkey, & Europe.  

· Much of his first missionary journey was spent in the region of Galatia where vast number of Jews and Gentiles gave their hearts to Jesus.  From there he returned to his home church in Antioch to give a report.

· After a short while, he left on his second missionary journey where he spent most of his time in Philippi and then Corinth.  

· After the churches in Corinth were strongly established, he decided to return again to Antioch… but on the way, he briefly stops by Ephesus.

When Paul arrived in Ephesus, he was met by one of the most beautiful urban centers of Asia.

· He would have seen long and wide streets (Slide); a large stadium that held 25,ooo people, a two-story library, large marketplaces (Gate of Augusta), as well as dozens of temples dedicated to Artemis of the Ephesians (Roman Diana).

· The central Temple to Artemis was known throughout the Roman Empire and was one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World… Four times the size of the Parthenon. 

· Although he is only able to stay for a short time, he leaves his two friends, Aquila & Priscilla, from Corinth behind to continue the work of building the church in and around Ephesus.

· After a few months, Paul sets off on his third missionary journey… this time, with the intention of spending more time in Ephesus.  In fact, he ends us spending 2.5 years there. We’ll talk more about what happened there as we go through the series.

· Spend some time in Acts 19-20 reading about Paul’s time there.

From Ephesus, Paul spends some time in Greece and Macedonia before heading back to Jerusalem.

· In Acts 20 we learn that Paul wanted to visit the Ephesians one last time… but felt as though he should be in Jerusalem for Pentecost.  So, he asked the Ephesian elders to meet him on the island of Miletus.  READ ACTS 20.
· While in Jerusalem, Paul is arrested and is imprisoned for 2 years in Caesarea (Acts 21-28).

· At the end of those two years, (Acts 21-28) at 62 years of age, Paul appeals to Caesar, as was his right as a Roman citizen. 

· That meant that rather than be tried in Jerusalem, he would be tried in Rome… the largest city in the world… over two million people. 

· We know from Acts 26:32, that King Agrippa would likely have set Paul free if he hadn’t appealed to Caesar… but Paul knew that he was supposed to go the Rome.

While in a Roman prison, Paul’s guard arranged for Paul to be moved to a small, rented room… though he would still be chained to the guard and strictly confined, while awaiting his sentence.  

· It was during this imprisonment that Paul wrote Philippians, Colossians, and Philemon.  In fact, one of the reasons Paul wrote Ephesians was b/c there were several people from Colossae, just 75 miles from Ephesus, who would be returning with Paul’s letters to the Colossians and Philemon. (Onesimus & Tychicus)

· He had written these letters to address particular problems… but having done that… he now had the opportunity to write what was really on his heart.

Most scholars agree, based on Paul’s letters to Timothy that after two years imprisoned in Rome he eventually found freedom from his captivity and traveled through Greece, no doubt stopping in Philippi, and Turkey. 

· One way or another, Paul was taken prisoner again and brought to Rome.  This time, he wasn’t under house arrest, but rather he sat in a cold and dirty cell.  

· This time he was all-alone.  At the same time, Emperor Nero had began a ruthless campaign to destroy Christianity.  Thus the Christians in Rome were either in hiding or were killed.  This must have been so painful to Paul, knowing that the church was experiencing such persecution.

His very last letter prior to his execution was 2 Timothy.  In it he writes to Timothy, “For I am already being poured out like a drink offering, and the time has come for my departure.  I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.  Now there is in store for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, will award to me on that day… and not only to me, but also to all who have longed for his appearing.”  

· At 67 years of age, Paul was take outside the city and was beheaded… all alone, but hand in hand with Jesus.

· It’s hard to imagine how much Paul’s letter to the churches around Ephesus must have meant to them.
· Over the next number of weeks, we are going to be looking at that letter… not simply as a letter written to the church in Asia Minor… but at a letter from Paul, from this man, written to us.
Lessons

So what can we learn from the way Paul lived his life?

1. That through Christ we can be transformed.   In Acts 8 we read about Paul going from house to house, dragging believers off to prison.  In Acts 20, we read about him preaching the message of peace from house to house.  No matter where we come from, Jesus can make us new.  (ill. Lynn in tears looking at Conrad lead worship… how he’s changed)

2. That we can come to peace with our past.  It was never easy for Paul to deal with what he had done to so many Jewish believers.  He knew Jesus had forgiven him, but how could he forget about the pain he caused to others.  While the memory was always real in his mind, Paul was able to accept in his heart the forgiveness he understood in his mind.

3. That Jesus’ love really can heal our wounded spirits from the rejection we may have experienced in our lives.  Paul was utterly rejected by his family, the entire Jewish community in Tarsus, and possibly his own wife.  He never really had a home to go back to.  Paul faced abandonment and rejection… that no counseling in itself could have healed.  But in Jesus, those empty places were filled with God’s love.

4. That while there is suffering in this world, we can still experience God’s love, peace, and joy.  You see, Paul didn’t live to simply enjoy the circumstances of life… he lived everyday to live in deeper intimacy with the Father than he had the day before.  He lived to this message, the Gospel of Grace, spread throughout the world.

