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Looking In the Mirror of Acts –

God Can Change Your Life


Tyler and I went snowboarding recently, and I have decided a number of things about snowboarding, one of which is that it serves as a parable about life.

Snowboarding is where you accept some very strange contradictions.  One of those contradictions is that you understand there is a certain level of risk, but in very subtle ways you are told you must be crazy.  Every time you pick up a piece of equipment, when you pay your money; over and over again you are asked to sign a liability form stating you will not hold the owners liable for injuries.  I can understand one time, but when you get to about a half dozen times they might as well just say if you’re dumb enough to do this you deserve to get hurt.  When they talk to you about anything, and especially during the lesson, everything is prefaced with the comment we want everyone to be safe, which isn’t true, because if they did they would tell you to stay home and sit on the couch.


When you clamp your feet to that snowboard and look down the hill, where the slope goes through trees and they add in some big bumps, you know they can’t really be serious about safety.  Just getting down the hill is enough of a challenge, but when you add in obstacles you get the feeling someone is sitting up in the lodge and laughing at everyone who is foolish enough to try to go down the slope.  I should add there’s no brake on a snowboard; the only brake on a snowboard is what happens to your bones when you fall.

When, or I should say if, you make it to the bottom you get to navigate the lift.  The chairs never stop moving, so you are trying to move along the snow with this board clamped to your foot and looking at this chair coming around at you and you panic, wondering if you can get in it safely.  If you do, you realize the danger isn’t over yet, because you’re dangling fifty feet above the ground on this narrow chair and this heavy board strapped to your foot is trying to pull you out.  When you get to the top you realize your troubles aren’t finished, because the chair keeps moving and you have to stand up on your board and try to stay upright while the chair pushes you off the platform and down a small hill.  Why does there have to be a hill?  And to make matters worse, right at the bottom is a brick wall.  That’s when I realized the entire thing is a set-up; it’s as though they are saying if they survive going down the slope, if they manage not to get run over by someone else, if they survive the lift, we’ll get them with this brick wall.  And to make matters worse, the top of the lift and the wall are right by the back of the lodge, where people sit and watch.  So not only are you trying to avoid this brick wall, you have an audience of people who realize the folly of this whole experience, so they’re there to enjoy the show being put on by all the crazy people.

Here’s the parable part of that adventure – a life of faith will often seem very illogical and will be a wild and adventurous ride, you need others to help you along the way, and it requires a large dose of humility.

We are continuing our study of Acts this morning, and today’s message is aimed more at each of us as individuals.  The issue in this part of Acts is God’s desire to change lives.  In previous week’s the messages have been aimed more corporately, to the church body as a whole, but today we will look at the truth that God Can Change Your Life.  A very simple, but profound truth, and the one truth I hope you take with you today – God Can Change Your Life.  

We are in chapter nine this morning, as we arrive at what is arguably the most famous conversion experience in the history of mankind – the conversion of Saul on the road to Damascus.  We are very familiar with the story of Saul traveling to Damascus, still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord (verse one), and while traveling Jesus speaks to him and Saul, soon to be known as Paul, was changed forever and the church received it’s greatest leader next to Jesus himself.

In the story of Paul’s conversion are some truths that are very important for us, the first of which is that God Can Change Your Life.  So often I hear people express their belief that they can’t change.  And some people are so busy living life they don’t think much about change and the change God can bring to their life.  And then there are people like Paul who are so convinced of their righteousness God doesn’t need to change anything.  But everyone needs change, whether we are just beginning our life of being a follower of Jesus or if we are years down that road.  God is never through with bringing transformation to our lives.

Paul’s experience is so instructional to us about how God can bring change, so I’m going to refer to the whole story that you can read throughout the entirety of chapter nine, even though we only read a portion of this great story.

1.  We need others.

It was John Donne who penned the immortal words no man is an island, entire of itself.  One of the truths most clear in Scripture is that we are created to be in relationships – a relationship with God and relationships with others.  Now, I know that our relationships can at times be challenging, but the real richness and joy in life comes from our relationships.

Notice what God does for Paul.  God sends Ananias to restore Paul’s sight – as he was blinded by the light at his conversion – and notice what Ananias says to Paul in verse 17 – Brother Saul.  Ananias calls Saul brother.  Ananias is calling a brother the man who only a short time before was breathing threats and murder (verse one) against believers like Ananias, a fact that I’m sure was not lost on Ananias.  


Look in verse 27 and you find another person that God brings into the life of Saul – Barnabas.  Luke tells us that as Paul was trying to associate with the disciples…they were all afraid of him, not believing he was a disciple.  But Barnabas took hold of him and brought him to the apostles and told the others Saul’s conversion was genuine (verses 26-27).  The name Barnabas means son of consolation, or encourager.  What a great match of a name with a person, as Barnabas was an encourager to Paul throughout his ministry.  

Who are the encouragers in your life?  I hope you have at least one encourager in your life.  And who do you encourage?  Sometimes we struggle and need encouragement, but we can’t always be on the receiving end of encouragement.  Someone in the sphere of your influence needs your encouragement, and it is amazing the difference encouragement makes in the lives of people.


Life cannot change without the involvement of others in meaningful relationships.

2.  We need humility.

How many of you, when you buy something that needs assembly, immediately start to read the manual?  Some of you may be like me; I toss the manual aside and just start right in.  Who needs a manual?  It’s not long before I have to dig that manual out and admit I don’t know what I’m doing.


Who loves to admit they are wrong?  Who loves to ask for help?  Who loves to ask for forgiveness?  Why are those things so difficult?  One reason is because they require humility.


Imagine Saul’s circumstances; here he is, the mighty Saul going after the followers of Jesus, with the blessing and power of the authorities, but after being blinded by the light Luke says this in verse 8 – he could see nothing; and leading him by the hand, they brought him into Damascus.


Leading him by the hand.  How would desire to be in such a position?  Talk about a huge dose of humility. Paul was in the unfamiliar position of needing to be humble enough to accept the help of others.  He was probably like anyone else, not wanting to ask for help.  We don’t want to admit our vulnerability, certainly not to the point of having to be led around by the hand.  Even a child gets to the point at a relatively young age where they don’t want to have to hold their parent’s hand.


This kind of humility is born out of vulnerability, which is very troubling for us.  We don’t like to be vulnerable.  We think of ourselves as strong, we don’t need anybody; in fact, we may resent any implication that we need the help of others and when we find ourselves in the position of needing help we may lash out at those who offer their assistance because we are angry and hurt at the revelation of our vulnerability.


We need humility in order to change.

3.  A changed life will bring a life of great adventure.

Listen to what William Barclay has written – counterfeit Christianity is always safe; real Christianity is always in peril.

(The Acts of the Apostles, The Daily Study Bible Series, rev. ed., William Barclay.  Westminster John Knox Press:  Louisville, 1976, p 75).  


We don’t know very much about Paul’s life prior to his conversion, but we see that his life after conversion was full of peril.  Listen to his summation of just some of his difficulties in II Corinthians 11:23-28 – in far more labors, in far more imprisonments, beaten times without numbers, often in danger of death.  Five times I received from the Jews thirty-nine lashes.  Three times I was beaten with rods, once I was stoned, three times I was shipwrecked, a night and a day I have spent in the deep.  I have been on frequent journeys, in danger from rivers, dangers from robbers, dangers from my countrymen, dangers from the Gentiles, dangers in the city, dangers in the wilderness, dangers on the sea, dangers among false brethren; I have been in labor and hardship, through many sleepless nights, in hunger and thirst, often without food, in cold and exposure.  Apart from such external things, there is the daily pressure upon me of concern for all the churches.

Sign me up; sounds great, doesn’t it?  But notice Paul never expresses regret.  In his last letter, the letter to the Philippians, when Paul knows his death is very close, he never expresses regret.  Faith will bring an adventure to life, it will bring challenges, but most of all it will bring a sense that whatever we face will be worth the struggle because of how God will use those circumstances to change our lives.

God wants to change your life; he wants to change my life.  Maybe you need to ask someone for help; maybe you need someone to explain to you how you can open your life to God.  Maybe you know how, but what you need is enough humility to tell God that you can’t make it on your own.  Maybe you have become overwhelmed with fear; allow God to engage your life and never look back with regret.

God can change your life.


Prayer.
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