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Looking In the Mirror of Acts:  Seeing the World
Through New Eyes


I like to consider myself somewhat of a student of human nature.  People fascinate me.  One of my greatest fascinations is trying to understand how people see things.  Why is it that two people can look at the same issue and come to radically different opinions?  How can one person love a particular style of music and the other despise it?  How can siblings, people from the same family and the same genetics, be so different?  And when you bump up against those differences, is it possible to change the perspective of the other person?


If you are married, think for a moment about some of the adjustments the two of you made after getting married.  Sometimes there are disagreements and you struggle to get the other person to see your perspective, and it may be impossible for them to do so, just as it may be impossible for you to see their side (I am going to make my life easier by avoiding any personal examples).


What does it take to change our point of view, our perspective, our opinion?  Sometimes it takes something earthshaking and undesirable.  It may, for instance, take a time of great challenge in life to open our eyes to the blessings we have been given.  If you’ve ever been sick or in the hospital for an extended time you know the joy of just being able to walk outside and enjoy the beauty and the gift of the day.


As we turn to chapter 26 of the book of Acts this morning, we find Paul talking about the tremendous change that took place in his life.  Paul conversion, one of the most dramatic and famous in history, changed his perspective on everything.  In this chapter we will examine how his conversion enabled him to see the world through new eyes.


The chapter opens with Paul once again defending himself.  He’s continuing his defense before King Agrippa and in his defense he reveals the extent of transformation brought about by his conversion, how everything about him was radically changed.  Here is our starting point today – conversion to being a follower of Jesus should transform how we see everything – how we see our circumstances in life, how we see others and how we see ourselves.

Let’s start with how Paul viewed his circumstances.

1.  Paul’s faith changed how he viewed his circumstances.


You may have seen on a coffee mug, T-shirt or bumper sticker the saying Life is tough and then you die.  I don’t now who is responsible for that saying, but it must have been a really bad day when it was first uttered.


The default attitude of life is feeling good about life only when everything is going well.  The real test of faith is what will we do when life is difficult?  Will that change our perspective or will we allow our faith to transform how we see even difficult circumstances?  This is such a powerful undercurrent to the latter chapters of Acts.  Although Luke never poses the question directly, it is as if he is asking the question through the story of Paul – will we be controlled by life’s difficulties or will we allow the power of God to transform how we see our circumstances so that we can overcome them, however difficult they may be?

Listen to what Paul says in verse 2 – I consider myself fortunate, King Agrippa, that I am about to make my defense before you today.  Fortunate?  Is Paul crazy?  How could he consider himself fortunate when he was in chains and on trial for his life?


For one, Paul is demonstrating his understanding of what Jesus said in Matthew 10:18-20 – and you shall even be brought before governors and kings for my sake, as a testimony to them and to the Gentiles.  But when they deliver you up, do not become anxious about how or what you will speak; for it shall be given you in that hour what you are to speak.  For it is not you who speak, but it is the Spirit of your Father who speaks in you.  I don’t know if Paul was even aware of those words of Jesus but he was demonstrating that he understood this way of looking at life.  Here he was before a king, and Paul saw this not as a personal tragedy but as an opportunity to share his faith.

This is a radically different way of looking at the events that take place in our lives.  There are so many unhappy and dissatisfied people who have so much in life.  I think there are people in our world, struggling with so little, who look at our society and say what’s wrong with those people?  They have so much but they are so unhappy.  Please understand, I am not minimizing the great difficulties some people face, but Paul is an example of being able to overcome even the most difficult of situations.


We are a society that is looking for something to bring us happiness, to bring us a sense of satisfaction about life.  We are awash in entertainment because we are dissatisfied and we are looking for something to give us some kind of emotional charge.

Until we learn that through the power of God we can overcome whatever we may face in life we will always be controlled by events.  Paul demonstrated that we do not have to be controlled by life, but we can control life.  If a person is unhappy about life, there is nothing they can buy or achieve that will take away that unhappiness and bring them satisfaction.  To have satisfaction in life comes from who we are inside, how we deal with the difficulties of life and how we view our circumstances.
2.  Paul’s faith changed how he viewed others.


Like many of you, I have thought a lot about Scott McCarty the last few weeks.  Of his many qualities, one I admired so much was his ability to see people without any stereotypes, without any prejudices and without any judgment.  Scott could see the person within, rather than the exterior of a person, which is what creates so many of the difficulties we have in dealing with one another.  That was a tremendous gift given to Scott.  


As I was eating lunch by myself recently I couldn’t help but think of this gift of Scott.  I was sitting in the corner of the restaurant and could hear a person several tables away loudly complaining.  It was a harsh, unending stream of complaints and it was obvious everyone in the restaurant could hear this criticism.  We all had to hear about what was wrong with a long list of people; there was nothing positive in this long, vitriolic speech.   Do you want to know the really sad part?  The person was complaining about their church.  I was so tempted to walk over, sit down at the table and say do you have any idea how this sounds to everyone in this room?  Someone in this room is probably thinking “that’s exactly why I don’t go to church.”  I wanted to say if you can’t handle this in a more appropriate manner you ought to just keep quiet.

What a contrast when you look at how Paul dealt with Agrippa and everyone else in this passage.  Paul spoke passionately but there is never an ugly tone in his voice.  Paul spoke eloquently and with a power because he didn’t even complain about the unjustness of his circumstances.  It becomes quickly obvious to Agrippa that Paul was not guilty of anything.  He even says to Festus in verse 32 this man might have been set free if he had not appealed to Caesar.  But Paul didn’t demand to be set free, he didn’t demean his accusers – although the character of his opponents is also very evident – but used this as an opportunity.

What becomes very clear is how Paul’s conversion changed how he viewed people.  In verses 9 to 11 Paul tells of how he treated the followers of Jesus before his conversion.  He tells of how he imprisoned them, how he voted to put them to death, how he punished them in the synagogues, how he tried to get them to speak blasphemy and how he was enraged about them.  And now, as one of them – as a follower of Jesus – he stood on trial for his life before Agrippa.  Paul’s view of others had changed so dramatically that people who he once viewed as enemies were now his brothers and sisters.

If we cannot view others differently, if we cannot be transformed in how we see others, we have not allowed Jesus to fully convert us.  This is what Jesus was constantly trying to communicate to his disciples; it’s what he was trying to tell them when he talked about loving our enemies, when he said the greatest two commandments are loving God and loving others; it’s summed up in I John 4:20 where John writes If some one says, “I love God” and hates his brother, he is a liar, for the one who does not love his brother whom he has seen, cannot love God whom he has not seen.

The standard test we Christians often place upon people is whether or not a person believes the right things; Scripture places the supreme test on love and poses the question have we allowed God to transform us to the point that we can see others as God sees them?
3.  Paul’s faith changed how he viewed himself.


Paul was not afraid to speak about who he used to be.  A fascinating aspect of Scripture is that is never covers up the sins and failures of even the greatest figures of faith.  We know that Moses killed a man.  We know that David sinned with Bathsheba and then arranged for her husband to be killed.  And we know that Paul persecuted the followers of Jesus and was present at the first Christian martyrdom, when Stephen was stoned to death.

But here is some great news – God gives us a new beginning.  He gives us a new beginning every day, every hour, every moment.  We drag around so much baggage about how we see ourselves that it leaves us crippled and hobbling through life.  We become so weighed down by our fears, by the scars of our failures, by the weight of what other people say about us that we become overwhelmed and fail to see what the power of God can make us.

In verse 16, when Paul is telling Agrippa about his conversion, he says that Jesus told him arise, and stand on your feet; for this purpose I have appeared to you, to appoint you a minister and witness not only to the things which you have seen but also to the things in which I will appear to you.


Stand on your feet.  Jesus was telling Paul to get up, to stand against the weight of all the baggage that we place upon ourselves and that others place upon us and become the new person God wanted him to be.


The Bible may speak against self-centeredness and self-absorption, but it encourages a healthy kind of self-love.  God does not intend for us to spend our lives in self-loathing, believing we are nothing but reminds us that we are his precious creations, created for a unique and special purpose with unique and special gifts.  I hear so many people speak with such heavy hearts, as though they could never believe they have anything special to offer and with no realization of the amazing person God has created them to be.  Paul could easily have been weighed down by his past.  He was, after all, the great persecutor of the early church, responsible for imprisoning, persecuting and putting to death followers of Jesus.

We have no idea what impact Paul ultimately had upon Agrippa’s life.  Agrippa does say, in verse 27 in a short time you will persuade me to become a Christian.  We don’t know if Agrippa did become a Christian, but it is certainly evidence of the power of a life transformed.

May we pray.
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