Converted to Christ (Acts 22:1-22; 28/12/08)
Introduction

What does it mean to be converted? I could say that since coming to Italy I have been converted – to the coffee, ice cream and pizza! Conversion means a convinced change – often from one thing to another! But religious or spiritual conversion is much more profound. I want us to consider the subject of Christian conversion today, since we have witnessed a Christian baptism – the outward sign of conversion to Christ. In the West the idea of converting from one set of beliefs or convictions to another is regarded as strange; but in other areas of the world it’s seen as a betrayal or crime. In some Muslim countries there are anti-conversion laws in place with the death penalty for those who turn from Islam to embrace another faith. Many people might wonder why anyone would want to convert if it meant trouble or suffering. Surely, the great aim in life is to be happy and trouble-free! 
But that’s not everyone’s view! Take the Apostle Paul (Saul is the Jewish form of his name). He’s in trouble again! He’s speaking to an angry crowd in Jerusalem who are about to kill him. Roman soldiers have been sent to rescue him from certain death, and as he is being taken away he asks for an opportunity to speak to the people. What would you want to say to a mob that was just about to kill you? It’s clear that Paul doesn’t want to insult them, but to explain to them what has happened to him. He wants to tell them about his conversion. He doesn’t do this to draw attention to himself, but to Jesus of Nazareth. As he speaks to them in Aramaic the crowd falls silent.

Paul’s conversion experience is very dramatic and unique. But there are some essential ingredients of conversion to Jesus Christ. As we listen to Paul’s experience we can learn about what Christian conversion is all about. Why is this important? The bible says that unless you repent and are converted, you cannot be saved.

1) Contrary to Christ (v1-5)

Saul of Tarsus was a very devout Jew. He trained under Gamaliel, the famous Rabbi. He was zealous for God. How far did this zeal go? It led to persecuting followers of the Way – that is, believers in Jesus as the Christ. It’s clear that Saul’s action put men and women in prison and to death (v4). He wanted to pursue Christians in other cities and bring them as prisoners to Jerusalem to be punished (v5). Why is he doing this? Because he is convinced that Jesus of Nazareth is not the Messiah; that anyone claiming him to be so is committing blasphemy. He is convinced that he is right and that they are wrong, and that in persecuting Jesus’ followers he is serving the God of Israel. On another occasion he describes this opposition to Jesus and his followers my obsession (26:11). In a strange way Paul is saying to the crowd, “I know exactly how you feel towards me, because I was just like you!” So you could not have found a more unlikely convert to Jesus Christ than Saul!
I’m reminded of a Christian children’s camp I was involved in many years ago. The speaker chose as his theme for the week: “God and the Unlikelies”. He spoke about unlikely people who became followers of Jesus: Peter, Zacchaeus, Mary Magdalene and Paul. But on the last day he’d run out of talks, so he spoke of his own experience; how he had been working for a newspaper, and how he’d been an alcoholic, with his marriage in a mess. A new, young colleague began speaking to him of Jesus, and eventually he was converted and his life transformed!
I’m fairly sure that none of us, like Paul, have terrorised Jesus’ disciples. But some people say, “I’m happy that you follow Jesus. After all, it’s good that people have some form of faith. But Jesus isn’t for me, thanks.” Polite indifference actually conceals a very firm resistance. Other people are convinced that they are right, and everyone else is wrong. They’ve developed their own set of beliefs, and no-one’s going to change their mind! Others are already committed to another form of religion, and seem to have no place for Christ. But in reality our hearts by nature are not too far away from Saul’s. He would later write: the sinful mind is hostile to God (Romans 8:7). From this perspective everyone is an unlikely convert to Jesus Christ! But the amazing thing is that such hostility can be overcome! People can change! How?  

2) Confronted by Christ (v6-11)

Paul continues his narrative to the hushed crowd. As he nears Damascus something supernatural occurs: he sees a bright light from heaven; a voice speaks to him by name: Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?...I am Jesus of Nazareth whom you are persecuting; his companions also see the light and hear the sound, but don’t understand the voice. Struck blind, Paul is led into the city, helpless and humbled. This experience changed everything. It meant that Jesus of Nazareth was alive! It meant that his disciples had been right when they claimed he rose from the dead. It meant that Jesus was the Messiah, whom God had vindicated by raising him up and exalting him, as the OT had promised. In a few short moments Paul had been confronted by the truth that he’d been trying so zealously to deny - the truth about Jesus. All this time he’d been fighting against the truth! This is a vital ingredient of Christian conversion. You must be confronted with the person of Jesus Christ.

C. S. Lewis (author of the Chronicles of Narnia etc) was a clever Oxford professor who resisted belief in God. His mother had died when he was nine and this had led him to embrace atheism. As an adult he came to believe in God and later in Jesus: You must make your choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son of God, or else a madman or something worse ...You can shut him up for a fool, you can spit at him and kill him as a demon, or you can fall at his feet and call him Lord and God. But let us not come up with any patronizing nonsense about his being a great human teacher. He has not left that option open to us.
Christian conversion begins when you face up to the truth and the claims of Jesus. It can be a very painful and humbling experience, acknowledging that up until now you have been wrong in your attitudes. It involves admitting that Jesus is right and his claims to be the Son of living God are true. We don’t like admitting we’re wrong. “If I had a bright light or loud voice from heaven, I’d believe!” you might say! But Jesus can speak to you through a friend, or a book or the bible itself.  Two atheists met while travelling on a train, and discussed their common atheism. One of them decided to research the ‘subject of religion’. As he did so, he became so convinced that Jesus had risen from the dead that he wrote the novel Ben Hur and came to ‘absolute belief in God and the divinity of Jesus Christ.’ Confronted by Jesus! 
3) Converted to Christ (v12-16)

Ananias, a Jewish convert to Christ, is sent by God to Saul. Through his words, Saul’s sight is restored. Saul learns from him how God has chosen and called him to be a witness for Christ, and then hears these words: And now, what are you waiting for? Get up, be baptised and wash away your sins, calling on his name (v16). Baptism was the outward sign of conversion to Christ. It wasn’t the washing of water that took away his sins, but the calling on Jesus’ name in faith. As Saul was baptised he was declaring Jesus to be his Lord and Saviour. Do you notice the way he refers to Jesus as Lord on five occasions (v8, 10, 18, 19, 21)? So baptism itself doesn’t save or change anyone. But it is significant. Jesus commanded it. It’s the outward sign of an inner submission to him. It was a serious step for Paul, as it is for people today. The NT pattern is always ‘believe and be baptised’ (Acts 18:8). That is why it’s such a costly step for many Christians around the world.
Through Paul’s preaching the Christian church began to spread despite persecution. About the year 155AD a Christian pastor called Polycarp led the church in Smyrna. He was arrested and threatened with death unless he called Caesar ‘Lord’, as if he were a god. Polycarp replied, “I have served Christ for 86 years, and he has done me no wrong. How can I blaspheme my king who has saved me?” As they burned him he prayed, “Lord God, Father of our blessed Saviour, I thank you…that I may die for you and for your cause.” Clearly, Polycarp loved his Lord!  
Christian conversion is not a conversion to a philosophy, a religion or even to a Church. It’s conversion to a person – to Jesus of Nazareth who lived in history, who died and who rose again from the dead. Have you been converted? I don’t ask whether you believe in God, because even the devil does that! The question is whether you have submitted to Jesus Christ as your Lord? Do you find yourself asking: What shall I do Lord? (v10). Are you calling on his name (in worship)? Are you trusting him for the forgiveness of your sins? If so, then Ananias’ words come to you with the same force: What are you waiting for? Get up, be baptised…God has chosen and called you too, not for the same work as Paul, but still to live, serve and witness for him in the world. If you have been baptised as a believer then let this morning be a time when you renew your commitment to Jesus as Lord and Saviour! 
4) Continuing with Christ (v17-22)

Paul describes an on-going relationship with Christ. It’s while he’s praying that the Lord speaks to him. Paul is aware of the presence of Christ. He’s also aware of Christ’s plan for his life. Jesus tells him to leave Jerusalem and go to the Gentiles. Paul seems a little confused by this. Perhaps he feels that the dramatic change in his life (v19-20) would be the means of converting his fellow Jews, but Jesus has other ideas! And Paul submits to Christ’s plan. And as he follows Christ, day by day, he becomes aware of Christ’s protection. This wasn’t the first time his life had been threatened. But the Lord had delivered him. At the end of his life, in his final letter, he writes from prison to Timothy about his trial: the Lord stood at my side and gave me strength. Then he adds: The Lord will rescue me from every evil attack, and will bring me safely to his heavenly kingdom. To him be glory for ever and ever. Amen (2 Timothy 4:17-18). Conversion leads to continuing with Christ. It means knowing his presence, his plan and his protection through this life and into the next. 

A guy called Dan Owens believed the bible to be full of fairy stories, and rejected Christianity. At Oxford University, became sucked into the drugs and party scene, and ended up buying a one-way ticket to Goa. During an LSD ‘party’ his conscience sprang to life; he was struck by the desperately evil environment he was in. At the same time he became aware of a holy, pure presence, unlike anything he’d known in the drugs scene. Indian Christians led him to faith in Christ: Without knowing much about him I believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, the most precious gift I have ever received. My guilt was replaced almost instantaneously by an overwhelming joy and the certainty that God was with me. That happened 11 years ago! Following Christ has brought trials but the joy of knowing the Lord and the true meaning of life by far outweighs them all (EMW Magazine Jan/Feb 2009). 

It’s the experience of every true convert to Christ. There’s the joy of his presence, the awareness of his plan and the promise of his protection. It doesn’t mean that nothing bad will happen to you; Christ never promised that. He does promise grace and eternal security. 
Through many dangers, toils and snares I have already come

Tis grace that’s kept me safe thus far, and grace will lead me home!
Have you been converted to Christ? This is the most important question! 
