August 22 we will study Acts 9:1-19.  Discussion questions are:

1.      When you think of a person who is relentless in pursuit of a goal, who comes to mind?

2.      When you look back over your spiritual journey, what are the highlights of God’s pursuit of you?

3.      How does God’s pursuing you make you feel?

4.      How do you think Saul felt when Jesus first appeared to him on the road to Damascus?  How do you think he felt during the 3 days of blindness in Judas’ house?  How do you think he felt when Ananias spoke to him?  How do you think he felt in vs. 19 when he first preached Christ?

5.      Is there someone in your sphere of influence on whom you have given up trying to bring to Christ?

6.      What are the implications of “I am Jesus of Nazareth whom you are persecuting.”?

7.      What is the significance of the phrase, “for the sake of my name” in 9:16? (see Mt. 5:11)

8.      Put yourself in Ananias’ shoes when he is told to go talk to Saul.  What reaction would you have to such a command?

9.      Who was involved in the conversion of Saul and what were their roles?  How does team evangelism work today?  What is your role in team evangelism?

 

Sermon:  Is God Pursuing You?
Francis Thompson was by every definition a failure.  He failed at becoming a Catholic Priest.  Over a 6 year period he failed medical school 3 times.  He enlisted in the army and was dismissed for failing a drill.  His family disowned him.  He became an opium addict and spent 3 years living as a vagrant in London surviving on alcohol and garbage.  He attempted suicide and failed in the attempt.  In his own words he was “in the pit of squalor, no shirt beneath my tattered coat, bare feet were in broken shoes.  I was a broken, waif of a man.”  But throughout all the years and all the failure God pursued him eventually arousing within him a gift of poetry.  His poem, “The Hound of Heaven”, is considered the greatest English ode ever written.  I want you to hear a brief excerpt from the greatest English ode ever written, an ode written by a man who had spent much of his life running from God and found himself unable to escape from God’s unending love.  There is one word you will hear which may be unfamiliar to you, “labyrinthine”.  Think of one of those puzzles that is a maze where you have to move the mouse to the cheese and there are all sorts of wrong turns and dead ends.  Thompson regarded his life as much like that and testifies that God pursued him even down dead end roads and through sinfully wrong turns in his life.  Here is the excerpt:

I fled Him, down the nights and down the days;
I fled Him, down the arches of the years;
I fled Him, down the labyrinthine ways of my own mind; 
and in the mist of tears I hid from Him, and under running laughter.
…from those strong Feet that followed, followed after.
But with unhurrying chase, and unperturbed pace,
deliberate speed, majestic instancy, they beat—and a voice beat more instant than the feet—
“All things betray thee, who betrayest Me.”
The psalmist knew that feeling also and described it this way in Ps. 139:

I can never escape from your Spirit!
I can never get away from your presence!
If I go up to heaven, you are there;
if I go down to the grave, you are there.
If I ride the wings of the morning,
if I dwell by the farthest oceans,
even there your hand will guide me,
and your strength will support me.
I could ask the darkness to hide me
and the light around me to become night—
but even in darkness I cannot hide from you.
To you the night shines as bright as day.
Darkness and light are the same to you.
 

Those feelings of being pursued by God are not unique to the Psalmist and Francis Thompson.  Many a man has awakened in mid-life to discover that God is like a heat seeking missile – He will not give up on his target.  I dare say every person in this auditorium today is being pursued by God, called higher by God, patiently loved by God as he awaits your obedience to the very thing from which you are running.  

The slave-trader John Newton knew those feelings and described them eloquently in his classic hymn, “Amazing Grace”:  “Through many dangers, toils, and snares I have already come.  Tis grace hath brought me safe thus far, and grace will lead me home.”  

Moses knew those feelings as he was pursued by God for 80 years until God finally cornered him at a burning bush in the desert.  Jonah knew those feelings as he was pursued by God across the ocean until God finally cornered him in the belly of a whale.  And in today’s text we see God pursuing yet another man until he corners him, blind and desperate in the house of a man named Judas.

Saul of Tarsus was one of the keenest minds in the middle east.  He was brilliant, persuasive, and dogmatic.  His zeal led him out of academia where he was a peer with the best of religious scholars and into the world of activism.  A quick survey of his life before becoming a Christian reveals a zealot who is virtually a one-man army against Christians and Christianity.

Acts 8:1 - Saul was one of the witnesses, and he agreed completely with the killing of Stephen.
Acts 8:3 - Saul was going everywhere to destroy the church. He went from house to house, dragging out both men and women to throw them into prison.
Acts 9:1-2 - Meanwhile, Saul was uttering threats with every breath and was eager to kill the Lord’s followers. So he went to the high priest.  He requested letters addressed to the synagogues in Damascus, asking for their cooperation in the arrest of any followers of the Way he found there. He wanted to bring them—both men and women—back to Jerusalem in chains.
Acts 26:9-11 - “I used to believe that I ought to do everything I could to oppose the very name of Jesus the Nazarene. Indeed, I did just that in Jerusalem. Authorized by the leading priests, I caused many believers[b] there to be sent to prison. And I cast my vote against them when they were condemned to death.  Many times I had them punished in the synagogues to get them to curse Jesus. I was so violently opposed to them that I even chased them down in foreign cities.
In Acts 9 Saul had been on the road for a week covering 140 miles and was approaching his destination, the synagogue in Damascus when at high noon God began to close in on him.  The hound of heaven has once again pursued his prey with outstretched arms of forgiveness.  Blinded by the light, Saul cries out, “Lord, who are you?”  Out of the blackness of blindness Saul hears the most frightening words imaginable, “I am Jesus of Nazareth, the one you are persecuting.”  He is instructed to go into the city and wait.  Led like a toddler learning to walk, this rough, tough zealot of Judaism stumbles his way into an unfamiliar city to an unfamiliar house and spends 3 agonizing days waiting and praying.  Can you imagine the anxiety in his heart?  Can you imagine the tension he feels when, after 3 long days and nights of fasting and praying, he hears the footsteps of someone approaching him in this stranger’s house.  “Is this an executioner come to reek God’s vengeance on me for the horrible things I did to followers of His son?  Is this the end of my life and the beginning of my eternity in hell?”  Can you imagine the relief he felt when Ananias lays a gentle hand on his shoulder and whispers, “Brother Saul, the Lord Jesus, who appeared to you on the road, has sent me so that you might regain your sight and be filled with the Holy Spirit.”  Instantly something like scales fell from Saul’s eyes, and he regained his sight. Then he got up and was baptized. – Acts 9:17-18  Amazing grace how sweet the sound that saved a wretch like me!  I once was lost and now am found, was blind but now I see.
Think about all the players who had a role in the conversion of Saul.  Of course no one compares to Jesus in the conversion of Saul.  It was Saul’s memory of Jesus’ death and his experience of Jesus’ gracious offer of forgiveness that drew him instantly to the waters of baptism.  But along the way there were lesser players who were a part of God’s team of evangelists assigned the task of converting Saul of Tarsus.  There was a young man named Stephen whose task it was to die in front of Saul with forgiveness in his heart and on his lips.  There was a man with the regrettable name of Judas whose task it was to offer his house to the man who was to Christians the most dangerous man alive.  There was a man named Ananias who has the unnerving task of seeking out the man of whom all of Jerusalem has talked about the terrible things he has done to the believers.  And, waiting in the wings, is a man named Barnabas  whose task it will be to begin traveling with the man Christians fear more than any other and introduce him as a trustworthy brother in Christ.  When God pursues a man there is no telling what people and how many people God will use to help corner that person.  
The hound of heaven never gives up.  In deed is He not pursuing you this morning?  Has he not pursued you down the streets and alleys of this community?  Has he not pursued you onto the golf course and all the way to the lake?  Has he not pursued you across the minefield of the internet and into the quietude of your office?  Has he not pursued you into the classroom and inside your own home?  Has he not pursued you into the quiet recesses of your own mind where no one else knows your private thoughts?  Has he not pursued you into places where no one knows you go?  Has he not relentlessly tugged at your conscience?   Don’t you hear him this very morning calling your name…calling…calling…tenderly calling your name?
