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Redeemed from an Unbelieving Past

1. Motivate

Why are some teams so fun to “hate”?

· they beat our team too often

· they play dirty

· they are ugly

· their cheerleaders are ugly

· they are from the other side of town

· it’s always the last game of the season, we build up our hate

· we know they want to beat us, but we clobber them anyway

2. Transition

Saul of Tarsus loved to hate followers of Christ, but God changed him.
· Today we study how Jesus can transform even the most hostile opponent into a faithful believer

3. Bible Study

3.1 Hatred for Jesus
Listen for Paul’s former obsession.
Acts 26:9-11 (NIV) 9  "I too was convinced that I ought to do all that was possible to oppose the name of Jesus of Nazareth. 10  And that is just what I did in Jerusalem. On the authority of the chief priests I put many of the saints in prison, and when they were put to death, I cast my vote against them. 11  Many a time I went from one synagogue to another to have them punished, and I tried to force them to blaspheme. In my obsession against them, I even went to foreign cities to persecute them.
Under whose authority did Saul (Paul) act?

· chief priests

· religious leaders in Jerusalem

What were some of the things  he did in his efforts?

· opposed name of Jesus

· put saints (believers of Jesus) in prison

· voted to have them put to death

· went to various synagogues, even foreign cities to chase them down

Why did he torture believers? What was he trying to get them to do?

· renounce the name of Jesus

· punish those who would not

· make an example of those who refused, he (they) thought it would keep other people from also believing what they thought was heresy

Paul is in the custody of the roman governor Festus.  When the Jewish king Agrippa II visits, Festus brings Paul out to tell his story to Agrippa, who was well versed in Judaism.  

So what do you suppose was Paul’s primary goal in his speech? 
· to show how much God had changed him

· in this passage he is telling how much he was against Christians

· you expect to hear a “but God …” in the remaining verses
How did Paul tailor his message to the audience and situation he faced? 
· the man he faced was an expert in things Jewish

· Paul knew he would understand his previous zealous  attitude towards Jewish affairs

· would then describe how God intervened in his life and changed him 
The gospel message was offensive to a very Jewish Saul of Tarsus.  What makes the gospel offensive to some people in today’s world?

· feel it is too simple

· they are not able to believe in God

· many don’t want to change their way of life

· feel it is too limited … how could Jesus be the only way?

· not politically correct

· how could a loving God allow all the grief and suffering in the world today

· religion is just a crutch for folks who are not smart or strong enough to live life for real

What should be our objective when we tell others about the way we came to believe?
· share what Jesus can do, has done

· point people to Jesus

· not necessarily glorify our sordid past 

How can we use stories of our own experience to share the message of Christ? 
· God works in our lives to bring us to Himself

· people might argue with our theology, but they cannot deny our own personal experience
3.2 Jesus Calls Even His Opponents
Listen for  God’s intervention.
Acts 26:12-18 (NIV)    "On one of these journeys I was going to Damascus with the authority and commission of the chief priests.  13  About noon, O king, as I was on the road, I saw a light from heaven, brighter than the sun, blazing around me and my companions.  14  We all fell to the ground, and I heard a voice saying to me in Aramaic, 'Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me? It is hard for you to kick against the goads.'  15  "Then I asked, 'Who are you, Lord?' "'I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting,' the Lord replied.  16  'Now get up and stand on your feet. I have appeared to you to appoint you as a servant and as a witness of what you have seen of me and what I will show you.  17  I will rescue you from your own people and from the Gentiles. I am sending you to them  18  to open their eyes and turn them from darkness to light, and from the power of Satan to God, so that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in me.' 
How did Paul describe his conversion and new life? 
· was on the way to Damascus to chase down more Christians

· all of a sudden a bright light from heaven appeared

· caused them to fall down in shock 

· God audibly spoke to Paul/Saul

· told him his life was now to be turned around

What did Jesus mean in verse 17 when He said He would rescue Paul from his own people as well as the Gentiles?
· he would be hassled and persecuted by both Jews and gentiles

· he eventually got in trouble with the Jewish religious leaders

· he was run out of town more than once

· he was stoned and left for dead by gentiles who objected to what he said and did
How does this promise relate to Paul’s present situation?  Remember, he was in a Roman lock-up.

· he has been accused by Jewish religious leaders

· they sought to get him prosecuted by the Roman authorities

· he is in prison under Roman rule

· he is also now talking to a government official who is an expert of Jewish issues
What was the job that Jesus gave Paul ? 
· I am sending you to them    
· to open their (spiritual) eyes and 
· turn them from darkness to light, and 
· from the power of Satan to God, so that 
· they may receive forgiveness of sins and 
· a place among those who are sanctified by faith in me.
What were the “goads” that Jesus referred to? 
· opposition to Paul’s campaign

· people continued to believe in and follow Jesus, despite the persecution

· now God gets Paul’s attention by confronting Him dramatically

What were some of the “goads” that God might use in our lives to wake us up to our need for salvation?
· dissatisfaction with previous life

· a dramatic or traumatic event in one’s life

· total failure going it alone without Jesus

· testimonies of believers around us
· contrast of my life without Jesus and someone else’s who is a believer

What did God tell Paul would be his future?

· appointed Paul to be a servant and a witness for Jesus

· turned his life around

· sent Paul to minister to Gentiles … to open their eyes and turn them from darkness to light

· rescue them from the power of Satan

· allow them to receive God’s forgiveness

Why do we sometimes (incorrectly) give up on people who oppose the gospel?

· we feel there is no hope

· they are just too fanatical about their opposition to Christ

· they are too convinced … won’t listen to any argument

· they have committed too many violent or gross activities to ever be convicted

3.3 Surrendering to Truth – Transformation
Listen for Paul’s summary.
Acts 26:19-20 (NIV) How   "So then, King Agrippa, I was not disobedient to the vision from heaven. 20  First to those in Damascus, then to those in Jerusalem and in all Judea, and to the Gentiles also, I preached that they should repent and turn to God and prove their repentance by their deeds.
Where did Paul go to fulfill his commission?  
· went first to Damascus to preach

· then went back to Jerusalem, Judea

· had been preaching to Gentiles wherever he went

What effect does the gospel have on the lives of those who receive it?

· leads them to repentance … turning away from sin, turning to God in confession and faith

· their lives demonstrate God’s working and changing them

How would you describe “works worthy of repentance”?

· what you do, what you say will be different as a result of repenting

· you are turning away from sinful attitudes and actions

· you turn to God … submitting to His rule in your life

· you allow Him to empower you to make right choices

· when you fail (sin), you quickly confess and repent, receive His forgiveness and the power to make right choices the next time

How do you see God continuing to transform you?

· God reveals new areas in our lives where we need to surrender to Him, repent, allow Him to change us
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as you read and carefully consider scripture, God speaks to your conscience, appeals to your will to make the decision to change

· learn new ways to trust Him

· learn new ways to serve Him

Application
Reject cynicism

· Ask God to reveal any negative or cynical attitude you may have against non-believers

· Pray to see them as Jesus does … people whose lives need to be rescued spiritually

Pray specifically

· Make a prayer list with specific names of non-believers you know personally whom you want to see come to faith in Christ

· Lift them up daily to God for salvation

Shine your light

· Begin praying for opportunities to build relationships with non-Christians

· Ask God for wisdom and boldness to share your own story of redemption as He leads

· Pray for patience as the Holy Spirit moves in His way and His timing in the lives of those to whom God leads you

Word Search Puzzle Acts 26
Use the last page as a handout so your learners can take home the application points of this week’s lesson.
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