“SAUL: A MAN WHO NEEDED TO “THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX”
Acts 9:1-9


Galatians 1:13-20


Acts 11:20-26

Today we come to the end of a series of sermons on the Disciples of Jesus. In looking back on this collection of men (whom our Lord targeted with a specific call), each biographical sketch gave us information concerning at least one personal trait which needed to change. Change must (we have noticed) be a fact of life for anyone who desires to be Jesus’ disciple. Philippians 1:6 reminds us of such a reality when we are told by the Apostle Paul (once known as Saul, the man we look at today) “Being confident of this, that He who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus”. 
There is a phrase used these days when people discuss CHANGE. We hear people talk of the need to “THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX”! This modern day slogan speaks from a view that all human beings gain information, as they live life. This “learned data” combines together to form a structure for them. Such structure dictates how people approach and think about life. By the time individuals reach the period of adolescence in their life, habits have been formed and opinions have been shaped. Such experiences become prominent in a human thinking. They influence the patterns of living followed by all persons. Often this structure which is learned through the process of life is called someone’s “BOX”. This is what makes our behavior predictable to others. When someone acts differently than is expected OR when someone contemplates acting in a different way than normal, we say they are “ACTING or THINKING OUTSIDE THE BOX”. 

All of this brings us to the 13th DISCIPLE of our Lord, Saul of Tarsus, who we already identified as the future Apostle Paul. By the time we meet this person in the pages of the Book of Acts, his “BOX” is very established. Let’s begin with a picture of this man’s structured “Way of Life”.

A. SAUL POSSESSED A RIGID FOCUS TO HIS LIFE! 
(Acts 9:1-9)
Did you pick up some of the words I just read to you?  We read in verse 1, “Saul was STILL breathing out murderous threats against the Lord’s disciples.” We know as a fact that back at the end of Chapter 7 one of the first Deacons, Stephen was stoned to death for his faith in Jesus as the Messiah. We are told on that occasion that “The witnesses laid their clothes at the feet of a young man named Saul.” To give them more flexibility to use their arms to toss the heavy rocks on Stephen they removed their outer robes. They laid them at the feet of the one who clearly was the leader of the project. It was the man we study this morning. Chapter 8: verse 1 tells us, “And Saul was there, giving approval to his death”. A very predictable behavior pattern is in place in Saul’s life. His “BOX”, if you please, was to be the Executioner for the Jewish leadership who opposed the followers of Jesus. In Acts 9:2 we are told that this man sought open letters of permission (from the Sanhedrin) to arrest any man or woman “Who belonged to the Way” and “Take them as prisoners to Jerusalem”. Saul is set in his ways. His thinking and viewpoint is set “in concrete”. His mind is made up; don’t confuse him with the facts. 
As a matter of record, this man of conviction grew up and lived in Tarsus. This town is not a part of the nation Israel at all. It is located at the top of the Mediterranean Sea. It is part of modern day Turkey. Yet, this man was born into a Jewish family. He lived in a place vastly populated by Gentiles. The majority of citizens in Tarsus was non-Jewish. It took a vast amount of resolve and conviction to withstand the persecution and opposition a Jewish young man would learn to deal with living in Tarsus. We must add that Saul’s perspective was motivated from a desire to be committed to his Jewish faith. He considered it sheer treason, to “the one and only true faith”: Judaism, for any Jew to reject the religion of Israel. To accept Jesus as the Messiah meant one must be put to death! The zeal of Saul is beyond question! The box of normal behavior for this man was very rigid, uncompromising and established! But let’s look at a second section of New Testament scripture.

B. SAUL POSSESSED A PROMISING FUTURE IN JUDAISM.  
(Galatians 1:13-20)

Once again we gain more information about this Jewish young man. In verse 13 he states, “For you have heard of my previous way of life in Judaism, how intensely I persecuted the church of God and tried to destroy it.” These words amplify what we have already discovered about this person. Did you notice how enmeshed Saul is with his Jewish faith? In verse 14 he proclaims, “I was advancing in Judaism beyond many of my own age and was extremely zealous for the traditions of my fathers.” 
Here was a young man well on his way to very quickly becoming a part of the Jewish leadership. We are told, elsewhere in the New Testament, that Saul was sent by his parents to Jerusalem (from Tarsus) to study under the renowned Rabbi Gamaliel. In Acts 22:3-5 Paul sets up his defense before accusers by stating this, “I am a Jew, born in Tarsus of Cilicia…Under Gamaliel I was thoroughly trained in the law of our fathers and was just as zealous for God as any of you today. I persecuted the followers of the Way to their death, arresting both men and women and throwing them in prison, as also the high priest and all the council can testify. I even obtained letters from them to their brothers in Damascus, and went there to bring these people as prisoners to Jerusalem to be punished.”  Saul had the best Jewish education possible, for his time, added to the most promising possibilities for advancement. This man was certain of what was truth and he was determined to fight for its survival. Just as the original twelve disciples needed to experience change in their lives, this man named Saul needed to change also. He was confronted with the major change that needed to be made in his life on the road to the city of Damascus.

C. SAUL POSSESSED A TRANSFORMATION AFTER MEETING JESUS!

(Acts 11:20-26)
There is a great deal of information in the New Testament concerning the call, the conversion and the changes that occurred in Saul’s life following the encounter he had with Jesus on the road to Damascus. The process of transformation which took place in this young man’s life literally took place over 17 years of time. During this span of years Saul went off to the Arabian wilderness for the first three years. There he was instructed by God, Himself concerning the new Divine plan of a “new humanity” brought into being. It was the church AND was to include Jews and Gentiles. Following Arabia the church leaders in Jerusalem sent Saul back to his home town of Tarsus for 14 years. After this time a Christian named Barnabas (who had previously attempted to bring Saul into the church) was sent by the church leaders in Jerusalem to the town of Antioch in northern Israel. When it was clear that God was moving dramatically to establish a new congregation in Antioch, Barnabas headed to Tarsus. There he recruited Saul to come assist in the new ministry in Antioch. Saul served the church in Antioch for a solid year, as the passage we just read tells us. He was under the tutelage of Barnabas at this time.
That is a brief summary of a full 17 years of preparation needed by Saul in order to adjust his view of God, his view of Israel, his view of the church: in short, his perspective on every facet of the Church. Two specific applications jump out at me with the length of time it took God to bring Saul to “think outside his box of Judaist thinking. The first observation is that God already knew an incredible controversy was going to “hit the fan” in the early church. The Lord, Himself specifically called Saul to become an Apostle to the Gentiles. (Galatians 1:15-16) You see, God was doing a new thing in His plan of human redemption. Anything new brings with it conflict because it changes things from the way they used to be done. Instead of God now working through the nation Israel, He was bringing about the demolition of “the wall of hostility” between Jew and Gentile. (Ephesians 2:11-22)  Throughout the Book of Acts the pages permeate an influential group of Jewish Christians who refuse to be open to Gentiles becoming part of the Church. They are going to hound Saul continuously during his ministry. Thus, the Council of Acts 15 was the first of many all-church councils coming together to tackle key issues faced by this new organization formed by God. Without Saul’s extensive training by God and the gradual introduction of him into the life of church leadership, the “new institution” God was now going to work through would probably never have been validated. Even Peter had to be rebuked by this Saul (recorded in Galatians 2:11-16) for not expanding his mind to incorporate God’s new plan. Down through the centuries the Church has had to take a stand opposed to cultural thinking. 
The second observation I must make is to point out to you that whenever God needs to readjust a Christian’s thinking concerning His will preparation time is essential to the process. How tragic that among Christians today there is so little time taken for preparation to learn the basics of what the Bible calls “The Walk of Faith”, “The Filling of the Spirit”, “The Spiritual Disciplines”, “The Spiritual Journey”, “The Committed Life”. For way too many Christians salvation simply consists (in their mind) as being a conversion experience of coming to know the Lord Jesus as Savior. They completely ignore the element of growing in the grace and knowledge of the Lord. They jump from a prayer to receive Jesus as Savior to ministry in the lives of others without obtaining the basic truths essential to explain accurately what a Christian ongoing growth process is like. In numerous instances (these days) the Church has allowed “the blind to lead the blind”. 
Ministry can be done at any time. But it is essential to be teachable, to be open to God’s dynamic movement “outside the box” to accomplish His purpose EVEN if it’s different from what He’s done before. Saul, who gained a new name, Paul, had to undergo massive change! How about you and me? What boxes contain our way of thinking and acting? Are we open to new ideas, new approaches, new methods, new workings of God that move us out of our comfort zone into His ongoing, progressive work? Or will we grieve the Holy Spirit by rigidly holding on to “the way we’ve always done things”? 
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