
“On a High Horse”

Psalm 23

Acts 9:1-9

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable to you, O Lord, our rock and our Redeemer. Amen

The Gospel accounts tell us about Jesus his life and his times. The Book of Acts tells us about his successors. When the Cannon was established the Book of Acts fell in after the four Gospels even though it was originally part of the Gospel of Luke, the second part, but still, why arbitrarily place it after the Gospels? For continuity observe some scholars to serve as a bridge between the life of Jesus and his successors and to frame the letters, the epistles, that Paul and others sent to Jesus followers throughout the Roman Empire.

Like the four gospel accounts that vary in many respects yet all reveal God’s word to us, the Book of Acts and the letters that follow hold up for our consideration some thought provoking discrepancies in accounts reflective of the authors, their circumstances, the date of composition and their theological intent.

Luke composed Acts towards the end of the first century and two conversion stories frame the text the conversion of Cornelius a Roman Centurion and Gentile and the conversion of Paul a Pharisee: each story is recounted three times – each with a different emphasis.

It has been suggested that the superscription, “The Acts of the Apostles” was added to the text to highlight the first leaders yet it is ironic that only one apostle receives serious attention – that is Peter. Some suggest it ought to be called the “The Acts of the Holy Spirit” for it records all that occurred after the apostles were filled with the Spirit on Pentecost.

I concur with scholars that think the title should read, “The Acts of God.” For this is a story about a time of theological and political crisis: the absence of Jesus and the presence of persecution. God calls to a zealous devout Jew and a Syrian disciple of Jesus to orchestrate a miraculous turnaround for both of them and for us.

But first to an unsung hero of the book who illustrates the complexities of Jewish life in first century Jerusalem. His name is Gamaliel. He is a Pharisee revered for his wisdom. You may remember him from chapter 5 where he intercedes on behalf of Peter and others who have been arrested for teaching and healing on the Portico of Solomon at the temple in Jerusalem.

The Sadducees are about to kill the disciples when Gamaliel asks the prisoners to leave and says, “Fellow Israelites, consider carefully what you propose to do to these men. For some time ago Theudas rose up, claiming to be somebody, and a number of men, about 400, joined him; but he was killed, and all who followed him were dispersed and disappeared. After him Judas the Galilean rose up at the time of the census and got people to follow him; he also perished, and all who followed him were scattered. So in the present case, I tell you, keep away from these men and let them alone’ because if this plan or this undertaking is of human origin it will fail; but if it is of God, you will not be able to overthrow them – in that case you may even be found fighting against God!”

Gamaliel is important for another reason. He was a mentor to Paul. So as all of Israel was poised to receive the Messiah, the anointed one that God promised to his chosen people, Gamaliel, wonders aloud if God might come in disguise, not as a King but as a teacher. The litmus test for Gamaliel is survival: a living presence and it is this living presence of the risen Lord that Paul, Gamaliel’s disciple, will meet on the Road to Damascus.

Before this trip, Paul had stood by as an angry mob dropped their coats at his feet and stoned Stephen to death. We are told that Saul approved of the killing. This event began a time of severe persecution in Jerusalem so severe that many scattered and Philip went north to Syria to proclaim the Good News and words spread of his success there.

Paul is wild for vengeance saying to the Sanhedrin, “Send me send me!” With the letters from the Sanhedrin he will bind and bring Jesus followers from the synagogue at Damascus to Jerusalem to be interrogated.

We meet him this morning headed north on the Road to Damascus – a 140 mile journey from Jerusalem. Scholar William Barclay observes that he would have been accompanied by officers of the Sanhedrin but as a Pharisee he would be set apart from then to avoid contact. A man of authority with purpose until light from heaven flashed and he fell to the ground, caught a vision of the risen Christ, heard the words, “Saul, Saul why do you persecute me?” and asked “Who are you, Lord?”

The guards heard the words but saw nothing and making order out of chaos they led him, blind and helpless to the city. Is this a conversion? At the moment it is a call. Paul’s answer is not immediate and it is dependent upon the steady arms of the guards Pharisaic law prohibited him from touching and the courage of a disciple in Damascus named Ananias who agreed to obey God’s command to minister to Paul despite his reputation.

Three days later he enters Paul’s room saying, “Brother Saul, the Lord Jesus, who appeared to you on your way here, has sent me so that you may regain your sight and be filled with the Holy Spirit.”  And Paul could see and he was baptized and ate and began to proclaim Jesus, “He is the son of God.” He did not get there alone.

The Book of Acts is more interested in Paul’s call than his conversion. While the moment of conversion is private and singular the decision to follow a call is anything but and we are called to live in a community of faith and that is exactly what Paul found in that room in Damascus and worked to establish on his three missionary journeys and tireless appeal to us to believe in the risen Lord.

This lesson today is part of the Easter season because it is still another appearance of the risen Lord, not to the apostles but to a man that would become, in his own words, the apostle to the Gentiles.

We may always consider this scripture our quintessential story of conversion and even wish we had such an incredible experience of Jesus. We treasure it. Michelangelo and Caravaggio both created masterful portrayals of the event. In fact they interpreted the text as they painted. They both placed Paul on horseback. The medieval custom was to represent pride by a falling horseman and so they added a horse. All the better to symbolize that Paul fell before the one who would become his Lord and Savior.

If you were to draw the scene today, what would it look like? What if you were to draw the scene in the room in Damascus, who would be at Paul’s side? The most interesting aspect of the story of Paul on the Road to Damascus is not so much the call, his fall, but his answer. We are all believers, converts to Christ if you will.  For some of us drama was involved for many of us we cannot explain it but we have just always believed.

The issue in Acts, and for all of us, no matter how we came to believe remains: what is God calling us to do? It is usually not very dramatic. Usually it begins with a request from someone to help with something: worship, youth, projects, gardening, taking flowers to someone, helping with communion a sale, a directory. It may be taking a phone call at work asking you to usher, or perhaps a visit from two friends at church asking you to serve as an elder, or a call from friend that is having surgery and needs prayer or a visit.

What we need to seek is not a dramatic conversion but the strength to answer the call to minister in His name for his glory and that mean leaving our horse behind that we may be grounded in a vision of the risen Lord. Amen
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