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Meanwhile, Saul was still breathing out murderous threats against the Lord's disciples. He went to the high priest  2 and asked him for letters to the synagogues in Damascus, so that if he found any there who belonged to the Way, whether men or women, he might take them as prisoners to Jerusalem.  3 As he neared Damascus on his journey, suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him.  4 He fell to the ground and heard a voice say to him, "Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?"  5 "Who are you, Lord?" Saul asked. "I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting," he replied.  6 "Now get up and go into the city, and you will be told what you must do."  7 The men traveling with Saul stood there speechless; they heard the sound but did not see anyone.  8 Saul got up from the ground, but when he opened his eyes he could see nothing. So they led him by the hand into Damascus.  9 For three days he was blind, and did not eat or drink anything.

Summary from last week (35)
Most of the world’s renowned leaders come out of big and famous cities through the majority of people’s votes whereas the leaders of God are established in the solitary desert separated from the voice of man’s lustful desire for good and evil.  The voice of truth and life can only be heard from the desolate place where man’s foot has not reached.  In the desert, Satan’s temptation is recognized more clearly, and one has no choice but to depend upon God alone. All of God’s saints are invited to the journey into the desert. We must pass over the rough road of the desert. While walking over it, we will encounter the same brothers and sisters in the Lord. They are also “true guides” sent by heaven and the angels of God. True fellowship of life will take place among us as we either guide or are guided by each other through the word of truth. We are all “little Christs” who have died and live again with Christ.  There are still many brothers and sisters who wander in the darkness because they have not yet found someone who can guide them with truth.  Let us study the mystery of God’s word more diligently to be true guides in order to save others prepared by God for their salvation. Those who are true guides or need true guides for God’s word are the angels from heaven as well as the “strangers”(one who walks the desert road) whom we have to serve in the gospel. 

“As he neared Damascus on his journey, suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him” (v.3)
As Philip and the eunuch found truth together while walking the desert road, there appeared another man of God in our text today. He didn’t find truth until He was struck blind by God on his way to Damascus and was restored by the man of God, Ananias. That is the man named, “Saul.” Who is he? He lived as a Pharisee according to the strictest sect of Jewish religion (Acts 26:5). He had very strong faith in his religion and became a leader of his sect. He tried to bind and kill all the disciples of Christ mercilessly. Like Soul, one’s deep religious spirit is very cruel and scary once it is exercised wrongly. Believing firmly that his will was God’s divine will, he inhumanly oppressed those whom he defined as an axis of evil without any hesitation in God’s name. Our human history has been stained with so many religious wars around the world.  Everyone tried to justify their own evil actions righteously in the name of their own gods in order to take over a higher position by trampling others down at any cost. As long as people are seized by their lustful desire for good and evil that causes them to be a god figure, our religious battle can’t be ended but instead will increase more. 

The faith we freely gained in the gospel is completely different from the religious belief built by human effort.  If we recklessly define anyone as an evil and fight to destroy them in the name of God, we labor completely under a misconception about the true life of the gospel established by God. Look at the bible stories. We shouldn’t try to understand them with our lustful knowledge for good and evil.  It is not the fight between God and evil.  It isn’t a battle between believers and nonbelievers either. In fact, it describes spiritual warfare between God and God’s own people. The whole bible testifies to the continuous battle of God who invades our lives with an iron rod in order to put the image of Christ on His people. However, His people always wanted to worship God as other gods. Gods are like their own idol to fulfill their self-gratification. For example, when we look at the Exodus account, it doesn’t point to the story of how God conquered the darkness of Egypt using the people of Israel, but how He cast out the darkness of His own people by the power of His light using Egypt’s darkness. God used a third party to reveal the hidden darkness of His own people so that He could save them from their bondage to evil’s darkness.  “Moses answered the people, "Do not be afraid. Stand firm and you will see the deliverance the LORD will bring you today. The Egyptians you see today you will never see again.  14 The LORD will fight for you; you need only to be still” (Exo. 14:13-14).   Let us look at another example, the conquest of Canaan from the book of Joshua. The main focus doesn’t concentrate on the destruction of the evil enemy, the Canaan Kings but on God empowered the people of Israel with many signs and wonders. The whole message is about revealing the deep darkness of distrust inside of the people of Israel toward God through the means of the dark power of Canaan. What is the order that God gave to the people of Israel before the battle began in the land of Canaan?   “Be strong and very courageous. Be careful to obey all the law my servant Moses gave you; do not turn from it to the right or to the left, that you may be successful wherever you go.  8 Do not let this Book of the Law depart from your mouth; meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do everything written in it. Then you will be prosperous and successful” (Joshua 1:7-8).  Is this really a battle guide that makes sense? God’s main interest is for His people to gain the life of truth, so He uses the visible darkness for a while.  Likewise, the war at Jericho was not aimed at their victory over the enemy per se but their witnessing to how God led His victory by His own methods without any involvement of man’s effort and skill.  Therefore, during the war, His people could learn true faith and obedience about the word of truth spoken by God. The story of Judges is the same as this story. “They were left to test the Israelites to see whether they would obey the LORD's commands, which he had given their forefathers through Moses (Judges 3:4).  Gaining the true knowledge of our God Father who made us, putting our whole trust in Him while walking closely with Him, and obeying His calling with joy are our ultimate goals for Christian living. The life of “obedience” is to realize truth through carefully listening to the word, agreeing with God’s will wholeheartedly, and depending solely upon His wisdom and power. “Let us acknowledge the LORD; let us press on to acknowledge him. As surely as the sun rises, he will appear; he will come to us like the winter rains, like the spring rains that water the earth” (Hosea 6:3).  We should gain, not informational knowledge about God, but relational knowledge of life through His word. Through union with Christ, God wants us to experience the power of true life that saves us from our sin.

If our gospel doesn’t become the true gospel, but just religious belief, what kind of ideology and conduct will appear from our lives? We will become like Saul before he met Jesus.  We will judge and define everything with our own lustful desire for good and evil and serve God outside of our true lives as an idol with great zeal.  Also, in order to conquer our own defined-darkness in the world, we will diligently fight with our own defined-enemies. We will pray hard to get the answer we want and devote our lives even to our death believing that it is for God’s glory.  The more our belief is based on our religious ideals, the more we will arbitrarily judge others as evil, but we will never recognize our own deep darkness. We will become spiritually blind just like the Pharisees. We will delude ourselves into the thinking that we are righteous servants who are called to cast out the evil of the world, just like “The Crusades.” 

True faith of the gospel will lead us to see more of our own darkness through the darkness of the world, so we will become more broken and desperate about ourselves. However, in the midst of struggling with our own deep darkness, we will experience the abundant love of God who engages in warfare with our darkness with long-suffering and patience. While we are struggling with our deep darkness, we will better understand the darkness of the world.  We will start praying earnestly for God to show His mercy as we clearly realize the validity of His wrath upon our sins. “LORD, I have heard of your fame; I stand in awe of your deeds, O LORD. Renew them in our day, in our time make them known; in wrath remember mercy” (Habak. 3:2). What was his prayer about? The real issue was not about the emerging darkness of the world, but the deeper darkness hidden inside of God’s people. God was so angry at the evil hearts of His own people, that He felt they should be punished to death for their sins. The only way to escape from God’s wrath is to receive the power of His mercy and grace that covers up our sins unconditionally. To lead us to know this spiritual truth, the darkness of the world is mobilized by God.

When the church becomes a religious organization, it leads people to always try to fight with the worldly darkness defined by their own knowledge of good and evil. They strongly believe that that is the way to give glory to God. They eagerly work to resolve many social and political issues which they define as evils and provide aids to save people from the darkness of the world. Of course, it is necessary for the church to do such things sometimes. But the primary calling of the church is not to touch the people’s lustful hearts and satisfy their selfish demands in a worldly way.  We, God’s church, don’t seek the “goodness” desired by the world nor do we expect compliments from the world.  Receiving worldly compliments isn’t for us to give glory to God. In fact, it is the reverse. When the gospel becomes the true gospel in our church, the world will treat us more as aliens.  “By faith we understand that the universe was formed at God's command, so that what is seen was not made out of what was visible” (Heb. 11:3). In the Bible, all the people of God who lived by faith in Him were considered to be “aliens” and “strangers” while living their lives on earth. When the church grows up more as a true community of God in the gospel, we will see that the church will naturally become more separated from the world. It is because there is too much difference in every aspect of our life in regard to standards, backgrounds, and perspectives. The church just needs to work on what God wants us to do. What is that? “Jesus answered, "The work of God is this: to believe in the one he has sent” (John 6:29).  Our main work for God is to trust, know, and unite with Christ more and more every day and walk the same path of self-denial and the life of the cross as Jesus did. Jesus never mentioned social, economic, and political issues which were what most people wanted to find out about at the time. He didn’t take any action or make any comments against the evil force of Rome, the greatest enemy of Israel at the time. Instead, He harshly rebuked His own people who eagerly served God in every way as sons of the devil.  No one could correctly understand the word of Jesus, not even one because all of their minds were completely caught up with their lustful ambition and selfish knowledge of good and evil.   After Jesus’ death and resurrection, when the Holy Spirit came upon His people, finally there started to appear the crowds who came to realize the truth spoken by Jesus.  Afterwards, the disciples of Jesus wholeheartedly followed His path and became true witnesses to the life and light of Christ alone. 

“In the same way, let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven” (Matt.5:16). In its context, the word “light” means “God’s life” which can only be enjoyed through the life of the saints who are united with Christ. So, the “good deeds”(kalos) are the behavior which shows the true love of God through proclaiming the life-giving message of Christ. The totally depraved man can’t do the same “good deeds” by themselves.  Only by Christ alone, One must be renewed by the truth of Christ first. Then when he shares the mystery of Christ and leads others to the same life of Christ, God considers him to have done “good deeds.” It is because the light of life in Christ casts out the power of darkness in one’s life. God truly receives glory from us when we recognize the true “good deeds” and faithfully work out our mission of preaching and teaching the gospel message. 

"Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?"  5 "Who are you, Lord?" Saul asked. "I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting," he replied

Saul’s religious zeal caused his persecution against God.  His zeal was based on the sinful nature of eating the forbidden fruit from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil as shown in Genesis 3.  As a matter of fact, He served God with all of his strength in order to seat himself in the highest place as a god. However, when he saw the invisible God who tried to stop his desperate attempt for godhood, he killed Him using all of his force and authority. That is the event of Jesus Christ’s crucifixion on the cross. How scary it is? Every religious spirit in the hearts of people will provoke such evil behavior that tries to kill One who is God.

Saul didn’t have ears to hear and eyes to see realize the truth because his soul was completely captured by the darkness of religious spirit. However, God’s mercy came upon him one day. God is the only source that could break the deep darkness within him. Supernaturally, the light from heaven flashed around and struck him down. As a result, he fell down on the ground. “The god of this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers, so that they cannot see the light of the gospel and of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God.  6 For God, who said, "Let light shine out of darkness," made his light shine in our hearts to give us the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ” (2 Cor.4:4,6). Only the light of God can expose and demolish our evil darkness that is hidden inside of us. Our spiritual blindness can be healed only by the power of His light. Saul heard God’s voice saying, “Why do you persecute me?”  “I am Jesus whom you are persecuting.” This means that his religious zeal caused him to do only one thing in all his life.  He did nothing but persecute God. That spiritually symbolizes what all of our religions have been doing. Their fancy forms of religious service and lifestyle are indeed an act of persecuting and killing God in heaven. If Saul didn’t hear the voice of God at this time, he would probably be recorded as one of the wickedest persecutors in Christian history.

When God’s forcible grace and irresistible love invaded his life, he immediately realized the truth, yet he soon became a blind man. One who believed himself to the smartest became a complete fool in a moment. He couldn’t do anything for three days. He only walked in the deep valley of death. His life seemed to have ended from the worldly perspective. However, this was the moment prepared by God for him to start a new life in the gospel. He must walk the desert road in order to realize his deep darkness and spend time on true repentance.  He must desperately seek God’s grace to gain new life in Christ. If anyone lives in the way he wants with his religious beliefs and dies, he will surely receive God’s fearful judgment after his death. It is because every moment of his life was nothing but the full words and deeds that stand against God and try to kill Him.  “And I saw the dead, great and small, standing before the throne, and books were opened. Another book was opened, which is the book of life. The dead were judged according to what they had done as recorded in the books.  13 The sea gave up the dead that were in it, and death and Hades gave up the dead that were in them, and each person was judged according to what he had done.  14 Then death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. The lake of fire is the second death” (Rev.20:12-14).

Conclusion
Why does the Bible say that all people were born with sin and live as sinners? It is because everyone has the same wicked nature that tries to kill God in order to seat themselves in the place of God. What is the evidence? When Jesus came, everyone misunderstood, persecuted, and eventually crucified Him. What if we were there, then what would we have done? We would do exactly the same thing.  No one is free from the bondage of this wicked sin.  However, by God’s grace, our deceitful and hideous sin was completely demolished on the cross, and the new image of Christ was put on us in our lives.  We no longer were persecutors of Jesus but received a new status and authority in Jesus, as His precious disciples who follow the way of the same cross. Look at all the words and deeds of people in the world who do not know the mystery of the gospel yet are fascinated with all of their own religions in their darkness. In spite of their persecution, let us keep preaching and teaching the message of the gospel until God’s salvation is completely accomplished. That is the mission of God’s church.  
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