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“At once he began to preach in the synagogues that Jesus is the Son of God.  21 All those who heard him were astonished and asked, "Isn't he the man who raised havoc in Jerusalem among those who call on this name? And hasn't he come here to take them as prisoners to the chief priests?"  22 Yet Saul grew more and more powerful and baffled the Jews living in Damascus by proving that Jesus is the Christ.  23 After many days had gone by, the Jews conspired to kill him,  24 but Saul learned of their plan. Day and night they kept close watch on the city gates in order to kill him.  25 But his followers took him by night and lowered him in a basket through an opening in the wall. 26 When he came to Jerusalem, he tried to join the disciples, but they were all afraid of him, not believing that he really was a disciple.  27 But Barnabas took him and brought him to the apostles. He told them how Saul on his journey had seen the Lord and that the Lord had spoken to him, and how in Damascus he had preached fearlessly in the name of Jesus.  28 So Saul stayed with them and moved about freely in Jerusalem, speaking boldly in the name of the Lord.  29 He talked and debated with the Grecian Jews, but they tried to kill him.  30 When the brothers learned of this, they took him down to Caesarea and sent him off to Tarsus.  31 Then the church throughout Judea, Galilee and Samaria enjoyed a time of peace. It was strengthened; and encouraged by the Holy Spirit, it grew in numbers, living in the fear of the Lord.

Summary from last week (37)
There are marks of salvation in the life of God’s saints. Only by the eyes of faith, are those marks recognized. They are the marks symbolizing that we were sent to the place of death where we could recognize our being as nothing. But they also symbolize that we were lifted up to the place of union where we can see ourselves as a recreated new body belonging to Christ. Just like Paul who went down to the seat of death where he had to look up to Jesus with great desperation, God continues to leave on His own people the same spiritual marks. In order for God to put the treasure of His life in His chosen vessel, He has to put away all the rubbish lying in our vessel. He has to strike us with an iron rod continually because of our lustful desire, so much wanting for the rubbish.  We began to recognize our true being as a new creation that possesses the treasure of life when our vessels become clean.  Through realizing and enjoying the treasure of life lying in our soul, our disorder will be recreated as a new order in Christ. All the darkness, emptiness, and disorder that used to dominate our soul and body will be cast out. We will become a new temple of God filled with and ruled by the power of the Holy Spirit.  Those whom God called, “You are my chosen vessel,” will find the marks of pains and tears in their soul and body. These are all parts of the necessary process for all of God’s people to be filled with the true peace, joy, and rest of heaven in our life. 

“At once”(v.20)
Saul dramatically saw and experienced the undeniable reality of the gospel.  He gained a great consuming passion for the gospel after his amazing encounter with God.  His life was completely changed after he was thrown into the seat of deep darkness and discovered the true light of God. This is the mystery and power of the gospel. The purpose of the gospel is not just to heal our pains and restore our suffering. It is, in fact, to helpus discover the reality of the predestined light of God out of our own deep darkness. And, then, it is for us to enjoy and witness the amazing grace hidden inside the light. God wants us to realize His providence in the midst of all of our pains and wounds coming from our past, present, and future.  Everything becomes so subjective to our lustful minds of good and evil, so it causes our unending suffering within the boundary of our own lustful judgment.   This is the deep darkness to which all men are bound. However, when the light of the gospel comes into our darkness, we will be set free from that deception of our lustful judgment of good and evil. We will gain a more objective mind in the gospel and truly enjoy God’s peace and freedom. We won’t be bound to the suffering, pains, death, joy, and happiness defined by mankind. Our life will be transformed into one who has the Christ-centered mind and lifestyle. 

The light of the gospel came upon Saul. When he realized how wickedly he was caught by his own religious mind in the past, he now felt so aggrieved and resentful at Satan’s deception. “Immediately” he went out and began to preach about Jesus Christ. When people tried to oppress him, he “grew more and more powerful’ and continued his mission without any fear.  His radical conversion and aggressive ministry embarrassed the Jews and caused their conspiracy to kill him. But Saul was able to escape from their threats through the help of his followers. 
Have we ever seen the reality of our own scary and dirty darkness? If so, we wouldn’t wish ever to go back to it. Furthermore, we will try hard to tell truth to others who are suffering the same deception. What is the earnest testimony of Saul? “But whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ.  8 What is more, I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ  9 and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ-- the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith.  10 I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death,  11 and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead.  12 Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already been made perfect, but I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me” (Philip 3:7-12).  Saul obviously realized the deep mystery of the gospel’s truth through God’s grace which we can’t fathom yet. The light testified to by Saul came out of his deep darkness. His scary and dirty darkness can’t be justified. He indeed committed to the wickedest crime in God’s eyes in his past. He must be put to death for his sins. But he was made alive through the merit of Jesus who substituted for his sin. How would he feel about this graceful deed of God? He didn’t want to fall into the same crafty deception and mistakenly be committed to the same evil crimes anymore. He couldn’t trust anything about himself. He only had to hold onto Jesus Christ who took hold of him. That is the true confession of one who realized the truth of the gospel.   We all have the same history in our journey of faith. We were thieves and murderers who were sitting in the evil darkness and continually committing evil crimes in Gods’ eyes. In order for us to realize the truth about our being, God allows us to have great sufferings and hardships like those our forefathers like Job went through. If we don’t correctly realize this spiritual reality preceded by God’s grace, our faith will fall into religious and legalistic beliefs. 

“When he came to Jerusalem, he tried to join the disciples, but they were all afraid of him, not believing that he really was a disciple”
What is the dilemma of Saul? He had no place to go because of his many enemies that surrounded him. Even more, almost every Christian couldn’t sincerely trust his conversion even though they heard of his life-threatening work of evangelism for the gospel.  That was a natural response. It wasn’t easy for them to believe and follow Christ Jesus, yet Saul who they thought was much wickeder not only believed but eagerly preached the gospel even more than any other apostle in spite of the threats. That was very unnatural and unacceptable to the eyes of many people. However, this is also the mystery and power of the gospel.  There is no rank in our Christian living. Time doesn’t make our faith grow and mature. No matter how long one has gone to church, it has nothing to do with his spiritual maturity. Unless one’s faith is filled with God’s grace continually, there is much more danger for him to fall into a rigid and religious belief. The most important fact in our Christian living is about how we realized and experienced the truth of the gospel. Do we really experience the power of the gospel which moved us from the seat of our deep darkness to the reality of God’s light? It is important to experience the spiritual reality that Christ Jesus died to substitute for the penalty of our death and recreated us anew through His spiritual union with us.  In order to confirm this amazing truth continuously, we have to walk the wilderness road by faith. We have to see again and again our own deep darkness still working in us but also the reality of God’s light conquering the darkness according to His time-schedule. We have to continue to cry yet laugh, complain yet thank, resent yet repent, and despair yet rejoice in the Lord. Like Jacob, we always try to wrestle with God to hold fast to our will. So, we need to experience God’s harsh intervention breaking our lustful will. As a result, we find ourselves being a handicapped person who can’t live without God’s help. Our continuous transformation will lead us to live a life like a foreigner in this world.  

“But Barnabas took him and brought him to the apostles. He told them how Saul on his journey had seen the Lord and that the Lord had spoken to him, and how in Damascus he had preached fearlessly in the name of Jesus.”  . 
While Saul was in a great quandary, a man of God, Barnabas appeared. The meaning of “Barnabas” means “son of comfort,” or “son of encouragement.” His original name was Joseph. “He was a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and faith, and a great number of people were brought to the Lord” (Acts 11:24). He was a man who could discern the true spiritual reality with the genuine heart given to him by God, which was not mixed with man’s lustful desire for good and evil. He was the only man who could correctly discern whether the words and deeds of Saul came from God or not. Without the genuine comfort and encouragement given through Barnabas, Saul could never have been established as a great apostle of the gospel. Barnabas could clearly read God’s predestined will and purpose revealed in the life of Saul. Through his spiritual leadership, many workers of the gospel would grow up strongly and carry out the work of mission successfully. He made other disciples who doubted Saul trust his works. In addition, he actively helped Saul to do mission work very successfully by comforting and encouraging him continuously through word and prayer.  The church of Antioch would be strongly established as the most important world mission center under the great leadership of Barnabas. He discerned the signs of the graceful work of God shown upon the church of Antioch. He brought Saul to work with him as a core worker in the gospel, and as a result, the great revival took place at the church of Antioch (Acts 11:19-26).  Mark whom Saul once distrusted while he was working together with him in ministry finally became a faithful worker due to the faithful guidance of Barnabas. Saul accepted him later as a sincere fellow worker for the gospel and asked him to come back to help his ministry (Acts 15;36-41, 2 Tim. 4:11). If there weren’t Barnabas’s great encouragement and comfort continuously given in their ministry, probably we wouldn’t see the great writings in the bible today.  Many of important epistles in the New Testament were written by Saul. One of the four gospel’s books is the book of Mark.

Saul’s achievements seem to be more remarkable than any other disciple, yet his accomplishments were impossible without Barnabas’s sincere support.  God needs someone like Barnabas who can raise up God’s workers with great comfort and encouragement of the Holy Spirit. Let us examine all of the disorder, conflict, doubt, fear, and confusion rising within the hearts of God’s saints. There are times when we can’t handle and overcome our matters. We struggle to find out God’s will, yet nothing seems to improve. We began to suffer and feel our minds being lost completely over our troubles. Who can correctly understand us wandering in a deep trouble? Most people will judge us incorrectly and negatively.   However, the LORD does not look at the things man looks at. Man looks at the outward appearance, but the LORD looks at the heart” (1 Sam. 16:7).  Man can only judge what they see based on their lustful knowledge of good and evil. However, God judges what is in our hearts according to His chosen and predestined will.  Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob were not great men at all to be used for God’s kingdom when we judge them according to man’s standard.  Jacob was so stubborn and religious, always pursuing for his own success. He was very selfish and always calculating, living nothing but a life that was the same as a thief and murderer. However, his life was already predestined by God’s sovereign will. His heart was already taken hold of by God, yet too much rubbish of the lustful desire for good and evil surrounded his heart all of the time. So, God had to strike him with an iron rod and lash him with His grace and love in order to reveal Jacob’s true heart designed by God. When God strikes us, it is very painful. When He tears down the wall of our darkness, we have to endure hardship.  Even though we become a new born person through God’s intervention, we have to live now as a foreigner in this world.  While living our lives in the journey of wilderness by faith, we keep wandering many times with great confusion and doubt for God’s will and purpose. However, the only one who can correctly see and understand the center of our hearts is Jesus Christ and those who possess the Spirit of Jesus Christ. “The LORD is close to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit” (Psalm 34:18). 
Jesus Christ was the only one who saw the center of the deeply broken heart of Mary Magdalene. She was caught in her own deep darkness yet desperately sought for God’s grace.  She was completely healed and recreated as a new person through the living word of Christ Jesus.  God’s living word does not contain the sinful nature of our lustful desire for good and evil.  Only by grace, we can receive the perfectly clean word of life and as a result, we possess the Spirit of the Holy Spirit.  “My message and my preaching were not with wise and persuasive words, but with a demonstration of the Spirit's power,  5 so that your faith might not rest on men's wisdom, but on God's power” (Corinthians 2:4-5 ).  When the pure word of the Holy Spirit invades our hearts and begins to break our worldly words based on the lustful knowledge of good and evil, our soul and body start being broken. This is a sign of God’s grace working to renew our spirit and minds. The spiritual warfare with God causes continuous confusion and chaos in our life. Therefore, we have to receive the filling of the Holy Spirit every day in order to understand correctly the spiritual work of God for us as well as His works for others.  God also wants us to deliver the right message of the gospel to others like Barnabas who spoke the word of truth with true comfort and encouragement of the Holy Spirit. “However, as it is written: "No eye has seen, no ear has heard, no mind has conceived what God has prepared for those who love him"--  10 but God has revealed it to us by his Spirit. The Spirit searches all things, even the deep things of God.  11 For who among men knows the thoughts of a man except the man's spirit within him? In the same way no one knows the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God” (1 Corinthians 2:9-11).  As God’s saints, we have the two opposite words within our minds which severely fight with each other all the time. So, if we are not empowered by the Holy Spirit in our Christian living, we can’t correctly use all the great authority and power given by God in the gospel to save others from their sins and death. Instead, we will worsen the broken souls. Our first mission is to proclaim the truth of the gospel boldly.  Also, we have to strive to build true fellowship in which we can freely communicate with other in truth. While faithfully preaching and teaching truth that reveals the true comfort and encouragement of God, there will be a great revival taking place in our fellowship.  With God’s compassionate heart, let us serve each other with pure truth so that our brokenness can truly be comforted and encouraged by the power of the Holy Spirit.
Then the church throughout Judea, Galilee and Samaria enjoyed a time of peace. It was strengthened; and encouraged by the Holy Spirit, it grew in numbers, living in the fear of the Lord.
When Barnabas who was the man of comfort and encouragement warmly embraced Saul and united him with other disciples who had doubt and fear of him, the gospel movement began to explode, and as a result, many churches grew up in number and became stabilized in God’s grace and peace. Their union caused many believers to experience the same encouragement given by the Holy Spirit. “Who comforts us in all our troubles, so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves have received from God” (2 Cor. 1:4). The word, “comfort”(“parakaleo” – “para” : beside + “kaleo”: call) means, “standing beside closely and calling and interceding together. The Holy Spirit is the “parakletos” who plays the role of a true “helper, interceder, and comforter.”  He calls and intercedes not to fulfill our lustful desires but to reveal Gods’ predestined will in our inner being, which we could never expect or know from our standard. The truth can only be revealed through the help of the Holy Spirit. We can’t know it on our own. So, what is the grace of God? Through Christ, we were sealed with the Holy Spirit and gained the new status and authority to access the true peace and encouragement of God all the time.
Conclusion
God’s saints must learn to serve and help other s with the power of the Holy Spirit. Like Barnabas, we can help each other to discover God’s predestined will and purpose hidden inside our hearts and minds. Let us continue to communicate with each other in truth and join together with the comfort and encouragement coming from heaven. We are given Gods’ eyes and heart to do this mission. We are also God’s soldiers who have to march by faithfully preaching and teaching the truth of the gospel.  Let us receive Gods’ true comfort and encouragement, especially in the midst of our suffering and hardship so that we can share this true blessing to others whose hearts are broken and desperate according to God’s divine time-schedule.
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