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Great Journeys of Scripture: The Road To Damascus
Rev. Jm Wood

Good morning, church. We arein our serieson journeys. Today we've got a
story that's very, very significant to usin the New Testament, the Old Testament
aswell, but onein the New Testament that'sreally at the heart of most of our
faith.

Second Kings, chapter 6, thisisthe story of Elisha. Elishais sort of the follower
of Elijah, the prophet. Heisaprophet who has a particular ministry and it really
isto expand the understanding of God, the understanding of the Kingdom. For
example, his healing earlier, in the fifth chapter, of Naaman, aforeign soldier, the
healing that comes to him stands asa shock to the people. Here'san adversary
that God heals through Elisha. Then when we get to the story today, we find
something that's even more astounding. Now Elisha hasthis gift of discernment
from God, in particular when the Isradites are going to be attacked. He letsthe
king of Israd know when his adversaries are coming upon him, it's a gift that
God giveshim. The Syrians, it's called Aram today, are trying to attack Israd;
every timethey do they'rethwarted. So the king becomes frustrated and he
thinks there'sa spy in their midst, and they say, "N o, it's not a spy, but it'saman
who's actually therein Israd who knowswhat you're saying, even in your
bedchamber." And thisiswhat happenswith the story.

Listen to the Word of our Lord.
2Kings6:11-23

Themind of theking of Aram was greatly peturbed because of this; hecaled his officers
and said tothem, ®low tdl mewhoamong us sideswith theking of 1srad ?0rhen one of
his officers said, Mo one, my lord king. It is Elisha theprophe in Israd, whotdlsthe
king of Israd thewordsthat you spesk in your bedchamber.CHe said, @o and find whae
heis; | will send and sdze him.CHewastald, ®leisin Dathan.050 hesent harses and
chaiotstheeand agreat army; they cameby night, and surrounded thedity.

When an attendant of theman of God roseearly in themorning and went out, an army
with hases and chariatswas al around thecity. His servant said, @\las, master! What



shdl wedo?Hereplied, Do nat beafraid, for theearemorewith usthan thaearewith
then.OThen Elishaprayed: @ Lord, please open his eyes tha hemay seeGSotheLord
opened theeyes of thesarvant, and hesaw; themountain was full of harses and chariats
of fireall around Elisha When theArameans came dowvn aganst him, Elishaprayed to
theLord, and said, Gtrikethis people, please, with blindness.050 hestruck them with
blindness as Elishahad asked. Elishasaid tothem, Orhisis not theway, and thisis not
thedity; follow me and | will bring you to theman wham you sesk.QAnd heled them to
Samaria

As soon asthey entered Samaria, Elishasaid, @ Lord, open theeyes of thesemen so tha
they may seeOTheLord opened ther eyes, and they saw tha they wereinsideSamaria.
When theking of Israd saw them hesaid to Elisha, &athe, shdl | kill them? Shdl | kill
then?(Heanswered, ®lo! Did you capturewith your sword and your bow thosewham
you want tokill? Set food and water beforethem so tha they may eat and drink; and let
them gotothdr master.CBo heprepared for them agreat feast; after they ateand drank,
hesent them on ther way, and they went tothdr master. And theArameans no longe
cameraiding intotheland of Israd.

It's a great story, filled with alot of humor. But a powerful, powerful story of the
faithfulness of Elisha and what God does with him, and a powerful story aswell
in the notion that in the way we vanquish our enemiesisto turn them into our
friends, to care for them, nurture them, support them. What a pow erful
testimony for that to stand in the midst of God's Word in second Kings.

Now, in the New Testament, in the ninth chapter of Acts, thefirst 19verses, a
story thatisvery, very familiar to the Christian church. It's often called the
Conversion of Paul, the Damascus Road experience. | don't like to call it the
Conversion of Paul, in fact, | don't think that'swhat itis, I'll explain that alittle
bit later. Atlead, | think that needsto be qualified. But it'sthe story of Paul,
whose name is Saul, he's a persecutor of the Christians, he's held the coats of
those who stoned Sephen. He hasnow become so fraught with hatred toward
the people of the Way. They're not called Christiansyet in Paul's mind, but the
people of the Way, which is probably aterm that we asearly Christians took for
ourselves. He becomes so fraught with hatred towardsthem that he gets
permission from the high priests. He's a Pharisee and he gets permission from
the Sagisees to go to another land, Syria, where the same setting in Damascus,
the same setting where the story of Elishatakes place. There are strong
connections between these two stories; Jm Gates put this series together and did
agreatjob in piecing these two stories together.

So, he'son hisway and he haspermission, literally, from the high prieststo be
able to bind the Christians and bring them back. The assumption isthat if he
brings them back to Jerusalem, their fate would be very similar to what Stephen
experienced, which would be death. So he has gonereally in asense with a
death sentence to the Christians, to the followers of the Way, in Damascus. And
here'swhat happens on the way.



Listen again for the Word of the Lord.
Acts 9:1-19

Meanwhile Sad, till breathingthreats and murder agang the disciples of the Lord, went
to the high priest andasked him for letters to the synagogus at Damascus, so that if he
foundany who belonged to the Way, men or women, he might bring them boundto
Jerusalem. Now ashewasgoing alongandapproaching Damascus, suddenly alight
from heaven flashed aroundhim. He fell to the groundandheard a voice saying to him,
Gau, Sau, why do you persecute me?CHe asked, @Vho are you, Lord?Orhereply carre,
@ am Jesus, whom you are persecuting. But get up andenter the city, andyou will betold
whatyou are to do.OThe men who were travellingwith him stood speschless because they
heard the voice but saw no one Sau gat up fromtheground,andthoughhis eyes were
ope, he coud see nathing; so they led him by the hand and broughthiminto Damascus.
For three days hewas withou sight, and neither ate nor drank.

Now there was a disciplein Damascus named Ananias ThelLord said to himin avision,
@nariasCHe ansvered, Mere | am, Lord.OThe Lord said to him, @et up andgoto the
street called Sraight, and at the house of Judaslook for a man of Tarsus named Sau. At
this moment heis praying, and he hasseen in a vision a man named Anariascomein and
lay his handson him so that he might regain his sight.CBut Anariasanswered, Q.ord, |
have heard from manyabou this man, howmuch evil he hasdoneto your saintsin
Jerusalem; and here he hasauthority from the chief priests to bind all whoinvoke your
nanme.CBut the Lord said to him, @o, for heis aninstrument whom| have chosen to
bring my narmre before Gentiles andkings and before the people of Israd; | mysdlf will
show him howmuch hemust suffer for the sake of my narme.0SoAnariaswent and
entered the house. Helaid his hands on Sau andsaid, @rother Sau, the Lord Jesus, who
appered to you onyour way here, hassent me so that you may regain your sight and be
filled with the Holy Sprit.0And immediately something like scales fell from his eyes, and
his sightwasrestored. Then he gat up andwas baptized, and after taking some food he
regained his strength.

For several days hewaswith the disciplesin Damascus

The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God.

These two passages about sight caused meto think, and I've shared with some of
you before, that my eyes have changed asl've aged. It happensto alot of us.
When | wasin my early 20s | had corrective lenses for distance; | was
nearsighted, which meant | didn't seereally well at distances. So | had my eyes
corrected for that for driving, but | had, | guess, perfect vision for reading. As
I've aged, it's actually done the opposite Bl don't need corrective lenses for
distances anymore, in fact | have 20/ 20 for distance, but | can't see anything in
front of me. Sheryl and | have thisroutine now where weread the paper, we sit



seven feet apart from each other and | hold the paper for her and she holdsit for
me, and weread it like that. A lot of peoplewant to know, if that's the case how
do | read from my small little Bible. Thetruthis, I've got to be honest with you, |
cheat and | copy it and | just stick it in here. |1 do it because | highlight it and |
don't want to highlight my Bible. Yearsago | never enlarged it, but now it gets
enlarged about 300% The thing that's been really good for meiswhat it's called.
It's not an eye disease, but a condition. It'snot called, like, You're Gettin' Old,
Jm, it's called "presbyopia.” And for a Presbyterian pagtor, that's just a great
name Bl have presbyopia. For those of you who know alittle Greek, Greek in
the New Testament the word "presybteras’ isthe word that's translated "elder."
But that'sthe New Testament translation. What it really meansin the real Greek
is"old people". So | have old-people eyes. But I'd much rather call it presbyopia
than old-guy eyes.

What's interesting, though, is that when you have the gift of sight you want to be
able to see at distances and you want to be able to see up front. It'snot like you
want to pick one or the other, you want to be able to do both. Thereal challenge
ishow do you find the correction, regardless of where you are, when something
startsto happen to be able to do that. It'sreally important. | saw this played out
in acorporateway with agroup of pasors. We were having lunch together and
we were talking about some of the thingsgoing on in the larger church. There
were people that were more nearsighted, able to see thingsright in front of us,
and there were somewho were able to seethings alittle bit further. It wasreally
interesting that it had to do with age again. The two youngest peoplein the
gathering were the people that were the most open to say, "I am so frustrated
with whatis happening in the larger church and what seemsto be taking place
and the concerns that we have, that we're not even sure that we might be able to
abidein this, that we might have to find other opportunities and other placesto
serve and to witness." It wasreally interesting that the two youngest werethe
ones who saw what wasin front of us, who saw the challenges most clearly that
wereright in front of us.

Then there were the older pastors, there were some that were actually in their
mid-60s and they were the ones that were the most hesitant, the most patient, or
the most enduring, depending on what word you want to use. They werethe
ones who were saying, "No, no, no, thisisalong-term thing. Let'slook at thisin
the long-term, let's be patient, let's see how it plays out." What | would argueis
that that's what the body of Christ needs Pit needs the young bucks and it needs
the old folks to say, "Hey, let's just wait a little bit, let's see how this plays out.”
Because you've got to have both Byou've got to be able to see close and you've
got to be able to seefar in order to truly see, to have real vision. And thisisone
of the values of the body of Christ, isthat very often in an older church, people
don't pay much attention to what the younger folks are thinking  "You're
looking too close, you're looking too close, you're not seeing it." But they often
see things that can cause us to have huge stumbles that can literally Kill usiif
we're not careful.

And then sometimes the young folks, the young bucks, can get so caught up with
the immediate that it seems so pressing that they're not able to quite grasp the



long vision. We have to have both, we have to rely on both. That's one of the
real values of the body of Christ, and one of the real values that we have in our
congregation with thekind of diversity of age. Chronological diversity isa great
thing for us.

Thisistruefor all of life, | believe. How to have vision that isavision that really
isable to seewhat isright here and what isto come, what'slong-term and what's
not. It's being able to see what isthe call of God in our lives, or Christ's presence
in the big picture, and yet find the immediacy of life. Thisbeing ableto seeisan
important biblical concept. Twenty-fifth chapter of Matthew, the sheep and the
goats, Jesus says those of you who did my will, those of you who visited me
when | wassick and in prison and cared for meE And they said, "Lord, when
did we see you when you were sick and in prison, when did wevisit you?' And
those of you who didn't come to see me; "Lord, when didn't we see youE ?'
They're talking about the gift of vision. It'snot just doing, it@ being able to see
Christ asthey're doing it.

Thisbeing ableto see Christisanincredibly important, significant notion for usb
we have to have that long view in order to have the short. In the Old Testament
it'sknown asthelight of God, this huge, blinding, dazzling light that comes. It's
connected with the theophanies of the Old Testament, the presence of God that
comes. And inthatlight istheideathat when the light comes, we'regiven a
vision of being able to see thingsweweren't able to see before. That's definitely
what happensto Saul, or to Paul, in the story today, he's given vision. Thething
that'sreally interesting for Paul is that he's not just given hisvision back, he's
given anew vision. Heknowswhat he's supposed to do. He's given a purpose
in life, he'sgiven avaluein life. The Bible really uses that kind of language, the
Bible saysthat when you're able to see, that means you're able to see your
purposein the purpose of God. It'san amazing, amazing opportunity. That's
why | want to say that Paul's conversion experience, what we call the Damascus
Road experience of conversion, isreally not conversion asmuch asitis
conversion and commission. He'scommissioned in this passage because he's
given something to do.

Now, thisiscritical for uswhen we think about what God does for usin our lives
because it's the same for ustoday. God doesn't convert anybody without
commissioning them. God doesn't just call people into anintimate relationship
with Him through Christ and not give us something to do. The reason he doesn't
just call usinto that intimate relationship is because God knows that without
something to do, we're going to squander it, we're going to waste it, we're not
going to do anything of valuewith it, and in fact it will cause us to become lazy
and we'll missthe wholething. That's one of the real dangerswe have with
evangelism isto lead peopleto a personal relationship with Christ BDand itisa
personal relationship with Christ, no doubt about it Bbut it's not just me and
Jesus. It'snot just about, "Oh, I'm so securein my salvation, I've got it locked
right now, me and Jesus, right together, and Jesusistelling meto just sit down
for awhile." No. Jesusdoesn't do that. He says, "When | call you, | convert you,
| commission you. | giveyou the fullness of life."



You and | don't want that. We want to read Paul's conversion asa conversion.
We want to say, "Lord, | want to be smacked down." | can't tell you, thetwo
thingsthat I've had the most inquiry about in my pastoral ministry ever, the
second in number hasbeen theidea of how do you know that Jesusisalivein
your life, how do you know that you've really accepted Him. People say, "lI've
never had that experience. | never got knocked off my horse. | never got
blinded. | never had that thing where | knew immediately thisisit, everything's
changed." All the great testimonies have that. Somebody says, "Well, I'm still
just kind of working on it" and we say, "Wow, don't want a testimony from you, |
want somebody who's got agood story to tell. Tell me about how horrible your
life was, how messed up everything was, and how God came to you one night
and, man, | got it right now." That'swhy we don't have testimonies here bcan't
find enough people that have had that experience.

Well, Paul didn't have that experience. You look at Paul's life, you read on and
Paul goesto Jerusalem right away and they kick him around there. The
Christians won't receive him, so Barnabasstands up for him. He gets messed up
there and Paul goes away. God says, "Okay, Paul, just go away" and he sends
him off to hishometown and says, "Be there for awhile, Paul." Lifewasn't easy
for Paul. Hewasworking on it all the way through. You read hisletters, and
Paul's working it out himself. He'snot just writing to agroup of people, he's
working it out ashe saysit. Yeah, some people have been knocked off the horse,
some people have been blinded, some people have had that. But most of us,
we'rein the business of just trying to figureit out day to day B"IsthisGod? Is
this God? Isthisit? Am | blind now? Am | seeing now?' Take comfort in that,
because it's a good thing. It wasagood thing for Paul, it's a good thing for the
followers, there's nothing wrong with that.

See, what you and | want to do isto have it right now. | got great theology at
Subway the other day. Subway's doing thislittle Scrabble game, you canwin
something right away or you can build on the letters. So | got [a game piece] and
it saysimmediately, "You are not an instant winner."” And | thought they
could've been more polite, they could've said, "Try again, IJm" or "Keep trying."
But it says, "You are not an instant winner." And God really spoketo me, and |
really mean this, God really spoke to me asl waslooking at this. | said, "You
know, Lord, thisiswhat | want. | want to bean instant winner. | want it right
now, | want to pray, | want you to tell me exactly what to do now. I'll do
whatever you want, Lord. No matter what you want meto do, if you tell me and
you make it clear and you blind me so that | know it's exactly you and there's no
way | can be messed up and there'sno way | can think it's bad pizza, but it's you
bLord, you tell meand I'll do it. | want to bean instant winner, Lord." And He
keeps coming badck. Even in Subway, God speaksto me and says, "Jm, you are
not an instant winner. It's not about that. It'sabout something else. It's about
faithfulness. It's about being commissioned."

| believe God saysto us, | really do, | believe God says, "l want you to have a
vision of me, and | want you to be able to know that I'm true, I'm real, in the
distance. | know it might be hard to see, | might be hard to grasp, but | want you
to be able to have that vision and then | want you to use that asyou interpret the



thingsthat you do. | want you to work on your eyesight, Jm, | want you to eat
some carrotsin faith. | want you to work on it so that it comes."

You see, when God callsus, He doesn't call usjust in agreat conversion. He calls
usand gives us something to do. | loveit when C.S. Lewistalked about his
conversion. C.S. Lewiswasagreat, great Christian, and when he was converted
asan adult, he said, "You know, | gottatell youE " Actually, I'm paraphrasng
Lewis, they wouldn't let him say "I gottatell you" at Oxford. But he said, "l gotta
tell you, when | cameto Christ | wasthe most reluctant Christian that was ever
on the face of the earth. Because | didn't want it. | wanted something different.
What | thought | wasgoing to get isn't what | got. But it became so persuasive
for me, it became so overwhelming, that | knew | just needed to begin the
journey."”

So here'sthe thing. How do you know if it's God calling you? Maybe you're not
blinded, maybe you're not knocked down. But here'sthe thing Bif God calls
you, first of all he usesyour name, "Saul, Saul,” "Ananias, Ananias'. He uses
your name, it's a personal relationship, Christ calls you into a relationship with
Him, he doesn't call you to go out and do something until you know Him. He
callsyou, he usesyour name, it's personal. And then he always givesyou
something to do. He givesyou something to do. Hedoesn't just say, "Hey, abide
in me and stay there forever." He's saying, "Come and be with me and let's go
out together.” And here'sthething wedon't want to hear aswell, after he gives
us something to do, helets usknow that there's going to be some pain and
suffering involved. And I'd love asa pagor to tell you that it's not the truth, and
you can go to alot of churchesthat'll tell you it's not true, but they're just lying to
you and I'm just being honest with you. Because you're not going to find a story
in scripture, you're not going to find acalling in life, you're not going to find any
story of the saints of the church who have gone on to glory thousands of years
ago or those who are living today, you're not going to find any story that says
that the call of God is not accompanied in some way with somekind of pain and
some kind of suffering.

That's what Jesus is saying right in the beginning in thisfor Paul, he'stelling
Ananias, he says, "Go, for heisan instrument whom | have chosen to bring my
name before Gentiles and kings and before the people of Israd.” That's pretty
darn cool. "I myself will show him how much he must suffer for the sake of my
name." And here'sthething, the value and the pain of suffering is that you
know it's not about you. You know that you're never in control enough. It's not
about you, it's about something that's bigger than you. And if Jesus Christ
suffered for you and he suffered for me and he died for us, he gives usthe
privilege of being able to suffer with thisworld.

But that suffering is something for the Christian that is not left on its own,
because that suffering also comeswith great joy because we know that we arein
the flow of God's spirit. And | truly believe that. | believe that every person here
today, if they knew what God wanted them to do today, they'd say, "Lord, I'll do
anything. I'll even suffer if | know it's what isthe thing that's the purpose of my
life." Soyou can't run away from it. We've gotta know that when that comes,



that's okay. You see, like Paul, we're called to enter into true ministry, our
calling, totally powerless. Not with our strengths and not with our gifts. We
don't do a spiritual gift assessment and say, "These are your gifts, now you come
to Jesus and use them." We're called to be totally powerlessin our lives when
we're called.

And thething for usisthat if you're feeling desperate today, if you aretruly
feeling desperate, if you're feeling asif you just don't know, you're hanging on,
you're trying to figureit out, you don't even understand, whatever it is Dif you're
feeling desperate about what is coming before you, whether it be anillness or
whether it be arelationship or whether it be anew school starting or whether it
be a new journey or whatever it is Dif you're feeling in some sense a place of
desperation, remember that for the saints of faith, it's not a measure of discipline
but of desperation that isthe sign of the Kingdom in your life. Becauseit'swhen
you're desperate that you know that God isat work in you, because you know
that you can't do it on your own. If you could do it on your own, go to Barnes &
Noble and find the self-help section, there's great books there. But if you tried
that and you can't still get it all figured out, you got better but you didn't quite
get it, then come back and say, "Lord, I'm desperate.”

And here'sthe number one thing on Jm's Top Ten of Being Asked: Help me
pray. Tell me about prayer. How do you pray? How do you deepen your
prayer life? How do you get better atit? We've got all kinds of books about
prayer, we've got all kinds of prayers on prayer. It's great stuff. But the advice
my Uncle Albert gave mewhen | wassix years old isthe best advice on prayer
I've ever had in my life. | wassitting on the front porch with him in west
Columbia, South Carolina eating a peach. He said, "Jmmy, you want to know
the best praying | ever did in my life?' | said, "Yeah, Uncle Albert. When?' And
he said, "When | washanging upsidedown in awell." Thisiswhat he meant: If
you want to grow in your prayer life, take on something that you can't
accomplish by your own skill. If you want to grow in your prayer life, take on a
challenge that's bigger than yourself. And if you do, | promise you, your lifein
prayer will change. It will be transformed. It will belike, "Lord, | know | can't
do thiswithout you. | know | can't do thison my own."

Mother Theresa, in her writings, says, "You know, | can't imagine the work that
God called meto do" Band she suffered, she waswith people who suffered, and
she suffered herself in the midst of her joy B"that | could go any more than 30
minutes without having to fall down on my kneesin prayer.” If she could go an
hour or two hours, what she wassaying wasthat's not God. Butif | am doing
something that is so overwhelmingly not me that every 30 minutes | had to fall
down on my kneesin prayer | knew that | wasin the flow of what God wanted
for mein my life. | knew that | had that vision of being ableto seein the
distance, of knowing that Jesusis Lord, knowing that He hasdied for us, not just
for us, not just for the church, but died for theworld and callsusall to beonein
the body of Christ, if | can live in that and then | can see daily what I'm supposed
to do, how that vision that comes, living in the light of that, knowing that it's not
about meE Desperation, that's a good thing, my friends, I've gotta tell you,
that's a good thing. Becauseif you think you've got it locked, that'swhen you're



atrisk. Pain, that'snot a bad thing. Now I'm not saying | want you to sit out
there and be miserable all thetime. But, you see, it's about something bigger
than us.

| had afriend growing up through grade school, high school and college who
wasadopted. Hisparentswerewonderful, wonderful people, but they didn't
know how to broach that with him, so they didn't . Hewasin late elementary
school when a neighbor told him hewasadopted, and it rocked hisworld for a
lot of reasons. I'm not sure that it wasthe only thing, but it really rocked his
world and really set him on a path of in oneway trying to find his ancestry. He
wanted to be able to see hisface in the face of someone else. Hewanted to be
able to recognize his own identity, his face, in the face of someone else. So he
began that journey, and it wasn't just a journey to find his birth mom, hisbirth
parents, but it became a journey that led him into some very, very difficult and
painful and horrible thingsin which he started to ease that pain and to ease that
comfort and trying to find in the face of others and in the face of other activities
and eventsthingsthat calmed him or brought at least atemporary salve.

So he began to live a life that wascertainly not in the flow of what God's will
wasfor him, and he became disengaged with friendsthat he'd had and he
moved on. Hetotally abandoned hisadoptive mom and dad, told them hedidn't
want to have anything to do with them again, didn't want to see them therest of
their lives. One night, he wascollege age, he wasso drunk that he wrapped his
car around atree. By God's grace, he wasthe only onein the car, nobody else
washit. Hewasin intensive care. For seven days he couldn't open his eyes, he
couldn't move his body for months. Hetellsthe story that after aweek of being
literally blinded, he wasfinally able to open hiseyes. And you know thefirst
thing he saw? Thefirst thing he saw washis adoptive mom on her knees at his
bed praying for him. And Gary said at that moment he knew that hisface wasin
the face of her unconditional love for him. And he found hisjourney, he found
hislife, he found his peace, he found his hope.

Two years ago, James and Valena, | don't even know what day we call it, but it's
the day that Abigail got put in their arms. Jamesvideoed it while it was
happening. I've got to tell you, it's one of my favorite videos of all time because
they get Abigail and Valenaturnsaround and she'sjust crying. But that little girl
sees her facein her mom and dad'slovefor her.

But here'sthe thing, in the daily living of life, if you trust and believe in Christ,
even though you might not be able to have avision quite to get it, in the daily
living of life you have the privilege of seeing your own face in the face of people
who love you unconditionally, peoplewho care for you, people who love this
world. And you have the privilege, aswell, of not only knowing that love, but
you have the amazing privilege of being in the flow of that love by being that
face to others. And if you don't live that, you have squandered one of therichest
giftsthat God hasever provided for the face of thisworld and one of the richest
giftsthat He hasever provided for you in your life, to truly be that unconditional
love, that face of God in Christ, for thisworld. And when people seeit, when



you seeit, when | seeit, when we seeit, we know why it iscalled Amazing Grace
Pl oncewaslost but now am found, wasblind, but now | see.

Livethatlife. Claim thattoday. Claim that purpose that God hasfor you. And
you'll have more joy than you ever thought existed on the face of the earth.

Thanks beto him. Amen.



