God’s Unusual Ways 7 - Paul 2013

I Intro

1 Open Bible to Acts 7:54-60
A. Back to my series on God’s Unusual Ways
B. Two Objectives
a.  First, To expand your God Box
i God does things differently than we do
ii He works beyond the boundaries of our western world view, logical, academic, intellectual, empirical evidential, tactical mind set.
b.  Second, God uses ordinary people just like you and me
i Moses was a fugitive, who became a deliverer
ii Gideon was a coward, who became a conqueror
iii Abraham was an old man who became the father of nations
iv David was a teenager who defeated a giant and became a king.
c.  These “Biblical Heroes” were all ordinary people whose lives were touched by our extraordinary God
i Imagine what he can do with the likes of us?

2 Quick Review
A. God’s Unusual Way’s 1
a.  Foundational Verse - Isaiah 55:8-9
i "For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, declares the Lord. As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.”
B. God’s Unusual Ways 2 - Moses
a.  Looked specifically at the parting of the Red Sea
i His ways may often offend our sense of logic, reason, understanding and fairness
ii His ways are not our ways
C. God’s Unusual Ways 3 - Gideon
a.  Gideon’s Back Story, calling and army.
b.  Bigger is not always better in God’s Kingdom
i His ways are not our ways

D. God’s Unusual Ways 4 – Abraham
a.  God made an extraordinary promise to Abraham and God fulfilled that promise AFTER it is beyond Abrahams and Sarah strength and power to bring it to pass.
i His ways are not our ways.
E. God’s Unusual Ways 5 – David
a.  David’s Back Story and Calling
i God’s chooses David, when even his own family didn’t consider him worthy enough to be invited to the meeting
ii Man looks on the outside, God looks at the heart.
b.  David’s battle with Goliath
i Not one of us would have sent a boy with a slingshot against this gigantic, well equipped, champion warrior
ii God’s ways are not our ways.
F. God’s Unusual Ways 6 - Peter
a.  Peter’s Back Story, Calling and Restoration
b.  Front and back, Peter’s journey with Jesus involved a huge, miraculous catch of fish.
c.  Jesus spoke Peter’s language
d.  Jesus had three fishermen as his inner circle
e.  Jesus picked Peter when we never would
f.  Jesus reinstates Peter after his betrayal
g.  God’s ways are not our ways.
h.  Peter goes on to become a powerful apostolic leader of the early church.

3 Today: God’s Unusual Ways 7 – Paul
A. Paul’s Back Story
B. Paul’s Calling
C. Paul’s 

4 Read and Pray: Acts 7:54-60
54 When the members of the Sanhedrin heard this, they were furious and gnashed their teeth at him.55 But Stephen, full of the Holy Spirit, looked up to heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God. 56 “Look,” he said, “I see heaven open and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God.”
57 At this they covered their ears and, yelling at the top of their voices, they all rushed at him, 58 dragged him out of the city and began to stone him. Meanwhile, the witnesses laid their coats at the feet of a young man named Saul.

59 While they were stoning him, Stephen prayed, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.” 60 Then he fell on his knees and cried out, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them.” When he had said this, he fell asleep.
A. This is the first mention of Saul (aka Paul) in the New Testament

II Paul’s Back Story

1 The Stoning of Stephen
A. Let me make a few comments on verses 57 and 58.
a.  At this they covered their ears and, yelling at the top of their voices, they all rushed at him, 58 dragged him out of the city and began to stone him. Meanwhile, the witnesses laid their coats at the feet of a young man named Saul.
B. When Stephen declared that he saw Jesus “standing at the right hand of God”, it was too much. 
a.  The Sanhedrin react quickly, violently, and together. 
b.  When Jesus, before this same body of men, declared that He would sit at the right hand of God, they had the same reaction and sealed his death as a blasphemer
i Read Matthew 26:64-66.
C. “For Stephen to suggest that the crucified Jesus stood in a position of authority at the right hand of God must have ranked as blasphemy in the thinking of those who knew that it was common understanding that a crucified man died under the divine curse.”
D. Verse 57 says: At this they covered their ears and, yelling at the top of their voices, they all rushed at him: 
a.  These were distinguished, older men acting this way! 
b.  The reaction of the Sanhedrin seems extreme, 
c.  But it’s typical of those rejecting God and lost in spiritual insanity. 
d.  They wail in agony and cover their ears at the revelation of God, 
e.  Which they regard as blasphemy.
E. What a dangerous thing it is to be religious apart from a real relationship with Jesus Christ! 
a.  This fulfills what Jesus warned about in John 16:2-3: 
i Yes, the time is coming that whoever kills you will think that he offers God service. And these things they will do to you because they have not known the Father nor Me.
F. Rushed at him: the Greek word hormao. 
a.  This is the same word used to describe the mad rush of the herd of swine into the sea (Mark 5:13). This was an out-of-control mob rushing at Stephen.
G. The extent of their rage is shown by their execution of Stephen, 
a.  Which was done without regard for Roman law
b.  And which was performed according to traditional Jewish custom (stoning).
H. The second-century Jewish writing Mishnah, describes the practice of stoning: 
a.  “When the trial is finished, the man convicted is brought out to be stoned . . . 
b.  When ten cubits from the place of stoning they say to him, ‘Confess, for it is the custom of all about to be put to death to make confession, and everyone who confesses has a share in the age to come’ . . . 
c.  Four cubits from the place of stoning the criminal is stripped . . . 
d.  The drop from the place of stoning was twice the height of a man. 
e.  One of the witnesses pushes the criminal from behind, so that he falls face downward. 
f.  He is then turned over on his back. If he dies from this fall, that is sufficient. 
g.  If not, the second witness takes the stone and drops it on his heart. If this causes death, that is sufficient; 
h.  if not, he is stoned by all the congregation of Israel.” 
I.  Meanwhile, the witnesses laid their coats at the feet of a young man named Saul.
a.  Saul stood there as the “supervisor” of the operation. 
b.  As a member of the Sanhedrin, he had also approved of Stephen’s execution.
J. Young man literally means:
a.  “a man in his prime.” 
i It certainly does not mean that Saul wasn’t old enough to be a member of the Sanhedrin. 
b.  In Acts 26:10, Paul says: 
i I cast my vote against them, 
ii the plain implication was that he had a vote as a member of the Sanhedrin.
K. All this to say
a.  Saul wasn’t some little kid observing from the fringe
b.  He was a full-fledged active participant
c.  He helped kill Steve and was proud of it
d.  Acts 8:1 states it plainly
i And Saul approved of their killing him.
L. The stoning of Stephen ignited a great persecution (Acts 8:1-3)
a.  On that day a great persecution broke out against the church in Jerusalem, and all except the apostles were scattered throughout Judea and Samaria. 2 Godly men buried Stephen and mourned deeply for him. 3 But Saul began to destroy the church. Going from house to house, he dragged off both men and women and put them in prison.

2 Who is Saul of Tarsus?
A. An Israelite
a.  Circumcised on the 8th day
b.  Of the tribe of Benjamin
c.  A Roman citizen by birthright
d.  Studied at the school of Gamaliel 
i a Pharisee and teacher of the law in Jerusalem
e.  A Pharisee, a Hebrew of Hebrews
f.  A zealous persecutor of the church
B. In his own words: Acts 22:3-5
a.  Then Paul said: 3 “I am a Jew, born in Tarsus of Cilicia, but brought up in this city. I studied under Gamaliel and was thoroughly trained in the law of our ancestors. I was just as zealous for God as any of you are today. 4 I persecuted the followers of this Way to their death, arresting both men and women and throwing them into prison, 5 as the high priest and all the Council can themselves testify. I even obtained letters from them to their associates in Damascus, and went there to bring these people as prisoners to Jerusalem to be punished. 
b.  Philippians 3:4-7 
i If someone else thinks they have reasons to put confidence in the flesh, I have more: 5 circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; in regard to the law, a Pharisee; 6 as for zeal, persecuting the church; as for righteousness based on the law, faultless. 7 But whatever were gains to me I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. 
C. Saul is a bad dude
a.  He zealously and passionately hates the followers of Jesus
b.  He’s the New Testament’s version of Osama Bin Laden
c.  A religious fanatic who believes he’s doing God’s will by killing those who believe differently than he does
D. This brings us to his calling in Acts 9

III Paul’s Calling and Minstry
1 Acts 9:1-9 begins the story of Saul’s calling
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.

A. So, get this.
a.  Jesus interrupts Paul’s sin to call him into ministry
i Paul has a Divine visitation and hears the audible voice of God
b.  Jesus interrupts Paul’s “murderous threats against the disciples”
i Not to strike him with lightening until his a small pile of burnt cinders on the road to Damascus
ii But to call him into apostolic ministry
· God’s qualifications for ministry are different than ours. 
iii Paul’s ministry impacts the world to this day.
c.  God’s ways are not our ways.

2 Saint Paul goes on to have a profound impact on the early church
A. Author much of the New Testament.
a.  13 of 27 books
b.  A main figure in the second half of Acts
c.  Romans, 1 & 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians and Colossians.
d.  1 & 2 Thessalonians, 1 & 2 Timothy, Titus, Philemon
e.  And some biblical historians make a strong case for Saint Paul’s authorship of Hebrews.
B. Three Missionary Journeys
a.  Spreads the Gospel to Asia Minor and Europe
b.  You can read about them in:
i Acts 13-14
ii Acts 15-18
iii Acts 18-20
C. His influence at the Council of Jerusalem
a.  Concerning the question of gentile circumcision Acts 15
b.  Law vs. grace battle was raging back then too.
D. Paul confronts with Peter over the treatment of the gentiles 
a.  Recorded in Galatians 2:11 and following
b.  This Hebrew of Hebrews becomes the champion of the Gentiles
c.  God’s ways are not our ways.
E. Paul suffers for his faith, 2 Corinthians 11:24-29
a.  24 Five times I received from the Jews the forty lashes minus one. 25 Three times I was beaten with rods, once I was pelted with stones, three times I was shipwrecked, I spent a night and a day in the open sea, 26 I have been constantly on the move. I have been in danger from rivers, in danger from bandits, in danger from my fellow Jews, in danger from Gentiles; in danger in the city, in danger in the country, in danger at sea; and in danger from false believers. 27 I have labored and toiled and have often gone without sleep; I have known hunger and thirst and have often gone without food; I have been cold and naked. 28 Besides everything else, I face daily the pressure of my concern for all the churches.
F. And dies a martyr
a.  Church history states that Paul was beheaded at the command of Nero while a prisoner in Rome.
G. By all accounts Paul is a champion of the faith

IV Application
1 What does this mean for us?
A. How does this apply to our Understanding of God’s Unusual Ways?
B. In so many ways but let me offer three observations

2 First Observation
A. None of us would have picked Saul of Tarsus
a.  God’s sovereignly picked the greatest enemy of the church to become it’s champion.
b.  It’s almost as if God was showing off
c.  His ways are not our ways

3 Second Observation
A. No one is beyond hope or redemption
a.  Think of the least likely person you know
b.  Is he running around the Island killing Christians?
c.  There’s hope for him
i  And for you
ii And for me

4 Third Observation
A. Grace is that good
a.  Grace is amazing!
b.  Paul wrote out of his personal experience
B. John Newton must have personally indentified with Saint Paul when he penned verse one
C. Amazing grace! How sweet the sound
That saved a wretch like me.
I once was lost, but now am found,
Was blind but now I see.

5 Let me end with Paul’s words from Philippians 3:7-14
A. Having heard about his life, listen to his heart in these powerful words:
But whatever were gains to me I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. 8 What is more, I consider everything a loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them garbage, 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 on the basis of faith. 10 I want to know Christ - yes, to know the power of his resurrection and participation in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, 11 and so, somehow, attaining to the resurrection from the dead.

12 Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already arrived at my goal, but I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me. 13 Brothers and sisters, I do not consider myself yet to have taken hold of it. But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, 14 I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus. 
B. Let's Pray
a.  God ways not our ways
