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I would like you to think back to a time in your life when who you were
and where you were headed changed. Something happened that altered the
trajectory of your life. Perhaps a new relationship, a job change, a different
college major, a death of someone close to you, a tragedy, or an amazing
celebration. But now you're headed in a different direction, with a different
purpose in life. You've changed. Life has changed.

For me, one such time was during my first year of college at Mankato
State University. [ went there to study to become a high school history teacher.
Very early in the fall of that year, | went to a Bible study at the Campus
Lutheran Chapel, LC-MS. Even though it was a different flavor of Lutheranism
than what I was used to, that is “ELCA Lutheran”, out of curiosity I went
anyway. At that first Bible study, | wound up answering a question that the
pastor, Pastor Thompson, asked the group. I guess I got the answer right,
because after class he talked with me and asked if [ had ever considered
becoming a pastor. My immediate answer was “No, 'm not good enough for
that!” In fact, a couple of my friends, didn’t even think I was going to heaven,
much less being pastor material. It was nothing personal, in fact, as
Pentecostals they didn’t think they were going to heaven either, because they
hadn’t yet fully given their life to Christ. But, back to Pastor Thompson. He
responded to my reply that “I'm not good enough to be a Pastor” with a quick
lesson on how St. Paul, the former persecutor of Christians, considered himself
to be the chief of sinners and not worthy to be in Christ’s service. His point was
if God could use Paul in the ministry, then he could also use me. I told Pastor
Thompson, I'd think about it, but actually I filed that thought way in the back
of my mind and continued my pursuit of becoming a history teacher.

During the next couple of years, God put other people in my life who
encouraged me to become a pastor, most especially Amy, and by year 3 of
college, I had changed my mind. You see during that time, I also, by God’s grace,
matured a lot in the right understanding of what the Good News of Jesus is
really all about. And after seeing how much coming to know the truth of the
Gospel changed me, [ wanted others to know that same amazing, liberating
good news which teaches that nobody can be saved by being “good enough” or
even “good” period. But we are saved solely by grace through faith in Christ
alone. As a baptized child of God, I could be certain of eternal life with Him and
I wanted others to know that certainty, as well. So, | began to see that becoming
a pastor was where the Lord had been leading me all along.



So, I applied, and was accepted, to attend Concordia Seminary in St. Lous,
Missouri starting in the fall of 1994. The rest, as they say, is history. As I look
back now, over 30 years later, | can see how the whole trajectory of my life
began to change that first year in college. Who [ was to become and what I
would do flowed out of that time, and the events that followed.

Do you have a time in your life, perhaps a big event, perhaps some
smaller times put together, where you see your life changed? A defining
moment for your identity and purpose in life?

The apostle Paul, as a young man known by his Hebrew name, Saul,
certainly could name such a time. Saul wanted to eradicate the church. He
starts wreaking havoc on those who follow the way of Jesus shortly after
Christ’s resurrection. He’s bound and determined to find every last Christian
and have them thrown into jail or murdered. When Stephen proclaims how the
Old Testament is fulfilled in Jesus and His resurrection, Saul listens, with hatred
in his heart. When the stones rain down on Stephen, making him the first
martyr of the church, Saul nods his head in agreement. He gladly receives the
garments laid at his feet to show he approves of this gruesome death.

Then comes the defining moment of his life. He’s traveling to Damascus,
papers in hand to arrest anyone who claims Jesus as Lord and Savior. Suddenly
the blinding light flashes, and Saul comes face to face with Jesus: “Saul, Saul,
why are you persecuting me?” Saul can only ask, “Who are you, Lord?” Now
Saul will hear words that will change him forever. “I am Jesus.” Imagine how
those words must have stung when Saul heard him. “I am Jesus,” the voice
continues, “whom you are persecuting. But rise and enter the city, and you will
be told what you are to do.”

Saul cannot see. He has to be led into Damascus. For three days, he waits.
For three days, he fasts. For three days, he remembers all that he has done to
ravage the church. For three days, “I am Jesus” penetrates every thought and
feeling and bone in his body. It will be the defining moment of his life. Now the
Old Testament comes alive like never before as he realizes the prophecies have
been fulfilled in Jesus. Now Stephen’s testimony comes back to haunt him—but
also to give him life. Now he knows everything is about to change. He couldn’t
yet know just how, but the Lord is soon to let him know.

Ananias arrives. He lays his hands on Saul. Eyesight restored. Filled with
the Holy Spirit. Baptized into the death and resurrection of Jesus. He eats. He is
strengthened by food and, perhaps even more, by the welcome from Ananias.
From someone who once feared him and whom he had hated, Saul hears



another blessed word: “Brother.” Ananias calls him a brother in the faith, a
fellow follower of Jesus. Saul has joined the church.

Just listen to what has changed. From writing letters to arrest believers to
writing letters upon which the church has relied on and will rely on until Jesus
comes back again. From one who brought such suffering to the church, he will
now suffer for the name of Jesus. From one who arrested believers, he will now
be arrested time and again. From one who was so zealous to wipe out the
church, he now starts churches in city after city. From one who was hated and
feared, he now is welcomed as an apostle of Christ. From one who has
depended on what he did and his family background to be right with God, he
now depends solely on Christ for his righteousness in the sight of God. The list
could go on. But those words changed everything for Saul. “I am Jesus.” Paul, as
we better remember him now, met the resurrected Jesus, alive and glorified,
and everything changed.

Now, none of us will have that same dramatic experience that Paul had.
But we are changed by the risen Jesus just the same. Here’s how.

Paul needed forgiveness. He needed to repent. He needed faith. He needed
Jesus. He certainly needed all this for what he had done to the church before his
conversion. But after that visit by Ananias, don’t put Paul on a pedestal. Don’t
make him perfect. Don’t make him a pious saint. When he wrote the letter to
the Romans many years later, he confessed that the good he wanted to do, he
still didn’t always do. The evil that he wanted to avoid, sometimes he ended up
doing anyway. He wanted to delight in God’s Law, but the law of sin still
plagued him. Listen to his confession, his plea of repentance: “Wretched man
that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death?” (Rom 7:24).

Yet Paul knew Jesus had died for the sins of the whole world. So he
answers his own question. “Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!”
(Rom 7:25). You can hear his utter confidence in his forgiveness when he goes
on to say, “There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ
Jesus” (Rom 8:1).

But he doesn’t stop there. He also proclaims what more Jesus did for
him—and what Jesus, risen from the dead, does for us too. Listen carefully: “If
the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who raised
Christ Jesus from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies through his
Spirit who dwells in you” roms:11). Just like Paul, we need to repent. We need
faith. We need forgiveness. We need Jesus. Every day.

You need Jesus, risen from the dead, to forgive you. I do too. And
remember, Jesus forgave Paul, who'd tried to destroy the church, and no longer



condemned him. He forgives you for whatever haunts your life, whatever you
sincerely confess in repentance. Blessed words. “I am Jesus. Risen from the
dead. I do not condemn you. You are mine forever.” That changes everything,
for now we stand righteous in God’s eyes.

You know, I perhaps wasn'’t quite accurate when I said we haven’t had a
dramatic experience like Paul did that changed his whole life. Actually, for
many of us, we did. Oh, not in the same way as Paul had that day. No blinding
light. No words we could hear Jesus speak in His own voice from heaven. No
seeing Jesus face to face as the glorified risen Lord of all. But we did meet Jesus,
and He spoke to us in a way that changed the whole trajectory of our lives.

At the moment of your baptism, you met Jesus. You have new birth and
the forgiveness of sins. Christ’s righteousness now covers you. The burning
light you received when you were baptized shows you now walk in the light,
not the darkness. Then, you were welcomed as a sister or brother in Christ.
Paul heard Ananias say, “Brother” (Acts 9:17). If you were baptized as a baby,
you do not remember that moment, but on the day of your baptism the
congregation may very well have said what we say when someone is baptized
here: “We welcome you in the name of the Lord.”

What happened to Paul happens to us. Not quite as dramatically, but Jesus
comes to each one of us and says, “I am Jesus. [ am your brother. You need not
fear what you have done. You are forgiven. You are covered by my
righteousness. No condemnation. Just an eternity with all your brothers and
sisters and the whole host of heaven.”

That moment has changed everything for you and me. Meeting Jesus,
risen and alive, makes a difference in every area of life.

The trajectory of our lives is now forever joined to the risen Jesus. He
meets us every day of our lives to give us direction and purpose. Who we are
has been determined by our Lord and Savior, alive and present in every part of
life. What we say or don’t say, do or don’t do, think or don’t think, what we do
with our time or money, how we treat others, how we take care of ourselves.
The whole of our lives is lived under those wonderful words: “I am Jesus, and
by your baptism into my death and resurrection, you are welcomed into My
church, to share eternity with your brothers and sisters in the faith.” Amen.



