Acts: The Basics Of The Christ-life
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GETTING THINGS STARTED
We watched a clip: iamsecond.com/seconds/laura-klock
Laura Klock is a record-holding motorcyclist.  Her two daughters also hold world records, making them the only mother-daughter trio to do so.  Laura’s husband, Brian, is a nationally renowned motorcycle builder.  The family members openly discuss their faith, using their fame to share the difference Christ has made in their lives.  But the journey to this kind of faith hasn’t been easy for Laura, as you’ll see in this video clip.
· What part of this video had the greatest impact on you, and why?
· Knowing Laura’s past, do you think she fits the mold as the ideal person to be used by Christ?  Why or why not?
· How does Laura’s past give her opportunities to connect with people who might not otherwise hear the message of Christ?

Bad parenting.  Sleeping around.  Alcohol abuse.  Drug abuse.  Lying to others.  Lying to God.  Laura Klock’s life might not have seemed like the résumé for the ideal ambassador for Christ.  Yet God has redeemed her past and is using her in powerful ways.  This is the point of today’s lesson.  We’re about to see how God is ready to use each of us, regardless of how clean or messy our pasts may be.

Read Acts 9:1-22 (nlt)
1Meanwhile, Saul was uttering threats with every breath and was eager to kill the Lord’s followers. So he went to the high priest. 2He requested letters addressed to the synagogues in Damascus, asking for their cooperation in the arrest of any followers of the Way he found there. He wanted to bring them—both men and women—back to Jerusalem in chains.

3As he was approaching Damascus on this mission, a light from heaven suddenly shone down around him. 4He fell to the ground and heard a voice saying to him, “Saul! Saul! Why are you persecuting me?”

5“Who are you, lord?” Saul asked.

And the voice replied, “I am Jesus, the one you are persecuting! 6Now get up and go into the city, and you will be told what you must do.”

7The men with Saul stood speechless, for they heard the sound of someone’s voice but saw no one! 8Saul picked himself up off the ground, but when he opened his eyes he was blind. So his companions led him by the hand to Damascus. 9He remained there blind for three days and did not eat or drink.

10Now there was a believer in Damascus named Ananias. The Lord spoke to him in a vision, calling, “Ananias!”

“Yes, Lord!” he replied.

11The Lord said, “Go over to Straight Street, to the house of Judas. When you get there, ask for a man from Tarsus named Saul. He is praying to me right now. 12I have shown him a vision of a man named Ananias coming in and laying hands on him so he can see again.”

13“But Lord,” exclaimed Ananias, “I’ve heard many people talk about the terrible things this man has done to the believers in Jerusalem! 14And he is authorized by the leading priests to arrest everyone who calls upon your name.”

15But the Lord said, “Go, for Saul is my chosen instrument to take my message to the Gentiles and to kings, as well as to the people of Israel. 16And I will show him how much he must suffer for my name’s sake.”

17So Ananias went and found Saul. He laid his hands on him and said, “Brother Saul, the Lord Jesus, who appeared to you on the road, has sent me so that you might regain your sight and be filled with the Holy Spirit.” 18Instantly something like scales fell from Saul’s eyes, and he regained his sight. Then he got up and was baptized. 19Afterward he ate some food and regained his strength.

Saul stayed with the believers in Damascus for a few days. 20And immediately he began preaching about Jesus in the synagogues, saying, “He is indeed the Son of God!”

21All who heard him were amazed. “Isn’t this the same man who caused such devastation among Jesus’ followers in Jerusalem?” they asked. “And didn’t he come here to arrest them and take them in chains to the leading priests?”

22Saul’s preaching became more and more powerful, and the Jews in Damascus couldn’t refute his proofs that Jesus was indeed the Messiah.

This is the well-known story of Paul’s conversion.  As we pick up the narrative, Paul—who was still known by his other name, Saul—had officiated at the murder of Stephen and had personally gone house to house hauling Christians to jail.  As far as the Jerusalem Christ-followers were concerned, Paul was public enemy No. 1.

Yet, we flash forward in our Bibles and what do we see?  Paul confronted by Jesus Himself on the road to Damascus.  Jesus makes no mistake about it: Paul’s actions have been an affront to Christ himself.  Jesus strikes Paul blind and orders him to go in the city and wait.

In the meantime, God sends a message to Ananias that he is to be the one to go seek out Paul and inform him of his new calling: Paul is to be God’s special tool to bring the gospel to the Gentiles.  Ananias asks the same questions we might have asked: “You want me to do what?  To whom?  You mean the guy who basically murders Christians? For real?” Ananias saw Paul from a human perspective.  He saw an unlikely candidate, someone with too much of a “past” to be used by God.  But God knew better.
God will save who He will save and use who He will use.  God sees people for who they will be, not for who they have been.  All throughout Scripture, God made a habit of redeeming the sinners and the broken and putting them to use for His purposes.  God is still in this business today.  We must never, ever underestimate the value God sees in people.  Those who we write off are often the ones that are perfect to be used by God.

NOTE: This passage recounts Paul’s life while he was still known as Saul.  We have used the name Paul throughout the lesson, but it might be worth reminding yourself that the person called Saul in Acts 9 is the same one we know as Paul.

The passage we read describes an important event: Paul’s conversion.  Paul—who was still known by his other name, Saul, at this point—was the number one enemy of the church. Yet God made him the most influential figure in the early church, outside of Jesus himself. Let’s take a closer look at the moment that started it all and what we can learn from Paul’s experience.
1. No matter our past, God can redeem us
· Is it possible for someone to commit a sin so horrible that God will not forgive that person or use that person for God-honoring purposes?  Why or why not?
According to 1 John 1:9, no.
According to Matthew 12:31 and Mark 3:28-30, yes.  Jesus said “Therefore I say to you, every sin and blasphemy will be forgiven men, but the blasphemy against the Spirit will not be forgiven men.”  So what is this unforgivable sin against the Spirit?  I believe this unpardonable sin is the constant willful rejection of the Holy Spirit’s leading of that person towards repentance and salvation in Christ.  If they choose to deny Christ to the end, they will not be saved from eternal damnation.  This does not apply to Christians, but did apply to the scribes and Pharisees who knew the Word and miracles of the Holy Spirit through Jesus, yet maliciously and obstinately imputed them to the devil and rejected the Spirit’s convincting work to bring them to a relationship with God.
· Based on this passage, especially the beginning of chapter 9, was Paul qualified to become a representative of Jesus?  Why or why not?

· Why do we sometimes look at other people and think they are beyond God’s grace?

· When we look at people and write them off, what are we doing to God’s grace, love, and sovereignty?

· How do you see yourself—or, to ask it differently, how do you see your potential to be a valuable resource to God?
· If we don’t have a past filled with huge sins, do we still need to be redeemed?  Why or why not?

· On the flip side, can God use you if you have chosen to trust Him at an early age and walk the “narrow path”?  (e.g. Billy Graham)
God does not wait for us to be clean before He draws us to Him.  God takes the broken and the bad.  Often, these are the people who end up having the most dynamic impact for God’s kingdom, because they have experienced God’s life-changing power.  God can and will redeem anyone to be used by Him.  We are all sinners.  We were all enemies of God apart from Christ. We can never, ever look at anyone as too far gone for Christ to redeem them.  It’s not up to us to decide who will reject Him to the end.  Only God knows.  So we do our part and pray and try to bring them to Christ in the hope that they will trust Him by the time they cross into eternity.
2. Encountering Jesus leads to a changed life

· Look at verses 3 through 6.  Imagine being Paul in this situation; what would it feel like?  How would you react?

· What did it take for Paul to become open to the idea that maybe this Jesus character was really who He said He was?

· How can you play a role in bringing people to an encounter with Christ?  Who benefits?  Them?  You?  God?  All of the above?
· Perhaps we don’t encounter Jesus in quite the way Paul did, but how did you first encounter Jesus, and how have you seen other people encounter him?
When people encounter Christ, their lives change.  Whether or not they choose to follow, they are forced to make a choice.  You can actually play a role in helping people realize their God-given mission and potential when you tell them about how you came to meet Jesus and why you’re a follower of Christ today.
3. God has a place for each of us in advancing the kingdom

· Ananias was a devout follower of Christ, and God used him in a powerful way—but Ananias was reluctant at first, as we see in verses 13 and 14.  Were his concerns reasonable?  Why or why not?

· Look at verses 20 through 22.  Imagine being someone who knew Paul as a friend before his encounter with Jesus.  How would it feel to witness the incredible transformation in his life?

· What does knowing that there is a task—or more correctly, a lifetime of tasks—that God has designed for you do to any feelings of inadequacy that you may have?

Ananias asks the same questions we might have asked: “You want me to do what?  To whom?  You mean the guy who basically murders Christians? For real?”  Ananias saw Paul from a human perspective.  He saw an unlikely candidate, someone with too much of a “past” to be used by God.  But God knew better.  If we acknowledge that God is the creator of all things and that all things exist because of God’s desire for them to exist, then we have to acknowledge that you exist on this earth because God wanted you here.  You are here for a purpose.  No matter what your life has been like before or how bad it is right now, God has many tasks prepared for you.  You are the right person for the job.  That should make you feel valued and loved and significant.
ADDITIONAL DISCUSSION
1 Corinthians 1:27-29 (nlt)
27Instead, God chose things the world considers foolish in order to shame those who think they are wise. And He chose things that are powerless to shame those who are powerful. 28God chose things despised by the world, things counted as nothing at all, and used them to bring to nothing what the world considers important. 29As a result, no one can ever boast in the presence of God.

· Read 1 Corinthians 1:27-29.  Why wouldn’t God simply choose the best and the brightest, the strongest and the smartest?  Why does God often choose to work through unlikely people?

· Look at verse 27.  How does God’s work through seemingly weak and foolish people shame the strong and the wise?  What are some examples of how God does this?

2 Corinthians 5:16-17 (nlt)
16So we have stopped evaluating others from a human point of view.  At one time we thought of Christ merely from a human point of view.  How differently we know Him now! 17This means that anyone who belongs to Christ has become a new person.  The old life is gone; a new life has begun!

· Read 2 Corinthians 5:16-17.  What does it mean to become a new person in Christ?

APPLICATION
· Have you had a personal encounter with Jesus Christ?

· Do you have any attitudes about yourself and your self-worth that are coming in between God’s ability to use you?  If so, how can I pray for you to see yourself the way God sees you?

· What steps do you need to take to begin to change your attitude about how God views others, especially people with a lot of “baggage” in their past?

· How can you become more open and available to being used for God’s purposes and God’s will?
· Will you trust God with the results as you do your part to follow Him?  Or do you think you are idolizing a particular outcome in your walk with Him?
SUMMARY 
For Keeps [Memory Verse]

This means that anyone who belongs to Christ has become a new person.  The old life is gone; a new life has begun! (2 Corinthians 5:17 NLT).
LIVE Curriculum 
