Easter 3 25 Acts 9 “I Am Jesus” Changes Everything			CPH
Grace mercy and peace from God our Father, and the Lord Jesus Christ.  Seated
The sermon is titled ““I Am Jesus” Changes Everything”.  Our text is the first reading from Acts 9. The relevant portions and other scripture related to Paul’s conversion are summarized in the sermon.
I would like you to remember 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 back when I was taking a program at SAIT in Aeronautical Engineering Technology. The Canadian government cut the subsidies to the entire aircraft industry in Canada. The graduating class the year before all had jobs by Christmas. In my third year, the graduating year for the program, the recruiters did not even come to SAIT. Not a one of us got jobs in aeronautics. After graduating I worked for a while as a painters helper and then took a job as a Development Technologist in a mining company, an entirely different field of work. My entire plan for life changed. 
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 liquidate 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 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” (Rom 8:11). Just like Paul, we need to repent. We need faith. We need forgiveness. We need Jesus. every day.
A pastor once admitted that when he was young he misheard one word in our confession of sins: “I, a poor, miserable sinner, confess unto You all my sins and iniquities with which I have ever offended You and justly deserved Your temporal and eternal punishment. But I am heartily sorry for them”.   ….     It was the word “heartily” he messed up. He said instead that he was “hardly” sorry for his sins. That changes everything. He was saying he wasn’t all that sorry for what he did wrong. But then he realized what needed to be said. So do we. We need to be heartily sorry for them and truly repent of them.
Sometimes, we have a confession during a worship service that includes a short time of silence to name in our hearts what we have done wrong or the right things we have failed to do. It goes by too fast for me. I need more than a couple seconds to make that confession. Give me enough time and I can name things I should have said but didn’t, shouldn’t have thought but did, time on my phone or computer that kept me from doing something constructive, money misspent on myself instead of helping others. And the list can go on. 
Now listen. These words are from Jesus, not me. Imagine him saying to you, “I am Jesus. There is therefore now no condemnation for you because you are in me.” 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 heartily 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.
Think of the dramatic moment of your baptism. At the moment of your baptism, you met Jesus. You now had new birth and the forgiveness of sins. You became a new creation in Christ. The white baptismal garment shows you have been clothed with Christ’s righteousness so you do not need to fear Christ’s judgment seat. The burning candle light 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”  If you were baptized as a baby, you do not remember that moment, but in all likelihood the congregation said to you “We welcome you in the name of the Lord.” Those words “in the name of the Lord” mean that it is Jesus who welcomed you into his family.
What happened to Paul happens to us. Not quite as dramatically, but Jesus comes to each one of us and says, “I am Jesus. I 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  		
May the peace of God which surpasses all understanding guard you hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.  Amen. 
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