It is amazing how Jesus changes people’s heart. The Bible teaches that Jesus can soften even the hardest heart. Jesus can turn even his worst enemy into a dedicated follower. 
Who’s your worst enemy? Is there someone (or perhaps more than one) who causes you headaches, heartaches, sleepless nights, endless worries? Do you believe that Jesus can change their heart? I hope our Bible passage today will help us to trust Jesus & to trust that he changes people’s hearts. And when God changes people’s heart, amazing things happen as a result. 

People in the Bible have always believed that God changes people’s hearts. You can make plans so carefully, & you think you got it all under control, but ultimately, it is not up to you. It is up to God. Proverbs 16:9   In his heart a man plans his course, but the LORD determines his steps.Because God can do what none of us can: he changes people’s hearts.
We got a new Prime Minister this week. Julia Gillard, the first female Prime Minister in Australia’s history. There are various theories who were behind this, & why & how & when all this happened. At least humanly speaking. And all these theories can make sense to an extent. But in the end, nobody could have predicted that Kevin Rudd will no longer be the Prime Minister this week. There’s still this lingering wonder; There’s still this mystery. How could so many different people, so many different circumstances, come together, that trigger others things to happen. Some people believe in luck, or fate, or accident. But the Bible teaches that ultimately it is God who raises up leaders & it is God who brings them down.
Proverbs 21:1  The king's heart is in the hand of the LORD; he directs it like a watercourse wherever he pleases.
The king's heart is in the hand of the LORD, & so are the members of our parliament. So are the members of the Australian Labor Party. God changes people’s hearts.
Romans 13:1  there is no authority except that which God has established. The authorities that exist have been established by God.
As shocking & as unexpected as Kevin Rudd’s fall may be, it’s nothing compared to what happens when Jesus turns even his worst enemy into a dedicated follower. Nowhere is this perhaps more obvious than in our Bible passage today. 
We continue in our series on the First Christians, from the sequel to the Luke’s Gospel, i.e. the book of Acts of the Apostles. We saw 2 weeks ago, how Jesus prepared his followers for launching the church after he rose from the dead. Last week, we learnt how the Spirit of Jesus launched the church in Jerusalem. And today, we see how the same Spirit works to expand the church beyond Jerusalem.
At first that seemed impossible simply to survive, let alone expand beyond Jerusalem. One of the main problems for the First Christians was that the enemies of Jesus now turn their attention to them. Those who wanted Jesus dead, now want them dead, too. 
One of the cruellest leaders of the enemies of the First Christians was this man named Saul (in the rest of NT more popularly known as Paul). He tried to destroy the church. He went from house to house, he arrested men and women who follow Jesus and he put them in jail. Paul was threatening to kill them! He did this not just in Jerusalem, but he was heading for Damascus, about 217 km north from Jerusalem. 

But nothing compares to what happens when Jesus turns even his worst enemy into a dedicated follower. The Bible passage today shows how easily Jesus does that. Saul’s conversion was very shocking, dramatic, and unexpected. Very unusual. More so than the change of Prime Minister this week. Firstly, it’s unusual because Jesus himself appeared to Saul, & Saul became blind for 3 days. Jesus also appeared in a vision to Ananias, who was already a Christian in Damascus. Saul’s conversion was so unbelievable, so shocking, we can understand that it was necessary for Jesus to appear to both Saul & Ananias to confirm that this is Jesus’ will. Who would believe otherwise?Secondly, Saul’s conversion is unusual because it was such a sudden turnaround in direction. Saul had been busy destroying Jesus’ followers. The last thing Saul ever intended to do was to become a Christian. But after meeting Jesus, he was not the same man. Jesus changed his heart. It’s an amazing turnaround.
What does it mean for us? I think it means: nobody is hopeless before God. You & I would know people, perhaps including those closest to us, we may think that they are impossible to bring to Christ. But the fact that Jesus can soften the hardest of hearts, & turn his worst enemies to follow him is a sign that the least likely people can be converted. How encouraging! We must continue to dream about & work toward the conversion of resistant people and enemies of the gospel. We must not give up praying for them.
What else does it mean for us? Saul’s conversion is so unusual, that we should not expect that conversion will always be as dramatic. In other words, if you are following Jesus now, & your conversion experience was not as dramatic, don’t think there was something wrong with your conversion. 
Conversion experience can be different for different people. Some people can remember a particular day in their life, a particular event, when they decided to follow Jesus. Others cannot pinpoint the exact time, because it was more like a gradual process that takes weeks, sometimes months, or years. 
Mine was a combination of both. I can remember a specific prayer of repentance I prayed in a house church in Munich (Germany) in 1994-5. And then the following days, or weeks, I saw how God answered specific prayers in amazing ways. 
One example: I was studying in a city called Koeln (or Cologne) in Germany. I was staying in a student dorm. My contract with the dorm expired. And somehow I missed the deadline to extend the contract. I found out about it during the holiday period. At the time I was not in Koeln, but was working in another city called Munich. About 6-hour drive from Koeln. I had a phone call at work, I remember, from a certain Mrs. Linden from the dorm management. She said, ‘Unfortunately, Mr Purnomo, you missed the deadline, so I’ve given your room to another person, & you must move your stuff in the next 2 weeks.’ I was so shocked & devastated. It’s so difficult to find a place to rent, & a dorm room was the best value for a poor student like me. And I thought to myself: ‘That’s it. I blew it. how can I have forgotten the deadline? How stupid!’Anyway, I prayed to Jesus, asking for a miracle. The next morning, Mrs. Linden called me again at work. She said, ‘Mr Purnomo, I had a dream last night. Basically I was having a nightmare about kicking you out & in my nightmare, the person whom I’ve given your room to, told me, he didn’t like the room anyway. So I’m just calling to let you know that you can keep your room. That is, if you still want it, of course.’ True story. True story! Experiences like that really helped me to see, soon after my conversion, that Jesus is real. That he is loving, & really powerful. That he can change people’s hearts. 
Conversion experience can be different for different people.But having said that, there are several features in Saul’s conversion that are typical for a true conversion. Let me just mention 5:
(1) Conversion is always God’s initiative. Jesus initiated the encounter with Saul in his conversion, not Saul. 
(2) In all conversions, people personally encounter Jesus. 
We all meet Jesus in different ways, usually not like Saul, but mostly through reading the Bible; but if we are converted, we have met him & entered into a personal relationship with him. When I prayed a prayer of repentance in Munich, I asked for God’s forgiveness & for Jesus to come into my heart. And graciously he did. Jesus lives in Saul’s heart, just as much as he does in mine, & in every single person who follows him. Without personal encounter with Jesus, there’s no conversion.
(3) Conversion always means surrender to Jesus as Lord. 
Yes, conversion involves making a decision to follow Jesus, or a commitment to Jesus, but conversion is at root not just a decision, nor just a commitment. It’s a surrender to the supreme authority of Jesus. Saul’s life was utterly transformed as a result of his encounter with Jesus. From someone who totally rejected Jesus & hated Jesus, he became someone who was willing to die for Jesus. Saul dominates the rest of the book of Acts, & he wrote most of the NT, & he started many of the first churches in the 1st century. His life was transformed. Just as Jesus planned! If you surrender to Jesus as Lord, your life will be transformed according to Jesus’ plan.
(4) Conversion always requires the church. 
Someone who claims to be a Christian but doesn’t go to church is like someone who claims to be a soccer player who never plays in a team. Other Christians played an important role in Saul’s conversion & Christian life. He was baptised (v18). Then he “spent several days with the disciples in Damascus” (v. 19). Probably the first words Saul heard from a Christian after his conversion were, “Brother Saul” (v. 17). The worst enemy of the church was welcomed as a brother; the feared fanatic was received as a member of the family. Imagine laying your hands on someone who you know had been on his way to arrest you! There you see the love of fellow Christians who encourage & reach out to a new follower of Jesus in spite of his past. All followers of Christ need one another. 
(5) Though Saul’s conversion is personal, it is not individualistic. 
He is not converted in order to savor the experience but in order to witness. Thus, he was converted, but Jesus also commissioned him to witness. We may not receive a specific commissioning as Saul did, or as Ananias did, but the same Jesus calls all Christians to be his witnesses. Once we come to him, we become his ambassadors and have the responsibility and high privilege of representing him on earth and communicating his message to the world.
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