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 "THE GIFT THAT KEEPS GIVING (#2):  PURPOSE" 

 (Acts 9:1-6) 
© 2019 Rev. Dr. Brian E. Germano 

[PROPS NEEDED:  "Toy Story 2" Video Clip; Series gift box] 

[McKendree U.M.C.; 1-20-19] 
 --I-- 

1. Read Text (NRSV): Acts 9:1-6 and Pray. 

2. [WATCH VIDEO CLIP from "Toy Story 2": Stinky Pete: "You don't know who you are, do 
     you?  Woody finally claiming his heritage —"who he was" - Time: 2:32] 

 A--Last week we began a new worship series called "The Gift That Keeps Giving," in 
       which we'll be unpacking six ways that God's gift of Jesus at Christmas can make a 
       difference in our everyday lives all year long. 

 B--And if you were with us, you may know to introduce these six gifts, Pastor Ryan has 
       put together a gift box that contains something that represents that week's theme.  

 C--So, let's go over there and see what he has for us today... [GO OVER TO SERIES 
       GIFT BOX & PULL OUT WHAT'S INSIDE...  A Mr. Potato Head with anatomy in all 
       the wrong places...]  

  1--Okay, so it's a Mr. Potato Head with its anatomy in all the wrong places.  
      What's it mean, though? 

  2--[Ryan takes Mr. Potato Head & moves around anatomy to the right place,  
        & explains that when things are out of place, we don't know who we are, 
        but when things are in their proper place, we find identity & purpose] 

 D--Oh, okay! Thanks, Ryan!  So, a second gift that God gives to us through his son Jesus 
       is... the gift of PURPOSE by giving us an identity in Him. 

3. You know, many of us today have done all kinds of things over the course of our lives to 
  try and discover who we are and what our life is supposed to be about (e.g., our identity 
  and purpose).  For example... 

 A--In high school and college we may try out different subjects and majors, and after we 
      graduate, we experiment with different jobs, check out different churches & religions 
      (or even no religion at all!), and hang out with different crowds of people,... 

 B--...All in an attempt to figure out which one(s) of these "fit" us best -- like Mr. Potato 
      Head, we're trying to discover which "configuration" (if you will) is the "real" us.  1
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  C--If you think about it, that's really what today's opening video from Disney's  
       Toy Story 2 was about, as well. 

  1--In it, we see main character Woody discovering his true identity as the key 
    member of "Woody's Roundup Gang."  

  2--And this revelation then frees him (for the rest of the movie) to become the toy 
       he was created to be -- in other words, it gave him a sense of meaning and 
       purpose because he finally knew who was in his family. 

 D--Well, the same is true for our lives today:  when you and I find and claim our identity 
      in Jesus as part of God's family, it frees us to become different people -- to become the 
      wife, husband, child, employee/employer, friend, church member, etc. that God 
      created us to be in the first place. 

--II-- 

4. That was certainly the case with the man named Saul who we read about in today's Bible 
 story from Acts 9. 

 A--He was born and raised with his sisters as a Roman citizen in Tarsus, the capital of the 
         Roman province of Cilicia (present-day Turkey) around the same time as Jesus (2-3 BC).   2

 B--Yet, despite his close association with the Greek and Roman world of his hometown, 
      Saul was first and foremost a Jew.  3

  1--His father was a Pharisee of the tribe of Benjamin, descended of pure, unmixed 
      Jewish blood straight from Abraham.  4

  2--So, when he was about 13 years old, Saul was sent to Jerusalem to attend the 
      great school of Jewish law there, studying for many years under the guidance of 
      the famous rabbi Gamaliel. 

  3--Upon completion of his studies, he became a rabbi and Pharisee, and himself a 
      leading member of the Great Sanhedrin itself.  5

 C--It was in that role that he first learned about a new religious movement called the 
      "Nazarenes" or followers of "The Way," whose founder Jesus had been accused of 
       blasphemy by the Council, and crucified for treason by the Romans. 

  1--And, being passionate about the Jewish law, Saul soon found himself 
      spearheading a season of persecution against this new group, beginning with 
      the stoning to death of a man named Stephen.  6
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  2--So it was that, upon hearing the news that "Nazarene" fugitives had taken 
      refuge in Damascus, he obtained authorization to go there to arrest them. 

 D--And it was on his way there that the events from today's scripture in Acts 9 take 
      place:...  He experiences a blinding light "all around", and hears a voice which 
      identifies itself as the resurrected Jesus. 

6. And from this point on, many changes begin to happen to Saul: 

 A--First, he's given a new name.  And even though that new name is not referenced until 
       several chapters later, what it represents is the new identity that he now has in Christ: 

  1--Saul, the passionate, persecuting Jewish Pharisee becomes the apostle Paul  
      (or "Saint Paul" as we often call him), the first (and perhaps greatest) Christian 
       missionary, preacher, and evangelist of all time. 

  2--And even though his name was changed, we need to remember that in and 
      through this experience, God didn't ask Paul to give up or betray his Jewish 
      heritage or upbringing, but merely to claim its fulfillment in the person of Jesus. 

  3--In other words, like Woody in Toy Story 2, Paul's experience here merely 
       enabled him to finally find and claim who he was as a true child of God. 

 B--And what's more is that -- as a result of this experience -- God enables Paul also to  
      discover a new sense of significance and meaning to and for his life. 

  1--Put another way, God's gift of Jesus here not only gave Paul an identity in 
      Christ, but also a new sense of PURPOSE in and through Christ.  

  2--Notice what Jesus says in Verse 6, "Get up and enter the city, and you will be 
      told what  you are to do" -- in other words, "Paul, get ready for me to give you 
      a new purpose in life / a new reason for being!"  7

  3--And we know from what happens after this, that for Paul, that "purpose" 
      involved him preaching, teaching, and taking the gospel of Jesus to the Gentile 
      (non-Jewish) world. 

  4--In fact, if it hadn't been for Paul's missionary work throughout the Roman 
      Empire, it's doubtful that you and I would be Christians today! 

 C--So, this experience that Paul had on the Damascus Road literally changed his life! 

   1--For the first time, he now understood who he was (his identity) and that 
      knowledge equipped him to understand what his life's purpose was to be about. 
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  2--Author James Dobson once wrote "A vital... benefit of being a Christian is the 
      tremendous sense of [purpose] that grows out of  knowing Jesus Christ."  8

  3--And it's also why early Christian leader Augustine once prayed, "[O God,] You 
      have made us for yourself, and our hearts are restless until they rest in you."  9

  4--Even though Saul had been passionate in his religion, that "religion" caused his 
      heart to be "restless" until he discovered the great value of a living relationship 
      with God through Jesus. 

--III-- 

8. And so it is for OUR lives today:  until you and I discover who we ARE as God's children 
 (i.e., our identity) through a living relationship with Jesus, our hearts may be similarly 
 "restless" in life, having a hard time finding significance & meaning in life (i.e., purpose) 

 A--Now, I became a Christian in my early teens, so my memory is not always clear about 
      that time in my life,... but I do remember that as a young boy, I was always wanting to 
      "fit in" with the other kids, and scared that I wouldn't. 

 B--So I found myself sort-of "following the crowd" -- doing what they did, being like 
       they were, and talking like they talked -- so that I could be "one of them." 

 C--But over the course of several summers attending Camp Glisson (our Methodist youth 
      camp in Dahlonega, GA), I remember coming to the realization that -- because of 
      Jesus -- God loved me just as I was, without me having to be like anyone else. 

 D--And in that discovery of who I was in Christ (i.e., my identity in Him), I discovered a  
       new purpose in & for my life: ...to do my best always to honor & give glory (through 
       my words and actions) to this God who loved me "just as I am," warts and all! 

9. So, as we wrap up, let me ask:  Do you know who YOU are in Christ?  Have you claimed 
 YOUR place as one of God's children through a relationship with Jesus? 

 A--Sure, you may have been raised in church, or even just attended for a long time. 

 B--But until you and I claim our place in God's family by receiving Christ, our hearts and 
      souls will remain restless, floating from one activity, one relationship, one religious 
      experience to another, seeking meaning and purpose in life, all without success. 

 C--So today, God is inviting each of us (if you haven't already) to discover in Jesus both 
       WHO you are (your identity) & WHAT you're to be about (your purpose).  And even 
       if you've done that previously, He's inviting us to recommit ourselves to Him in these. 
  
10. How will you respond to God's gift of Jesus in giving you Identity and PURPOSE in life? 
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11. [PRAY (include invitation to receive Jesus Christ as Lord)...] 

12. [SUGGESTED 11am CLOSING HYMN: UMH#369, "Blessed Assurance"] 

ENDNOTES: 

  And frankly, some people hearing this sermon and reading this transcript may still be looking and trying 1

to figure that out!

  Read Acts 23:16, and Romans 16:7, 11-12.2

  Philippians 3:5 refers to him as a "Hebrew of Hebrews," and Bible scholar George Findlay says:"The 3

Jew in [Saul] was the foundation of everything that [he] became" (George Gillanders Findlay, cited in 
Easton's Bible Dictionary, "Paul").

  Read Acts 23:6 and 2 Corinthians 11:22.  This Jewish heritage stayed with him throughout his life.  4

Even after his conversion to Christ as the Messiah, Saul was proud of this heritage (2 Timothy 1:3).

  Read Acts 22:3, 23:6, and 26:5.  It's been said that a Jewish rabbi was essentially"a minister, a teacher, 5

and a lawyer all in one" (M.G. Easton, Easton's Bible Dictionary, "Paul"). In fact, Saul was so thoroughly 
trained in Jewish teaching that Bible scholar Adolf Harnack wrote that "Pharisaism had fulfilled its 
mission in the world when it  produced this man [Saul]" (Adolf von Harnack, History of Dogma, I, 94, 
cited in International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, "Paul, the Apostle," IV,  "Equipment," 5. "Judaism").

  Read about Saul's persecutions (including the stoning of Stephen) in Acts 7-9.6

 As a result of his encounter with Jesus,"The whole purpose of [Saul's] life was now permanently 7

changed" (M.G. Easton, Easton's Bible Dictionary, "Paul").  In fact, his "new purpose" was even 
symbolized by the use (after this event) of his Greek name, "Paul" (See Acts 13:9).

 James C. Dobson, cited in Edythe Draper, Draper's Book of Quotations for the Christian World 8

(Wheaton: Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., 1992), Entry# 1266.

 Saint Augustine of Hippo (354-430 A.D.), cited in Edythe Draper, Draper's Book of Quotations for the 9

Christian World (Wheaton: Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., 1992). Entry #4312.


