
Last week Sue and I went and saw the movie Toy Story 3 – which is essentially a kid’s film.  It was the middle of a week-day 
afternoon when kids are in school and yet in the theatre with us were 50 or so other adults.  The movie’s attractions are 
many and varied – from the amazing 3D animation, clever comedy and the engaging characters.  But the magic of Toy Story 
3 is the wonderful storyline of childhood toys like action figures, dolls, dinosaurs and slinkies that magically come to life 
when their humans are not looking.  Inanimate and lifeless toys transform into animated and alive characters. 
 
Human beings are obsessed with stories of transformation.  We are captivated by the caterpillar that morphs into a 
beautiful butterfly.  Our fairy tales are stories of transformation – of ugly ducklings that grow into beautiful swans and frogs 
who become princes with a kiss.   
 
Obsession with stories of transformation point to an unease in many of us.   A lot of us live with a quiet, even unnamed 
sense of dissatisfaction with life, a restlessness of heart, a feeling like we are failing life.   We live in a world where we are 
constantly being evaluated and measured.  Many of us feel we are not passing the test.  I was reading about comments 
made in some employee evaluations during the week.  Here is what some bosses wrote about their staff: 
 
 This person is depriving a village somewhere of an idiot. 
 
 This person has reached the very bottom and has started to dig. 
 
We fail to measure up to our expectations or the expectations of others and we feel like a failure.  We pretend otherwise 
and we know that we are a fraud. 
 
We long for positive change – for a sense of meaning and purpose and belonging, to succeed – but it seems just beyond our 
grasp.  And we wonder whether change really is possible. 
 
I grew up reading Peanuts cartoons with Charlie Brown, Snoopy, Linus and Lucy and their friends.  In one comic strip Lucy 
asks Linus, "Do you think people ever really change?" "Sure," replies Linus, "I feel I've changed a lot this past year." Lucy 
says, "I meant for the better."   
 
Is change for the better really possible, or are we kidding ourselves?  Are we chasing after the wind? 
 
At the heart of the Christian message is the affirmation that the gospel, the good news of Jesus, is the power of God to bring 
transformation to our lives, and indeed the whole world.  Our longing for change and transformation will only ever be 
fulfilled ultimately in God.  Saint Augustine put it this way: 
 

You have made us for yourself, O Lord, and our hearts are restless until they rest in you. (Saint Augustine) 
 
In Acts, the historian Luke recounts one of the most dramatic stories of transformation in the Bible.  It is the story of Saul, or 
Paul as he became known. 
 
Paul is perhaps the most controversial figures in all the New Testament.  Even today people who say they like Jesus also say 
they detest Paul.  Paul has been called a misogynistic, woman-hating, homophobic, bigoted, egotistical, religious zealot.  
And that is just for starters!  But Paul is a towering figure in the New Testament as the early churches foremost missionary 
and second most influential theologian behind only Jesus himself. 
 
Saul grew up the son of a wealthy Jewish family is the city of Tarsus, a cosmopolitan city that was culturally diverse and a 
centre of learning.  He was both a conservative Jew and a Roman citizen.  His world-view was formed by a mixture of Jewish 
faith, Greek philosophy and Roman thought. 
 
As a young man Paul traveled to Jerusalem where he studied under the most famous Rabbi of the day, Gamaliel.  He 
zealously dedicated his life to the Jewish faith and became a Pharisee.  As such, he was committed to keeping the law, the 
Torah, in all aspects of life, and to seeing others did the same.  For Saul, transformation came from keeping the law.  
 



Saul was also a persecutor of the early Christian church.  He was there when Stephen was stoned to death and he led the 
persecution that immediately followed and led to the disciples fleeing Jerusalem for their lives.  We pick up the story with 
Saul leaving Jerusalem for Damascus to capture Christian refugees.  As he leaves, Luke tells us: 
 

Saul was still breathing our murderous threats against the Lord’s disciples.   
(Acts 9:1) 

 
Literally translated, Saul was panting like a wild beast ready to devour its prey.  John Stott puts it this way: 
 
 (Saul’s) heart was filled with hatred and his mind was poisoned by prejudice.  (John Stott) 
 
Saul has almost finished his 150 mile journey to Damascus when lightning flashed from heaven, knocking him to the ground.  
He hears Jesus speaking to him: 
 
 ‘Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?’ 
 ‘Who are you, Lord?’ Saul asked. 
 ‘I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting,’ he replied. 
 ‘Now get up and go into the city, and you will be told what you must do.’  (Acts 9:4b-6) 
 
Saul gets up, but discovers he has been blinded by the experience.  He remained blind for three days until Ananias, a 
Christian believer living in Damascus is directed by God straight to the house where Saul is staying, dumbfounded and 
confused.  Understandably Ananias was at first reluctant to go – Saul’s murderous reputation has preceded him.  But he 
goes, lays hands on the still-blind Saul and says: 
 

‘Brother Saul, the Lord – Jesus, who appeared to you on the road as you were coming here – has sent me so that 
you may see again and be filled with the Hoy Spirit.’  Immediately, something like scales fell from Saul’s eyes, and he 
could see again.  He got up and was baptized.  (Acts 9:17-18) 

 
After regaining his strength and a few days spent in the company of his new brothers and sisters in Christ, Saul doesn’t 
waste any time.  Luke tells us: 
 
 At once (Saul) began to preach in the synagogues that Jesus is the son of God.  (Acts 9:20) 
 
It is a remarkable transformation.  Saul started for Damascus breathing murderous threats and arrives boldly proclaiming 
the divinity of Jesus.  In three short days, the Saul the hate-filled persecutor has died and been resurrected as Paul the love-
driven missionary.  Wow! 
 
For good reason, the story of Saul’s conversion has been foundational through the ages for understanding how God 
transforms lives.  So what can we learn about the transformation that comes through personal encounter with Jesus?  Paul 
reflected at length on his life-transforming experience on the Damascus Road.  13 of the 27 books we have in our New 
Testament are attributed to Paul.  What he writes in these letters gives us the three keys to true and lasting transformation. 
 
First, transformation comes by faith alone. 
  
Much of what we know about Paul’s background we learn from his own writings.  In his letter to the church at Philippi, Paul 
says: 
 

If anyone else thinks he has reasons to put confidence in the flesh, I have more: circumcised on the eighth day, of 
the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; in regard to the law, a Pharisee; as for zeal, 
persecuting the church; as for legalistic righteousness, faultless.  
(Philippians 3:4b-6) 

 
Saul was the embodiment of the religious man striving after God.  His religious pedigree could not be questioned. As a 
Pharisee he had memorized the Torah – the law.  He immersed himself in the teaching of his mentor and Rabbi.  He devoted 



his life to striving after God through strict adherence to thousands of rules and regulations.  Outwardly he was succeeding, 
but inwardly he was dying, and that inner death overflowed in the murderous threats and hatred directed at the early 
church. 
 
For all his good works, all his dedicated striving, all his religious observance, all his commitment, Saul was spiritually dead 
before his encounter with Jesus on the Damascus road.   
 
 But whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ.  (Philippians 3:7) 
 
All his attempts to climb his way into God’s presence and favor were rubbish, filthy rags, by comparison to the gift of faith 
he now had through Jesus Christ.  Faith, not works was the key that unlocked the transforming power of God. 
 
Second, transformation comes by grace alone. 
 
Ingrained in the human heart is the lie that says we can earn God’s favor.  I was watching a Foreign Correspondent report 
on silver miners in Bolivia.  As the reporter walked into a mine he was shown llama carcasses that has been sacrificed to the 
gods to keep demons at bay and the mine safe.  We are far more sophisticated than that.  If I’m a good enough person, if I 
give enough, strive enough, pray enough – God will have to look after me, won’t He? 
 
Paul had strived to earn God’s favor but after his blinding revelation on the Damascus road came to understand that the 
faith that transforms is a free gift of grace.  We cannot earn God’s favor, nor do our lives merit it.  God’s favor is a free gift 
from the overflow of God’s merciful heart.  In his last writing, in his letter to the Romans, Paul put it this way: 
 

But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us. (Romans 5:8) 
 
God did not wait for us to get our act together; God comes to us when our lives are still as chaotic as a toddler’s birthday 
party.  
 
God did not wait for us to get our life in order; God comes to us when our life is still as messy as a teenager’s bedroom. 
 
One song puts it this way; if grace was an ocean, we are all sinking.  We are sinking in an ocean of grace. 
 
Sometimes the language we use in Christian circles is unhelpful and misleading.  For example, you will often hear people say 
something like ‘I made my decision for Christ at a youth rally on July 23, 1976.’  They are reflecting on their point of 
conversion, which is great.  But the language can be misleading.   
 
You see, long before we make a decision for Jesus, God made a decision for us. 
 
Long before we turn towards God, God was already turned towards us. 
 
This is grace.  You see, long before Paul turned towards Jesus, Jesus was turned towards him  - even though nothing in 
Paul’s life merited it, in fact, just the opposite.  This is grace. 
 
Third, transformation comes through Christ alone. 
 
On the Damascus Road Paul has a dramatic encounter with Jesus.  It is this encounter that is the fundamental turning point 
of his life.  For Paul, his life was divided into two parts; before Christ and after Christ. 
 
Before Christ, Saul was obsessed with earning God’s favor and persecuting the church. 
 
After Christ, Paul was obsessed with preaching God’s grace and establishing the church. 
 
Before Christ, Saul was full of arrogant pride. 
 



After Christ, Paul was full of confident humility. 
 
Before Christ, Saul was a failure and a fraud. 
 
After Christ, Paul was converted and commissioned. 
 
So life-defining was his encounter Jesus on the Damascus Road, he wrote years later in his letter to the church at Philippi: 
 
 I was seized by Christ. (Philippians 3:12)   
 
We will only experience life-transforming change of we are similarly seized by the love, grace and mercy we find in Jesus 
Christ. 
 
Paul’s life and teaching tells us that life transforming change comes by faith alone, through grace alone and in Christ 
alone. 
 
Paul’s story of conversion is a powerful one; but so too is every story of God changing a life from the inside out.  And every 
story is different, because every person is different – fearfully and wonderfully made by our Father God. 
 
C.S. Lewis was a militant atheist and an Oxford professor. The last thing he wanted was to be converted. God sneaks up on 
him, and Lewis is "surprised by joy," and he says, "I am dragged kicking and screaming--the most reluctant convert in the 
world.” 
  
John Wesley is the fanatical son of a minister, a missionary to America, a great theological mind, but a total failure as a 
human being.  One day he sits in the chapel in England, and as someone reads the dry prose of Luther’s commentary on 
Romans, he finds his "heart is strangely warmed."  He is converted. 
 
Augustine was a monk with a mistress.  He was filled with shame and guilt.  But still all he could pray as he sat under a tree 
one day was "O Lord, make me pure, but not yet." But one day God gets him, he is converted, and Augustine becomes Saint 
Augustine.  
 
Every story is different.  This is Hannah’s story: 
 
 Play Hannah’s story 
 
What a beautiful story.  What incredible insight.  Hannah has a deep and profound theological mind. 
 
Hannah’s life is transformed by faith alone, through grace alone, in Christ alone. 
 
For Hannah, there was no light from heaven, no vision of Jesus.  There was a whisper to her heart.  But without a shadow of 
a doubt, Hannah encountered the life-transforming presence of Jesus just like Paul did. 
 
While very story is different, our God remains the same.  He changes lives with his love, mercy and grace. 
 
Like Paul, Hannah was a deeply religious person.  But religion could not save her, nor could it save Paul.  In fact religion – 
striving after God with our good works – is perhaps the greatest barrier to life-transforming faith.  Like Paul, Hannah had to 
lose her religion.  And I think there are still some of us who have to do the same. 
 
When Jesus walked this earth clothed in human flesh, sinners embraced him – tax collectors, lepers, prostitutes and the 
poor flocked to him.  They knew their failure and they knew that, to them, Jesus was preaching Good News. 
 
It was the religious people, the good people who rejected Jesus.  They were the ones Jesus called white washed tombs – 
nice on the outside, be dead inside.  They were the ones Jesus named as hypocrites – play actors who wore a nice religious 
mask.  They were the ones who conspired for Jesus’ arrest and lead the calls for his crucifixion. 



 
Some of us are laboring under the deadly illusion that if we hang around church long enough we will absorb enough religion 
to get us on the right side of God. 
 
But, religion cannot save you.  Only Jesus can. 
God does not want our good works; by his grace he wants us. 
 
Some of us think that you catch Christian faith a bit like you catch a cold.   
 
But you don’t catch faith.  You embrace the saving, restoring, forgiving, healing faith offered to us through the outstretched 
arms of Jesus crucified and risen.  Faith is a gift to be received, not a commodity to be earned. 
 
Transformation comes by faith alone, through grace alone in Jesus Christ alone. 
 
Outside the Bible, perhaps no-one has articulated this more plainly than John Newton.  Newton was a merchant seaman, 
rising to the rank of captain.  He made a number of journeys to Africa as crew and then as captain of a slave ship.  
Conditiions on these ships were barbaric – up to 20% of the slaves transported would die of dysentery and disease before 
they reached port.  Newton was neck-deep in this evil industry. 
 
But like Paul, Newton was seized by the love of Christ.  His conversion was both and event and a process.  It took a long time 
for Newton to renounced the slave trade, but when he did he did so passionately, becoming a key leader in the abolitionist 
movement.  He also became an Anglican priest. 
 
Towards the end of his life, John Newton said this: 
 

My memory is nearly gone, but I remember two things; I am a great sinner and Christ is a great Saviour.  I was seized 
by Christ. (John Newton, aged 82)  
 

When he died his gravestone read: 
 

John Newton, Clerk, once an infidel and libertine, a servant of slaves in Africa, was, by the rich mercy of our Lord and 
Saviour Jesus Christ, preserved, restored, pardoned, and appointed to preach the faith he had long labored to 
destroy. (John Newton’s Gravestone) 

 
Of course John Newton is the writer of perhaps the most famous hymn ever written – Amazing Grace.  Let’s sing his song – 
our song- now. 
 
 
 


