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Sermon for Trinity 12
2 Cor. 3:4-9    Psalm 34:1-5    Mark 7:31-37

 Let’s talk about the Apostle Paul.
 Remember what Paul was like before Jesus Christ got a hold of him? He was a bad man, a sworn enemy of Christ.
 Before he met Christ, Paul thought he was smart enough in God’s laws to be God’s judge, jury, and executioner. Paul was absolutely determined to stomp out Christians. He thought he was doing his duty to God by going to arrest and punish Christians. He was on his way to Damascus to do it.
 Jesus warned us when he said, at John 16:2, “The time is coming when those who kill you will think they are doing a holy service for God.”

 Then Christ met Paul on the road to Damascus. 

 The risen Lord stopped him in his tracks. Jesus’ light was so bright; Paul was blinded by the light.
 Paul got knocked off his high horse, and fell to the ground.

 Jesus told Paul that he wasn’t just persecuting other people, he was persecuting Jesus himself.
 Paul said to the Lord, “What should I do now?” And the Lord’s answer was, “Go to Damascus, and you will be given a new assignment, by the very people you are trying to hunt down.”

 Paul could have written this: “Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me.” That great song was written by a slave trader named John Newton, after he found Christ. He was changed forever.
 Paul himself could have said, “I once was lost, but now am found; was blind, but now I see.”

 After Christ knocked him out, Paul was blind for awhile. He was like a newborn baby. He had to start over. He had to rethink everything he ever knew about God, the Bible, salvation, and the Messiah.
 And Paul knew a lot. He was an expert on the Bible and God’s laws. Paul was a Pharisee. Now God used him.
 Now he was “made worthy to be a minister of the new covenant.” Now he knew that Jesus is the Messiah of Israel.
 Paul was like the man in today’s gospel story whose ears and speech were healed by Jesus. Imagine being able to speak and hear again. The crowd around Jesus said, “He makes the deaf to hear and the dumb to speak.” Paul was deaf and dumb to Jesus, but now he could hear him and speak about him. To everyone who would listen.
 Many of us have travelled the Damascus Road. Many of us have been met by Jesus, stopped in our tracks, and made new people by our Lord. Just like Paul, we’re on a new road. The Damascus Road becomes the road to glory.

 Once Paul’s bruises from falling off the horse had faded, once his eyes had healed, Paul got going on his new life.

 So, what did Paul the Pharisee now know that he didn’t know before? To put it in a nutshell, Paul now knew that Jesus is the Messiah, and that we are not saved by keeping laws, but by the crucified and risen Jesus Christ.

 That’s why we often say, “Salvation is by faith, not by works.”
 Paul preached salvation through Jesus Christ to Jews who lived under the Old Testament laws. As a Pharisee, he knew every one of them, all 613 laws of the Old Testament.
 He preached to Gentiles who had all sorts of religious rules of their own, things like, “Don’t do that, or you will make the spirits angry.” Or, “Don’t touch that, its taboo.” That is the law of superstition. It is a dark and dreary way to live.

 Do rules and laws change our hearts? For instance, do we help our kids grow up just by saying, “Don’t do that”? We raise children by teaching their hearts.
 Our faith is in Jesus, not in keeping rules. The gospel of Jesus Christ is about salvation through faith. The Bible word for all this is “justification.” It simply means, “Being made right with God.” We are made right with God through faith in Jesus Christ. It’s not that complicated.
 But just as soon as Paul started preaching about the new life in Christ, it didn’t take long for some people to say, “Oh, great! No more rules! Paul just told us that the old commandments don’t count any more. Just believe in Jesus, and we can do what we want.”

 Not so fast, freedom from rules? When we were youngsters, we thought that’s how freedom worked: no rules mean more freedom. We grew up, and learned that rules matter, but as part of something much bigger.
 Paul says, in First Timothy, “We know that the law is good when used correctly, for the law was not intended for people who right. It is for people who are lawless and rebellious, who are ungodly and sinful.” 

 Let’s keep in mind that the laws about food and sacrifices are not in force anymore. But the moral law of the Old Testament is still in force. We still obey the Ten Commandments. However, laws don’t change hearts.
 Laws still matter. But we don’t become good drivers just because we know all the traffic laws. Does knowing all the rules of, say, football or hockey or baseball, make you into a star player? No, they don’t.
 It’s the heart that matters most. When the Ten Commandments are read in church, we respond, “Lord have mercy upon us, and write all these, thy laws in our hearts.” The Holy Spirit writes God’s laws on our hearts. 
 Paul says in our lesson, “The letter kills, but the Spirit gives life.”
 Break the laws, and get punished. Live by the Spirit, and have life, real lasting life, a full life lived for God.
 So who can change our hearts? God is the great heart surgeon. God softens our hard hearts to love the Lord. It happened to Paul. It has happened to countless people through the ages. It can happen to us.
 When we believe in Jesus, we are under new management. The new management is the Holy Spirit. We live in the new covenant of not just keeping rules, but in the covenant of grace. Once we have travelled the Damascus Road, our ears and our eyes are now open, and our voice can now speak of the wonders of the Lord.
