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Recently, someone said to me, “People can’t change.”  The truth is that people can change. Our beliefs can change, and our behaviours can change. Scripture is full of examples of people who changed. Last week, we heard about Onesimus, a useless runaway slave who came to faith in Christ and became a useful brother to Paul and to his master, Philemon. 
Then there is Paul, a man who was radically changed by his experience of meeting Jesus on the way to Damascus. Meeting Jesus, trusting Jesus, and becoming a disciple of Jesus changed Onesimus, and it changed Paul. People change when they come to faith in Christ.
A large part of our behaviour is influenced by what we believe. Some beliefs can lead us into very destructive behaviour. Paul was someone whose beliefs led him to engage in horrendous behaviour. 
We are first introduced to Paul when, as a young man, he was standing by, guarding the coats of the men stoning Stephen to death (Acts 7:58). Paul later confirms that at the time he was giving his approval to this murderous act (Acts 22:20). After Stephen’s death, Paul, then still known as Saul, began to destroy the church, going from house to house, dragging off men and women and putting them in prison (Acts 8:3). Once in prison he actively supported having them put to death (Acts 26:10).
Later, Saul asked the high priest for letters to the synagogues in Damascus, giving him permission to arrest any men or women who were disciples of Jesus and to take them back to Jerusalem for imprisonment and probably execution.
Saul wasn’t a criminal. He was a devout man, a Pharisee, zealous for God.  He had all the qualifications that defined him as a good Judean. He was circumcised and could trace his lineage back to the tribe of Benjamin, the youngest of Jacob’s twelve sons. He was faultless in living his life by the letter of the law. (Phil 3:5-6). Most people who knew him would have considered him to be a shining example of a person of the highest character. 
Unfortunately, he also believed that Jesus was a false prophet and that people who followed Jesus were blasphemers who deserved imprisonment and death. This belief convinced him he should do everything possible to oppose the name of Jesus of Nazareth.  This is what prompted Paul to use authority and power to violently persecute Christians. 
Saul is an example of how a strong belief in something can lead even the best of people down a dark path of behaviour, even into violence.
What happened to Saul is not unusual. Almost every day we hear about people who have been led into bad, destructive and sometimes violent behaviours. People have been known to engage in acts of power and terrorism motivated by radical Marxist, socialist, environmental, racist, religious and numerous other beliefs. 
Recently, we have seen the extreme actions of a Sovereign citizen who shot and killed two police officers. 
Even in the church, there have been instances of false beliefs and selective interpretations of scripture by some that have resulted in inexcusable behaviour. The 15th century Doctrine of Discovery gave Christian rulers the right to discover, conquer and claim lands not ruled by Christians. Some Christians used a selective interpretation of scripture to condone apartheid and slavery. 
Selective reading of scripture has also had a negative impact on family relationships. An example is the selective reading of Ephesians 5:22, where Paul encourages wives to submit to their husbands. This verse is surrounded by verses that talk about mutual submission and that place a far greater burden on husbands to submit.  Yet in far too many instances, verse 22 has been used to exercise control over women, and in extreme cases, to condone coercive control and other forms of domestic violence. 
Unfortunately, the temptation to use power in relationships can be very strong. Power can produce immediate compliance. Your child obeys, or your spouse backs down. It feels efficient because often the effect is immediate, especially when fear is involved. Using power can make you feel in control, and it may make you feel less vulnerable. It can make you feel strong, important and superior. It can feed selfishness because the person using power often gets their way.

The negative effects of using power aren’t always immediately obvious. Power does not produce genuine respect or change of heart, but only surface-level obedience. Power undermines trust and creates resentment. Relationships become shallow when they are based on dominance instead of trust. 
Saul was led into abhorrent behaviour by his beliefs, but thankfully, he was changed dramatically. After his conversion, Saul realised that he had things completely back to front. The Christians weren’t blasphemers, he had been. The Christians weren’t ignorant and wrong in their beliefs; Saul was ignorant and wrong in his beliefs (1 Tim 1:13). 
Through his relationship with Jesus, Paul realised that love, not power, is the foundation of all good relationships (1 Cor 13). Love is the foundation of God’s relationship with us. God loves the world so much that he gave his one and only Son, not to condemn us but to save us (John 3:16-17). 
 Loving relationships are marked by humility, forgiveness, encouragement, gentleness, peace, generosity and mutual care. 
It is humbling to realise that what we believed for a long time to be true and lived our lives by was wrong. Sometimes pride will get in the way of us admitting we may have been wrong. Sometimes the changes we need to make seem to be too hard. Sometimes we are afraid of letting go of old familiar ways of thinking. Sometimes we enjoy the power and the privilege our old beliefs give us and don’t want to let go.
It is not unusual to be filled with remorse and regret about negative behaviours that resulted from a false or misguided belief. Paul talks about his past life and regards everything he previously lived by as garbage (Phil 3:8). Yet he does not let his past drag him down, because the garbage of his past has been replaced with a new, exceeding sense of worth and rightness in his life. This new rightness he has received as a gift through faith in Christ. 
Experiencing the love of God through Christ’s death on the cross, softened Paul’s heart. Saul the zealot was changed to Paul the apostle of love. 
The transformation in Paul was never fully complete. He was always a work in progress. In Romans 7, he spends a whole chapter talking about his struggles to become the person Christ had called him to be. 
For some of us, it can take a lifetime to realise that we have been living by a false belief in some area of our lives. When we do, instead of making excuses, we can take Paul’s example and own up to our error and any bad behaviour that resulted from it. With the Holy Spirit’s help, we can make changes to our behaviour, make restitution where needed, and be uplifted knowing that from God’s perspective “there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus” (Rom 8:1 NIV). Then we can fix our eyes on Jesus and ask the Holy Spirit to transform us and to set us free to live a life full of God’s love. Amen
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