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Big idea: Aim for a relationship with God not just being religious 

 

Relationship: Revitality’s heart 

What sets Christianity apart from other faiths is that it is about relationships and not religion. Religions 

are based on a set of rules and doctrines that must be kept because either the great one in the sky or the 

universe itself has decreed that is the way it should be.  

Christianity is different. It is based on a relationship with a loving God who builds relationships between 

us and others. It is why programs and doctrines will not bring people to faith. Relationships, like we 

have been trying to develop with revitality, are what bring people to Christ.  

If there is a difference between Saul the persecutor of the church and Paul the great missionary, it is found 

in contrast between religion and relationship. Saul the Jew was all about keeping the religion pure and 

keeping the rules that he saw in the Old Testament.  

Paul is about a relationship with the risen Christ that changes everything in our life with God and our life 

with others. If you want proof that the church needs to be focused more on relationships, see how a 

relationship with Christ changed Saul into one of the greatest Christians who ever lived.  

 

What a relationship with God can do 

A. Cocky and Dangerous v. 1 Meanwhile, Saul was still breathing out murderous threats against the 

Lord's disciples. 

Saul was an angry animal whose very breath was dangerous. Like many other rabbis, he believed that the 

law must be obeyed and that these new Christians were perverting the law and keeping God from 

working on the earth. He was an angry man convinced of his righteousness and the sin of others. 

For such a breach, they must be put to death. He stood at the stoning of Stephen holding the coats of the 

executioners. Some say that he was in Jerusalem at the time of Jesus’ trial and seen Jesus upon the 

cross. He kept the Jewish religion and so should others.  

Such people exist in the church today. They are the people we feel uncomfortable around. They believe 

that the church should be pure and discard the less than perfect. They think that Holy Communion 

should be kept pure and we should stay away from other Christians not as good as us.  

The church for them is rigid and stuffy. It is a church of the mind and not the heart. God loves only those 

who keep His commandments. The less than perfect should not apply. Saul the Jew is not someone I 

would like to have known. He had a God of fear and not one of love.  

 

B. Questioned and convicted v. 4-5 "Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?"  "Who are you, Lord?" Saul 

asked. "I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting," he replied. 

Suddenly Saul was on trial. What started as a trip to purge the church ground to a halt on the road to 

Damascus where the light of God shone on the heart of Saul and revealed the blackness that was there. 

Saul discovered that he was a lost sinner in danger of God’s judgment.  

He heard the voice of Jesus call out to him. He came to understand that he did not know God or have a 

relationship with him. His self-righteousness meant nothing. How he must have been reeling on the 

ground when he realized that the Jesus that he was persecuting was the God he thought he knew.  

Often, it is a crisis that turns our world upside down and shatters all those little pet beliefs that we often 

have. Somehow we thought that God would protect us and that Christians never suffer. Somehow we 

thought that our faith was strong enough and then we fall into a public sin.  

If we have to ask “who God is?” or “why is this happening to me?”, Then we don’t know God as well as 

we think we do. We have put our faith in religion and not taken the time in daily bible study or prayer 

to know God. It is a vibrant relationship with God and not right beliefs or rules that get us through the 

crisis.  



 

C. Broken and turned upside down v.8 Saul got up from the ground, but when he opened his eyes, he 

could see nothing. So they led him by the hand into Damascus. 

Paul sat in the city for three days sorting out what had happened. He had seen God in the Shekinah light 

as Moses had in the days of the Exodus. Paul had seen God, and it was Jesus who had called out to 

him. He fasted and prayed wondering how that could be. Why had he been saved and not destroyed?  

He was blind, but he began to see. It was God who had made a covenant with his people based on love 

and not on the law. It was God who made them his people and loved them in a way that no other god 

on earth had ever done. He was a God of relationships and mercy to Saul and others.  

It is when we are broken that we often come to see God as He is. The rules are gone, and all that exists is 

His love there at the bedside of a loved one or in the shattered fragments of a broken life. We throw 

ourselves on his mercy for we don’t feel that we have anything to bargain with.  

In our prayers and His word, God reaches out, and for the first time, we feel like He has touched us. We 

have felt his heart, and it is not bound up in rules. It is bound up in the cross. Here is the one who gave 

his son so that he might have a relationship with us. Call me father he says to us.  

 

D. Chosen and empowered v. 15 "Go! This man is my chosen instrument to carry my name before the 

Gentiles and their kings and before the people of Israel. 

The first thing Ananias said to Saul was "brother". God had chosen Saul to be his own and had given him 

an extraordinary task. The Hebrew of the Hebrew Pharisee would become an apostle to the Gentiles 

who had not been good enough for the Jewish church. He would bring others to Jesus as Jesus had 

brought him.  

God could have punished him for the many Christians he had brought to their death, but God chose to let 

Saul know him personally and see him in a way few others had so that Paul the missionary could 

bring kings, cities, and nations into a relationship with God.  

Each of you has been chosen for a particular task in the church. You have been given gifts different from 

others around you and called to a unique path of service. It is often called the snowflake principle for 

just as no two snowflakes are alike, no two Christians have the same gifts or same path.  

The one thing that all do have is that the calling is based on their relationship with God and the stronger 

your relationship, the more that you will be able to do. Power in the church is not based on your 

holiness. It is based on your closeness to God and your willingness to obey.  

 

Relationship, not religion v.18 Immediately, something like scales fell from Saul's eyes, and he could see 

again. He got up and was baptized, 

Saul was changed because he traded religion for a relationship. It was like scales fell from his eyes, and 

he could see and know God in a whole new way. The Jewish Saul was a child of God raised in the 

church and committed to that way of life. The Christian Saul was in relationship to Jesus Christ.  

It made all the difference for him. In the old way, it was about keeping the rules and making sure that 

others did too. The transformed Paul knew Jesus Christ and was willing to live for this one who had 

become his friend, his leader, and his God.  

Too many Christians today are like the early Saul. They belong to a church, and they identify with the 

culture of the church and think that they have to be holy to be accepted by God. The truth is that God 

is willing to receive you like you are and transform you as you get to know him intimately.  

Paul would spend fourteen years before the missionary journey. He would speak about what Jesus had 

done for him from the beginning, but he became the Paul we know after he built that relationship. If 

you want to have God’s power, get to know Jesus intensely. It will change you just as it did Paul.  

 

 

 



What if Ananias hadn’t gone? V.13 "Lord," Ananias answered, "I have heard many reports about this 

man and all the harm he has done to your saints in Jerusalem. 

There is a question that begs an answer. Who is Ananias and what would have happened if he hadn’t gone 

to see Paul? We know nothing of him other than what is in this text. He was a lesser known believer 

that God used to accomplish a prominent part in God’s plan. God chose him because he would go.  

The same could be said of men like John Staupitz or Mordecai Ham. You probably never heard of them, 

but God used them to lead Martin Luther and Billy Graham to ministry. Their relationship with the 

Lord was crucial to take people like Luther from religion to relationship.  

If you are willing to build a relationship with God and have a relationship with others, God can do great 

things with you no matter how small you feel. He can give you a ministry to be the next Luther or to 

mentor the next Luther and bring them closer to Christ.  

It is all about relationships. Paul never forgot that lesson. It is in all of his books for a close relationship 

with Christ is what he wanted for the church. It is the way he was brought to the Christian faith, and it 

is the way that you will bring others to know Jesus and not just to be religious. 
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