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Acts 9:20-22 

And immediately he proclaimed Jesus in the synagogues, saying,  

“He is the Son of God.”  

And all who heard him were amazed and said,  

“Is not this the man who made havoc in Jerusalem of those who called upon this 

name?  

And has he not come here for this purpose, to bring them bound before the 

chief priests?”  

But Saul increased all the more in strength and confounded the Jews who lived in 

Damascus by proving that Jesus was the Christ.  

Martin Luther wrote, (Commentaries on Psalms (LW 14:163) 

“A sermon could compare the Emmaus road and the Damascus road 

experiences. Some of us come to faith by means of Christian nurture, a 

conversation with the Lord that unfolds gradually through our growing years. 

For others of us, the new relationship’s birth is dramatic, intrusive and sudden.” 

Last Sunday we considered how Jesus led the Emmaus disciples to the truth. 

Today we consider the dramatic, intrusive and sudden conversion of Saul on the 

road to Damascus. 

Nine years ago, Sean Maloney was sitting pretty, and things looked like they could 

only get better.  
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He was the executive vice president of Intel and widely considered the next in line 

to be CEO.  

He had a wife and family and maintained an active lifestyle that included running, 

rowing and skiing.  

And although he had high blood pressure, he addressed that by eating a healthy 

diet.  

 

Then, in February 2010, he had a massive stroke. A blocked artery paralyzed the 

right side of his body and severely impaired his speech.   

He underwent six months of intensive rehabilitation to regain movement and the 

ability to talk. He had to learn to let speech originate from the other side of his 

brain, and while not everything returned, he was able to get enough back to 

function not only without relying on caregivers, but even to return to work, move 

to Beijing and lead Intel’s business with China, its largest market.  

He retired from Intel in 2013, but he was able to take up cycling, and in 2015, he 

founded Heart Across America, a 5,000-mile, cross-country bicycle ride from Palo 

Alto, California, to New York City to raise money and awareness for heart disease 

and stroke prevention.   

There are other stories like Maloney’s, and the reason he and others have been 

able to claw back some of what they lost to strokes and other brain-damaging 

events is something called neuroplasticity. That refers to the brain’s ability to 

change at any age. It was once believed that the brain became fixed after 
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childhood, but we now know that the brain remains “plastic,” capable of 

changing in function and structure as it responds to experience.  

 

These changes can be for better or worse, because a malleable brain is also a 

vulnerable one, which explains why war vets can come home from the battlefield 

quite different from who they were when they left.  

Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is a neuroplastic disorder caused by the 

trauma of war which has overwhelmed the brain and rewired it. The hope of 

neuroplasticity research, however, is that the brain can continue to change. One 

goal of PTSD therapy is to help good memories layer over and alleviate the bad 

ones.  

It could be argued that what Paul experienced in his blinding-light encounter with 

the risen Christ on the Damascus road was nothing less than a neuroplastic event 

that rewired his brain.   

Think about it: Before the encounter, he was a vicious persecutor of those who 

followed Jesus. He expains that in his life B.C. (Before Christ)  

Galatians 1:13-14  

I was violently persecuting the church of God and was trying to destroy it.  

I advanced in Judaism beyond many among my people of the same age, for I 

was far more zealous for the traditions of my ancestors.  

And he says in Philippians 3:5-6 
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Circumcised on the eighth day, a member of the people of Israel, of the tribe of 

Benjamin,  

a Hebrew born of Hebrews;  

as to the law, a Pharisee;  

as to zeal, a persecutor of the church;  

as to righteousness under the law, blameless.   

He was witness to and condoned the death of the first martyr of the church, 

Stephen.  

Then he had a brain-, life- and heart-altering event. He met Jesus on the 

Damascus road. He describes his life A.D. (After Damascus):  

Philippians 3:7-9  

Yet whatever gains I had, these I have come to regard as loss because of Christ.  

More than that, I regard everything as loss because of the surpassing value of 

knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.  

For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things, and I regard them as rubbish,  

in order that I may gain Christ and be found in him,  

not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law,  

but one that comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God based 

on faith. 
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For Saul, this is a complete reversal in philosophy, career path, purpose of life, 

values — everything. Total inside-out, upside-down reorientation of perspective.   

A neurologist might be tempted to call it a neuroplastic event, and perhaps it was. 

But that’s what conversion is about: a rewiring of everything, and now science has 

demonstrated that it’s possible.  

A.D., Paul was not only a follower of Jesus, but also a leading proponent and 

missionary of the gospel of Christ.  

What we can take from this is that if Paul’s brain — and by all accounts it was a 

highly capable one — was able to be retrained and remapped, radical 

transformation is possible for us as well.  

We do not get too old to be taught a new trick. 

Anyone feeling desperately out of touch and in need of a total extreme makeover 

— a total life change? 

Perhaps, we feel doomed to repeat our ineffective and unproductive ways of 

dealing with the relationships in our lives; we despair, thinking life will never get 

better.   

Want to be more even-tempered and more consistent spiritually?  

The question we might be desperate to ask is: How can I have a neuroplastic 

event that will effect a dramatic change in me and that, if not guarantee, will at 

least help me do what is right, not wrong?  

God can make that happen. 
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Wouldn’t you love to have God zap you, knock you flat on your back, and when 

you come to, you are a completely different person?  

“Hit me, God! Take your best shot. I’m ready.” 

Okay, maybe we wouldn’t be totally okay with this. But maybe part of us wishes 

we could have some lightning bolt therapy that would instantly zap us into a new 

and altered reality, like Paul! 

Like Paul, we want God to zap us and we are instantly great disciples of Jesus, 

famous for our humility! 

Not so fast!  From the time of Paul’s conversion until he was commissioned to go 

on his 1st missionary journey, it was 14 years! 

14 years Paul was taught, trained and prepared for his life’s work. 

After he got zapped it took 14 years to get him ready! 

The adult human brain has approximately 100 billion neurons. Education 

increases the number of branches among neurons, increasing the volume and 

thickness of the brain. The Brain is like a muscle that needs mental work-outs. 

Learning and brain exercises slow age-related mental decline and even improve 

brain function. 

So, let’s get real. Getting zapped is only the beginning! 

Yes, God makes us his children by an act of grace which we receive by faith!  

There isn’t anything we can do to change our status from God’s enemies to God’s 

friends. He does that! 
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But, once we know Christ is our Savior by the working of the Holy Spirit, then we 

begin the lifelong process of becoming more like Christ! 

By deliberately training our thoughts and actions to cooperate with God’s 

purpose, we can develop our thoughts and actions into good and positive habits.   

Even Jesus did this! 

Hebrews 5:8 Although he was a Son, he learned obedience through what he 

suffered. 

He learned obedience! 

One important aspect of neuroplastic therapy is Positive Self-Talk! 

We allow our reasoning ability to confront the claims of our emotions. Often, 

these emotions confuse us and can even defeat us if they lead us to think that 

what we want to accomplish in our spiritual walk is impossible.  

David wrote in Psalm 19:14 

Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be acceptable to 

you, O Lord, my rock and my redeemer. 

That’s a prayer for positive self-talk, and we should pray it.  

Paul’s letter to the Philippians is full of self-talk. 4:6-9 

Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with 

thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God.  

And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts 

and your minds in Christ Jesus.  
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Finally, beloved, whatever is true,  

whatever is honorable,  

whatever is just,  

whatever is pure,  

whatever is pleasing,  

whatever is commendable,  

if there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise,  

think about these things.  

Keep on doing the things that you have learned and received and heard and 

seen in me, and the God of peace will be with you. 

When our thoughts are positive, our behavior often becomes positive.  

And when behavior is positive and affirming, friendships and relationships grow 

and deepen.   

It takes hard work to rewire the brain, whether it’s to overcome damage from a 

stroke or to deal with our weakness as a disciple of Jesus.   

Paul captures the spirit of this in Corinthians 9:26-27 The Message 

I don’t know about you, but I’m running hard for the finish line. 

I’m giving it everything I’ve got.  

No sloppy living for me! I’m staying alert and in top condition. 
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I’m not going to get caught napping, telling everyone else all about it and then 

missing out myself. 

If you ever doubt your ability to change, or feel stuck in your old ways, or wonder 

if it’s too late, consider the truth. 

The truth is that we are continuously changing although we may not always 

realize it.  

Most of the cells and tissues in the human body keep regenerating and are much 

younger than the person in which they are found.  

Paul wrote: 

2 Corinthians 5:17–18  

Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has passed away; 

behold, the new has come.  

All this is from God, who through Christ reconciled us to himself and gave us the 

ministry of reconciliation; 

We who trust in Christ have been made new, but we are also in the lifelong 

process of being made new. 

Psalm 51:10–12  

Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a right spirit within me.  

Cast me not away from your presence, and take not your Holy Spirit from me.  

Restore to me the joy of your salvation, and uphold me with a willing spirit. 


