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“Changed My Name”
Acts 1:1-19 April 17, 2016

One of the most bull-headed personalities in the New 
Testament was a man with two names: Saul of Tarsus who 
was also known as the Roman citizen Paul. That in itself is 
not unusual. We know many people who have one name in 
their own language or culture and who also have an English 
name. What is astonishing is that next to Jesus, he is the 
most well-known figure in the New Testament. Almost 
one half of the New Testament writings are associated 
with his name and many come from his own hand. Paul 
saw himself as the “the Apostle to the Gentiles” (Romans 
11:13). Paul bore witness to the Gospel from Jerusalem 
to Antioch, from Turkey to Greece and from Palestine to 
Rome. Through Paul, the gospel spread from its beginnings 
in the Jewish culture of Jerusalem to the Greek culture of 
the Roman world. 

He did not begin his adult life as a follower of Jesus and 
Apostle to the Gentiles. He was a zealous Pharisee; he was 
proud of his heritage. Luke tells us that Saul was “breathing 
threats” of violence against the early followers of Jesus. 
Saul believed it was his particular calling to put a stop to 
the blasphemy of these early Christians. He carried letters 
from the religious authorities in Jerusalem which allowed 
him to take these followers of Jesus to Jerusalem for trial. 
He inspired fear in the hearts of all who heard his name. 
It would be hard for us to understand how someone, in 
the name of God, could threaten violence and persecution 
except for the fact that we have seen so much of it.  

He was on his way to Damascus with threats of violence 
and he encountered the risen Lord Jesus Christ, who said, 
“Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” For the first time, he 
realized that Jesus and the God he had always worshipped 
were one. He came to confess Jesus as Lord. Paul came 
to a new understanding of the God he had known, loved 
and served since his youth. He came to see Jesus, not as a 
misguided man who blasphemed against God, but as the 
Son of God. Saul’s transformation is pictured as a kind of 
death and resurrection. For three days he was in darkness, 
unable to see. He had to be led into the city of Damascus. 
For three days he did not eat or drink. 

The Lord worked through the hands of another servant 

named Ananias to bring about Saul’s transformation. 
When God called, the faithful Ananias answered, “Here, I 
am Lord.”  Yet, he was afraid. He did not want to do what 
the Lord asked. He protested, “Lord, I have heard from 
many about this man, how much evil he has done to your 
saints in Jerusalem.” In spite of his fear, he went and did 
what the Lord commanded. Through his healing hands, 
Saul regained his sight and found a new life. . 

Flannery O’Connor once made this comment about 
Saul, “I reckon the Lord knew that the only way to make a 
Christian out of that one was to knock him off his horse” 
(The Habit of Being, p. 355). That is when Jesus gave him 
a new name.  I don’t mean the name Paul. He already had 
that name. In the Book of Acts, the name Saul gives way 
to Paul as he moves more and more into the Gentile world 
where he is known by his Roman name. When I say that 
Jesus gave him a new name on the road to Damascus, I 
mean the name Christian. Jesus changed his name. It is the 
same name each one of us receives when we are baptized 
and when we come to faith in Jesus. All who follow Jesus 
bear the one name Christian. 

What did Paul do with his new name? He got a new 
job. When Paul’s vision was restored, he came to see his 
calling in a new way. He came to embrace the faith he once 
despised. He came to a new mission for his life. When Jesus 
encountered Paul on the road to Damascus, he called him 
to be God’s “instrument” or “vessel” to bring the gospel 
to the whole world. The one who had inflicted suffering 
on the followers of Jesus would now suffer for the sake of 
Jesus. In spite of the suffering, Paul said that nothing was 
more important than knowing Christ and the power of his 
resurrection (Philippians 3:10). 

Jesus would keep Paul in the midst of the violence that he 
too would face. Later, Paul would write to the Corinthians 
about his own troubles. In his life as a Christian, Paul faced 
beating, imprisonment, stoning, dishonor and insults. He 
would discover that the secret of his strength would be 
Jesus Christ who dwelt within him and enabled him to face 
the violence and persecution of his time. Near the end of 
his life, Paul wrote to the Philippians, “I can do all things 
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through him who strengthens me.” 
Ida B. Wells was slave born in Mississippi during the 

Civil War. After freedom came, she became the editor 
of a newspaper in Memphis named The Free Speech. In 
the 1890’s when a friend and his two companions were 
lynched, she began a campaign against the all too accepted 
practice of lynching. Through the years, five thousand 
black men and women were lynched in America. She wrote 
that lynching “represents the cool, calculating deliberation 
of intelligent people who openly avow that there is an 
‘unwritten law’ that justifies them in putting human 
beings to death without complaint under oath, without 
trial by jury, without opportunity to make defense, and 
without right of appeal.” One time, her uncompromising 
and persistent fight against lynching nearly caused her to 
be lynched herself. A Memphis paper wrote that white 
men should “tie the wretch who utters these calumnies to 
a stake at the intersection of Main and Madison Streets.”  

What gave her the strength to speak the truth and to 
fight for justice was her absolute trust in God. Even when 
the ministers of her own AME church did not support 
her, she did not give up. She wrote to Frederick Douglass, 
“No other save Divine Strength could have helped me so 
wonderfully and to God I give all the praise and glory” 
(pp. 126-133, The Cross and the Lynching Tree, James H. 
Cone).  Like Paul, she bore the name Christian. 

I have our church directory in my hand. There are 
some fine names in this book – your name, my name and 
perhaps even the name of the person sitting next to you.  
No matter where we fall in this alphabetical directory, we 
all bear the same name – Christian. Jesus has changed our 
names so that we might follow him. . . 

As we come face to face with the violence that 
characterizes our time, the emptiness that plagues the 
human soul, the troubles that haunt families, the problems 
that undermine our schools, the refugees who live for years 
as displaced persons in camps, we are called to live up to our 
name. When trouble comes, when suffering is all around 
us, when pain fills our lives, it is the time to live up to our 
names.  I pray that we will not be too bull-headed or too 
afraid to see the truth and the power that lie in our name. 

Jesus has changed our names. Jesus has changed our 
names so that we may be ready to answer when he calls, 
“Here I am, Lord.” 


