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Opening Prayer 

 

How do bad people become good?  How does salvation really work, and 

who is responsible for us receiving it?  Beloved, in our readings from 

Acts this morning we get the answers.  To answer the question, thus 

ruining any surprise, salvation is found in Christ alone and is solely the 

work of the Lord.  If we go to heaven, it is totally by His hand.  If we 

follow our own lusts and evil sins, then that choice is fully our own.  We 

receive salvation from the Lord’s hand, but without the Lord we are 

horribly lost.  The murder of Stephen, the hearty agreement in 

imprisoning more Christians, and a life led contrary to Christ in Saul is 

turned around wholesale by Jesus’s work within him.  Saul, who is 

renamed Paul later in Acts, is only saved by the Lord’s hand.  By 

faithfully responding to the Lord’s work in his life, he is turned from an 

evil savage into a saint.  He goes from being the biggest persecutor of 

the church to its greatest missionary.  As a result, the Lord extends the 

mission field from a small part of the Roman Empire to the entire globe.  

What no one else could see in Saul, the Lord knew.  Acts, from here on 

out, largely recounts Saul/Paul’s journey to the known world in the 

name of Jesus and the salvation that Christ brings. 

 

Saul’s story begins in Acts 6, with Stephen’s appointment in the church.  

In Acts 6:5 he is put in charge of seeing that widows were being 

supported appropriately.  He, along with six other men (including Philip, 

the man we talked about two weeks ago and who I mistakenly took for 

the disciple named Philip) are noted as being men who are full of the 

Holy Spirit and wisdom.  Stephen in particular is noted as a man full of 

faith, even among these faithful others.  Stephen is a great man, and he is 

so outspoken about Jesus that he draws the ire of various men in the 



synagogues.  While these accusers can’t cope with Stephen’s wisdom, 

they can make false accusations.  They drag Stephen before the council 

(the same guys who crucified Jesus), and they have false witnesses give 

testimonies about various evil things that Stephen has not done.  

Stephan, when he is given the chance to speak, gives an account from 

Abraham through to the prophets.  (Read this on your own… we will 

look at it another day.)  When Stephen speaks the truth that the council 

had put to death the Messiah just as they had the prophets, they rush him 

as one and take him outside and stone him to death.  Saul, a young man 

at the time, is there to hold the coats of those who stoned Stephen.  

While Stephen is killed, he prays for those around him, proclaiming 

“Lord, do not hold this sin against them!”  For Saul, this would become 

reality, as in the years to come he would be transformed into one who 

was saved.  But first, Saul would continue to persecute the church he 

would one day be a saint in. 

 

“Saul was in hearty agreement with putting him to death.  And on that 

day a great persecution began against the church in Jerusalem, and they 

were all scattered throughout the regions of Judea and Samaria, except 

the apostles.  Some devout men buried Stephen, and made loud 

lamentation over him.  But Saul began ravaging the church, entering 

house after house, and dragging off men and women, he would put them 

in prison.”  Saul is the worst here.  He is all about persecuting the 

church, has no regard for what the Lord actually desires of him.  He is 

totally deceived, and is as lost and evil as can be.  To pause for a 

moment, I am guessing that more than a few of you can identify with 

where Saul comes from.  Many of you perhaps lived a life that was in 

opposition to Christ.  Maybe you hated church, or Christians, or even 

Jesus.  Maybe you made it your goal in the past to drag others off into 

the sins you enjoyed.  Even if you weren’t that kind of person, you 

probably have some regrets from your younger years.  Things that you 

said or did, lies that you told, sins you committed, etc.  When Jesus took 



hold of you, when you received that gift of salvation, when you started 

to take seriously your faith or reexamined a part of your life that was 

lacking, then you finally noticed how far from Jesus you were.  It is 

good to be humble Beloved, to remember that we are saved by His hand 

and not by our own goodness.  We aren’t called to live in regret, but we 

shouldn’t forget what we have been saved out of.  Saul, later to be 

renamed Paul, definitely never forgot that the Lord he loved so dearly 

had saved him.  He never forgot that he had been redeemed, even though 

he had himself persecuted the followers of Christ. 

 

Skipping ahead to Acts chapter nine, everything for Saul/Paul comes to 

a head on his was to Damascus.  Damascus was (and still is) a city 

located in Syria.  About 160 miles away, it was a long journey for Saul 

to go and persecute Christians who had fled Jerusalem.  His desire is to 

find any believers he can, bind them, and bring them back to Jerusalem 

to be tried.  God’s desire is significantly different though.  On the way, 

as he is approaching the city, Saul is bathed in light and hears a voice 

from heaven.  “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting Me?”  In shock, Saul 

answers “Who are You, Lord?”  “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting, 

but get up and enter the city, and it will be told you what you must do.”  

With this, Saul stands up and finds that he has been blinded.  Those with 

him heard the voice, but didn’t see the light.  They lead him by the hand 

into Damascus, and Saul fasts for three days and nights.  To again pause, 

I wonder how many of us can recall the moment where the Lord got our 

attention.  Living a life of sin, far from what Christ has called us to, 

suddenly we are hit as if by a freight train.  Maybe it was a realization 

from God for you that you weren’t happy, that something was amiss 

without the Lord.  Maybe it was that moment where you were presented 

with a choice, to continue down a path of destruction or to repent of the 

sins committed and follow Jesus.  There are many ways the Lord will 

use to call out to us, from the mundane to the miraculous, to attempt to 

get our attention.  It is often hard to follow Him at first.  Much like Saul 



here, we find ourselves wondering what comes next as we move from 

darkness to light.  But the Lord is good, and merciful, and kind, and we 

can see that the Lord uses others who possess the Holy Spirit to guide us 

in the way we should go. 

 

It is at this point that a man named Ananias steps in.  Ananias, not to be 

confused with the guy who was struck dead earlier in Acts who had the 

same name, actually lives up to what his name means.  (“God is 

gracious.)  He is a devout man of faith living in Damascus, and as a 

leader in the church he was most certainly one who Saul had desired to 

put in chains.  Ananias is no idiot, so when the Lord speaks to him and 

tells him to go to Saul from Tarsus, he is skeptical.  “Lord, I have heard 

from many about this man, how much harm he did to Your saints at 

Jerusalem; and here he has the authority from the chief priests to bind all 

who call on Your name.”  Ananias is right, Saul has done terrible things.  

He has participated in the arrest, conviction, and imprisonment of many 

believers.  He has participated in the murder of Stephen.  He has come to 

Damascus to do great harm.  But Ananias doesn’t know what God has 

done in Saul’s heart, how he has been prepared and has heard the truth.  

The Lord tells Ananias “Go, for he is a chosen instrument of Mine, to 

bear My name before the Gentiles and kings and sons of Israel; for I will 

show him how much he must suffer for My name’s sake.”  Indeed, Saul 

soon to be Paul, would become a marvelous instrument for the Lord, and 

he would suffer much for Christ, but first faithful Ananias had to go and 

speak to him. 

 

More than a few of us can probably understand Ananias’s situation.  He 

is called to do something that he knows is going to be hard, something 

that he is afraid to do.  Who could fathom that someone like Saul would 

be changed?  It must have seemed like a death sentence to him to go.  

Yet, the Lord often works in ways like this doesn’t He?  Calling 

someone who is faithful to go and minister to someone where there are 



major doubts.  For you it may be that one coworker that the Lord has 

placed on your heart.  Perhaps it is that student in class or in your friend 

group who is furthest from Christ.  Years ago I had a youth group 

student named Abby down in La Crescent.  She was (and still is) a great 

young lady.  She brought a student to Youth Group one time with her 

that I had never met, and kept bringing her over and over again.  This 

other student clearly hadn’t ever been in church, and so she was a little 

afraid to be there, but over time she opened up and heard the Gospel 

many times over.  I asked Abby how she met this other lady, and how 

she had managed to get her to come.  She said something akin to “I 

thought she should hear the Gospel too.”  The other girl’s response was 

also shocking.  She couldn’t believe that Abby would care enough to 

reach out to her like that.  “Girls like you don’t talk to people like me.”  

Abby, like Ananias, changed a life by reaching out as Christ had called.  

Ananias may not be the most important person in the history of the 

church, but he was instrumental in reaching Saul because he was faithful 

and heard the call.  “If God has called me to go to Saul, if God has said 

that even Saul can be saved, who am I to say no?” 

 

Ananias goes to Straight Street, to the house of Judas, where Saul is.  

When he enters he lays his hands upon Saul and says “Brother Saul, the 

Lord Jesus, who appeared to you on the road by which you were 

coming, has sent me that you may regain your sight and be filled with 

the Holy Spirit.”  Note here how Ananias speaks to one who has sworn 

to be his enemy.  He calls Saul “brother.”  He doesn’t beret the man for 

his past, but instead speaks to his future, proclaiming that he has come to 

give sight and that Saul may receive the Holy Spirit.  When he says 

these things, scales fall from Saul’s eyes, he regains his sight, and is then 

baptized by Ananias.  From there on, he is a changed man.  No longer is 

Saul an enemy of the Gospel, rather he is now going to preach Christ 

crucified the world over until he is martyred like Stephen before him.  

Note that God used someone who was faithful, but not that amazingly 



great, to reach and send out the guy who would write 2/3rds of the New 

Testament and be the greatest missionary of all time.  How much the 

Lord loves to do this!  You may look at your life and say “I am too old 

to do missionary work” or “I am not skilled enough to change the world 

for Christ” or something else along those lines, but consider that the 

Lord may use you to reach the person who can do what you cannot.  

Billy Graham heard the law and gospel from someone else before he 

himself taught it.  Every missionary out there was reached with the 

Gospel by someone else first, whether it be in Sunday School or through 

a parent or through a friend.  The more faithful witnesses like Ananias in 

the world, the better, for they raise up many more faithful followers of 

Christ (great and small) through the work of the Holy Spirit. 

 

The rest of our reading, from Acts 9:20-31 then shows how Saul then 

goes on to preach in Damascus, avoiding capture and death from those 

who previously loved him by escaping at night in a basket.  He goes to 

Jerusalem, and while he isn’t trusted at first, Barnabas (remember him?) 

takes hold of Saul and backs up his claims.  Saul is so devoted and so 

outspoken about Christ, that the Hellenistic Jews in Jerusalem then too 

seek to kill him, but he escapes off to Caesarea, before later embarking 

on his great missional journeys across the Roman world.  Beloved, in 

every way Saul/Paul is a remarkable turnaround.  His salvation leads to 

the salvation of millions more over the centuries.  It is proof that nobody 

is too lost, too hardened, or too evil to be saved, because the One who 

does the saving isn’t us but the Holy Spirit. 

 

So what is it that you should take away this morning from this message?  

What can you learn from the conversion story of the Apostle Paul, going 

from a murderer of Christians to one who would write 2/3rds of the New 

Testament and be the greatest missionary in history?  Beloved, learn and 

recognize that the Holy Spirit is powerful enough to save anyone who 

will listen and receive Jesus’s salvation.  If Saul/Paul can be saved, why 



not that difficult family member, or that outspoken critic of the Gospel, 

or your coworker who you have been earnestly praying for?  Perhaps 

that person who God has placed upon your heart will be the next 

missionary, preacher, evangelist, or faithful witness.  Perhaps that person 

who seems so lost and deceived is being prepared as we speak to receive 

God’s wonderful gift of salvation.  It turns out that the Good Lord can 

turn even the most difficult of bad guys into good ones.  Who are we to 

say otherwise?  Let us pray. 
 

Closing Prayer 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


