
Sermon at Christ Well on 25 November 2018 - Acts 9.10 – 31 (10 – 19, 20 – 

31) 

I   Four things to say about the first half of our reading: 

• God may ask things of us that we struggle to understand initially.  We 

can relate to the comments made by Ananias.  Saul had been an 

unashamed and vigorous opponent of all that Ananias held dear – how 

then was he supposed to relate to him in a supportive an accepting way?  

Was this a reasonable request by God?  In the grand scheme of things, 

yes, of course, but this does not mean that it was easy at the time.  As it 

was 2,000 years ago, so it continues to be…  My own call to ministry, 

frankly, did not make a lot of sense when I first started to discern it; I 

had worked to obtain a place to read law at Oxford; prospects were 

good – and, initially, I struggled to see why God might want me to 

‘squander’ all this, to give it up in order to go down a very different path.  

It took years rather than months to sort things out. 

• So far as Ananias is concerned, there is an initial challenge to God, a 

request for an explanation of the unlikely actions which he is being 

asked to take…but when God has spoken again (and you may feel that 

there are still unanswered questions after this), then Ananias does God’s 

bidding.  There is ‘compliance’.  You may feel that this is a worrying word 

to use, that it implies weakness, softness, a subjugation of personal will 

and thoughts…some might go so far as to say that Ananias is being 

bullied by God.  Not so.  In the life of faith, there are times for 

obedience, even when, perhaps especially when there is a personal cost 

and a high degree of trust.  It makes a nonsense of faith to say, ‘I am 

going to follow the Christian way, but I will still live life on my terms’.  I 

know that the word ‘obedience’ is fraught with problems for some in our 

times – and we do need to take the time to articulate how there can be 

fulfilment in following the wishes of God, especially when they run 

counter to human nature. 

• In this first part of the reading, we are actually provided with quite of lot 

of information about what is going on and why – there is a fair amount 

of narrative explanation; in the conversations recorded, Luke clearly 

wants us to grasp the enormity of what is going on, yes, but also to stay 

with the main characters as a remarkable drama unfolds.  People are 

curious; people have a right to ask questions and will continue to ask 



questions, in the proper expectations of clear and helpful answers.  

Christians have had 2,000 years to prepare answers to the likely 

questions which come our way, and yet we are not always as prepared 

as we could be or should.  Questions about death and pain and 

destruction and suffering are not new – they have been around since the 

beginning of time, and yet we can still struggle with them. 

• At the end of this part of the reading, in quick succession, Saul ‘sees’ -

presumably both physically and spiritually – is baptised and ate a meal.  

It is very clear that baptism became central to the life of the earliest 

churches, building on pre-existing, widespread rituals of washing and the 

like.  There was nothing devastatingly new in the concept of baptism as 

such. The Acts of the Apostles is not always consistent in the way in 

which baptism is handled – household baptisms v. baptism of believers 

only, baptism with water v. baptism with the Spirit – and the 

consequences of this are still being debated within the churches.  URC 

case in point – grounds of conscience for ministers; neglect of intention 

that all new buildings should have a baptismal pool.  Baptism is still 

important, however, and we don’t always give it the prayerful 

consideration that we should. 

II 

• Some of us may be procrastinators…but there are times when 

immediate actions are required on the part of people of faith.  So it was 

with Saul, Paul.  You may feel that it was presumptuous of him, even 

with divine backing, to go straightway to places of worship and start 

teaching and preaching, but this was playing to his existing strengths.  

He was a clever man, a learned man, entirely comfortable with doing as 

he did here.  We are not to be afraid of speedy responses of occasion – 

we may need to counter the adage, ‘Like a mighty tortoise moves the 

Church of God’ – but we are not to jettison the God-given strengths and 

abilities which we have.   

• The amazement with which people listened to Paul was entirely 

understandable – we too would struggle to be faced with such a 

pronounced contrast with the man as he had been.  The words used to 

describe this new Paul and his message are significant…interesting.  

‘Powerful’ and ‘convincing’.  These too continue to speak to us: in what 

ways do we believe that our message continues to be ‘powerful’?  



Wherein do we discern ‘power’ in what we say and do?  Equally, to what 

extent do we feel that our words and actions are ‘convincing’?  There is 

an overlap between ‘convincing’ and ‘conviction’: the greater the levels 

of conviction with which we speak, the more convincing we are likely to 

be. 

• Opposition to Paul is immediate, focused and has significant hurt at its 

heart.  This shouldn’t surprise us: so far as the Jewish leadership was 

concerned, one of their own had turned against them. It was personal 

and painful.  I don’t know how much opposition you feel that you have 

faced in your life…certainly, opposition that is faith-related…but that 

which has the potential t hurt us most often comes from those who have 

been closest to us. 

• There is a lot of ‘co-operation’ going on in this passage: Paul is lowered 

to safety in a basket; Barnabas steps in to help, not least to counter the 

perfectly understandable distrust and disbelief expressed by the earliest 

disciples of Jesus; a little later, Paul needs help from these disciples as he 

grapples with opposition from the Greek-speaking Jews.  Even the 

greatest and strongest leaders cannot go it alone – Paul may stride 

through Acts like some Colossus, but from the beginning pf his ministry, 

there is always a strong team at his side.  Church is not the place for the 

cult of the individual, the personal, the indispensable… 

• Interestingly, the passage finishes with something which might surprise 

us: yes, the early days of the Christian Church were often turbulent, but 

we read here about a necessary period peace with the infant churches of 

Judea and Galilee and Samaria.   It wasn’t all hassles.  God needed 

periods of stability and consolidation, in order for the church to be built 

up.  There may be times when we feel that nothing is happening in the 

life of the church – maybe we are misreading things; maybe we are 

experiencing a period of stability and consolidation, entirely necessary if 

we are to face busier times ahead. 


