
Evangelism 101: Lessons in Acts #16

“Mission: Improbable”

Acts 9:1-19

The words “Mission: Impossible” are familiar to folks of all ages, whether from the hit television show airing from 1967-1973 or the Tom Cruise movies spanning from 1996 to the present. (I read that “Mission: Impossible 6” is scheduled to be released next year.) In both the television and the film series, “Mission: Impossible” featured an elite covert operations unit carries out highly sensitive missions subject to official denial in the event of failure, death or capture.

This morning I would like to adopt a similar theme for our message, coming from Acts chapter nine. Instead of calling this “Mission: Impossible”—since we know that nothing is impossible with God—I am calling it “Mission: Improbable,” for as we will see one particular Christian is called upon to go above and beyond what many of us would think to be feasible.

Acts chapter 9 is best known as the record of the conversion of Saul of Tarsus to Christianity. One scholar writes, “Next to the resurrection of Jesus Christ, it is possible that the second most important event in the history of the world was the conversion of Saul of Tarsus, better known as the apostle Paul.”
 Another adds, “Saul’s experience on the road to Damascus is the most famous conversion in church history. Luke is so impressed with its importance, that he includes the story three times, once in his own narrative and twice in Paul’s speeches.”

Many of us are probably familiar with the story of Saul, on his way to Damascus to arrest Christians, is struck down by a great light and confronted by Jesus Christ Himself. Still blinded from the experience, he is led into the city and eventually becomes a follower of Jesus. Later, known as Paul, he would become the foremost missionary of the first century (perhaps of any century), planting churches and writing letters that would comprise one-fourth of the New Testament.

We must not allow our familiarity with the account to rob it of its message. As Chuck Swindoll notes, “We need to resist the temptation to come to a passage like this with a laid-back yawn, viewing it as simply a quaint story. On the contrary, nothing about this scene is anywhere near business as usual.”

To do this, I want to focus our attention this morning on an often forgotten figure in the story: Ananias, called by one writer, “one of the forgotten heroes of the Christian church.”
 In fact, this man is obscured in most Christians’ minds by a different man by the same name who, along with his wife Saphirra, were put to death by God for lying about how much of a sold piece of property they brought to the church! Same name, but much different personality!

The Unbelievable Assignment Given to Ananias

We begin with the unbelievable assignment given to Ananias. To fully appreciate this, we need to see the background of Acts 9:1-9,

Meanwhile, Saul was still breathing out murderous threats against the Lord’s disciples. He went to the high priest and asked him for letters to the synagogues in Damascus, so that if he found any there who belonged to the Way, whether men or women, he might take them as prisoners to Jerusalem. As he neared Damascus on his journey, suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him. He fell to the ground and heard a voice say to him, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” 

“Who are you, Lord?” Saul asked. 

“I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting,” he replied. “Now get up and go into the city, and you will be told what you must do.” 

The men traveling with Saul stood there speechless; they heard the sound but did not see anyone. 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. For three days he was blind, and did not eat or drink anything.

Remember that Saul was instrumental in the plot to arrest, convict, and stone Stephen back in Acts 7. Then he began a reign of terror in Jerusalem, “ravaging the church, entering house after house, and dragging off men and women, he would put them in prison.” This persecution may have lasted as long as three years.
 Some have suggested that the zeal Saul showed at the time of Stephen’s death led to his election to the Sanhedrin, and that he therefore had a judicial part to play in the later stages of the persecution.

The Greek terms Luke uses to describe Saul in his pre-conversion state seems deliberately to portray him as “a wild and ferocious beast.” The verb lymainomai, whose only New Testament occurrence is in Acts 8:3 of Saul’s “destroying” the church, is used in Psalm 80:13 of wild boars devastating a vineyard; and it especially refers to “the ravaging of a body by a wild beast.” In verse 21 the Damascus Christians depicted him as having “caused havoc in Jerusalem,” where the verb is portheō, translated by some as “mauled.” Continuing the same picture, Saul’s “breathing out murderous threats” in verse one was an allusion to the panting or snorting of wild beasts.

Think about this: Until Saul, no single individual had set out to wipe the Jesus movement from the face of the earth. He’s the first archenemy of Christianity. Hearing that the Jesus movement is spreading into Damascus, he visits the high priest and asks for papers that will allow him to take a posse and bring back prisoners.

Why Damascus? Damascus was the capital of Syria, some 140 miles northeast of Jerusalem, at least a six-day journey on foot.
 Why would Saul go outside of Judea to get Christians? Damascus had a large Jewish population, and it has been estimated that there could well have been thirty to forty synagogues in the city. Some of the believers may have fled the persecution in Jerusalem.
 These followers of Jesus were refugees from Jerusalem, not native disciples of Damascus.

Damascus would have been a popular location for the fleeing Jewish Christians because it offered the protection and conveniences of a sizable city—not to mention plenty of opportunities for spreading the gospel in a major metropolitan area and its surroundings. Besides all this, the refugee Christians would be protected from the fires of persecution in Jerusalem…or so they thought. When Saul discovered the community of Christians huddling in Damascus, he planned to expand his persecution, but because of the political climate he required help from the temple. The high priest wrote letters to the Jewish leaders in Damascus encouraging them to support Saul in his quest. He planned to extradite these Jewish followers of Jesus to face trial before the Sanhedrin.

As Saul and his posse were approaching Damascus, suddenly a bright light from heaven literally knocked the persecutor off his feet. Where this took place became known as the town of Darayya (meaning “the vision”), lying about 5 miles southwest of the center of Damascus.

Saul heard a voice from heaven saying, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” Verse five records his response: “Who are you, Lord?” The capitalization of the word “Lord” is misleading here, since Saul did not know to whom he was speaking. It would be better translated, “Who are you, sir?” The word kyrie in Greek, like the word “lord” in English, can be used both of a man (“my lord”) and of Deity (“my Lord”).

The voice identified himself: “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting,” he replied. “Now get up and go into the city, and you will be told what you must do.” Saul unable to see from the encounter, was led into the city by the men with him. There he stayed for three days (it seems his counterparts must have left him there).

Now enters Peter Graves—I mean, Ananias—given his mission improbable:

In Damascus there was a disciple named Ananias. The Lord called to him in a vision, “Ananias!” 

“Yes, Lord,” he answered. 

The Lord told him, “Go to the house of Judas on Straight Street and ask for a man from Tarsus named Saul, for he is praying. In a vision he has seen a man named Ananias come and place his hands on him to restore his sight.”
The Understandable Apprehension Given by Ananias

Before you can say the words, “This tape will destruct in five seconds,” we read of the understandable apprehension given by Ananias in verses 13-14,

“Lord,” Ananias answered, “I have heard many reports about this man and all the harm he has done to your saints in Jerusalem. And he has come here with authority from the chief priests to arrest all who call on your name.” 

Can’t you hear the eeeeeeeeek! of the brakes screeching in Ananias’ head? SAUL! “You’re kidding, right?”
 Poor Ananias must have flinched in terror at the very mention of Saul’s name. The Christians seem to have had their own underground communications network, since Ananias was very well informed of Saul’s activities in Jerusalem and his ominous mission to Damascus.
 Ananias was available to do God’s will, but he certainly was not anxious to obey!
 His hesitation was understandable. To go to Saul could be tantamount to giving himself up to the police. It would be suicidal.
 Read how Eugene Peterson paraphrased the scene in The Message:
Ananias protested, “Master, You can’t be serious. Everybody’s talking about this man and the terrible things he’s been doing, his reign of terror against your people in Jerusalem! And now he’s shown up here with papers from the Chief Priest that give him license to do the same to us.” 

Imagine yourself as a Christian in a town of Iraq or Syria. You have heard the reports of ISIS soldiers moving through city after city, rounding up Christians and demanding them to renounce their faith in Jesus. Those who refuse are beaten, raped, beheaded or crucified. And you hear that they’re coming to your town. Then you hear a voice from God saying, “The head of the ISIS gang wants to talk to you about becoming a Christian.” Would you go? Would you suspect this was a trap to bring you out of hiding? What would be your response?

We usually race through the story of Saul’s conversion: he had the vision, Ananias came, Saul was baptized, and that’s over! But, wait a minute. Saul was blind for three days. Why the delay? Did it take God a day or two to convince Ananias that he should go? Did God have to wait for Saul, while he sat in darkness, praying to a God he hadn’t really known, trying to understand what had really happened? Did Saul find it hard to believe, almost impossible to believe, that the crucified Jesus whom he had marked as a blasphemer had actually appeared to him on the road? Did Ananias need time to process this directive from God? We don’t know.
 But we can certainly appreciate the understandable apprehension given by Ananias!

We read in verses 15-16,

But the Lord said to Ananias, “Go! This man is my chosen instrument to carry my name before the Gentiles and their kings and before the people of Israel. I will show him how much he must suffer for my name.”
The Lord doesn’t always explain Himself, and He’s under no obligation to do so. Still, He honored the earnest response of His servant. The Lord revealed to Ananias what Saul discovered during his three-day fast: that He had pursued the proud, violent, zealous Pharisee from Tarsus to save him and to give him a critical role in His redemptive plan for the world.

The Ultimate Acceptance Given from Ananias

Verses 17-19 reveal the ultimate acceptance given from Ananias:

Then Ananias went to the house and entered it. Placing his hands on Saul, he said, “Brother Saul, the Lord—Jesus, who appeared to you on the road as you were coming here—has sent me so that you may see again and be filled with the Holy Spirit.” Immediately, something like scales fell from Saul’s eyes, and he could see again. He got up and was baptized, and after taking some food, he regained his strength.
Obediently, even bravely, Ananias threaded his way through the streets of the oldest city in the world still inhabited, found Straight Street (which is still one of the chief thoroughfares of Damascus, the Darb al-Mustaqim
), Judas’ house, and—once inside—the blinded persecutor of Christians. “Brother Saul,” he said, “the Lord Jesus who appeared to you on the road by which you came, has sent me that you may regain your sight and be filled with the Holy Spirit.”
 He greeted Saul as “Brother Saul,” showing no hesitation in embracing Saul as a genuine believer and co-worker in the cause of Christ.
 The simplicity of faith, in going to the man who had come to destroy the church in Damascus and calling him “Brother” (because he believed that God had spoken to him) marks Ananias indeed as an unusual man.

Ananias has been called one of the forgotten heroes of the faith. Indeed he is. There are countless numbers of them serving Christ behind the scenes the world over. Most we will never meet, we’ll never know by name. They are content to remain in the shadows, oblivious to the lure of lights and applause. Nevertheless, they are heroes—giants of the faith because of their selfless, understated acts of obedience to God.

A rare few in God’s family enjoy fame and renown, position and influence. The great majority, however, are the Ananiases of the world—the errand runners, if you will, doing precisely what God has asked them to do in precisely the place He’s called them to go. They keep the Body functioning in good health. None will ever know, until eternity dawns, the enormity of their investment in the cause of Christ.

When he finally got the picture, Ananias must have been thrilled to deliver the message God had placed in his care: “Brother Saul, the Lord Jesus, who appeared to you on the road by which you were coming, has sent me so that you may regain your sight, and be filled with the Holy Spirit.” What a moment—the single instrument of healing and encouragement for the apostle of grace to the world. All because he ignored his fears and stepped out in faith, in full obedience to God’s surprising command. Ananias’ obedience to God’s surprising plan allowed him to witness supernatural power. No one else in Scripture witnessed the scales miraculously falling from Saul’s eyes. Only Ananias. As a result, his own eyes were opened to the amazing power of God to transform a life.

So Ananias enters and leaves the narrative, and we know nothing more of him. But as Saul’s first friend after his conversion, the first follower of Jesus to greet him as a brother, as well as the one who faithfully bore the Lord’s commission to him, Ananias has an honored place in biblical history, and a special claim on the gratitude of all who in one way or another have entered into the blessing that stems from the life and work of the apostle to the Gentiles.
 His obedience changed the destiny of millions.

Maybe we will never change the destiny of millions. 

Maybe we will never be called upon to lead the archenemy of Christianity to saving faith. 

Maybe our “Mission: Improbable” is less daring, less risky, less glamorous.

Yet you and I are called to be witnesses for Jesus Christ, and sometimes that brings us to people that are challenging. People who give us a hard time. People who, in our natural selves, we would just as soon stay lost.

Can you think of someone in your sphere of influence like that? Can you imagine taking the good news of Jesus to “the most unlikely to follow Christ”? We need to be ready for we never know what soul the Lord may lay upon our heart to reach with His love and grace. 

And, no, this sermon will not self-destruct in five seconds…
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