
Sermon on Acts 9:1-18 prepared by Jonathan Shradar 

 

Even the hardest of people can be transformed into servants by the grace of Christ.  

 

We gather this place week after week not to go through the religious motions. Not to keep up 

appearances or even do what is culturally expected of us.  

 

We gather to be reminded of the good news about Jesus, that he has worked to save - that he has 

stood in our place taking on punishment our sin deserves, meeting the wrath we earned… and 

giving us righteousness freeing us to be in relationship with the God of the universe. And as we 

are reminded of this truth we desire to be made holy, continually transformed into who God has 

destined for us to be.  

 

We are part of the story, that begins when the Spirit of God hovered over the waters of creation, 

and continues as he takes up residence in those that follow Jesus. The church made witnesses, to 

expand the kingdom, preaching repentance for the forgiveness of sin, to the whole world. 

Normal, everyday people used by Jesus to be agents of good news.  

 

And it is always who we would least expect. Where we look for resumes and family history, or 

economic status… in Scripture and in the history of the church it is the youngest in the family 

chosen to be king, it is the pesky little brother chosen to save a nation, the guy who stutters to be 

the voice of God… It is the denier that preaches the first sermon in the church age, the table 

waiters that become martyrs and evangelists… the unlikely… actually everybody, radically 

changed by Jesus and made into missionaries of his grace.  

 

Even the hardest of people can be transformed into servants by the grace of Jesus.  

 

Acts 9:1–19 “But Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord, 

went to the high priest [2] and asked him for letters to the synagogues at Damascus, so that if he 

found any belonging to the Way, men or women, he might bring them bound to Jerusalem. [3] 

Now as he went on his way, he approached Damascus, and suddenly a light from heaven shone 

around him. [4] And falling to the ground, he heard a voice saying to him, “Saul, Saul, why are 

you persecuting me?” [5] And he said, “Who are you, Lord?” And he said, “I am Jesus, whom 

you are persecuting. [6] But rise and enter the city, and you will be told what you are to do.” [7] 

The men who were traveling with him stood speechless, hearing the voice but seeing no one. [8] 

Saul rose from the ground, and although his eyes were opened, he saw nothing. So they led him 

by the hand and brought him into Damascus. [9] And for three days he was without sight, and 

neither ate nor drank. 

 

[10] Now there was a disciple at Damascus named Ananias. The Lord said to him in a vision, 

“Ananias.” And he said, “Here I am, Lord.” [11] And the Lord said to him, “Rise and go to the 

street called Straight, and at the house of Judas look for a man of Tarsus named Saul, for behold, 

he is praying, [12] and he has seen in a vision a man named Ananias come in and lay his hands 



on him so that he might regain his sight.” [13] But Ananias answered, “Lord, I have heard from 

many about this man, how much evil he has done to your saints at Jerusalem. [14] And here he 

has authority from the chief priests to bind all who call on your name.” [15] But the Lord said to 

him, “Go, for he is a chosen instrument of mine to carry my name before the Gentiles and kings 

and the children of Israel. [16] For I will show him how much he must suffer for the sake of my 

name.” [17] So Ananias departed and entered the house. And laying his hands on him he said, 

“Brother Saul, the Lord Jesus who appeared to you on the road by which you came has sent me 

so that you may regain your sight and be filled with the Holy Spirit.” [18] And immediately 

something like scales fell from his eyes, and he regained his sight. Then he rose and was 

baptized; [19] and taking food, he was strengthened.” (ESV) 

 

God, use your Word to penetrate our hardness, transform us, radicalize us by your grace, and 

use us as instruments of your kingdom, bringing freedom to captives and Glory to Jesus.  

 

If we didn’t have the benefit of history and the rest of the New Testament, but were just reading 

Acts with fresh eyes, seeing the events in the foundation of the church unfolding as they come, 

Saul is the person we would least expect to believe in Jesus, to become an apostle and spread the 

gospel abroad. But he is and if even Saul can meet Jesus, be transformed and go on preaching 

Jesus, then hope remains for everyone who has breath. And there is comfort for all those who 

follow Jesus as we see our role in story.  

 

The Spirit has come upon the church to empower their witnessing of Jesus. Undeniable 

commotion in Jerusalem. The status quo forever jeopardized. The religious elite won’t have any 

of it and persecution comes… people are rounded up and imprisoned, even executed for faith in 

this Christ. Disciples disperse out of Jerusalem to nearby regions and what persecution meant to 

quell has actually been unleashed and many are joining the Way.  

 

Saul, the scholar, member of the Pharisee class, has taken it on as his mission to snuff out these 

zealots that would dare disrupt the rules, that would value a man claiming to be the Messiah 

more than they would tradition… He secures orders to go to Damascus and hunt for more men 

and women that claim Jesus. And it is on his way that Jesus meets him and changes the 

trajectory of human history.  

 

In this account we see evidence of who and how God uses to expand his kingdom. We should 

notice three things and hopefully, desire that the spirit would transform us in the same way.  

 

1) None is too far gone  

 

If you have been around the church long enough, you have, at least once, been surprised by who 

becomes a Christian… the people that seemed hopeless, too wicked (as if there was a scale!). 

People seemingly comfortable living for self over all things.  

 



And if you have been around Christianity long enough, you know what it is like to meet Jesus - 

to have a profound awakening of his grace - that changes everything. For some it is light on a 

road, dramatic, for others, maybe those raised hearing of and knowing Jesus, it is an “aha” 

moment that releases grace in your life.  

 

For me it was a run in the rain on Bryne Road… coming to the end of myself and praying in 

response to God’s invitation - if your are real take me on.  

 

Some of the stories of how Jesus invades a life seem to crazy to our sensibilities. The guy that 

takes LSD to experience nature only to have a five hour conversation with the I AM… my friend 

that after a night of bar hopping walked by a Bible study and felt like he couldn’t move past them 

until he had put his faith in Jesus.  

 

Saul’s story is one of these. Big encounter with big results. And if even Saul can be saved, no one 

is too far gone for the grace of Jesus to reach them, break them and give them new life.  

 

Here is the persecutor, the callous, self-righteous, bigoted murderer set on full-scale inquisition. 

He is heading to a city with a Jewish community… maybe to keep it untainted. Breathing threats 

and murder against the Way... 

 

“Saul was so passionately determined to carry on his persecution against the nascent Christian 

community that he was like a wild beast that snorts before it attacks.” RC Sproul 

 

“No as he went on his way…” not as an aimless wanderer, but a passionate opponent of the 

church… And suddenly a light from heaven shone around him. Brighter than the noonday sun… 

Jesus invades the road to Damascus, confronting and calling Saul to himself.  

 

The pursuer became the prey. Saul knows this presence is significant as he asks ‘Who are you 

Lord?’ and the response he receives is what he least expects. It is Jesus who he is persecuting.  

 

By persecuting the Way, he was persecuting Christ. He has come to derail Saul’s plans. To give 

him a new mission. ‘Rise and go to the city.’  

 

Put yourself into Saul’s mind at this moment… walking along, maybe strategizing how to 

uncover the faith of Christ followers, to trap them. Believing he was doing what would please 

God… and in an instant meeting God himself. Everything he had recently lived for rejected, 

wrong. Left to think about it, left blinded by the glory of Jesus…  

 

This is his moment… the turning point. There is more to come but here he has met Jesus. The 

great persecutor invited in. Jesus could have killed Saul, he could have prevented the 

persecution… but he had a purpose in it all. He wanted to tell a bigger story through Saul’s life.  

 



He had nothing to gain believing in Christ, but given what he saw, he didn’t have a choice. It 

wasn't his behavior that earned him a spot either, it was the purpose of Christ.  

 

Jesus, King of the universe, unthwarted in his sovereignty. All who the Father gives to him… will 

be his. Even the hardest of violent opposers can’t withstand the presence and pull of Christ. 

Think of the the person in your life, the hardest heart toward things of Jesus… even that one, 

Jesus can save and transform. “Indeed, the Lord’s arm is not too weak to save…” 

 

The story of Saul’s spiritual transformation ought to remind us never to write anyone off as 

being beyond the love of Christ… God can reach anyone! 

 

And if God reaches you, you will never be the same.  

 

2) All Are Humbled  

 

At the message of Jesus swagger has no quarter - Saul is humbled by his vision of Jesus, and he 

is left to think about it in his weakness. For three days he was without sight and he didn’t eat of 

drink.  

 

In his contemplation, praying. Wondering maybe why he was spared. Recounting the evil he had 

perpetrated persecuting Jesus - the Way.  His physical blindness paralleled his spiritual 

sightlessness. Saul is brought to the absolute bottom of himself - days before confident, arrogant 

even in his purpose, now low not only before God but all people as he needed help. Saul had 

violently resisted Jesus and was now made to bow before him.  

 

The good news about Jesus brings us here on purpose. It is the realization of our own weakness. 

Our inability to accomplish the Law, to be holy, untainted by rebellion against God on our own. 

For Saul, a life of dotting “i’s” and crossing “t’s” wasn’t enough and he is humbled before Jesus.  

 

This is meant for all of us. We bring nothing but our need before Jesus. He isn’t interested in 

your potential. He isn’t interested in your skills, your looks, your abilities. Jesus is interested in 

your weakness.  

  

“Have we been brought to the end of our resources? Have we ever been completely helpless 

unless the Lord intervened? Have we ever given up and given in to Christ? Our Damascus roads 

are generally less dramatic than Saul’s, but they are meant to have the same effect - to break our 

compulsive independence and arrogance and to bring us to Christ for salvation or 

reconsecration. Our Damascus Roads are meant to convey our emptiness and the greatness of 

Christ. Have we gotten the message?” Hughes  

 

The gospel is not about self, but the death of it. To be humbled by the grace we could never earn 

- ‘Why would God allow such good happen to bad people?!’ Even Ananias, while he questions, he 



doesn’t live to protect himself, but to be used - modeling Jesus’ humble words in the garden 

“your will be done.”  

 

That humility is the place where Jesus works. Where his purpose is revealed and where weak, 

misguided people are renewed, remade and empowered for a new life.  

 

For Paul it was the prayer of another. The filling of the Holy Spirit. The opening of his eyes. The 

physical scales falling to the ground mirrored Saul’s spiritual transformation - all things become 

new.  

 

This is not life as usual, normal, the grace of Christ shakes us into humble newness.  

 

2 Corinthians 5:16–17 “From now on, therefore, we regard no one according to the flesh. 

Even though we once regarded Christ according to the flesh, we regard him thus no longer. [17] 

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

has come.” (ESV) 

 

3) All Are Instruments  

 

Upon conversion, our agenda changes dramatically. Transformation has purpose. 

Saul - who is Paul - is never the same. Everything changes. His values. His mission. His identity.  

 

Acts 26:13–18 “At midday, O king, I saw on the way a light from heaven, brighter than the sun, 

that shone around me and those who journeyed with me. [14] And when we had all fallen to the 

ground, I heard a voice saying to me in the Hebrew language, ‘Saul, Saul, why are you 

persecuting me? It is hard for you to kick against the goads.’ [15] And I said, ‘Who are you, 

Lord?’ And the Lord said, ‘I am Jesus whom you are persecuting. [16] But rise and stand upon 

your feet, for I have appeared to you for this purpose, to appoint you as a servant and witness to 

the things in which you have seen me and to those in which I will appear to you, [17] delivering 

you from your people and from the Gentiles—to whom I am sending you [18] to open their eyes, 

so that they may turn from darkness to light and from the power of Satan to God, that they may 

receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in me.’ (ESV) 

 

“Because his life was turned upside down by the power of the Holy Spirit, the world was turned 

upside down, and we have been turned upside down through the testimony that God put on his 

lips and pen that feeds the church even to this day… just minutes before his conversion, all that 

Paul could think of was what he could do to Christ, but immediately after, all he could think 

about is what he could do for Christ, which reveals the essence of his radical conversion.” RC 

 

Made a humble radical for the glory of Jesus.  

 



It wouldn’t all be holiness and ease from that moment on. Jesus showed Saul how much he was 

to suffer for the sake of his name. Paul would war against sin in his own life, real tension, 

imperfect but trusting in the perfect Savior and Lord.  

 

Our call to be instruments is no less real than Paul’s. And the task is still there for us - the task of 

evangelism - to carry the name of Jesus. There is no higher calling… But Saul isn’t the only one 

in the story. Ananias’ obedience made him party to a great work of God.  

 

We never hear of this Ananias again. This is his legacy. And in the Lord telling him Saul was a 

chosen instrument to carry his name, Ananias is living the proof that he too is an instrument 

used by Christ.  

 

Humble, radical obedience is how Jesus expands the kingdom. You don’t have to be Paul to lead 

the next Paul to Christ… you don’t have to have any resume to be used by Jesus. You just have to 

go, let his grace transform you, made a new creation and ambassador of Christ.  

 

Even the hardest of people can be transformed into servants by the grace of Christ.  

 

Our stories are meant to be unique, but still similar to this.  

 

Brought to our knees as we go on our way… and made instruments. It may have happened long 

ago, it may happen today. It might happen in a vision on a long road, it might happen as you 

study the Bible, it might happen as you worship in response to the promises of Christ to 

transform you.  

 

Let the grace of Christ, the gospel of Jesus, humble you. That when you were dead in your sin 

and rebellion against God, he came to live obediently in your place, to become sin so that you 

would become the righteousness of God. To be given life, a reason to live, and power to do it.  

 

Be warned - you will not be left the same. You can’t go on through the motions, Jesus is going to 

make you into a humble radical…  

 

Lean into his purpose for you, for the church, for the kingdom. Jesus in not an add-on to our 

busy lives, he is meant to be our lives. And he has given us gifts, strengths and personalities to 

make much of him. To help open eyes, to invite others out of darkness into light, to forgiveness 

of sin and real life with Jesus.  

 

This is not so much new work that must be accomplished but being who Jesus has transformed 

us to be. Being instruments is entering into the rest of Christ. Not as a burden but as a function 

of who we are, free from constraints of approval or earning and loving genuinely… Everyday we 

meet people who are destined for the same radical life!  

 



We are called to be chosen vessels, instruments, tools to change the world by carrying the name 

of Jesus wherever we go. 

 

“All around us miracles are waiting to happen. We must never write anyone off. We must be like 

Ananias, willing to be the life-giving ambassadors of God. We must be like Saul-become-Paul, 

pursuing the world for the Lord Jesus Christ.” Hughes  

 

Even the hardest of people can be transformed into servants by the grace of Christ. 

Who will Jesus use you to reach?  

 

 


