
Sermon on Acts 9:19-31 prepared by Jonathan Shradar  

 

Olympics upon us… Daniel James Brown tells the story of the 1936 American Olympic rowing 

team in The Boys in the Boat. It is a dramatic, true life story of a group of men from different 

backgrounds, in different situations, brought together to become team.  

 

Fascinating in the story is the realization that the individual parts of this team, on their own, 

were not successful, or refined in the sport. Even different iterations of the lineup could never 

produce the right results. But when these boys were in the boat together on mission, they rowed 

in unison, they had something that everyone watching noticed. It was special… Otherworldly.  

 

We get the same sense when we read and hear of the account of the church in Acts. There is 

something special about this band of believers, something unique, something worthwhile. On 

mission, otherworldly.  

 

The Church on mission, is stronger together.  
 

Acts 9:19b–31 “For some days he was with the disciples at Damascus. [20] And immediately 

he proclaimed Jesus in the synagogues, saying, “He is the Son of God.” [21] And all who heard 

him were amazed and said, “Is not this the man who made havoc in Jerusalem of those who 

called upon this name? And has he not come here for this purpose, to bring them bound before 

the chief priests?” [22] But Saul increased all the more in strength, and confounded the Jews 

who lived in Damascus by proving that Jesus was the Christ. 

 

[23] When many days had passed, the Jews plotted to kill him, [24] but their plot became 

known to Saul. They were watching the gates day and night in order to kill him, [25] but his 

disciples took him by night and let him down through an opening in the wall, lowering him in a 

basket. 

 

[26] And when he had come to Jerusalem, he attempted to join the disciples. And they were all 

afraid of him, for they did not believe that he was a disciple. [27] But Barnabas took him and 

brought him to the apostles and declared to them how on the road he had seen the Lord, who 

spoke to him, and how at Damascus he had preached boldly in the name of Jesus. [28] So he 

went in and out among them at Jerusalem, preaching boldly in the name of the Lord. [29] And 

he spoke and disputed against the Hellenists. But they were seeking to kill him. [30] And when 

the brothers learned this, they brought him down to Caesarea and sent him off to Tarsus. 

 

[31] So the church throughout all Judea and Galilee and Samaria had peace and was being built 

up. And walking in the fear of the Lord and in the comfort of the Holy Spirit, it multiplied.” 

(ESV) 

 

The Church on mission, is stronger together.  
 



Here we have the converted Saul - the persecutor of the church, originally on his way to 

Damascus to hunt down followers of the Way, he is humbled on the road and meets Jesus, a 

faithful Christ-follower visits him, praying for him, laying hands on him and Saul is awakened to 

the truth of who Jesus is. The persecution stops, and the preaching of Jesus begins.  

 

He is there, “for some days he was with the disciples” in Damascus. In his own words in the 

letter to the Galatian churches, Paul tells how after his Damascus Road experience he went into 

the wilderness to be alone with God but returns to Damascus - a three year span he is with them. 

Learning, loving the brethren, and proclaiming Jesus in the synagogues.  

 

He is strengthened in the faith and stirs things up enough that the Jews there plotted to kill him 

but he is saved, escapes with the help of his new family the church. He goes to Jerusalem where 

again tensions are high - as we would expect, this was the guys ravaging the church just years 

before - but he finds an advocate and spends a shorter 15 days there before his bold preaching 

stirs up Greek Jews who want to kill him. The murderer facing death himself at every turn!  

 

The brothers hear of the plot to take him and instead they bring Saul away, to safety.  

 

Dramatic events incited by the preaching of this Jesus… while this story unfolds watching Saul 

who becomes Paul, it is not just a story of his first days of ministry, or even how an individual is 

meant to start out in ministry… this is a story of the church.  

 

31 “So the church throughout all Judea and Galilee and Samaria had peace and was being built 

up. And walking in the fear of the Lord and in the comfort of the Holy Spirit, it multiplied.” 

 

For our purposes today, we want to ask, ‘what is it this church has?’ If the church on mission 

is stronger together, how does it happen… and maybe we should ask how we can get in on it? 

How might we get into the boat together and row in unison? 

 

Looking at this narrative and especially verse 31 I think we see the church has at least four key 

things, each other, fear of the Lord, Comfort of the Holy Spirit, and Jesus.  

 

Let’s look at them in turn and see if the Spirit might breathe life into our progress this morning 

and allow these words to be said of us.  

 

1) Each other  

 

As we have been studying the book of Acts, we have not been able to avoid the communal reality 

of the church in these pages. From the outpouring of the Spirit in Acts 2 to this scene in 

Damascus and Jerusalem, there has been constant life together.  

 

Every day they would break bread together, sit under and recount the Apostles teachings and 

share all things… We sometimes might think this was an idyllic time, as if people in the first 



century had nothing but free time. Certainly they didn’t have Facebook or Netflix to numb and 

distract them… but they had full lives. Most would work 12-hours days, six days of the week. 

Physical labor and still they would make time, every day to be together.  

 

And people were added to their number everyday. Here, the church multiplied. They had each 

other, and they were committed to one another. “When God saves us by His grace, He does not 

add us to an institution or to our favorite preacher. He adds us to a people. All God has called us 

to be and all He has called us to do works itself out within this community.” Bryan Mowrey  

 

Saul has peeps, peeps have Saul.  

 

Made into something quite important, built up into a body, a family, a purpose.  

 

1 Peter 2:4–5 “As you come to him, a living stone rejected by men but in the sight of God 

chosen and precious, [5] you yourselves like living stones are being built up as a spiritual house, 

to be a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.” 

(ESV) 

 

1 Peter 2:9–10 “But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his 

own possession, that you may proclaim the excellencies of him who called you out of darkness 

into his marvelous light. [10] Once you were not a people, but now you are God's people; once 

you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy.” (ESV) 

 

1 Corinthians 12:12 “For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members 

of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ.” (ESV) 

 

Romans 12:4–5 “For as in one body we have many members, and the members do not all have 

the same function, [5] so we, though many, are one body in Christ, and individually members 

one of another.” (ESV) 

 

Christianity is not a solitary endeavor despite what our cultural moment might prefer - it is a 

citizenship, a family membership meant to be lived out with others.  

 

Given gifts of grace, by the Holy Spirit to build up the church, the one another-ness of our 

experience. Living obediently to the commision of Christ - to make disciples of all nations - 

teaching all that Jesus taught.  

 

The church has each other for mission.  

 

Emil Brunner observed, "The Church exists by mission, just as a fire exists by burning. Where 

there is no mission there is no church.” So we are not on mission to be a community – 

community is not an end in itself. Rather, we are a community on mission. 

 



And this is where relationships, welded by experience, are strengthened. Where the least likely 

become lifelong friends. Some of the deepest and greatest friendships exist among war veterans 

and pro-athletes. Some of us know this truth firsthand… the rest of us see it in our best stories.. 

Band of Brothers… There is a love forged for one another in the face of opposition and the 

execution of mission. Bonded together in ways unexplainable... 

 

Let me invite you into the worst kept secret, the church is meant to be just like that. Things get 

hard and we bolt because we have swallowed some lame non-Biblical argument that church is 

participated in with self-interest. While we want everyone to be served, cared for and loved, it 

only happens when there is shared mission and when the mission is what is important instead of 

personal preferences and pet peeves.  

 

To be battle-tested people that find unity in what we proclaim.  

 

And they have each other, not to remain only a few, the mission is to add to their number, to be 

multiplied.  

  

“In their love of one another and desire to be together, they obviously kept the relational doors 

wide open to new people. And why wouldn’t they? If the goal is God’s mission - to share the good 

news of what Jesus has done - then the more people to share the news the better.” Bryan 

Mowrey 

 

They had each other, having peace and being built up. And they walked in the fear of the Lord.  

 

2) Fear of the Lord  

 

My younger self hears these words and thinks I need to be scared of God… that is not the fear 

described. In the Christian community this descriptor is probably neglected because it has to be 

explained. “They permeated with a deep reverence for God.” A sovereign respect for Jesus.  

 

Walking, living with godly awe - struck by his power, his holiness, even his condescension (his 

coming to us).  

 

Martin Luther described this “fear” as filal… “a child who has tremendous respect and love for 

his father or mother and who dearly wants to please them. He has a fear or an anxiety of 

offending the one he loves, not because he’s afraid of torture or even of punishment, but rather 

because he’s afraid of displeasing the one who is, in that child’s world, the source of security and 

love.” 

 

“The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.” The focus here is on a sense of awe and 

respect for the majesty of God. 

 



The church then, by walking in it, being permeated by it, maintains a healthy respect and 

adoration for the Lord. Important enough that Luke includes it here in the description of their 

health. 

 

They don’t always get it right… and that is the hope of the gospel, that we will fall short, but the 

desire to honor, is the motivation for reconciliation with God through the blood of Christ.  

 

The church had each other, and a healthy reverence for the Lord, they also had a supernatural 

comfort.  

 

3) Comfort of the Holy Spirit 

 

This was a church being persecuted at every turn. Not only were there ‘Sauls’ hunting them 

down, but there were family relationships torn, economic realities at play, their new identity 

made them outsiders in their cities.  

 

That the Spirit would comfort the church, is a promise from Jesus himself. In John 14, for 

example, Jesus says the Holy Spirit will comfort us when we're hurting. "I will not leave you as 

orphans," Jesus says (14:18), promising that the Spirit will bring us peace (14:27). The peace the 

church is experiencing, is not, as some wrongly suggest because they shipped Saul off to Tarsus, 

it is because they had the Holy Spirit, the whole church all of Judea, Galilee and Samaria, 

comforted. In peace in the midst of social turmoil.  

 

Often we think that the situation needs to be right for us to have peace, that once things are 

orderly and right, well then I can give the Spirit credit. If the early church is the model, then it 

seems things are best out of order for the Spirit to bring comfort and peace.  

 

Maybe you have had an experience of this supernatural comfort. The Lord has been kind to give 

me a couple of experiences, noticable work of the Spirit. One in particular was coming to this 

church. While visiting, I was attempting to process and even strategize what it would be like to 

come to a messy situation. Laying in the guest room of strangers to me… I was torn and praying 

for direction… and around 2:30 in the morning, the Spirit fell in that room. It might sounds 

weird, but I was surrounded by peace, my anxiety silenced in that moment and a deep sense of 

God’s sovereignty and care for me.  

 

I think that is what the church experienced over and over again. As the Spirit empowered them 

for mission, gifted each to benefit the body, granted them boldness to preach in the face of 

threats.  

 

This is the church that multiplies. That turns the world upside down. There was something else, 

vital, that this church had…  

 

4) Jesus  



 

Acts 9:20 “And immediately he proclaimed Jesus in the synagogues, saying, “He is the Son of 

God.” (ESV) Acts 9:22 “...confounded the Jews who lived in Damascus by proving that Jesus was 

the Christ.” (ESV) Preached boldly in the name of Jesus.  

 

This one feels like the Sunday school answer and it is… because it is true! There is no mission, 

there is no Spirit, there is no peace, no reverence if Jesus is not the Messiah, the savior of the 

world.  

 

Humanity really is in trouble, all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, none can 

approach the creator on their own terms or by their own ability. We need an intervention for our 

rebellion.  

 

Jesus is the One. This is where it is all at - that Jesus is the Christ, he really is Savior and Lord. 

This is the confession of the church.  

 

Matthew 16:13–16 “Now when Jesus came into the district of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his 

disciples, “Who do people say that the Son of Man is?” [14] And they said, “Some say John the 

Baptist, others say Elijah, and others Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” [15] He said to them, 

“But who do you say that I am?” [16] Simon Peter replied, “You are the Christ, the Son of the 

living God.” (ESV) 

 

Saul meets him on the road and immediately preached that he is the Son of God. The church 

proclaims Jesus with boldness… the multiplication happens as people are called to repentance 

for sin and into belief in Jesus, new, real life. And this Acts 9 church, just like the disciples with 

him during his ministry, would go nowhere else.  

 

John 6:63–69 “It is the Spirit who gives life; the flesh is no help at all. The words that I have 

spoken to you are spirit and life. [64] But there are some of you who do not believe.” (For Jesus 

knew from the beginning who those were who did not believe, and who it was who would betray 

him.) [65] And he said, “This is why I told you that no one can come to me unless it is granted 

him by the Father.” 

 

[66] After this many of his disciples turned back and no longer walked with him. [67] So Jesus 

said to the twelve, “Do you want to go away as well?” [68] Simon Peter answered him, “Lord, to 

whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life, [69] and we have believed, and have come 

to know, that you are the Holy One of God.” (ESV) 

 

The secret sauce of this church is that they have believed and come to know that Jesus is the 

Holy One of God.  

 

This is Paul’s ministry, this is the ministry and mission of the church. “declaring that Christ was 

the Messiah… proclaiming Jesus in His fullness, in His perfect humanity, and in his perfect deity 



as the Son of the living God… Christianity is about devotion to our confession, not because it has 

been written down but because  of the substance of the truth contained therein. We are to be 

people who are persuaded that Jesus is the Christ - that God’s Son, His only begotten Son, came 

into this world for us and for our salvation, which is why we gather together to give the sacrifice 

of praise and to give honor, worship, and adoration to Him.” R.C. Sproul 

 

The church on mission, the church that has met Jesus, is stronger together.  
 

Having peace and being built up - just like Saul is strengthened. This church a model for the 

church, for our church.  

 

To have each other, a diverse and unpredictable group of former rebels made into a family. 

“Living for the mission, we’ll begin to see community form in a new, richer way than we would if 

we just settled for community alone.” Mowrey 

 

To walk in the fear of the Lord - to have a humble reverence before his majesty; trusting in his 

word for all of life. Dependant on him.  

 

To experience the comfort of the Holy Spirit - rightly sourced peace - not in our personalities or 

abilities but the Spirit’s care for us - in the face of life and trials.  

 

To have Jesus - oh sweet Jesus - to be his beloved - where our pasts don’t matter - his work 

matters - where else could we go?!  

 

All of this on mission that others might meet this Savior. The Mission of making disciples… by 

serving, loving, preaching… any way we can.  

 

This Jesus church is what those watching see - our love - commitment to one another… it is 

different… it is what we are made to desire - it is what we were made to be.  

 

May we be this church… get in each other's lives, invest, rally with one another, serve, strategize 

and go together... all to push each other towards Christ that others will see and become family. 

 

The Church on mission, is stronger together.  
 

Daniel James Brown, The Boys in the Boat, describing the team, describing rowing. Gives a 

glimpse, a metaphor for the church: 

 

“But the greatest paradox of the sport has to do with the psychological makeup of the people 

who pull the oars. Great oarsmen and oarswomen are necessarily made of conflicting stuff – of 

oil and water, fire and earth. On the one hand, they must possess enormous self-confidence, 

strong egos, and titanic willpower. They must be almost immune to frustration. Nobody who 

does not believe deeply in himself or herself – in his or her ability to endure hardship and to 



prevail over adversity – is likely even to attempt something as audacious as competitive rowing 

at the highest levels. The sport offers so many opportunities for suffering and so few 

opportunities for glory that only the most tenaciously self-reliant and self-motivated are likely to 

succeed at it. And yet, at the same time – and this is key – no other sport demands and rewards 

the complete abandonment of the self the way that rowing does. Great crews may have men or 

women of exceptional talent or strength; they may have outstanding coxswains or stroke oars or 

bowmen; but they have no stars. The team effect – the perfectly synchronized flow of muscle, 

oars, boat, and water; the single, whole, unified, and beautiful symphony that a crew in motion 

becomes – is all that matters. Not the individual, not the self.” – Daniel James Brown in The 

Boys in the Boat 

 

A picture of the the church, laboring together for the glory of Christ. Less self-confidence and 

more Christ-confidence. But no stars, all winning as a team. On mission, stronger together.  


