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April 10, 2016 

Revelation 5:11-14 

Acts 9:1-20    Hoping for a Change in Saul 

 

God has a way of changing people. We have heard it’s true. We have 

read about it. Maybe we have even seen it for ourselves. We know that 

God CAN change people. And yet it is so difficult to hope for that. It’s 

difficult to believe that people can be different, and that God can make 

them different. But at the heart of the gospel, there is that hope. There is 

that message that God changes and heals and resurrects and transforms 

people. Even the worst of people. Today we have one of the biggest 

transformations ever, the conversion of Saul. And his story holds out 

hope and teaches us four important things about this new world of 

resurrection we live in. First, we can hope that God will change those we 

least expect. Second, we can hope that it’s God, not us, who will change 

people. Third, we can hope that these changes are for God’s purposes. 

And lastly, as the people of God, we can hope to be changed ourselves. 

God has a way of changing people, and--wouldn’t you know it?-- it’s the 

ones we least expect. God seems to do this frequently in the Bible. God 

chooses Jacob the tricky one and Moses the stuttering one and David the 
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scrawny one and Mary the virginal one. God chooses the most unlikely 

to do the most wonderful things. And today God makes the most 

shocking choice of all. An actually enemy of God, an enemy of Jesus 

and a persecutor of all his followers, Saul of Tarsus the last person 

anyone expected to change. It would be like choosing the evil Christian 

Laettner to become the next UK basketball coach.  

Saul had been threatening the followers of Jesus from the very 

beginning. We hear about it in the book of Acts how he was breathing 

threats and murder; how he did everything he could to intimidate Jesus’ 

followers and harass them out of existence. He was on the road to 

Damascus, the scripture says, to arrest those who belonged to the Way. 

That’s what the followers of Jesus called themselves. Those who 

belonged to the Way. And oh, how that name must have irritated Saul. 

“The Way.” As if their Way was the Way. The right Way, the true Way 

of God. Saul knew what was right and all the right people agreed with 

him. The religious authorities agreed with him. The scriptures agreed 

with him. The high priest agreed with him. Saul had letters from the 

leader of the Temple in Jerusalem. So Saul knew he was on the right 
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side and those people worshiping their false Messiah Jesus, they were 

wrong as wrong could be. Maybe you know someone like Saul. 

Someone who is sure they are right. And sure that you are wrong. And 

surely determined to prove that to the world. 

Saul was one of those kind of people. He was an enemy. An adversary. 

Someone who made life a living heck. And the followers of Jesus, all 

they could do was hide from him and protect themselves however they 

could. Because there was NO hope that he would ever change. There 

was NO way that he would ever be different. Yet on the road to 

Damascus, as Saul is on his way to attack them and arrest them, that’s 

exactly what happens. Saul is knocked off his high horse. He is stopped 

in his tracks by a blinding light and a voice from above. It’s divine 

intervention at its finest. God steps in to change Saul’s mind.  

Many times, I think if I just work hard enough, I can change people. I 

can fix them or I can fix their ideas and their motivations. I can change 

them. I can make them see. I can educate them. I convince them with the 

right reasoning or the right argument. At the very least, if I think hard 

enough, I could come up with an awesome comeback that would totally 
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shut them up and put them in their place. That’s what I want to do with 

my enemies. I want to change them. I want to fix them and I want to fix 

them good. 

Saul’s story, though, reminds me that it’s not me who changes people. 

It’s not me who can ultimately fix them or transform them or resurrect 

them. It’s only God who can do that. It’s only an encounter with the 

risen Christ and his glory and his grace that can do that. You and I don’t 

change people. God changes people. It’s not about us being right. It’s 

about God being right. Otherwise we are more like our enemies than we 

care to think. We are more like Saul, breathing threats and murder. We 

are more like Saul, threatening others because they aren’t correct, like 

we are. We are more like Saul, forcing others change to be like us, 

instead of like Christ, who even though he was in the right, gave his life 

for all those in the wrong. 

If we want people to change, we have to have hope that God can do it. 

We have to pray. We have to have faith. We have to live as if 

resurrection is possible, for anyone. That no one is a lost cause. That no 

one is too far gone. Because we were not too far gone for God. You and 
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I, we were not too damaged or too broken or too messy for God. This IS 

something that God can do. And it just takes is that moment. That 

encounter with the mercy and love of God in Jesus Christ. To know that 

things can change and people can change and life can be new and 

nothing can stop God’s resurrection. 

God changes people. God does. The pressure is off of us. And we can 

hope in that change because God does it with a purpose in mind. God 

has a plan and we don’t always see it or know it. See, Saul was a 

Pharisee. He was an expert in Jewish law. He had studied with the best 

teachers and he was one of the best students, if he did say so himself 

(Galatians 1:14). Saul had no problem with confidence and he had a 

tendency to be a bit ‘zealous’ or as some might put it, a passionate 

blabbermouth. When Saul did something, he DID it—with all his heart. 

That’s why Saul was on that road to Damascus. Because of his 

passionate commitment to God. 

And God knew that about Saul and God said, “Hey, I can use that. I can 

use that passion and that fire and that ability to persuade people. I could 

use someone like him.” And God took Saul and changed him into the 
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apostle Paul. God took Saul’s passion to eliminate followers of Jesus 

and made it a passion to cultivate followers of Jesus. And that zeal for 

the Lord would take Paul throughout modern day Syria, Israel, Turkey, 

Greece and Italy. And he would speak to them with passion about his 

real experience with Jesus’ self-giving love. And he would establish 

communities and write them letters-- beautiful letters-- full of faith and 

wisdom about who Jesus was and what he did and what it meant for the 

world. Without Paul we wouldn’t have the church, we wouldn’t have 

this church, our church, here and now. 

God had a purpose for Saul. God had a plan. And none of the first 

Christians could have anticipated it, as he was persecuting them and 

throwing them in jail. As he threatened them and their families. None of 

them could have guessed that Saul would become Paul and that he 

would become Jesus’ biggest fan instead of his worst enemy. 

It’s tempting for me to think I would have known. It’s tempting to read 

the scriptures and think that I would have predicted God’s plan and this 

whole thing with Saul. And that’s how I tend to live my life, as if I know 

God’s plan already. As if those who God will use and who God won’t 
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use. As if my enemies will always be my enemies, and God’s enemies. 

It’s so easy for me to think I know the plan based on prejudices and 

assumptions and media caricatures. It’s easy for me to assume God’s 

purposes don’t include certain people, those on the left, those on the 

right, those of a different background or religion or persuasion. But our 

scripture today tells us that we don’t know as much as we think we do. 

And even our enemies could be an important part of God’s plan. Even 

our enemies could have an unseen role to play. And God’s plans, they 

are not our plans. Our plans are not always so great. Our plans tend 

toward hate and violence and fear. Our plans produce Good Fridays. But 

God’s plan is Easter. God’s plan is resurrection. God’s plan is 

redemption. That plan, that story is still unfolding and we only see it in 

part now, through a mirror dimly. So we, as people of faith, must let 

God tell the story. We must have hope in this good, good story, in which 

Jesus loved us when we were unlovable. Even when we said no to God, 

God still said yes to us. Even when we gave up hope on Good Friday. 

On Easter Sunday, God said I still have hope in you. And Ananias must 

have believed in that story. Ananias, who was in Damascus, was a 
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follower of the Way. He knew all about Saul and how he was harassing 

Christians and throwing them in jail, how we was an enemy to his 

friends. And when God told Ananias to go look for this man of Tarsus 

named Saul, Ananias had his doubts. “Are you serious, God? Saul? This 

man is not our friend. This man is out to get us. He has done evil against 

us, against you, God. You can’t mean him.” And surely Ananias was 

thinking that God was crazy and that this was such a dumb idea and that 

there were surely a hundred other people who could have been God’s 

instrument. Surely God didn’t mean him. But God did. And 

miraculously, Ananias trusted God. Miraculously, Ananias had faith that 

this was how God worked. That God could use the people we don’t 

expect for a purpose we can’t quite see, to do the most amazing things. 

Earlier this week, Ted Hakey Jr. went to pray with members of the 

mosque in Meriden, CT. Several months before, Mr. Hakey had gotten 

out his 9mm handgun and his M14 rifle and shot round after round into 

the mosque which was next door to his house. He was angry over the 

bombings in Paris and the violence in the Middle East. His Facebook 

page was full of anti-Muslim comments and hateful words about them. 
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But rather than return his hate, the Muslims next door reached out to 

him. They invited Mr. Hakey over to meet with them. They welcomed 

him without judgment. They spoke kindly to him. Mr. Hakey was 

touched by their generosity and gentleness of spirit. He apologized. 

Later he said he was overwhelmed by how he was treated after what he 

had done. He said, “Going forward I want to help bridge that gap [in 

understanding] and help someone else to not make the same mistake I 

did.” 1 Hopefully, like the faithful at this mosque, we would respond 

with such grace to an enemy. 

God changes people; even the ones we don’t expect. And, it’s God who 

does the changing, not us. And, God does it for God’s own purposes. 

And we must be ready. Like Ananias, we must have hope and be 

prepared to receive our enemies. To welcome them, to pray for their 

healing. To lay hands on them and bless them. To believe that God is 

doing something we cannot comprehend.  And that this is part of God’s 

plan for redemption. This is God’s story of resurrection.  

 

                                                           
1 https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/inspired-life/wp/2016/04/06/after-paris-attacks-he-shot-at-a-mosque-
this-month-he-prayed-with-the-muslims-there/ 


