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July 12, 2015 

Acts 9:19-31   Faith in What Cannot Yet Be Seen 

 

I can only imagine how amazed people were when they heard Saul 

preaching. They must have been totally shocked. I mean, here was the 

man who had been breathing threats and murder against them. Here was 

the man who had gotten special documents in order to arrest them 

because they were followers of Jesus. This man had gone out of his way 

to come and find them in Damascus in order to take them to prison. This 

man had spoken so passionately AGAINST them and AGAINST their 

Lord Jesus. And here he was, speaking FOR them and FOR Jesus and 

saying he was the Son of God. Saul had been their enemy and now he 

was their friend? I imagine they all shook their heads in disbelief. 

 

“Is this not the man who made havoc in Jerusalem?,” they said. “And 

has he not come here with the same purpose?” You get the feeling that 

these disciples are a bit skeptical of Saul. They have their doubts. They 

have concerns about him. “Was this not the man who made havoc? Who 

fractured our church? Who terrorized our families and persecuted our 
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community? Was this not the man who stood by when Stephen was 

killed and approved of it? And has he not come to Damascus, to our 

town, to bring more of that kind of trouble?” I imagine they were asking 

themselves why they should they listen to him. Why should they believe 

him? It must have been hard for those listening to Saul preach to hear 

him and believe that he really had changed. 

 

I wonder if you ever had difficulty believing that someone could change. 

Maybe someone who was your enemy came to you as a friend. Someone 

whom you knew was very bad and now wanted to be good. They had 

been against you but now they were for you. They seemed to have 

changed. And people can change, we know they do. But… it’s hard to 

believe it sometimes. It’s hard to believe it really can happen. That 

someone could be different than who they were. Like when the kid in 

middle school who was the biggest, meanest bully finds you on 

facebook and he wants to be friends. And look, he has his life all 

together. He is a good family man and he’s a volunteer fire fighter and 

he helps with afterschool programs and he’s a deacon in his church. But 
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you just can’t shake off all those mean things he did to you in the 

seventh grade. And the memory of how he tormented you and 

embarrassed you and made you dread going to school every day. Have 

you ever wondered if people CAN really change? 

 

Is this not the man who made havoc in Jerusalem? And has he not come 

here with the same purpose? Is this not the man who was AGAINST us?  

The man who was so mean and nasty to us? The man who was our worst 

nightmare and our worst enemy? I think I can understand why the 

believers are afraid to embrace Saul and his new-found faith. I can 

understand why they would hesitate. And why they might be a bit 

suspicious. And even a bit angry. As if what his preaching makes 

everything better. As if they are supposed to act as if nothing ever 

happened. As if they are supposed to accept Saul and trust him. And 

forgive him. How could they forgive him? How could God forgive him 

for what he had done?  
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Saul’s new friends in the church gave him a cold reception. They were 

afraid and upset with him. And Saul’s old friends even more upset with 

him. Saul’s old friends in Jerusalem from the temple, the religious 

teachers and leaders, they were so angry about his change of heart. He 

used to be on their side. He used to be AGAINST these followers of 

Jesus. He was AGAINST their beliefs and their wrong ideas that Jesus 

was the Son of God. And NOW he was FOR them. And FOR their Jesus 

and FOR Jesus’ message that God was FOR Jews and Greeks, men and 

women, slaves and free. And he was using all of his Pharisee training 

that THEY had given him to argue AGAINST them. Saul was no longer 

on their side. He had betrayed them. Can you imagine how angry his old 

friends were at his change of heart? 

 

Saul’s old friends do not like him. His new friends in the church do not 

like him much either. Saul is in a tough spot. And I wonder how difficult 

that was for Saul. And if he wondered why God had chosen him. And if 

he could be of much use, a person with so much baggage. With so many 
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enemies. I wonder why God chose a messy, complicated person like 

Saul to be such an important part of God’s work. 

 

Saul’s new friends do not trust him. His old friends hate him. But God 

has a purpose for Saul. Saul is just who God needs. He is a good 

preacher. He is passionate and persuasive and bold. Saul has the training 

and the smarts to outthink the religious thinkers. He has just what it 

takes to take the good news about Jesus out into the world. It’s easy to 

see now because we know the story. But back then, they didn’t know the 

story. They couldn’t see who Saul would be. 

 

That’s the thing about sight. We can only see what we can see right now. 

We can’t look around the corner. We can’t see the future and know how 

the story will go or how God will be at work. We can’t see everything. 

Sometimes our eyes are not ready to be opened yet. Sometimes all we 

have is the hope that God will do something good. 
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It takes a lot of hope to believe in what cannot yet be seen. Maybe you 

know what that’s like.  To have faith in a friend. A child. A coworker. 

You don’t know if the right thing is going to happen, but you have faith 

that it will. Or maybe there was someone who had faith in you. When 

the person you are was yet to be seen. And your story was yet to be 

known. 

 

It was a few people like that who believed in Saul. Who had faith in 

what could not yet be seen about him. Friends who listened. Friends who 

stood by him. Friends who lowered him over the city wall at night in a 

basket when his enemies came for him. And I wonder what that was like 

for Saul, to have these friends who believed in him. Who believed God 

was at work doing good things in him. Even though he was messy and 

complicated. What a gift of grace to have a friend who can see in you 

what cannot yet be seen.  

 

And the most important person to do that for Saul was Barnabus. When 

he needed someone to see who he could be, it was Barnabus who had the 
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faith to see it. After Saul escaped from Damascus, he went to Jerusalem. 

Saul wanted to meet with the apostles there and share his new-found 

faith. He was bursting with love and devotion for Jesus. But, no matter 

how hard he tried, Saul couldn’t find any of the apostles. Because they 

didn’t want to be found. They didn’t want to meet with Saul. They had 

seen what he had done. They knew all about him. They knew he was a 

persecutor and an enemy. And they were not ready to see what he could 

be. Is this not the man who made havoc in Jerusalem? Is this not the man 

who was against us and against our Lord Jesus? How could he be with 

us and for us? The apostles refused to meet with Saul. Even though he 

said he was different. Even though he now believed in the same Lord 

Jesus that they believed in. 

 

The apostles would not have listened to Saul, if it hadn’t been for 

Barnabus. If it had not been for Barnabus and his faith in Saul. And what 

God was about to do in him. If it hadn’t been for Barnabus seeing what 

couldn’t yet be seen, the apostles may never have welcomed Saul. 
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Barnabus’ vision is a miracle. I can only imagine how brave he had to be 

to stand up for Saul. And to ask the apostles to trust him and accept him. 

To risk his own reputation. To put himself out there on behalf of 

another. Not knowing, only hoping that this story would be a story of 

redemption. That through Saul they would see God’s grace at work. I 

wonder what kind of an impression that made on Saul, when Barnabus 

stood with him. And told everyone he had faith in him. That he believed 

that God could be at work in a messy complicated person like Saul. And 

that he too was precious to God. And that God was the kind of God who 

COULD take this man, this former enemy and make him into a friend.  

Because that’s what God does. God comes into this messy, complicated 

world, into our messy, complicated lives. And says, you are my kind of 

person. I can see great things in you. You can’t see it yet, but I can. In 

you, I see something wonderful and purposeful and miraculous. 

 

Friends like Barnabus are precious. Those who see in us what cannot yet 

be seen. Who have faith in us even when we are messy and complicated. 

Who give us the love and encouragement to believe that it might be 
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possible for God to do something great in us. I wonder if you can think 

of someone who was a Barnabus for you. Someone who was FOR you 

when the world was against you. Or someone who spoke on your behalf. 

Someone who believed in you and had faith in you and helped others see 

who you could be. 

 

For our craft today, we have a hand shape with a heart in the center. It 

represents the friendship of Barnabus. And how he was able to see what 

could not yet be seen in Saul. And how transforming and healing that 

faith was for Saul. And how it is for us too when someone sees more in 

us than just want we are right now.  

Take the red tissue paper and glue it over the heart shaped hole. On the 

palm of the hand, write the names of those who are or have been a 

Barnabus in your life. And give thanks for them. 

 

Then think about who you may have been a Barnabus for. Who have 

you stood FOR? Who have you had faith in? Hoped in? Believed in that 

they could be more than they appeared to be? Write their names on the 
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fingers of the hand. Write down those whom you encourage and support. 

And lift their names up in prayer. 


