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May 5, 2019 

Acts 9:1-9 

Acts 9:10-20    Hoping for an Enemy 

 

Faith is not a private matter. For us, it is not just about agreeing with 

certain ideas about God. Or consenting to some theological arguments. 

Jesus says faith is about how we treat other people. He says his disciples 

will be known by their love. Jesus says: Love one another. Love your 

neighbor. Love your enemy. Do unto others as you would have them do 

to you. Faith isn’t something on the inside. It’s about how we act on the 

outside. So, what does that mean? How should we treat one another? 

Our friends? The ones for us? The ones against us? 

Today, we have a story about that kind of faith. It’s about the early 

church trying to figure out how to treat others, especially those who are 

against them. And there wasn’t anyone more against them than Saul of 

Tarsus. Saul was their enemy. He was the enemy of all the followers of 

Jesus and he was opposed to them because they were opposed to him. 

He despised how they believed that Jesus was the Son of God. He 

despised how they reinterpreted the Bible. He despised how they 

challenged the very laws of God about cleanliness and Sabbath keeping 
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and who was in and who was out. Saul despised them all for spreading 

his words. And he would do whatever it took to stop them. He was going 

to stamp out this group of followers who called themselves, the Way. 

And as the story begins, we find Saul on his way to Damascus to arrest 

whoever he can, and we can almost hear the bad guy music playing in 

the background. (dun dun DUN!) 

That’s who Saul was. He was the one who was against the followers of 

Jesus. He was the guy breathing threats and murder against them. The 

kind of guy who would convict men AND women. The kind of guy who 

would go from Jerusalem to Damascus just to drag people to jail.  That’s 

who Saul was. He was a bad guy. And even today, we face people who 

are determined to stand in our way. For me, it’s that person who takes 

the last piece of the jigsaw puzzle and hides it so they can put it in later. 

It’s that person who makes buttonholes just a bit too small for the 

button. It’s that person who buys a funnel cake and eats it in front of me 

when I’m trying to stick to a healthy diet. It’s that person who makes life 

harder. And then there are those real enemies, those serious enemies, 

who threaten us and are out to harm us; who make us fearful and 
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anxious and make us feel unsafe. Maybe you have an enemy; a political 

enemy. A social enemy. An enemy at work. Or at home. Or at school. A 

frenemy who is your friend but also not your friend at all.  Do you know 

what it’s like to have someone determined to stand in your way? And 

work against what you believe in? 

Maybe we have enemies. Maybe like Ananias, we have adversaries who 

are out to get us. A week ago, I attended the monthly Muslim Christian 

dialogue in Lexington. And there was an older gentleman there in the 

front row with a folder full of papers. He called it his documentation. I 

had seen this man before at this gathering and his interaction with the 

group was the same as it had been before. He asked the same questions 

which had nothing to do with the topic or the speaker. He raised his hand 

and said: “Isn’t Islam a religion of violence?” And “aren’t you just 

waiting to impose your religious laws on everyone in America?” And 

everyone in the room seemed to know he was going to ask those 

questions. They knew that at some point he would raise his hand and tell 

the Muslims what they believed and who they really were. And when he 

did, the group collectively rolled its eyes and grumbled quietly and 
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moved on to the next question. This gentleman seemed to be at this 

meeting to confront an enemy and he did it with unwavering zeal. 

Saul was full of zeal too, zeal for God. And he was so full of this 

righteous zeal that it was all he could think about. This righteous zeal 

filled him with certainty and made him want to fight anyone he was 

certain was opposed to him. It made him want to fight his enemies; who 

were a danger to others and a danger to God with their offensive 

message about Jesus being God’s Messiah. Saul had to stop them for 

their own good and for the good of society. He was on his way to 

Damascus to do that. And that’s all that Ananias and his fellow 

Christians in Damascus knew; that Saul was on his way there to get 

them. 

Saul was the enemy of Ananias. He was the enemy of Jesus and the 

enemy of Jesus’ followers. Ananias feared what would happen next. 

That Saul would arrest people and take them from their homes and their 

families. That he would scare people away from the church and from 

following Jesus. And they would have to stand up to him and be 

prepared to resist him. That’s probably what Ananias was thinking. And 
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he was probably thinking about it at 2 in the morning.  And he was 

thinking about this and struggling with what to say and what to do with 

this enemy, something happens. He has a vision from God.  

God jumps in and tells Ananias that he needs to go to a certain street to a 

certain house and there he will find a man named Saul of Tarsus. And he 

will lay his hands on him and restore his sight. Because God plans to use 

Saul to spread the news about Jesus to the Gentiles. Now sit with that for 

a moment, and imagine what Ananias might be thinking. God is telling 

him to help a man who is his enemy. Someone opposed to him and to 

Jesus and to his community. I can’t help but wonder if Ananias was 

thinking: “Are you sure, God? Are you crazy, God? You do know that 

Saul has done lots of EVIL, right? You do know that he has ruined the 

lives of those following your Son, right? He has threatened us and hurt 

us and caused us to live in fear. He is not on our side, God. He is not a 

friend. So what are you thinking?”  

That’s not what happens with an enemy. Someone who is against us 

cannot all of a sudden be for us. He cannot become your instrument, O 

God. He cannot become a brother in Christ. There isn’t enough grace in 
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the world for that to happen. Not even you, O God, can do that. But God 

says, oh yes I can. And yes, there is enough grace. This is not your 

grace, it’s my grace. And this is what I want you to believe in. That there 

is enough love for you and your neighbors and your enemies. This is the 

story I want you to have faith in. 

This story about Ananias and Saul is our story. It teaches us what faith 

looks like. And the first lesson it teaches us is a lesson in humility. We 

need to be humble when we think about what God can and cannot do. 

We need to be humble in our judgments of who God can use. Because 

we can be pretty quick to judge. We decide who is good or bad. We 

determine whether they are in or out. We put people into boxes with 

labels on them. And we put those labels on, on behalf of God. Because 

we think we know, but our story teaches us that we have to be humble. 

We have to take our preconceived notions lightly. Because we aren’t in 

charge. God is. And we have to admit that our God can do some 

surprising stuff.  Because of this story about Saul, we have to have faith 

that God can take our bitterest enemy, and turn them into your friend. 

You say, it can’t be done. God says, oh yes, it can. And we can either 
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help God or hinder God. Like Ananias, we can either do what God asks 

or we can refuse. We can either be part of a story that heals our enemies 

and restores their sight or God’s story can go around us. Ananias had to 

humble himself to accept what God was doing. And so do we 

sometimes. We need to reserve judgment. Take it easy on others.  Leave 

room for the Spirit and let God have the final say. 

We need to be humble, lesson number one. And lesson number two: We 

don’t change people, God changes people. I can’t tell you how many 

times I have thought I could change someone. I have come up with great 

arguments in my head and written perfectly clear emails with bullet 

points. I have had late night arguments with my enemies at 2 in the 

morning. Have any of you ever done that? Have any of you thought that 

you could fix someone else if you said the right thing or did the right 

thing?  I think we all have. But it wasn’t Ananias who turned Saul 

around.  It wasn’t Ananias who changed Saul’s mind with an argument 

so that Saul said “Ah yes, now I see; thank you Ananias for 

straightening me out.” NO. No, it was God who the one straightened 

Saul out on the road to Damascus. It was God who revealed the truth to 
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him in Jesus. And even now, there will still be people like Saul, people 

will have scales over their eyes and over their ears and over their hearts. 

And we won’t be able to change it. Only God’s will be able to. We just 

need to have faith that it’s possible. 

We don’t change people. God does. And we need to have the humility to 

let God do that work with whomever God chooses. And that leads to our 

third point, there is always hope. Even for the biggest rascal out there. 

Love your enemies, Jesus says. Pray for those who are persecuting you. 

Hope for the best for those making your life tough. Because at some 

point, God may use them. God may turn them into an instrument of 

God’s own choosing. And whoever they are now, it may put them on a 

path to what God has in mind for the future. Saul’s was full of passion 

and religious zeal. He had the tenacity of a pitbull and he was willing to 

go cross-country to accomplish what he believed in. God would put all 

of that to good use. God would take Saul’s zeal and turn it into a 

missionary motive for Jesus. It’s this enemy Saul who becomes Paul, 

who reached out to Gentiles like us and made our faith possible today. 
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Our God does that kind of thing. And that’s what we believe. We have 

hope in those amazing acts of redemption. Even for our enemies. 

God’s hope isn’t just for us. It’s for others. It’s for the whole world. And 

God has called us to live out that hope. Not just in our own private lives 

but in our public lives and the way we treat others. How we treat our 

friends, our neighbors and even our enemies. Because that’s the 

powerful hope God has given us in Jesus. That’s the unstoppable faith 

God has given us. At this table, we see that God has the grace. That God 

has the plan. That God has the power to overcome evil with good. And 

like Ananias, we need to trust. And be humble. And remember that God 

changes people, we don’t. And hold on to hope. God’s hope for us and 

for others. And for all of creation. 


