
 Sending God, Sent Church 
Our Identity as Worshipers 

Acts 9:1-22 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Good morning, my name is Brad and I’m one of the pastors here. Although we took a 
break last week in order to celebrate our first integrated gathering and also the 500th 
anniversary of the Reformation, we’re picking back up today with our sermon series 
titled, “Sending God, Sent Church”.  
 
I don’t know if you’ve looked closely at the graphic artwork for this series, but it was 
designed with great intentionality to capture the meaning of the series. It’s clear to see 
there are three parts to it: God, the church, and the world. Everything begins with God, 
and everything God now does he chooses to do through his church, not only for the 
good of the church, but for the good of the world, that they may come to know Jesus 
Christ.  
 
But notice what’s between the three parts, linking them together. It’s the symbol of a 
heartbeat. This gives us the sense that the outward, initiating, loving, sending nature of 
God’s heart is implanted into his church and carried on to the world. This isn’t our doing. 
We don’t figure out how to emulate God’s heart--we have it transplanted into us through 
Christ--it becomes who we are. Then this reality informs our mission, our identity, and 
our practices as a church.  
 
Today we’re considering the fourth of five Antioch identities: our identity as worshipers. 
To sum up this entire sermon in one line, let’s be a people whose deepest desire is for 
Jesus to be worshipped. Really, this sums up our entire church. Think about our mission 
statement: “We pursue intentional gospel relationships”--why--”for the sake of Christ’s 
glory among the nations.”  
 
But there’s a problem, and here it is: we are often not a people who deepest desire is 
for Jesus to be worshipped. Yet I believe that by the power reflected in the story we will 
hear today, and the same God who caused it and inspired it, we can make our way to 
the gospel hope that it is possible, it’s possible for our desires to revolve more and more 
around Jesus.  
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With that said, if you are able, please stand with me to honor the reading of God’s word. 
Today’s passage is Acts 9:1-22. You may follow along in your Bible or in one of the 
Bibles in the chairs in front of you. If you’re using one of the Bibles in the chairs, you can 
find today’s Scripture passage on page 917. The verses will also be on the screen if 
you’d like to follow along there. Hear the word of the Lord: 
 
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. 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 
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confounded the Jews who lived in Damascus by proving that Jesus was the Christ. Acts 
9:1-22 

May the Word preached here today echo among the nations. You may be seated. 
 
Exposition 
 
So let me begin by asking you a question. What motivates you? Ever thought about 
that? Ever thought about what really gets you going? Keeps you going? There are lots 
of different kinds of motivation common to the human heart. Here are a few of the most 
common: 

● Achievement or Incentive 
● Fear or Consequences 
● Power or Freedom 
● Conformity or Pressure  1

 
The truth is, we’re all motivated by a mixture of these and many other things. But one of 
the most miraculous things about becoming a follower of Jesus Christ is that he doesn’t 
just change the ‘what you do’, but the ‘why you do it’. He makes you a worshiper. And 
no, I don’t just mean a singer or church attender. Saul, later in his life, defined a 
worshiper this way: 
 
Yes, everything else is worthless when compared with the infinite value of knowing 

Christ Jesus my Lord. Philippians 3:8 (NLT) 
 
A worshiper wants to know Jesus more than anyone or anything else. But Saul 
definitely didn’t start out this saintly. In fact, those of you who are  Christians may 
sometimes get a whiff of your true motivations and feel very un Christian (like, the part of 
us that wants to be recognized for serving, or stretches a story a little to make ourselves 
look better, or feel jealous when another person excels). The reality is that we drag a 
bag of rotten motivations into our new life in Christ, and it takes a lifetime for Jesus to 
empty that bag. If, of all people, Saul could be so miraculously changed that he was 
able to say (and live!) that his greatest motivation in life was to know Jesus Christ, then 
it is certainly possible for us too.  
 

1 Lifehack, “6 Types of Motivation Explained” 
http://www.lifehack.org/articles/productivity/6-types-of-motivation-explained.html 
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I say this because Saul, whom was also known as Paul (I will use them interchangeably 
today), had the most violently evil motivation in all the world. We read in the story that 
he was  
 
still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord, [and] 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. Acts 9:1-2 

Saul was so opposed to Christianity that he had been actively hunting down Christians 
in Jerusalem and throwing them in jail. We even know from later in the book of Acts 
(26:10) that he ensured those Christians were executed by casting his vote against 
them in trials.  His hope was to contain the Christians in Jerusalem so he could end the 2

movement altogether, so when people began fleeing to places like Damascus, he 
pursued them.   3

The language used in this story essentially described Saul as a ferocious beast that 
ravages a body; his “breathing out threats and murder” is meant to reflect the panting 
and snorting of a monster just before it sinks its teeth into you.  Yeah I know--terrifying .  4

And it makes sense. When I was serving in Africa, I experienced a similar person. We 
had been sharing the gospel in a new city, and as we were leaving a man approached 
us angrily. He called himself the “religion police” and accused us of seeking to change 
their religion and culture. We denied it, and showed him our documentation giving us 
the right to be there. He told us to never come back. The next time we came to that city, 
he met us as soon as we got out of the truck. He said, “I told you to never come back,” 
then he stomped off. Immediately, we started to be encircled by a riotous crowd. The 
man had stirred up the city against us. And I remember watching him encircle us, 
speaking nothing but lies and accusations. In many ways he had the appearance of a 
stalking predator, like a lion ready to pounce. Later we found out that his plan was to 
have the crowd push our truck into the ditch and stone us to death.  

What had Saul and this man so deranged?! What kind of devil worship must they have 
been involved in to hate Christianity so much? John Piper puts it this way: “Christianity 
with its message of salvation by faith apart from works would turn Saul's religious 
achievement into a pile of rubbish.”  5

2 William J. Larkin, Jr., Acts, 137-138 
3 John R.W. Stott, The Message of Acts, 168 
4 Stott, 168-169 
5 John Piper, “Overflowing Grace For All Who Believe,” 
https://www.desiringgod.org/messages/overflowing-grace-for-all-who-believe  
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Saul was a Pharisee, a religious hero of the day. He kept God’s laws, he was highly 
educated, he was passionate--he had it all! And if what Christianity said was true, that 
the only way to be right with God was by trusting in a crucified Messiah, then everything 
he had worked so hard for would mean nothing to God. And not only would it mean 
nothing, but he would be doomed for doing everything but God’s only requirement: 
trusting in Jesus. 

So here’s the motivation that transformed Paul into a murderous beast: he wanted to be 
right with God. ‘What?! That’s not a bad motivation,’ we might say. But Paul wanted to 
be right with God through the old way. But since the day of Jesus Christ, there is only 

one way to be right with God: through trusting Jesus Christ. Confronted with the error of 
his ways, Paul was hostile. Romans 8:7 says  
 
For the mind that is set on the flesh is hostile to God, Romans 8:7 
 
You may not be on the road to Damascus to imprison Christians, but when you find 
yourself going down the road of focusing on your own effort, whether it leads you to a 
sense of success or shortcoming, you are hostile; you don’t want to hear the gracious 
command to stop trying so hard and surrender to Jesus.  
 
For example, before I was a Christian, I grew up going to church several times each 
week. I was a good kid, made good grades, played sports, and was commended by 
people in the community. But something about when the preacher got up to preach 
made me angry. I even began sneaking out the back door of the sanctuary and hiding in 
a bathroom stall downstairs until the service was over. What caused me to be seething 
with anger. I believe God was drawing me to himself, showing me the error of my ways, 
and I was resisting. And my heart was hostile to God.  
 
If things are this deeply rooted in us, how will we ever truly be worshipers?! Let us now 
turn to take in the hope of the rest of this story.  
 
I. Worshipers See The End Of Themselves 
 
We read, beginning in verse three: 
 
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 
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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. Acts 
9:3-9 

What we have just read is what one scholar calls the “most important event in human 
history apart from the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth”.  For Saul 6

himself as well as Luke, the author of Acts, there would be “no more certain evidence of 
God’s power and grace than in his transformation of the church’s [greatest] persecutor 
into its greatest witness”.  If God could save Saul of Tarsus, he can save anybody; he 7

can save you .  
But is there any further application we can take from Saul’s conversion? Should you 
expect Jesus to knock you out of your car with the blinding light of his glory?  No, but 8

there are  three things we can apply to our identity as worshipers. The first is this: 
worshipers see the end of themselves.  

From the moment Jesus spoke to Saul, what he thought was the road to glory became 
a time-warp to the end of himself. No wonder he didn’t eat or drink for three days--think 
about how much his head was spinning: 

● He came to Damascus as the predator--now he was the prey.  9

● He was convinced that Jesus was a dead nobody--now he faced him as the Son 
of God risen and exalted. 

● And he had persecuted Christians thinking he was offering service to God--now 
he realized he was persecuting Jesus himself.  10

In one moment, Saul was shattered to pieces. It reminds me of a pagan king in the Old 
Testament named Nebuchadnezzar, another man who, ironically, was filled with pride 
and hostility toward God, and God literally turned him into a beast. When he was 
restored he concluded: 

Now I, Nebuchadnezzar, praise and extol and honor the King of heaven, for all his 

works mare right and his ways are just; and those who walk in pride he is able to 

humble. Daniel 4:37 

6 Larkin, 137 
7 John B. Polhill, Acts, 230 
8 Stott, 165-166 
9 Stott, 170 
10 Polhill, 234 
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We become worshipers only when we finally come to the end of ourselves. I don’t know 
about you, but I am learning to be grateful for a Father who knows how to humble my 
pride and bring me to the end of myself.  
 
II. Worshipers See Suffering As A Privilege 
 
And yet he doesn’t just leave us there, in a heap. He allows us to see that at the end of 
ourselves is where we meet him and worship him. This brings us to our second 
application to our identity as worshipers: worshipers see suffering as a privilege. Let’s 
pick up the story again in verse ten: 
 
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.” Acts 9:10-14 

This part of the story introduces us to a man named Ananias, who was probably a 
citizen of Damascus who had become a Christian. We’ve heard nothing about him up to 
now, and we’ll hear nothing else about him afterward. To this “nobody” was given the 
great privilege of being the voice and hands of Jesus to Saul. Has the apostle Paul had 
any impact on your life? Well, Ananias has some claim on that!  But it wasn’t all easy.  11

 
Ananias is told by the Lord to go to Saul. Think about the guy I described in Africa. What 
if the Lord was like, ‘Rise and go to his house. He’s praying and I want you to go help 
him because he can’t see.’ Huh? Ananias was given a massive privilege, but certainly 
not without much fear and trembling. He would have to bear the angst, the suffering, of 
obedience.  
 
The Lord responded, 
 
“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.” Acts 9:15-16 

11 F.F. Bruce, The Book of Acts, 200-201 
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For Saul, however, the suffering would be even greater. There was no beating around 
the bush--Saul was going to suffer for Jesus. But it wouldn’t be because Jesus was 
getting him back for the evils he had done. At least, that’s not how Saul would interpret 
such suffering later in his letter to the Philippians: 
 
I want to know Christ and the power of His resurrection and the fellowship of His 

sufferings, Philippians 3:10 (BSB) 
 
For Saul, suffering was a privilege; a path to knowing Christ intimately. Katie and I have 
found in our young marriage that nothing grows up closer to one another than suffering 
together--not vacations or dates or parenting, but entering into the confusions and 
frustrations and longings of life together--and inviting Jesus into that. 
 
For example, only a few weeks after finding out Katie was pregnant with our first child, 
things really began to look bad. We went to the doctor, and while there, it got even 
worse. I decided to take the rest of the day off to be with her, and went to the office to 
grab my stuff. While I was there, Katie called me and told me that we had definitely lost 
the baby. How do you prepare for that? I went home and found her obviously broken to 
pieces. But it just so happened that I had read something earlier that day that I had 
highlighted in my Kindle. It said: “In worship a person with an illness [or a miscarriage, 
lost job, etc.] might say to God, 'See, Lord, all I've got to give at this point is my 
confusion over this cancer.' Maybe that thing that's hurting me the most could be the 
most precious thing I have to offer to the Lord."  I literally got out my Kindle and read 12

these words, then Katie and I took our baby and lifted it up in worship, thanking God 
and grieving at the same time. It was an electrifying moment. It was gritty, and it felt 
pointless. But it was worship.  
 
III.  Worshipers See How Much They’ve Been Forgiven 
 
Finally, this story teaches us that worshipers not only see the privilege of their suffering, 
they see how much they’ve been forgiven. Keep in mind, Saul had no idea what was 
going to happen to him. All Jesus had said to him was “go into the city and you will be 
told what to do”. He had been taught that the worst place you could possibly be is to be 
found opposing God (Acts 5:39). And that’s just what had happened.  Let’s finish out 13

the story in verse seventeen:  
 

12 George Guthrie, Reading the Bible for Life: Your Guide to Living and Understanding God’s Word , 
Location 3132 
13 Larkin, 139 
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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. 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.” Acts 9:17-20 

In dramatic symbolism of his eyes being opened not only to his sin but to Jesus’ 
forgiveness, something like scales fell from Saul’s eyes. What was it that then 
strengthened him? Was it regaining his sight? Or eating some food? Or hanging with 
other Christians? Probably somewhat. But my bet is that after three days of seeing 
nothing but his sin, Saul was mostly strengthened by the reality of how much he had 
been forgiven. 
 
And this can be true for you today as well. In fact, to create a time-warp from that day in 
Damascus to right here right now, in Paul’s eyes, what he experienced, was for you. He 
later wrote,  
 
The saying is trustworthy and deserving of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into 

the world to save sinners, of whom I am the foremost. But I received mercy for this 

reason, that in me, as the foremost, Jesus Christ might display his perfect patience as 

an example to those who were to believe in him for eternal life. 1 Timothy 1:15-16 
 
Conclusion 
 
Paul’s experience was for you, that you might see just how much Jesus is willing to 
forgive you and make you a worshiper. 
 
On the night he was betrayed, when he took a loaf of bread, and after blessing it, broke 
it and gave it to his disciples and said to them, “This is my body, which is broken for 
you; eat this in remembrance of me.” He also took a cup of wine, and after blessing it, 
gave it to his disciples and said, “This cup is the new covenant marked by the shedding 
of my blood. For as often as you eat this bread and drink from this cup, you announce 
the Lord’s death until he returns.” We are announcing that Jesus Christ is still 
seeking worshipers because he is worth worshipers. Our tradition here at Antioch is 
to come forward and break off a piece of bread and dip it in the juice. There will be 
stations here in the front; gluten-free bread will be available to my left, your right. If 
you’re a baptized believer, come and remember what Jesus has done for you. If you’re 
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a believer but not yet baptized, let us know so we can help prepare you for baptism and 
communion. If you’re not a Christian, this sacred symbol is not for you, but rather than 
taking communion, we encourage you to take Christ. He has made himself available to 
you this very moment. There will be pastors in the back and people to pray with you on 
the sides. Let’s pray. 
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