
 
 

  
Sermon for Sunday, May 5, 2019 
 

ANOTHER EASTER STORY 
Acts 9:1-9 

 
To say that Saul was not a nice guy is a gross understatement. Even in light of Christ’s resurrection, and 
perhaps because of it, he was “still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord.” He 
approved Stephen’s death and spearheaded the violent persecution of the fledgling Jewish community that 
came to be known as Christians. Saul ravaged churches, dragged men, women and children out of their 
homes and threw them into prison. And he enlisted the powers-that-be to provide him the necessary religious 
and political cover to do it. 
What goes for Saul, also goes for many, all too many people in our world today who still “breathe threats and 
murder” both against followers of Christ and against all of God’s children. People who shoot up mosques 
and synagogues, people who bomb churches on Easter morning, people who set African-American churches 
on fire in the South and who justify their actions by their own self-righteous interpretation of faith, race, and 
politics are not nice people. Just like people in Saul’s day were on high alert against him and the violence he 
perpetrated against “God’s enemies,” we need to beware of those today who claim to do the same. Because, 
you see, the people whom Saul declared to be God’s “enemies” turned out to be God’s beloved children. And 
the self-proclaimed righteous defender of the faith becomes himself the “enemy” of God. “Saul, Saul, why 
do you persecute me?” the voice of the risen Christ asks him on the road to Damascus. A question to which 
Saul has no answer. 
Where does such hate come from that generates such unholy breath of threats and murder against God’s 
beloved children? How can it ever be justified to extinguish human life? Why would Saul, why would people 
today, ever believe one human life is worth more than another? Did Saul not know the commandments? Do 
people today? After all, premeditated murder is one of the gravest violations of God’s community. It is quite 
unsettling that the text does not provide us with any answers to such questions. Luke the Evangelist, most 
likely writer of the Book of Acts, doesn’t seem to be interested in giving us an explanation as to Saul’s 
murderous motives. He just tells it to us like he sees it.  
When I read this passage, it reminded me of a scene in the Batman movie The Dark Knight. (What can I say, 
I’ve been a fan since I was a little boy.) Bruce Wayne, aka Batman, is trying to understand the motives of a 
terrorist called the Joker. So, his butler Alfred tells him a story about his service in the military and the cost 
of capturing just such a man. Like the biblical writer, Alfred has no explanation regarding the person’s 
motives for Bruce Wayne. He simply offers this: “Some people in this world just want to set it on fire and 
watch it burn.” Prefer chaos over order.  I don’t know about you, but that sounds scary to me.  
It sounds scary because it seems that this is where we find ourselves these days, too, watching people who 
want to set the world on fire just to see it burn, both literally and figuratively speaking. Just like the early 
Christian community, just like Luke the Evangelist, we are at a loss for an explanation as to why. As people 
seem to be trying to somehow cope with their anxieties, our text contributes even further to the confusion.  It 
confounded those whom Saul persecuted since the risen Christ calls this violent thug “my chosen 
instrument.” Ananias, one of Christ’s disciples who lives in Damascus, is not happy about this at all. “Lord, 



 
 
not to put too fine a point on this, but this guy is beyond redemption. He has been after us with a vengeance 
and got in with the authorities to do even more damage to us, to you, and to our cause. And he did this using 
and abusing your name. Are you sure about this?” “Yup,” Jesus says. “I am. He’s my guy. He is the one I 
want to carry forth Abraham’s blessing to all nations. And in doing that, he’ll learn what it means to suffer 
for my name.” 
We all remember the end of the story. Saul, God’s enemy, is converted from breathing threats and murder 
against God’s children to becoming one who spreads the good news of God’s redeeming love throughout the 
known world of his day as he is “filled with God’s Holy Spirit” and receives a new name: Paul. As the 
apostle Paul he still gets to set the world on fire, only this time with the fire of God’s Holy Spirit.  
Now, I want to be clear here.  As Rabbi Johnathan Sacks, former chief Rabbi of Great Britain, says in his 
latest book of the same title, actions that deliberately harm others are “Not in God’s Name” and can never be 
justified as such.  And we need to say so. Yet, the point of this different kind of Easter story is that God’s 
grace abounds and no one is beyond the power of God’s redemption. While this may be difficult to hear or 
make sense of, just as it was for Ananias, it still does not change the fact that anyone whom God calls can be 
raised to a new and transformed life. That is good news. The good news ushered in by Christ’s resurrection 
extends to each and every person, including us.   
I believe the point here is this: The conversion of people’s hearts from hate to love, from trauma to healing 
and wholeness, from harmful actions to a life of service and compassion, can only be accomplished by God. 
We don’t get to decide that. Only God, only Christ does. Our breath, our spirits may be “unholy,” but God’s 
Spirit is holy.  When God breathes God’s Spirit into us, it is never to incite threats and harm others. When 
God breathes into us, we come to new life as Adam did way back in Genesis. When Christ breathes into us, it 
is never to tear down communities.  Rather, it is always to build them up, as he did when he breathed his 
Holy Spirit into the disciples after his resurrection and then sent them out to proclaim the Good News far and 
wide. 
So in a way, this text is another Easter story. Only, it is not Christ’s story, but Saul’s. Saul is “being 
crucified” as he loses the identity of his former life marked by violence. He is blinded for three days so he 
cannot see anymore and needs to rely on Christ’s voice and promises to make it through—that’s Saul’s day 
in the tomb. And then he is “resurrected” as he regains his sight and receives a new life. And like Jacob, who 
also received a new name after struggling with God, who walked away from that struggle with a limp, Saul 
gets a new name: Paul. And like Jacob, who is renamed Israel, meaning the one who strives with God, Paul 
receives a “limp” as he will now be persecuted by those whom he tried to harm in his former life. 
As Christ breathes his Holy Spirit into the blinded Saul, an amazing thing happens. “And immediately 
something like scales fell from his eyes, and his sight was restored. Then he got up and was baptized, and 
after taking some food, he regained his strength.” This is also what happens to us, every time we approach 
Christ’s table. In taking the food Christ offers, suddenly our eyes are opened and we recognize that the Risen 
Lord is in our midst. Then, we, too, regain our strength. In this way, drawn into Christ’s and Saul’s Easter 
story, we relive our own “resurrection.” If someone like Saul can be transformed by the Risen Lord and 
become God’s instrument in spreading the good news to all people, surely so can we. 
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