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Talk for Sunday 16th May    ‘The Believers Lowered Him in a Basket’ 
 
Acts 9:1-25 - New International Version - UK 
 
On Monday, the government published its green list of countries to which we Brits can once again take holidays 
without having to isolate. But, since Brexit, those of us planning a trip to Europe may need to check on what we can 
bring back with us if we are to avoid being branded as smugglers.  
 
Have you ever passed through customs at a border crossing and felt a surge of guilt for no reason? The customs and 
excise people ask you the most innocent of questions.  
‘Are you carrying any guns or knives?’ a polite official once asked me.  
‘No’ I said emphatically. But as we drove onto the ferry, Heather then reminded me that the camping equipment 
contained many knives and other sharp objects. Suddenly I blushed profusely. Was I smuggler? 
 
Prayer: 
Dear Lord, 
Help us as we read and learn about Saul that we might clearly discern the meaning and adapt the learning to our 
own lives. 
Amen  
 
Last week Helen told us about how the early church was dispersed from Jerusalem because of the persecution there 
perpetrated by a young Pharisee called Saul. Today’s reading is about Saul’s dramatic conversion on the road to 
Damascus. He was persecuting the early church but, after his conversion, he became the one who was persecuted. 
And after several weeks preaching the gospel in Damascus, his followers had to smuggle him out of the city to avoid 
the guards who were waiting for him at the city gate.  
 
Many years ago we went to Damascus with Arab World Ministries. It was the early 1990’s and it was an adventure. 
We travelled with some preconceived ideas and prejudices and, whilst some of these were confirmed about the 
political regime, others were completely wrong!  We met many faithful believers in the city. Some were protestant, 
some Catholic, some Syrian Orthodox. We saw a mosque that had once been a Christian basilica and before that a 
Roman temple. And in the old city, there wasn’t a single street that was straight. Everywhere was a rabbit warren of 
twisting alleys. Except one street. It was perfectly straight. On that street we saw a whole family engaged in making 
beautiful mosaic backgammon sets and boxes. We bought one – here it is: 
 
This is the street that Ananias was told to go to by the Lord, to the house of Judas where he would meet Saul. 
Ananias was understandably cautious. Saul was dangerous. But Jesus had already decided that he had everything 
covered. And the plan was now for Ananias to give Saul back his sight. In v16, Jesus explains to Ananias that 16 I will 
show him how much he must suffer for my name. 
 
After his sight returned, Saul started to preach the gospel throughout Damascus. Imagine the surprise among 
believers and persecutors alike.  As it says in v21, 21 All those who heard him were astonished and asked, ‘Isn’t he the 
man who caused havoc in Jerusalem among those who call on this name? And hasn’t he come here to take them as 
prisoners to the chief priests?’ That is the power of transformation in Jesus Christ – when the lives of evil doers can 
be turned through 180 degrees.  
 
 
 
The words to the hymn ‘Amazing Grace’ were written by a former slave trader. Imagine the consternation of the 
other slave traders and abolitionists when John Newton said: 
 
‘I once was lost but now am found 
Was blind but now I see’ 
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Saul’s personality was very driven. Both before and after his conversion, he pursued his purpose relentlessly. But the 
Lord changed his direction of travel so that he was pointing in the right way. And suddenly he could see that all his 
previous associates were going the wrong way. From being the most zealous of Pharisees he became their biggest 
critic. But he also knew them well enough not to get caught by them. He kept the important Godly rules but, like 
Jesus whom he preached, he challenged their silly man-made rules: the petty rules that were loaded onto the backs 
of ordinary people.  
 
And in the 20th Century, after the Second World War, when an iron curtain fell across Europe, for fifty years 
Communism, a political system that banned all religion, was the system of government for many countries such as 
Poland and East Germany. Not only was Christianity banned but so were bibles too. And in 1950, a young pastor 
called Brother Andrew acquired an old VW Beetle and started smuggling bibles across the borders into communist 
countries. His exploits can be read today in the book ‘God’s Smuggler’ and he is an inspiration to generations of 
missionaries. 
 
 Today Brother Andrew’s work continues through several missionary organisations including Open Doors, which he 
founded, and the Slavic Gospel Association (SGA), a charity that is supported by St Peter’s. In a moment we will hear 
from SGA’s Andrew Coleclough about how he is inspired by the story of Saul and about the work of SGA in the Slavic 
countries of the world. 
 
But first, let’s consider the points so far 
 

1. Listen to what God says – sometimes we are prejudiced against people because their reputation goes before 
them. But we believe in a God of second chances. So let’s be like Ananias and let God be the judge and listen 
for his guidance; 

2. Like Saul, don’t be afraid to share the gospel – our Lord is faithful and will surely protect us from sinning; 
3. Abide by earthly rules but, as Jesus taught, ‘render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s and to God the 

things that are God’s’ [Mark 12:17 - ESV]; most of us for most of the time will not need to go against earthly 
authority for God’s sake. But for a few at particular times it may be necessary to break earthly rules in order 
to glorify God. That’s the case for the persecuted church today.  
 

I started this talk by referring to the UK Governments list of green countries that we can visit without fear. But 
let’s remember the red list of countries on the World Watch List on Open Door’s website 
https://www.opendoorsuk.org/. 
 Let’s remember those believers who are in danger from discrimination, from imprisonment and even from 
death because of their faith.  

 
Prayer: 
 
Dear Lord, 
 
We pray for the persecuted church in the world today. Driven to clandestine ways, may their ‘smuggling of 
bibles’ be invisible to the authorities but their faith shout from the rooftops. 
 
Amen 

 
 


