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Text 
10 In Damascus there was a disciple named Ananias. The Lord called to him in a vision, "Ananias!" "Yes, 
Lord," he answered. 11 The Lord told him, "Go to the house of Judas on Straight Street and ask for a man 
from Tarsus named Saul, for he is praying. 12 In a vision he has seen a man named Ananias come and place 
his hands on him to restore his sight." 13 "Lord," Ananias answered, "I have heard many reports about this 
man and all the harm he has done to your saints in Jerusalem. 14 And he has come here with authority from 
the chief priests to arrest all who call on your name." 15 But the Lord said to Ananias, "Go! This man is my 
chosen instrument to carry my name before the Gentiles and their kings and before the people of Israel. 16 I 
will show him how much he must suffer for my name." 17 Then Ananias went to the house and entered it. 
Placing his hands on Saul, he said, "Brother Saul, the Lord – Jesus, who appeared to you on the road as 
you were coming here – has sent me so that you may see again and be filled with the Holy Spirit." 18 

Immediately, something like scales fell from Saul's eyes, and he could see again. He got up and was 
baptized, 19 and after taking some food, he regained his strength. Saul spent several days with the disciples 
in Damascus. 20 At once he began to preach in the synagogues that Jesus is the Son of God. 21 All those who 
heard him were astonished and asked, "Isn't he the man who raised 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?" 22 Yet Saul grew 
more and more powerful and baffled the Jews living in Damascus by proving that Jesus is the Christ. 23 

After many days had gone by, the Jews conspired to kill him, 24 but Saul learned of their plan. Day and 
night they kept close watch on the city gates in order to kill him. 25 But his followers took him by night and 
lowered him in a basket through an opening in the wall. 26 When he came to Jerusalem, he tried to join the 
disciples, but they were all afraid of him, not believing that he really was a disciple. 27 But Barnabas took 
him and brought him to the apostles. He told them how Saul on his journey had seen the Lord and that the 
Lord had spoken to him, and how in Damascus he had preached fearlessly in the name of Jesus. 28 So Saul 
stayed with them and moved about freely in Jerusalem, speaking boldly in the name of the Lord. 29 He 
talked and debated with the Grecian Jews, but they tried to kill him. 30 When the brothers learned of this, 
they took him down to Caesarea and sent him off to Tarsus. 31 Then the church throughout Judea, Galilee 
and Samaria enjoyed a time of peace. It was strengthened; and encouraged by the Holy Spirit, it grew in 
numbers, living in the fear of the Lord. 
 
Introduction 
 Parts of high school were rough for me, as I’m sure it was for a lot of people.  
Lunch-time was the worst.  Walking in to a cafeteria full of hundreds of people 
segregated into tables of cliques, not knowing where you belong, is petrifying.  On my 
first day of high school when I walked out of the line holding my tray of food and saw all 
these different tables, I froze up.  I didn’t know where to go.  You feel like everyone is 
looking at you and can tell you don’t know what you’re doing, so somehow I quickly 
made my way to the nerd table.  That first semester I sat with the guys whose mom’s 
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packed their lunches: the scrawny Boy Scout who wore his uniform to school; the shy, fat 
kid with dandruff who I myself had made fun of for wetting his pants during a junior high 
math class; the orange haired boy who we made fun of in junior high for having a high 
voice – we called him Mickey Mouse – and then one summer he hit puberty and the next 
year he had a deep bass voice… yeah, we teased him mercilessly. 
 But now, by some strange twist of events, I was sitting at the nerd table!  I was 
better than that, I thought.  So the next semester when the lunch periods got switched up, 
I moved up to the semi-cool table.  That’s where I stayed for the next four years.  Not a 
nerd, but not totally in the “in” crowd.  I wasn’t in the band; I played sports, but not the 
big ones like basketball or football.  The really popular people knew me and treated me 
okay, but I was just on the outside of that circle; not fully one of them. 
 But my senior year I got as close to the cool elites as I ever came.  You see I was 
in the smart classes.  That was kind of where I found my identity.  And the smart classes 
are those places where nerds, semi-cool, and really cool preps can meet.  It was in this 
context that I got to know this girl who was valedictorian and a cheerleader and Senior 
class president.  And she was a good girl – nice, friendly, everyone liked her.  And I 
started getting this crazy, ambitious idea: it was prom time and she had just broken up 
with a jock and somehow I, semi-cool Nathan Carter, got up the nerve to ask her to be my 
date to the prom!  Yes, I, Nathan Carter, went to prom with the prom Queen!!  It’s not as 
cool of a prom story as Janice’s (you should ask her about that), but it was a special night 
for me – she was my ticket into the cool crowd. 

Now after the prom you all know there are of course the obligatory parties.  I had 
never been to one of the cool parties, you know the ones that sometimes got busted by the 
cops.  But that night I was the prom Queen’s date.  She kindly took me under her wing 
and I got into places I could never have gone before.  I can still picture this: back in the 
woods somewhere, music blaring, a keg of beer in someone’s car, a bonfire roaring, and 
all the cool people gathered in one place.  And I was there.  But then shortly after we 
arrived I heard someone slightly inebriated say loud enough for me to hear, “Hey, what 
the h*** is Nathan Carter doing here??”  It became clear that I didn’t belong there. 

I think back on all those popularity games now and find them quite humorous and 
infantile.  But I wonder how many people have never really moved on from high school.  
I wonder how many churches still operate like high school cliques.  Nothing could be 
farther from Christ’s purpose for his church.  The community of believers is supposed to 
be open to everyone without distinction, with no favoritism.  Now we can say that, but 
that doesn’t just happen.  You can’t just say it and make it be true.  It takes certain actions 
by people.  That’s what today’s section describing the church in its earliest days is all 
about.  This is a rebuke and encouragement to all of us to do our part to make Immanuel 
Baptist Church the kind of community God wants it to be.  In short, the message of 
today’s passage in the Bible is just this: the church must be open and inviting to all 
kinds of people. 
 
Let’s pray together for this community and our look today at God’s expectation of 
churches… 
 
Brother Ananias (vv. 10-25) 
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Last week we looked at the dramatic conversion of the most vicious opponent of 
the early church – Saul, who later became Paul.  On the way to Damascus he himself 
entered the Way as he encountered the risen Christ.  He was taught in that initial 
Damascus experience that walking in the Way means entering into Christ and assuming 
both his sufferings and his power.  We focused primarily on vv. 4-5 and v. 16 and noticed 
how these two statements connected and how they left an indelible mark on Saul that 
would re-appear in many of his teachings later on. 

What I kind of glossed over was the way Ananias and the other Christians in 
Damascus responded to Saul.  Ananias’ natural reaction was to be fearful of Saul, after 
all he was there to continue his violent rampage against Christians.  But Ananias knew 
his Lord.  He knew his character enough to recognize his voice and trust his leadings, 
even if they seemed crazy.  He knew his Lord well enough to know him as “the 
compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in love and faithfulness, 
maintaining love to thousands, and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin” (Ex. 34:6-7).  
And so he knew that not even Saul was beyond the scope of God’s work… and so he 
obeyed and went.  It’s a scenario somewhat similar to the story that the new movie, End 
of the Spear, is based on – the families of the five American missionaries who were 
martyred in the 1950s forgiving and living among the Waorani tribesmen who killed their 
husbands and dads and have since trusted Christ. 

Look at v. 17.  This is not a half-hearted welcome.  Ananias embraced Saul and 
called him “brother.”  This displays a great willingness to accept someone the Lord has 
worked in, no matter his background, truly as a brother.  I think we’d all agree that 
“brother” is a warm, affectionate term.  Ananias baptizes Saul, not refusing him equal 
status in Christ.  He cares for his physical needs, feeding him a hearty meal and nursing 
him back to strength.  And he introduces him to the fellowship, even encouraging him to 
share his newfound faith in the synagogues of Damascus.  Ananias held nothing back in 
befriending this new member of Christ’s body. 

Saul’s previous way of life couldn’t have been tame by any measure, because his 
reputation had spread not just among Christians, but all the Jews in Damascus knew of 
Saul’s havoc raising in Jerusalem and his objective in their city (cf. v. 21).  He had quite 
a reputation.  He was one bad dude and thus his turn around was “baffling” (cf. v. 22).  
We know from Gal. 1:17 that Saul didn’t stay very long in Damascus after his encounter 
and the “many days” in between v. 22 and v. 23 were an intense couple years of retreat 
and personal growth in the Lord that Saul spent in Arabia – the years following a 
Christian’s conversion are a crucial time for solidifying his or her faith and learning about 
the ramifications of his or her new life.  A set-aside time of preparation is also important 
for ministry.  That’s what Saul did shortly after his entrance into the body of Christ.  And 
then he came back to Damascus to continue his work of “proving that Jesus is the Christ” 
(v. 22) to the Jews there. 

It’s probably safe to assume that previous to Saul’s visit Ananias was a, if not the, 
leader in the Damascus church.  But when Saul gets back from seminary in the desert 
Ananias and the others again welcome him and recognize his gifts.  Although the Jews 
overall didn’t like Saul’s change so much and started to try to kill him, it seems from v. 
25 that Saul had become a, if not the, leader in the Christian community there.  Look 
there.  It says that Saul has followers/disciples of his own!  Just think, Saul – a leader in 
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the church, surpassing Ananias in authority!  That takes quite a remarkable attitude on 
behalf of Ananias and the rest of the church, doesn’t it? 
 
Encourager Barnabas (vv. 26-31) 
 Meanwhile, those sufferings that Saul would experience as a result of being in 
Christ are just starting.  Damascus gets to be unsafe for him to stay any longer.  The 
church there helps Saul escape in the middle of the night, letting him down in a basket 
through a hole in the city wall while the governor had Damascus in a lock-down (cf. 
2Cor. 11:32-33).  Saul retraces his steps from a few years earlier and goes back to 
Jerusalem for the first time since he left with those arrest warrants.  “When he came to 
Jerusalem, he tried to join the disciples, but they were all afraid of him, not believing that 
he really was a disciple” (v. 26).  He was just secretly let out of a city to escape 
persecution for Christ’s name, but in Jerusalem they thought he was a Trojan horse of 
sorts, trying to infiltrate the ranks of the believers there to cause more harm and 
persecution of the church.  And so their natural reaction was to be a little closed off to 
him. 
 Here’s where Barnabas comes in.  Remember Barnabas?  He’s actually Joseph, 
the Levite from Cyprus, who we met back at the end of chapter 4.  There he’s noted for 
his generosity; he “sold a field he owned and brought the money and put it at the 
apostles’ feet” (4:37).  Luke also records that Barnabas is his nickname, given to him by 
the apostles.  It means Son of Encouragement.  Joseph is a giving man and his generosity 
spills over into how he treats people.  He’s known for believing in people, helping them; 
he’s always there with a pick-me-up, a vote of confidence; he refuses to believe anything 
but the best about someone; he’d give the shirt off his back to anybody.  That’s Barnabas. 
 Acting in character, while everyone else was reluctant, we read that Barnabas 
took Saul under his wing.  He listened to Saul’s story about his encounter with Jesus and 
his ministry in Damascus and he believed him and brought him to the apostles.  Barnabas 
vouched for Saul, stood up for him.  He said, “Hey guys, he’s really one of us.  ‘It’s all 
right, Philip – you can come out from under the bed.’1”  Even though the circles that were 
being entered into are drastically different, Barnabas was to Saul what the prom Queen 
was to me – someone who saw the lines of the circle as being permeable and escorted an 
outsider in.  Nobody can really enter into a community of any sort without a sponsor, or 
sponsors, can they? 
 Barnabas was that kind of guy.  He took the risk with Saul, gave him a chance.  
And this is not the last time Saul and Barnabas hook up.  They worked closely together 
several years later and Barnabas, like Ananias, was even willing to take the back-seat to 
Saul as the Lord’s hand on Saul becomes more and more evident (see the shift between 
chapters 13 and 14).  We’re going to see his work as an advocate on several more 
occasions as we go through Acts.  That’s what he was – an advocate (i.e. John Mark). 
 Because of Barnabas’ interest in Saul and advocacy of him before the Jerusalem 
church’s leadership, Saul was accepted and assimilated into the community there.  There 
was no: “Hey, what the h*** is Saul doing here??”  He stayed there for awhile testifying 
to the reality of Christ until he drew the hatred of the Grecian Jews there and they tried to 
kill him.  Like in Damascus, the brothers looked out for Saul and upon learning of the 
plot “they took him down to Caesarea [a port town on the Mediterranean] and sent him 
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off to Tarsus [Saul’s original hometown up on the southern edge of modern day Turkey]” 
(v. 30). 
 “Then,” the text says (actually it says “therefore”), “the church throughout Judea, 
Galilee and Samaria enjoyed a time of peace.  It was strengthened; and encouraged by the 
Holy Spirit, it grew in numbers, living in the fear of the Lord” (v. 31).  As a result of this 
incident, the church continued to thrive and expand.  Therefore, not because they got rid 
of Saul, but because they welcomed him/they were a welcoming community – open and 
inviting to all kinds of people.  They incorporated him into the body and recognized his 
gifts, even though he was in his own words “the worst of sinners” (1Tim. 1:16).  And as a 
result, mark this, of being a church with encouragers like Barnabas, the church as a whole 
was encouraged by the Holy Spirit and blessed and growing.  I think this is Luke’s way 
of saying that for the church, any church, to be healthy and growing it needs to be like the 
Jerusalem church – full of Barnabases and welcoming. 
 
Applying This to Immanuel 
 That’s the kind of church Immanuel desires to be.  Sadly, there are many churches 
where people are made to feel unwelcome; where if you’re different, you’re excluded; if 
you’ve got a past, you’re put in a box and labeled; if you experience certain struggles, 
you’re feared; if you’re rough around the edges, wrestle with doubts, smell funny, dress 
differently, are needy, are gifted, you’re shut out.  I admit: there are churches like that.  
Immanuel does not want to be one of them.  There are churches that are just full of 
people who were “cool” in high school.  There are churches that are just full of rich 
people, white people, smart people, married people, etc… and if you’re not that, you’re 
made to feel not welcomed.  That’s not the church Jesus instituted.  His church is for the 
“painfully uncool” as my new favorite band, Switchfoot, says; “The church of the drop 
outs, the losers, the sinners, the failures, and the fools.”2 
 Let me just say that IBC wants to be that kind of place.  We want to be the place 
where people, no matter who they are, where they’ve been, what they’re like, can come 
and experience the awesome and merciful God; can come and participate in a real, deep 
community/family that is only possible in Christ’s power.  We want to be, as much as is 
realistically feasible, the kind of place where every kind of person who lives in the UIC 
area can feel welcomed and loved.  We want to be multi-ethnic (we’re not an Asian 
church!).  We want to be economically integrated.  We want to be trans-political (as 
Switchfoot says, “[We] pledge allegiance to a country without borders.”3  We’re not a 
wing of the Republican or Democratic Party).  We want to be a church without childish 
categories for nerds and semi-cool and cool.  If you’ve been burned by other churches, 
look at the church in Acts and see what it’s really supposed to be like and know that even 
though we’re messed up, imperfect people, that’s what we’re really aiming at here. 
 I grew up in a church where it’s hard to say for sure, but most likely many of the 
people there were just cultural Christians who in reality were not blown away by God’s 
grace and beauty and were instead relying on their own merit before God – “I’m 
outwardly moral; I’m not like so and so; I don’t do such and such.”  People there were 
born and raised in that church and held on to control tightly, resisting any threat of 
change.  Sadly, the church became fixed in time while time kept moving on and the same 
people sat in the same pews for 20, 30, 40, 50, 60 years.  And you know what?  Those 
people are dying off and the church that was 80-90 people when I was a kid is 10-15 
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now.  It won’t be long until the doors are barred or it’s converted to an antique store or a 
Russiaville Visitors Center or something like that. 
 And you know why?  Because the church was not open and inviting to outsiders.  
It was full of anti-Ananiases, backwards Barnabases.  I can remember when I was in high 
school really believing that God was going to change our church.  There was a young 
pastor there who was good at befriending people in town who may have been away from 
church awhile, didn’t quite fit in to the rural, Midwest church culture.  And some of them 
were starting to come and be part of things, but the bitter, critical, old, blue-haired ladies 
would tear them to shreds.  The stodgy, staid old men would look down their noses.  
People weren’t embraced and welcomed and affirmed and accepted and made to feel like 
they belonged.  They were kept at a distance, under scrutiny, and talked about behind 
their backs.  It sounds preposterous, like it could never happen so blatantly in a church, 
but I’m here to tell you it can.  It does ALL the time.  But you know what?  Every church 
is in danger of being like that.  It’s not that hard.  It’s really easy to warp church into a 
clique.  My life goal is to ensure that Immanuel doesn’t become like that.  It’s so wrong. 
 God’s doing a work here in this neighborhood.  The winds of the Spirit are 
blowing and he’s led us to come and be his body in this place.  In case you haven’t 
noticed, a lot of the faces that are here today were not here a year ago.  And so it is timely 
that we are looking at the stories of Ananias and Barnabas now.  I want us as a church to 
honestly ask ourselves some questions.  Again, if you’re visiting with us today I want you 
to hear what our heart is as a church and understand what the Bible says churches should 
be like.  But if you’re a part of this community, either an old-time member or a recent 
regular attender, I want you to apply this passage to yourself. 
 Ask yourself, “Do I think of church as being just for me?” – what I can get out of 
it, how I am ministered to, how my needs are met, how comfortable I feel, etc…  
Honestly now, does the introduction of new faces into the mix upset you/change your 
nice, comfortable, little circle; intrude on your established relationships?  Do you think 
that people have ever gotten the feeling from you that there’s not a place for them here?  
Have you lost sight of the gospel – the utterly amazing reality that God loves messed up, 
rebellious, hate-filled, corrupt people like you and sent Jesus to die for you and that he 
forgives and frees you from all your baggage; that you’re not made right with him 
through how good you are or how much you distance yourself from the world, but only 
by being found “in Christ?”  That’s what this is all about, isn’t it?  Do you remember 
that?  And if Jesus was about loving other people, should you as a part of his body be 
about tangibly demonstrating Christ’s love to other people? 
 Are you skeptical of people, more suspicious than encouraging, hesitant to let 
them serve in the church, even though they might fail?  Are you even concerned that 
others may supersede you, surpass you?  Here’s one: are you critical of people or aware 
of their potential?  As an elder my role in the body is to care for the other parts of the 
body.  This means keeping my eyes open for self-destructive behaviors or actions and 
attitudes that are not healthy and addressing them.  But I have to admit: out of genuine 
concern it’s easy to begin to focus entirely on the negative – the things that are not right 
in each person’s life.  And then I can start viewing everyone primarily according to their 
faults and weaknesses and sin.  Several times during our elder meetings we’ve had to 
repent because we devolved into a gripe session.  Instead, Barnabas reminds me that also 
part of my job is to see how God is at work in people, to see the good in them, what they 
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could be in Christ, and encourage that and affirm that and fan the flame along in people, 
not snuff it out with criticism or stifle growth or put people in a box.  Are you other 
people’s biggest fan? 

The call to emulate Barnabas’ attitude should extend even to those who may not 
be new Christians, but are curious, interested, investigating Christ.  We’re to be a place 
where people who aren’t sure about Jesus but are questioning their own existence and 
searching for more can come and experience Christ as his arms literally envelope them 
through us, the members of his body.  Can you see that picture?  Could that person expect 
to find Christ’s love here instead of judgment? 

There’s a story I’ve heard about Uptown Baptist when they were just beginning 
their efforts of reaching that neighborhood in Chicago.  There was an empty and 
confused man who, in search of fulfillment and happiness, was living as a woman.  But, 
of course, that was futile – it didn’t solve all her problems – and she realized that and 
somehow began attending Uptown Baptist in search of something more; she was drawn 
to the community there.  First of all, that says a lot about Uptown that they create such an 
atmosphere that people from those walks of life feel safe.  But, you see, as this 
man/woman was yearning for God’s love and community she wanted to join the 
Women’s group at Uptown.  Some of the ladies were a little uncomfortable with that at 
first, but a few people spoke to the group and took the man who was trying to be a 
woman under their wings and brought her to the Women’s Bible study.  And they 
surrounded her with love, and over time, through experiencing Christ’s love tangibly via 
his body, the church, this man/woman became a follower of Jesus, stopped taking the 
hormones, and returned to living as a man – made in God’s image and loved on account 
of Christ.  Isn’t that a great story? 

Could stuff like that happen at IBC?  Well, it doesn’t just happen.  It takes work.  
It takes people like Ananias who are willing to be a brother to someone new and scary.  It 
takes people like Barnabas who actually take someone under their wings and sponsor 
them.  Who are you sponsoring?  Who are you sponsoring?  Are you actively going out 
of your way to welcome people and introduce them into this community?  Do you see 
great potential in them or are you protective of the status quo, slightly irritated by others 
who may change the dynamic, and so self-centered that you just see the church as 
focusing on you and your needs?  Do you snub those whom other people are sponsoring?  
Do you leave people all alone in their sponsorship?  Some people have told me that they 
feel alone sometimes in greeting and welcoming and talking to new people at church, like 
it’s their lone “project.”  This really needs to be a communal affair, not just a few people 
and not just the handful of people that we think are outgoing and friendly – “They’ll take 
care of it.” 
 
Conclusion 

The church must be open and inviting to all kinds of people.  If you’re 
exploring Christianity or checking out our community, I hope you find Immanuel to be 
like that.  And if you’re already a part of this community I hope you will do your part to 
ensure that our church is like that.  John Stott says, “There is an urgent need for modern 
Ananiases and Barnabases who overcome their scruples and hesitations, and take the 
initiative to befriend newcomers.”4  Will you be one? 
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Let’s spend some time reflecting on God’s Word as the Worship Teams comes 
up.  Is God telling you that you’re welcome here – that this is the place where you can be 
yourself and truly experience God’s grace?  Is God challenging your previous conception 
of what to expect from church?  Is there someone in particular that God is calling you to 
sponsor, encourage, develop as a leader, go out of your way to usher into the body here?  
Maybe it’s your turn to be an Ananias or a Barnabas.  Let’s pray about those things. 
 
Benediction 
May the community of Immanuel Baptist Church be open and inviting to all kinds of 
people and as a result may we be strengthened; may we help each other live in the fear of 
the Lord; and may we be encouraged by the Holy Spirit as we continue to see more 
people in the UIC area enter into Christ. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by Pastor 
Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, January 22, 2006.  It is not meant to be a polished essay or substitute for 
personal Bible study.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy people who 

find fulfillment for their hunger for beauty, meaning, and eternal satisfaction in the glory of Christ alone. 
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