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Acts 26:9-18 (NIV) 

 

“I too was convinced that I ought to do all that was possible to oppose the name of Jesus of 

Nazareth. And that is just what I did in Jerusalem. On the authority of the chief priests I put 

many of the Lord’s people in prison, and when they were put to death, I cast my vote against 

them. Many a time I went from one synagogue to another to have them punished, and I tried 

to force them to blaspheme. I was so obsessed with persecuting them that I even hunted 

them down in foreign cities. 

 

“On one of these journeys I was going to Damascus with the authority and commission of the 

chief priests. About noon, King Agrippa, as I was on the road, I saw a light from heaven, 

brighter than the sun, blazing around me and my companions. We all fell to the ground, and 

I heard a voice saying to me in Aramaic, ‘Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me? It is hard for 

you to kick against the goads.’ 

 

“Then I asked, ‘Who are you, Lord?’ 

 

“‘I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting,’ the Lord replied. ‘Now get up and stand on your 

feet. I have appeared to you to appoint you as a servant and as a witness of what you have 

seen and will see of me. I will rescue you from your own people and from the Gentiles. I am 

sending you to them to open their eyes and turn them from darkness to light, and from the 

power of Satan to God, so that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those 

who are sanctified by faith in me.’ 

 

><> ><> ><> ><> ><> ><> ><> 

 

 

Today on our journey through “New Beginnings” of the Bible we come to Paul, also known 

as Saul, a man that goes from persecuting followers of Jesus to becoming one of the leaders of 

the early Christian movement. 

 

As with many people living in the Middle East during the first century Paul had more than 

one name. “Saul” was his Hebrew name and was a rather common one because of King Saul, 

the first King of Israel. So among the Jewish people he was known as Saul. 
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But also like many people back then he also had a Latin name: “Paul.” This name comes from 

the Latin family name Paulus or Paullus, and is from the Latin adjective meaning "small" or 

"humble.” 

 

Let’s do some myth busting now. In Christian circles it has been said and believed that Saul 

was the name this person went by before his conversion, and that he then went by Paul after 

Jesus got a hold of him. Sounds neat, right? Except we don’t have any scriptural or other 

proof that this was the case. Which name he went by probably had more to do with which 

group of people he was with. When he was with fellow Jews, he went by Saul. When with 

Greek or Roman audiences, he probably went by Paul. So two names, but he did NOT switch 

because of his conversion. (Sorry about that.) 

 

Here’s the situation of the scripture we read today: Paul had been arrested in Jerusalem after 

the Jewish religious leaders complained about him. He was brought before the Roman 

governor at the time, Felix, who sends him from Jerusalem to Caesarea where Paul is held in 

prison for two years. During that time Felix is replaced as governor by a man named Festus 

(no relation to the Festus Haggen on the old TV show Gunsmoke.) 

 

King Agrippa and Bernice, his sister (who was also his mistress, but that’s another story) 

arrived in Caesarea to visit Festus. Festus summoned Paul to come before himself and King 

Agrippa, and the second scripture we read today is part of the speech Paul gives to King 

Agrippa. 

 

Now the timeline is after the death and resurrection of Jesus. Most scholars think that Paul’s 

conversion on the road to Damascus happened around 34 AD. While the four gospels were 

written by men who had been present and experienced Jesus in bodily form while he was on 

the earth, Paul never encountered the physical Jesus Christ. 

 

It is believed that he came before King Agrippa, the scripture we read today, somewhere 

around 59 AD. 

 

Paul was a Pharisee, one of the leading religious leaders of the Jewish people of the day. He 

took his role as Pharisee very seriously. He had little compassion for anyone with any other 

belief. 

 

Especially those who called themselves followers of “The Way.” Man, he really hated those 

people. I can just hear Paul complaining to someone, “These folks kept talking about this guy 

named Jesus who they thought was the messiah. (Yeah, right!) Except that this Jesus guy was 

crucified to death. If he was the messiah he wouldn’t have been able to be killed, you know? 

And then they say that three days after he was buried that he came back to life. Now you 



know there’s no way that could happen. Dead people stay dead. Period. They’re just a bunch 

of troublemakers, that’s all. Well I’ll show them. I’m going to arrest as many of them as 

possible and have them thrown in jail. Let’s see what they say about their messiah then!” 

 

Paul had heard that there were some of the Christians in Damascus, which is about 135 miles 

away. Now that’s quite a distance, especially if you are traveling by foot. Here’s a photo from 

Google Maps showing just how far it is and, using the great technology of the software, the 

estimated time to walk it: 56 hours! 

 

The fact that Paul was willing to travel that far shows just how zealous he was in hunting 

down and persecuting those who followed Jesus. That’s some powerful passion! 

 

And it is on the trip there that we find Paul encountering the risen Jesus. And when Jesus 

gets ahold of people, they are changed. And this happened with Paul. He became a follower 

of Jesus Christ. He did a full, 180 degree about-face. He had a new beginning. A very new 

beginning. 

 

I think it’s important to note, however, that Jesus doesn’t just convert Paul from being a 

persecutor to a follower, but he also gives him a job, a mission. He gives him a new 

beginning with instructions. Here is the Message paraphrase of what Jesus tells him: 

 

“‘I am Jesus, the One you’re hunting down like an animal. But now, up on your feet—I have 

a job for you. I’ve handpicked you to be a servant and witness to what’s happened today, and 

to what I am going to show you. 

 

“‘I’m sending you off to open the eyes of the outsiders so they can see the difference between 

dark and light, and choose light, see the difference between Satan and God, and choose God.” 

 

Those “outsiders” Jesus was referring to were the Gentiles, basically anyone who is not 

Jewish. And this was a big thing. The Jewish people were the people chosen by God. God 

dwelled with them in the tabernacle and later the temple. All other people were just out of 

luck. The true God was not with them. 

 

But then Jesus calls Paul to go and preach the good news to the “outsiders,” the Gentiles. It 

didn’t seem to make sense. After all, Paul, being a Pharisee, would have been a great choice 

to bring the “Good News” to the Jewish people since he knew all their scriptures. 

 

But in the upside-down and backwards ways of God, Jesus gives him a new beginning by 

sending him to the Gentiles, the people with pagan gods, often multiple gods. Talk about a 

challenge! 

 



Here’s the point I want us to focus on today: Like Paul, God doesn’t call us to the easy places, 

but to the challenging ones. 

 

Paul went from being one of the big wigs in the big city of Jerusalem, to being persecuted, 

experiencing the same treatment he was dishing out to others. He went from an easy, 

comfortable life to a very harsh, difficult, and life-threatening one. 

 

Jesus calls his followers to the challenging places, not the easy places. 

 

This is one of the many problems I have with what is known as the “Prosperity Gospel,” the 

theological belief that if you accept Jesus as your savior then everything in your life will turn 

out great. You’ll be blessed with money, good health, beautiful children, you won’t have bad 

breath, and success at every turn. 

 

The reason I think that is bad theology is because the scriptures just don’t support that kind 

of view. Paul is a prime example of that. 

 

If you look into the lives of the disciples  we find that just the opposite is true. Of the 12 

disciples, including Matthias who replaced Judas, it is believed that only one of them reached 

old age: John. The rest of them were martyred at different places and in different ways. 

 

Likewise Jesus continues to call us to “take up your cross” and follow him, sending us to 

situations that are difficult and challenging. Hopefully we won’t be martyred for our faith, 

but we will, if we follow Christ and the Holy Spirit, be led into some very uncomfortable–

but holy–places. 

 

I want to tell you about some people I know who have followed Jesus and willfully–and even 

joyfully– gone into difficult and challenging places. 

 

Their names are Don and Glenda Moon, and Don is my cousin. (My dad and his mother were 

siblings.) 

 

Don grew up on his family’s farm in southern Iowa. He went to college where he met a 

young lady named Glenda. Glenda grew up on a farm in the Ozark mountains of 

Missouri.They were married and then, in 1984, as a couple, made the decision to answer 

God’s call on their lives by becoming missionaries. 

 

They were assigned to Argentina, where they served for more than 30 years. They not only 

were missionaries themselves, but they trained Spanish-speaking missionaries to go all over 

the world. 

 



In 1987, while in Argentina, thousands of miles from family and friends, they had a baby girl 

that was born premature, and after three weeks passed away. Don and Glenda were grief-

stricken, but still they stayed in Argentina and continued to serve the lord. 

 

Last year, they were serving in a country overseas.  Now I’m not going to mention the name 

of the country because doing so could put the lives of the people they were working with at 

risk. And I’m not kidding about that. It really is that dangerous. 

 

While overseas Glenda started having abdominal pains. They went to a doctor in this foreign 

country and it was discovered that there was a growth on the wall of the abdomen. They did 

surgery last Aug. 5 and took out a sarcoma tumor the size of a grapefruit. She stayed in that 

country for six more weeks, then they found out the cancer had moved to her lungs. 

 

She and Don came back to the states and Glenda started chemotherapy to fight the cancer. 

And while it looked like the chemo was beginning to work, the side-effects of the chemo 

caused catastrophic damage to her heart.  

 

They called their daughters in, and God gave them 10 more days with their mom. Don 

described that period of time not as being sad and gloomy, but as being like a week-long 

slumber party. The girls and their mom talked, laughed, sang, and then, on Good Friday this 

year, April 15, their girls, in Don’s words, “walked her right on into heaven” where her baby 

girl was waiting for her. 

 

I called Don on Friday to check on him and ask him for permission to tell his and Glenda’s 

story. He’s still pretty torn up, but is starting to do some work again here in the states. And 

he graciously gave me permission to tell you about himself and Glenda. 

 

I told him what I was preaching on today and asked him what he and Glenda did during 

those tough times. 

 

He said he was reading through some letters that Glenda had written years ago. One was 

from when they were living in a dilapidated house right beside a slum in Argentina. The 

living conditions were miserable, with rats infesting the house and the neighborhood. 

 

Things were tough. “I had to travel often and Glenda stayed there alone with all three girls 

for up to a couple of weeks at a time, sometimes without electricity,” he said. “We found 

people who knew the Lord that gave us local support. And others came to faith and helped us 

through.  Tough days, but we wouldn't change them for anything.”  

 

In the letter Glenda talked about how she had questioned God at that time. She knew God 

had brought them to that place for a purpose. She knew God had promised to be with them 



wherever they went, but still, it sure was tough living in Argentina in those kinds of 

conditions. 

 

But then she heard some of the neighborhood girls on the front steps of the house next to 

theirs. And she noticed that the girls were singing a song she had taught them in Bible 

school, a song, in their native language, about Jesus. 

 

“You know, the hard places are where we met some of our best relationships,” Don said. 

“And it was in those relationships in the hard places where people came to know the Lord.” 

 

I asked him for advice on how to get through those tough times. He said, “You just gotta take 

a deep breath and say, ‘I know in whom I have belief.’” 

 

He said it helps to remain focused on what we as Christians are called to do: Please God and 

bless others. “If it can help people understand how good God is in spite of what is going on, 

then that’s what it’s all about. That was what Glenda did. She lived to please God and bless 

others.” 

 

“There is a sweetness in the uneasy,” Don said. “Paul said that God ‘uses us to spread the 

aroma of the knowledge of him everywhere.’” 

 

God didn’t call Don and Glenda to the easy places, but the difficult ones. Likewise, God 

doesn’t call us to the easy places, but the difficult ones. For us it may not be moving in next 

to a slum in Argentina, but there are plenty of difficult and challenging places here in 

Huntsville and Walker County. 

 

I like to think of it this way: Nothing grows on top of the mountains. They may be beautiful 

and covered with snow, but things don’t grow on the mountain tops. When we are on those 

mountain tops things are great, but our faith doesn’t grow there. It’s in the valleys, those 

difficult times in our lives, where our faith grows. 

 

So my challenge for you today is to be like Paul. Embrace the challenges and difficult places 

you encounter as a follower of Jesus Christ. Lean upon your faith when new beginnings 

bring challenges and difficulties.  Remember  that Jesus loves you so much that he died on a 

cross for you. And God loves you so much that he allowed his only son to die for you. 

 

Be like Paul, and belike Don and Glenda Moon: live your life to please God and bless others. 

 

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, Amen 
 


