Those Who Knew Him:
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Questions:

· Is there a person who played a brief, but very significant, life-changing role in your life?

· Have you ever wondered if certain people who achieved a degree of greatness had someone play this same kind of role in their life? Do you know of anyone who did?

· Have you ever wondered what might have happened to some of those people if that ‘special’ person had not been in their life?

· Separate, but related subject: What do some people fear God may ask them to do? (Go to Africa as a missionary, give up certain lifestyles or habits, forgive some despicable person, take a vow of poverty, etc., etc.)

Scripture:

(Acts 9:10-12 NIV)  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."

· What did the Lord ask Ananias, the disciple, to do? 

· What has Saul been doing recently? (Threatening the lives of the disciples.) So…what response might you expect from a disciple who was asked to go visit Saul?

{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."

· What did Ananias ‘remind’ God? (“Excuse me, God, but do You realize what You’re asking me to do…are You aware of what this guy’s been doing to Christians?”)

{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." 

· What did God tell Ananias?

· What did the Lord tell Ananias He had planned for Saul to do? (What does that tell us about God’s plans for us…even before we know what they are?)

Have you ever considered the significance of the role Ananias’ faith would have in the outcome of the gospel of Jesus Christ? 

Since we have the luxury of 20/20 hindsight and therefore have some small idea of the untold impact Saul (soon to become Paul, the great Apostle) would have on world history, we can see the importance of the task God was asking Ananias to do. What would have happened if Ananias had not trusted God when God told him to go find Saul. 

Had you been Ananias and God told you to go find a terrorist who had been persecuting Christians, how strong would your faith have been?

{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?" 

· Why do you think God wanted Ananias to go to Saul, i.e., why didn’t God simply heal Saul directly, without any other human intervention? 

· Why does God use people in the lives of other people in this process of reconciling the world to Himself?

· Why do you suppose God thinks we need the help of other believers?

· Who are the people God has used to bring you to Him?

· Is there anyone God wants you to help bring to Him?

· We can see the importance of Ananias doing what God told him to do and what would have happened had he not, but do we consider the importance of our faithfulness to share Christ with the people in our lives?

· This scenario between the Lord, Saul and Ananias should remind us to never think people have lived so diametrically opposed to the Lord that they are in a position that God cannot, or does not want to, redeem them and bring them to Himself. 

· Ananias obeyed the Lord and Saul was baptized. 

Would you call what happened to Saul a ‘conversion’? 

Did Saul ‘go through the paces’ of a commonly accepted conversion experience?

…did he pray a special prayer?

…did he exhibit adequate sorrow and repentance for his sins?

…did he confess his faith properly? 

We don’t know; all we know is that what he would subsequently come to be and do were clear evidences of his salvation.

· What did Saul do in verse 20? 

Many people have tried, for good reason, to produce a ‘boilerplate method’ for people to be reconciled to God…to be born again, saved, converted, however the covenant relationship between God and individuals is labeled…that is simple, yet Biblically accurate and complete. Wouldn’t it seem like a good idea to use as a standard the conversion experience of Saul, soon to be Paul, the author of 48% of the books in the New Testament? In Romans 10:9-10, Paul wrote: 

 “That if you confess with your mouth, "Jesus is Lord," and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For it is with your heart that you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you confess and are saved.” 

Given the content of these verses, the account of what happened to Saul in Acts 9:18-20, and the unmistakable evidence of his salvation in his role in the spread of the gospel of Jesus Christ, do we not have the perfect example of the way to personal salvation?

· According to the first two words in verse 20, how long did it take Saul to reverse his field and begin spreading the gospel of Jesus Christ? Have you ever heard the saying “Let your lifestyle be your witness, and if necessary, use words.”? Saul didn’t have time for ‘body-language evangelism’…he went directly to the verbal witness.

· What was the response of the people who heard him? (Skeptical…tried to discredit.)

· What could have been Saul’s response to the ‘skuttlebut’ and gossip about him? (He could have become reclusive and convinced himself he was not a credible witness for Jesus Christ…that his past disqualified him from talking about the Lord.)

· Were those who heard Saul now preaching about Jesus justified in their criticism?

· But…what was stronger than their justification for being leery of Saul? …It was Saul’s certainty of his new relationship with Jesus Christ. As the result…

{22} Yet Saul grew more and more powerful and baffled the Jews living in Damascus by proving that Jesus is the Christ. 

· What did Paul do instead of backing away from telling others about Jesus?

· Have you ever been tempted to ‘withdraw into your shell’ instead of being a witness for Jesus Christ because you felt something in your past would negate your witness? What can we learn from Saul about overcoming that reason for not telling others about the Lord?

{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. 

· What was Saul’s zeal for preaching Jesus Christ going to cost him?

· What are we willing to pay (give up) in order to tell others about Jesus Christ…our reputation? …our ‘good standing’ with those who may not agree with us?

{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. 

· Who came to Saul’s rescue? (His followers.)

· What happened (verse 26) when Saul came to Jerusalem? Once again, his past caught up with him and alienated him from the people he had chosen to become a part of when he accepted Christ. What could have happened to Saul at this point of rejection? He could have walked away from the faith, or gone into isolation and historical oblivion, but God had other plans…enter—another person in Saul’s life…

{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. 

· Who did the Lord put in Saul’s life and what did he do? (He ‘stood up’ for Saul.)

· Have you ever had someone ‘stand up for you’ in your faith? 

· Have you ever ‘stood up’ for someone in their new walk with the Lord?

{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. 

· What was the result of Barnabas’ help? (Because of Barnabas, Saul was able to stay with the apostles, move about freely in Jerusalem and continue telling others about the Lord.)

Questions:

· Can you name some successful partners? (Could be in business, show business, etc.)

· Why would someone want to have a partner in business…what are some of the advantages of having a business partner? 

· Why would someone not want a business partner, i.e., what are some of the disadvantages of having a business partner?

· Can Christians have ‘partners’ in ministry? Can you think of any successful partnerships in Christianity?

So far, God has put two men in Saul’s life to help him in his new walk and ministry. Ananias played a brief, but significant role; Barnabas would have a long-term relationship with Saul and would become a partner with him in ministry. We will look at the different ministry ventures Saul and Barnabas were involved in together; but before we do, let’s go back to the first mention of Barnabas where we find a clue as to what made him a good partner…

· What are some qualities certain people have that cause others to want to be around them? What are some qualities people have that cause others to avoid them?

(Acts 4:34-37 NIV)  There were no needy persons among them. For from time to time those who owned lands or houses sold them, brought the money from the sales {35} and put it at the apostles' feet, and it was distributed to anyone as he had need. {36} Joseph, a Levite from Cyprus, whom the apostles called Barnabas (which means Son of Encouragement), {37} sold a field he owned and brought the money and put it at the apostles' feet.

· What example did Barnabas set in this account of the early church? What are the personal qualities that would motivate…or enable…Barnabas to do what he did? (Unselfish, generous, concerned for and sensitive to the well-being of others, etc.)

· Joseph was his real name, Barnabas was his ‘nickname’. What did ‘Barnabas’ mean?

· What do you think ‘Son of Encouragement’ says about Barnabas? 

· How does the name ‘Son of Encouragement’ fit with the role Barnabas played in Saul’s life in Acts 9:27?

(Acts 11:19-30 NIV)  Now those who had been scattered by the persecution in connection with Stephen traveled as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus and Antioch, telling the message only to Jews. {20} Some of them, however, men from Cyprus and Cyrene, went to Antioch and began to speak to Greeks also, telling them the good news about the Lord Jesus. {21} The Lord's hand was with them, and a great number of people believed and turned to the Lord. {22} News of this reached the ears of the church at Jerusalem, and they sent Barnabas to Antioch. {23} When he arrived and saw the evidence of the grace of God, he was glad and encouraged them all to remain true to the Lord with all their hearts. {24} He was a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and faith, and a great number of people were brought to the Lord. {25} Then Barnabas went to Tarsus to look for Saul, {26} and when he found him, he brought him to Antioch. So for a whole year Barnabas and Saul met with the church and taught great numbers of people. The disciples were called Christians first at Antioch. 

· Why were the people scattering in verse 19? (Remember who caused the persecution of Stephen? [Saul.])

· Where did they go in verse 20? What happened in 21?

· Who did the church in Jerusalem send (verse 22) to Antioch?

· What is the verb in verse 23 that describes what Barnabas did for the people in Antioch who had believed and turned to the Lord? (He encouraged them to all remain true to the Lord with all their hearts.) So far in his first three appearances in the Bible, Barnabas is three-for-three as the designated encourager. 

How important is it to be an encourager? Howard Hendricks, the respected theologian and speaker, once said that he would travel half-way across the country to spend time with someone who would encourage him…but he would travel half-way ‘round the world to avoid someone who discouraged him. 

Perhaps the best way to understand the importance of an encourager is to consider the damage a discouraging person causes.

Are there people in your life who encourage you? 

Are there people who discourage you? 

Do you make a conscious effort to spend as much time as you can with the ‘encourager’?

Are you an encourager? …a ‘discourager’?

· How is Barnabas described in verse 24, and what appears to be the result of his character? (People ‘come to the Lord’ as the result of Barnabas.)

· What did Barnabas then do in verses 25-26? (Went to look for Saul, found him and brought him to Antioch.) 

Is what Barnabas did unusual? Yes…very rare indeed. Why? Not many other ‘successful ministers’ would have done this. Barnabas had a ‘successful ministry’ all by himself. Why would he bring in another person with whom he would have to share the love, admiration and respect of all the people in Antioch? 

Only people who are very unselfish, generous, and more concerned for others than for themselves can do the type of thing Barnabas did in allowing Saul to share in his personal bounty.

· What does verse 26 tell us about the results of the partnership of Barnabas and Saul?

{27} During this time some prophets came down from Jerusalem to Antioch. {28} One of them, named Agabus, stood up and through the Spirit predicted that a severe famine would spread over the entire Roman world. (This happened during the reign of Claudius.) {29} The disciples, each according to his ability, decided to provide help for the brothers living in Judea. {30} This they did, sending their gift to the elders by Barnabas and Saul.

· What was the next partnership venture for Barnabas and Saul in verses 27-30?

Note: If the reader isn’t careful at this point, he/she might think there is a change of subject between chapters 11 and 12. There isn’t. 

Chapter 11 closes with Saul and Barnabas being sent by the believers in Antioch with resources to help the believers in Judea who are about to undergo a severe famine. 

Chapter 12 begins with a different scene in the same ongoing plot. King Herod (whom the rest of the world besides the early Christians is depending on for food [see12:20]) is arresting, persecuting and killing Christians. He killed James, the brother of John…saw it pleased the Jews…and decided to seize and kill Peter as well. 

The church prayed for Peter and God sent an angel who escorted Peter, unnoticed by any of the guards, from prison. Herod executed the guards who allowed Peter’s escape.

Herod went to Caesarea and delivered a speech from his throne to the people who depended on him for food in the famine. They began shouting he was not just a man…he was a god. Basking in his elevated position from King to god, Herod did not try to correct the crowd and give credit to God for the provision of food during the famine.  Verse 23 says, “Immediately…an angel of the Lord struck him down and he was eaten by worms and died.”

God provided in the famine and Herod tried to take the credit. Not a good idea! An interesting aspect of God taking Herod’s life is that it wasn’t when Herod was killing the disciples, it was when he allowed himself to be put in the place of a god.

Another interesting aspect is who the two groups looked to in time of a national disaster, which in this case was a famine; the believers looked to the Lord and helped each other…the rest of the general public looked to the government. (Some things haven’t changed all that much in 2000 years, have they?) Saul and Barnabas’ partnership venture to carry relief funds from the Christians in Antioch to the believers in Judea set a precedence that exists to the present for how Christians are to respond to other believers in need.  

The next lesson will begin with verse 24, the end of Saul and Barnabas’ latest partner venture…with the next around the corner.  
Bottom Line:

God uses people in the lives of others to accomplish His will. God sent Ananias into Saul’s life to get him started and used the friendship and partnership with Barnabas to accomplish great things for the gospel of Jesus Christ. God knew that even a man like Saul who accomplished such great things for the spread of the gospel needed other people in his life to help him. 

Would you think God sees any less need for the influence of others in our lives?
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