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In the late 1700’s, an attitude prevailed in the Christian church which was expressed by one elderly 
minister: “When God pleases to convert the heathen, he'll do it without consulting you or me."1 People 
expected that God would miraculously intervene in people’s lives and call them to salvation, without any 
intentional action by the church or by individual Christians. One young man called William Carey criticised 
the rhetoric of his countrymen, who said that travelling overseas as a missionary was too dangerous, while 
at the same time, these people were quite willing to take similar risks “for the sake of commerce”.2 
 
ICEBREAKER: What has been the most challenging holiday and/ or trip that you have taken? What made 
it challenging or risky? Did you anticipate these risks/ challenges or were they unforeseen? 
 
READ:  Acts 9:1-22 
 
In today’s passage, we read of two people who received a direct call by God to them. For Ananias, 
obedience involved going across town and speaking God’s word into another person’s life. For Saul, it 
meant a choice to follow Jesus, plus a call to full time gospel ministry to the Gentiles. Obedience to God’s 
word involves taking risks. It can involve reaching out to people whose response might be negative or 
even aggressive and going to places that are not ‘safe’. However, we sometimes underestimate the work 
that God is already doing in the lives of people – and who are already searching for the truth. 

• What was the reputation of Saul of Tarsus? What things do we learn about him (including his 
attitude, motives and intentions)? (see also Acts 26:9-11) 
 

• What did Saul realise, when he saw the flashing light from heaven and heard Jesus’ voice? How 
did God act to remove his spiritual blindness, both before and after Ananias arrived on the scene? 

 
Some writers believe that, next to the incarnation, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, “The conversion 
of Saul of Tarsus has been considered one of the most crucial events in the history of God’s dealing with 
humanity. This man will dominate the rest of the book of Acts and, as the apostle to the Gentiles, lead the 
way in taking the gospel to the ends of the earth.”3 It is therefore not surprising that this event is recorded 
three times in the book of Acts (9:1-17, 22:3-21, 26:9-23).  

• Ananias had a vision and acted on what God told him to do. What concerns did he have, about 
going to Saul? What could have happened if this encounter went wrong? What assurance did God 
give him about what was happening in this situation? What would have happened if he disobeyed? 

 

• What do we know from these passages about Ananias? (Acts 9:10, 17; 22:12-16) Why was it about 
him that made him a good choice when it came to dealing with/ ministering to Saul? (Acts 22:12) 

 
READ:  Acts 26:9-23 
 
We have three different accounts of the same situation, but at one point, these accounts seem to contradict 
each other. In Acts 9:15-16, Luke records that God told Ananias that Saul would be his messenger to the 
Gentiles. In Acts 9:6 and 22:10, Saul was told to go into the city, where he would be “told what you are to 
do."  In Acts 22:14-15, we read that Ananias told Saul that he would be God’s witness. But then, in Acts 
26:16-18, (over 20 years later, C59AD) Paul testified before King Agrippa. Paul told him that while he was 
still on the road to Damascus, God had told him that he was being sent to preach to the Gentiles. In Acts 
26, Ananias doesn’t even get a mention. (After this court case, Paul went on to be incarcerated in Rome). 

• How do we reconcile the apparent contradiction between these accounts? Are both accounts true? 
 

People who go into vocational ministry, particularly pastoral and cross-cultural work, often refer to being 
‘called’ by God into ministry. This may include a particular incident, challenges from Scripture, or an 
encouragement or challenge from another Christian, whether from the pulpit or through one-on-one 
discussion. People who apply for accreditation in our denomination or who apply for cross cultural ministry 
service are ordinarily asked ‘how’ God called/ led them into ministry and about the discernment process. 

• In what ways did God call Ananias and Paul into Christian service? Is the decision to engage in 
vocational ministry just a matter of personal choice? In what ways can we ‘check’ that our personal 
conviction is a genuine, rather than just a personal preference or something we’d like to do? 
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• READ: Romans 1:1-6. Paul knew that he was “set apart” as an apostle. An apostle is literally ‘one 
who is sent’. What do these verses tell us about the nature of his “calling” and the gospel message 
that he had been given by “a direct revelation of Jesus” (Gal 1:11-12)?  

 
William Carey travelled to India, where he ministered for the rest of his earthly life. It was a ministry that 
took a very real toll on his family. The burden that he had on his life was articulated in the following words: 

“A Christian minister is a person who in a peculiar sense is not his own; he is the servant of God, 
and therefore ought to be wholly devoted to him. By entering on that sacred office, he solemnly 
undertakes to be always engaged, as much as possible, in the Lord's work, and not to choose his 
own pleasure, or employment, or pursue the ministry as a something that is to subserve his own 
ends, or interests, or as a kind of bye-work. He engages to go where God pleases, and to do, or 
endure what he sees fit to command, or call him to, in the exercise of his function. He virtually bids 
farewell to friends, pleasures, and comforts, and stands in readiness to endure the greatest 
sufferings in the work of his Lord, and Master.”4 

• What thoughts stand out for you in this quote?  
 

• Not all of us are called into full-time vocation ministry. However, all of us are called to obey the 
Great Commission and “make disciples”. What things can we do, to structure our lives and 
lifestyles, so that we are very intentional about meeting up with people regularly to share the Word?  

 

• One criticism of Carey was his failure to look after his family and, as a result, his wife had a mental 
breakdown. What things need to be considered about doing ministry, if you have a spouse/ kids? 

 
In Romans 9-11, we read of how emotionally invested Paul was in his ministry. He wrote:  

“I am speaking the truth in Christ - I am not lying; my conscience confirms it by the Holy Spirit - I 
have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart.” (Rom 9:1-2) “Brothers and sisters, my heart’s 
desire and prayer to God for them is that they may be saved.” (Rom 10:1) 

Samuel Whitefield highlights that, despite the apostle Paul having a call to the Gentiles, “Paul had a 
burning desire for Israel’s salvation and recognized that it remained part of the Great Commission.” He 
goes on: “Paul’s burden was a passionate burden. Because he understood the redemptive plan, Paul was 
not merely burdened, confused, or bothered; he was in anguish. His pain over Israel caused him deep 
mental, emotional, and physical pain.”5 

• In his early life, Paul was a person who was passionate and zealous about defending Judaism, 
even to the extent of persecuting Christians. He changed, to become a person who was burdened 
for the salvation of others. He started Christian ministry with a call of God on his life. By the time 
he wrote Romans, he also owned and internalised this burden. What was it that sustained and 
motivated him: obedience to his calling/ vocation or his personal passion for people to be saved? 

 
Through Romans 9-11, Paul documents a literature review of the Old Testament, to expose God’s heart 
for his own people, the depths of God’s grace and mercy, and God’s desire for them to be saved.   

“Paul’s burden drove him into the Scriptures, under the anguish of God, to see what was required 
for Israel to be saved. As he searched the Scriptures, Paul discovered the glory of the Great 
Commission. The nations would have to hear the gospel before Israel was saved and this task had 
to be finished for the salvation of Israel and for the ultimate goal of this age – the return of Jesus.” 
“Understanding God’s desire to redeem nations is critical to having a proper perspective of His plan.”6 

• How do you view God’s mercy and grace? Is it something that God has just shown to you? Or do 
you see it as something that needs to be shared and communicated to others?  

 
The prophet Jeremiah lamented about the burden of taking the message of God to his people, knowing 
they would scorn and ridicule him. He said: “If I say, “I will not mention him, or speak any more in his 
name,” then within me there is something like a burning fire shut up in my bones; I am weary with holding 
it in, and I cannot.” (Jer 20:9) Similarly, “Paul was under the same burden as the Old Testament prophets 
and his language is very similar to their language.”7 

• Mission is a good idea – because it is God’s idea. God sent prophets to his people. Then, God sent 
Jesus. (Heb 1:1-4) Now, as the Father has sent Jesus, Jesus sends us. (John 20:21) We have 
been given the Great Commission. (Matt 28:18-20) Do you feel like you have been ‘called’ and 
‘sent’ by God? Do you think you really ‘get’ and own God’s passion and burden for the lost? 

 
PRAY: For faithfulness in the task of making disciples and for a passion/ burden for people to be saved.  
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