
Obsessed and Obscure


For some days he was with the disciples at Damascus. And immediately he proclaimed 
Jesus in the synagogues, saying, “He is the Son of God.” And all who heard him were 
amazed and said, “Is not this the man who made havoc in Jerusalem of those who 
called upon this name? And has he not come here for this purpose, to bring them 
bound before the chief priests?” But Saul increased all the more in strength, and 
confounded the Jews who lived in Damascus by proving that Jesus was the Christ.


When many days had passed, the Jews plotted to kill him, but their plot became known 
to Saul. They were watching the gates day and night in order to kill him, but his 
disciples took him by night and let him down through an opening in the wall, lowering 
him in a basket.


And when he had come to Jerusalem, he attempted to join the disciples. And they were 
all afraid of him, for they did not believe that he was a disciple. But Barnabas took him 
and brought him to the apostles and declared to them how on the road he had seen the 
Lord, who spoke to him, and how at Damascus he had preached boldly in the name of 
Jesus. So he went in and out among them at Jerusalem, preaching boldly in the name 
of the Lord. And he spoke and disputed against the Hellenists. But they were seeking to 
kill him. And when the brothers learned this, they brought him down to Caesarea and 
sent him off to Tarsus.


So the church throughout all Judea and Galilee and Samaria had peace and was being 
built up. And walking in the fear of the Lord and in the comfort of the Holy Spirit, it 
multiplied.


Acts 9:19–31


Intro: The summer after my senior year of high school, I did a program through the church 
denomination I grew up in called Facing Your Future.

-The program was for those interested in ministry and discerning God’s calling on their life

-It was essentially 10 days of seminary camp and 10 days of ministry in an urban center. 

-So I was reading philosophy, Platinga, Ortberg, and the like and serving with Habitat for 
Humanity, VBS, and inner-city kind of stuff. 

-It was, for me, a nerd’s dream.

-I suppose I was on a mega camp high

-On the flight home, I was feeling destined for greatness.

-Once I got off my connecting flight from Grand Rapids to Chicago, I was in the terminal and I 
saw someone who looked familiar.

-This man was being asked by different people for a picture 

-Sure enough…


I thought I was going to convert this celebrity and I could see him giving a testimony of how 
some kid just shared the gospel with him…


I was juiced on following Jesus, I was sure I was destined for greatness, and the guy I was 
trying to evangelize fell asleep and spilled Ginger Ale all over himself.


Is it ever like that for you? You are sure that God is calling you to greatness and you want to be 
used by him, but your life feels so…insignificant, un-instagramable 


The Pattern in the Apostle Paul




-Saul was just radically converted by the appearing of Jesus Christ on the road to Damascus

-Don’t let this become common to your mind. Christians feared him. He was a Middle-Eastern, 
zealous, religious extremist, bent on killing those whom he thought opposed God and his will. 

-That’s still who we’re afraid of in this country.


But Jesus showed up and radically changed his life. That’s not all of our stories, but the first 
early years of ministry actually do set a pattern for our lives.


Two apparently contradictory things come together in the life of Saul. They’re actually revealed 
to us by what God told Ananias about Saul.


But the Lord said to him, “Go, for he is a chosen instrument of mine to carry my name 
before the Gentiles and kings and the children of Israel. Acts 9:15


“For I will show him how much he must suffer for the sake of my name.” Acts 9:16


God says of Saul

-He’s my chosen instrument. He’s going to carry my name to the Gentiles and kings and the 
children of Israel

AND -I’m going to show him how much he must suffer.


He will be obsessed with Christ and called to the greatness of telling all about him

And he will be obscure and suffer much. And the two are inextricably linked together.


And today there is a pattern for us, if we have eyes to see, God would show us the way to find 
our lives by losing them.


Saul’s New Obsession 

For some days he was with the disciples at Damascus. And immediately he proclaimed 
Jesus in the synagogues, saying, “He is the Son of God.” Acts 9:20


Saul is radically converted by Jesus and he IMMEDIATELY begins to proclaim Jesus in the 
synagogues.

-Think about that, he goes back into houses of Judaism and tells everyone about Jesus

-The guy who was killing those who were followers of Jesus now can’t shut up about Jesus


2 Things I want us to notice here


1. The gospel is simple

-One of the things Acts does is push us out in mission

-How many of us feel inadequate in evangelism? I literally read systematic theologies for fun 
and I find myself saying I don’t know if I can explain this to my neighbor…

-The gospel is simple. You can share that with your neighbor. (example of talk)


The Bible says it’s the fool who says in his heart there is no God. God has made himself known 
by everything he’s created. People know there is a God. Jesus is the Son of God. He died on a 
cross and rose from the dead. He calls us to turn away from our sins and ways of saving 
ourselves and trust in him.


2. A mark of salvation is obsession with Jesus

“He is the Son of God!”

-a brief insight into the former ego of Saul




though I myself have reason for confidence in the flesh also. If anyone else thinks he 
has reason for confidence in the flesh, I have more: circumcised on the eighth day, of 
the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the law, a 
Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the law, 
blameless.


Philippians 3:4–6


For I would have you know, brothers, that the gospel that was preached by me is not 
man's gospel. For I did not receive it from any man, nor was I taught it, but I received it 
through a revelation of Jesus Christ. For you have heard of my former life in Judaism, 
how I persecuted the church of God violently and tried to destroy it. And I was 
advancing in Judaism beyond many of my own age among my people, so extremely 
zealous was I for the traditions of my fathers.


Galatians 1:11–14


-He says, I was LeBron James at 17 coming out of high school. I was better than people twice 
my age. But when he opens his mouth there’s a singular focus and obsession with Jesus.


And all who heard him were amazed and said, “Is not this the man who made havoc in 
Jerusalem of those who called upon this name? And has he not come here for this 
purpose, to bring them bound before the chief priests?” Acts 9:21


Now how many of you have felt the Lord has done a real work of grace in your life and you go 
back home and people doubt it?

-It’s painful, it hurts

-When the Lord saved me in college and revealed to me that he had chosen me before the 
foundations of the world, I wanted everyone to know that I was different. 

-Hear about how much theology I know, see how I can explain things.


But Saul increased all the more in strength, and confounded the Jews who lived in 
Damascus by proving that Jesus was the Christ. Acts 9:22


He didn’t confound them by his own credentials.

He didn’t win every theological debate he got in with them

He didn’t gloat about his understanding of the doctrines of grace.


He confounded them by proving that Jesus was the Christ.


It’s all about Jesus.


Transition: And so we see the beginning of the fulfillment of v15…


Saul’s New Obscurity 

When many days had passed, the Jews plotted to kill him, but their plot became known 
to Saul. They were watching the gates day and night in order to kill him, but his 
disciples took him by night and let him down through an opening in the wall, lowering 
him in a basket. Acts 9:23-25


Now, this isn’t fiction.

Luke didn’t insert these details to try to spice up Acts 9.




Saul has been faithful to preach who Jesus is and what does he get? Death threats.


• So you faithfully do what God has called you to and you get called into your boss’ office

• You tell your friend about Jesus and what he’s done in your life and you don’t get invited over 

to the next dinner party

• You try to raise your kid up in the Lord and they rebel against you

• You miss out on a promotion because you won’t steal or fudge numbers


v15: my chosen instrument is followed by v16: I’ll show him how much he must suffer


So, Christian, please know, following Jesus and being obedient to him doesn’t preclude us 
from suffering. In fact, the Lord Jesus promised us suffering.


Suffering is God’s chosen instrument to wean us from everything but his loving care.


But this isn’t just suffering in terms we are accustomed to thinking-death threats, loss of power 
and privilege…but also in the form of obscurity.


Something interesting is at play between v25 and 26.

-Saul flees Damascus and in the next verse he’s in Jerusalem

-what’s not transparent, but we know from Galatians 1 is that it’s a three year gap in the desert 
for Paul between fleeing Damascus and going to Jerusalem.


Paul is obscure and in the Arabian desert for three years.

-many of us feel ready to suffer some criticism from others for the sake of the gospel

-but it’s the thought of being unknown and unimportant in the eyes of others that’s crushing.


To be obscure in our society is a death sentence. We think of being a Christian as doing 
something huge, fast, and significant for God. But that often has more to do with Hollywood 
fame dynamics than Scriptural faith ones.


God’s had a history of leading people to unseen years of obscurity

-It was decades that Joseph was in prison after being wrongly accused

-The disciples spent three years under the tutelage of Jesus

-David was thirty years between his anointing and coronation 


Ok so what do we make of this? 

-We long to do something great, fast, and significant for God and he seems to have a track 
record of putting his servants in places of obscurity.


I always thought of Acts 9:16 as punitive. Saul did some bad stuff, so he’ll have to pay for it.

-but is that the character of our God? Does he punish his children?

-he disciplines us FOR OUR GOOD but he doesn’t afflict us from his heart so we can pay for 
our sins.


So what if God puts us in places of obscurity, unseen, thought of as unimportant by the world 
to retrain us and give us what we most desperately need?


“Still he seeks the fellowship of his people, and sends them both sorrows and joys in 
order to detach their love form other things and attach it to himself. Still he teaches 
believers to value his promised gifts by making them wait for those gifts, and 
compelling them to pray persistently for them, before he bestows them. So we read of 
God dealing with his people in the Scripture record, and so he deals with them still. His 



aims and principles of action remain consistent; he does not at any time act out of 
character. Our ways, we know are pathetically inconstant-but not God’s.”

-J.I. Packer, Knowing God, 79.


“Therefore, those of you searching for something larger, faster, and more significant, 
who feel that if you could just be somewhere else doing something else as somebody 
else, then your life would really matter-Jesus has come to confound you…I am referring 
to the discontented who have not yet learned what it means that Jesus is our portion 
and that he is enough for us.”


-Zack Eswine, Sensing Jesus, 40.


God is always wise and he’s not far off and he’s doing something so deep in the waiting.


Jesus is your portion and he is enough for you, wherever you are.

He may be saying to you, today, be obsessed with me in obscurity and I am well-pleased.

-God has decided where you are and you can please him TODAY

-It is pleasing to God for a mother to raise up children through countless unseen daily 
hardships and find her portion in Jesus.

-God delights when his son or daughter, sick of singleness, brings it to him as an offering and 
says, I don’t know what to do with this, I ask for a spouse, but I will serve you with this 
singleness.

-It is enough for you to work you seemingly insignificant job to the glory of God and the good 
of your neighbor.

-It is greatness in the eyes of Jesus to serve in unseen places.


I think of Hosea 2:14 that says God will lead us into the desert and speak tenderly to us there.


The greatest moments I have ever had with the Lord Jesus were in the offices of ReviveHealth 
where he was all I had and I found that he was all I needed.


Obsessed and Obscure 

And when he had come to Jerusalem, he attempted to join the disciples. And they were 
all afraid of him, for they did not believe that he was a disciple. But Barnabas took him 
and brought him to the apostles and declared to them how on the road he had seen the 
Lord, who spoke to him, and how at Damascus he had preached boldly in the name of 
Jesus. So he went in and out among them at Jerusalem, preaching boldly in the name 
of the Lord. And he spoke and disputed against the Hellenists. But they were seeking to 
kill him. And when the brothers learned this, they brought him down to Caesarea and 
sent him off to Tarsus. Acts 9:26-30


So it’s after three years of sitting at the feet of Jesus, content with him and the small sphere of 
influence he had, that he goes to Jerusalem.


And it’s what Jesus has done in Saul’s heart that allows him to endure more suffering

-No one believes he’s changed, but he just boldly preaches Jesus

-Barnabas sticks his neck out for him (all that matters is do they love Jesus?)


Walking in the Fear of the Lord and the Comfort of the Holy Spirit 



So the church throughout all Judea and Galilee and Samaria had peace and was being 
built up. And walking in the fear of the Lord and in the comfort of the Holy Spirit, it 
multiplied. Acts 9:31


How do we face whatever God has before us (obscurity, suffering, good gifts?)


The Fear of The Lord

-some of us feel crushed by the need of approval from others

-we need to be liked and well-thought of

-and so we’re consumed with what we wear, where we eat, and what we post on social media 
about what we wear and where we eat

-that’s called the fear of man

-so something like obscurity or someone disliking you because of Jesus is terrifying


The Bible’s answer to fearing man is actually the fear of the Lord.

-but what is the fear of the Lord? 


It’s not simply terror of God, but rather a right saving awe and reverence of him.


In the book of Jonah, when Jonah tells the sailors that it’s the Lord “who made the sea and 
land” who has sent the storm upon them, they are terrified (Jon 1:9-10). But once the storm 
has abated, they “greatly feared the Lord” (Jon 1:16)… 
1

the sailors weren’t fearing God in a scriptural way when they were terrified of God, but after the 
storm had calmed down, they had a right awe and reverence of the kind of God who controls 
all things and has all power.


To fear God is to have a heart that rightly recognizes God’s place and his approval and man’s 
place and their approval. All we need for joy is God’s presence and his approval.


And along with fear of God, we have the comfort of the Holy Spirit.


Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God 
of all comfort, who comforts us in all our affliction, so that we may be able to comfort 
those who are in any affliction, with the comfort with which we ourselves are comforted 
by God. For as we share abundantly in Christ's sufferings, so through Christ we share 
abundantly in comfort too. If we are afflicted, it is for your comfort and salvation; and if 
we are comforted, it is for your comfort, which you experience when you patiently 
endure the same sufferings that we suffer. Our hope for you is unshaken, for we know 
that as you share in our sufferings, you will also share in our comfort.


2 Corinthians 1:3–7


 from the Dictionary of Biblical Imagery, 277.1


