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Acts 9:1-22………………………………………………………………….read vv 1-9

Christianity is full of accounts of miraculous conversions.  The marvelous power of the

gospel to transform sinners is evident in lives like John Newton, who lived a life of rebellion

and debauchery.  He bought and sold slaves; he became a slave himself.  After a terrifying

storm at sea and his reading of The Imitation of Christ he was converted and became a

Christian leader and author of the hymn "Amazing Grace".

Mel Trotter was a barber who was enslaved by drink.  When his young daughter died he

stole the shoes she was to be buried in and pawned them to buy more alcohol.

One night he staggered into the Pacific Garden Mission and was gloriously saved.

Burdened for the men of skid row he founded a chain of 60 rescue missions from Boston to

San Francisco.

In August 386 AD Aurelius Augustine sat despondently in his garden.  He had abandoned

his mother's faith.  He took a mistress for 13 years while he struggled with sexual

temptations and continued a futile search for truth.  In the midst of his turmoil he heard a

child's voice singing "Take and Read".

He took this as a divine imperative and picked up Paul's epistle to the Romans and read.

Not in reveling and drunkenness, not in lust and wantonness, not in quarrels and rivalries,

rather arm yourself with the Lord Jesus Christ; spend no more thought on nature and

nature's appetites.

Delivered from a life of sin and confusion, Augustine went on to become possibly the

greatest theologian the church has known since the apostle Paul.

Church history is full of accounts like this, but no conversion is more remarkable than the

conversion of Saul of Tarsus.  In fact, so significant is that conversion that it is recorded three

times.  Here and in Acts 22:1-16 and Acts 26:4-18.

The most important event in the book of Acts is probably the coming of the Holy Spirit on

the Day of Pentecost.
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In many ways it would seem that the second most important event in the book of Acts

was the conversion of Saul/Paul.  More than half the book deals with his activities.  13 of its

27 books were written by him.

One can hardly imagine what first-century Christianity would have been like had Saul not

been converted.  He became the most effective witness of the early church.

John MacArthur writes, "It is fitting that such a unique individual would have a unique

conversion.  Saul was by birth a Jew, by citizenship a Roman, by education a Greek, and

purely by the grace of God a Christian.  He was a missionary, theologian, evangelist, pastor,

organizer, leader, thinker, fighter for truth and lover of souls.  Never has a more godly man

lived, except for our Lord himself."

Today we'd like to look at Dr. Luke's account of Paul's conversion recorded in Acts 9:1-22.

We will look at the account of the event and then draw some lessons we can use from it.

Up to this point in Acts Saul has been mentioned only briefly.  He was present at the

stoning of Stephen.  I think this is significant in light of today's text.  We are told that Saul

began a great persecution of the church.

Acts 8:3… But Saul began ravaging the church, entering house after house, and
dragging off men and women, he would put them in prison.1

Something about Stephen lingered in Saul's mind.  It would not be banished.  How could a

bad man die like Stephen did?

In order to still his insistent doubt Saul plunged into the most violent persecution.

Chapter 9 v 1 literally says Saul was "breathing in" threatenings and slaughter against the

disciples of the Lord.

It is probably best translated as simply "breathing".  His very breath was hot with anger

and violence against the believers.

Saul was convinced that this new sect was dangerous and heretical.  He sincerely believed

he was doing God's work/will in persecuting its members.

He went to Caiaphas the High Priest to obtain letters of introduction to the Jewish leaders

of Damascus.

There was a large Jewish presence in Damascus, and apparently some of the persecuted

Jews fled to Damascus to escape the persecution.

The Romans gave the Sanhedrin jurisdiction over religious matter such as this.  That

                                                          
1New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, Ac 8:3 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
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authority pretty much extended over the known Roman world.  So Saul probably sought

letters of introduction along with warrants for the arrest of any Christian Jews he could find

in Damascus.  Damascus is one of the oldest cities in the world.  Some would say the oldest.

It lies about 70 miles from the Sea on a fertile plain close to the foot of Mt. Hermon.  The city

lies on the border of the desert and is served by three great roads.  To the west lies the road

to Galilee and the Holy Land and south to the Nile.

A southern road goes to Mecca and the road to the east goes to Baghdad.  These roads

were very important to the economy of Damascus.  The main caravan route from Egypt to

Mesopotamia passed through Damascus.

We already mentioned the large Jewish presence at Damascus.  One of the fragments

describes a strict Jewish sect called the "covenanters of Damascus".  Some scholars today

connect that group with the Qumran community made famous by the Dead Sea Scrolls.

Damascus is about 175 miles from Jerusalem.  Walking would take a full 6 days.  It is

likely that Saul walked.  Romans rode horseback, but most Jews walked.  It is probable that

he walked alone.  The proud Pharisee would not associate with the Jewish temple guards

who accompanied him.

So 6 days to think.  He would most likely have remembered the stoning of Stephen.  His

face shone like that of an angel.  He had so graciously cried, “Lord, do not hold this sin

against them!”

"Could he have been right?  How did these Christians meet death so calmly?  No.  Away

with the thought!  On to Damascus.  This new heresy that was threatening the true religion

must be rooted out before it spread.  Those of "the way" must be imprisoned."  But God had

other plans for Saul.  As he neared Damascus suddenly there shined 'round about him a light

from heaven.

This light symbolized the spiritual revelation which was soon to break upon the soul of

the proud young Pharisee.

As if struck by lightning he fell to the earth.  As Saul lay on the ground he heard a voice

saying, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting Me?”  Imagine the feelings going through

Saul's mind.  He had been walking, on an important task doing God's work.  Now he lies

blinded on the ground and hears his name being called.  His question Who art thou, Lord?

does not mean he knew who had addressed him.  In fact he did not know which his question

proves.  Lord is a title of respect like "sir".  Saul is not left to wonder long.

The voice answered, I am Jesus whom thou persecutest.
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In the account in chapter 22 Paul asks, what do you want me to do?

He was told, "Arise and go into the city and it shall be told thee what thou must do".

The men who traveled with him were likely panic-stricken.  There is a different tense

used to indicate that Saul heard a voice, but they simply heard a sound or a noise.

A similar situation occurs in John 12 where Jesus and His disciples understand a voice

from heaven, but the multitudes thought it had thundered.

When Saul finally got to his feet he discovered that he was blind.

The Beacon Bible Commentary comments, "Thus Paul entered Damascus in a very

different manner from that which he had planned; instead of hailing men and women and

committing them to prison, he himself is led, humbled, afflicted and blind, the prisoner of

Jesus Christ.

v 9 says that he neither ate or drank for three days.

v 10 introduces us to a remarkable man named Ananias.  His name means "the Lord is

gracious", a fitting name for this Jewish disciple who ministered graciously to the convicted

Saul.  The Lord said to him in a vision, Ananias.  He indicated his readiness for service by

saying, Behold, I am here, Lord.

He was given the startling command to go to Straight Street (still in Damascus running

east to west through the main bazaar of the busy city).  He was to inquire at Judas' house for

one named Saul of Tarsus.  The voice added, behold, he prayeth, suggesting that Saul spent

those three sightless days in prayer seeking to bring his heart and mind into conformity with

his soul-shaking experience on the road.  v 12 says Ananias was told that the Lord has

prepared Saul's heart with a vision.  He has seen that a man named Ananias would visit him,

lay his hands on him and cause him to receive his sight.  Now what do you do if you are

Ananias?  This man has been a prominent persecutor of the faith.  Even now he has come to

arrest and imprison men and women and return them to Jerusalem.

Even though Ananias had said, Behold, I am here, Lord, indicating his readiness to obey

the Lord, we can forgive his questioning the Lord in v 13 and 14.

The Lord answered his fears in v 15 and 16 and Ananias obediently went on his way.

The word saints In v 13 is fascinating.

It occurs here for the first time in Acts as a name for Christians.  It is found again in v 32

and 41 and in chapter 26 v 10.  Paul uses the word 40 times in his writings to designate those

who belong to the church of Jesus Christ.

The Greek word literally means "holy ones".  It emphasizes the fact that all Christians are
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set apart to Christ and are to be cleansed from acquired depravity.  The word is translated

"holy" about 165 times and "saints" 61 times in KJV.

It is interesting to note in v 15 the order of Saul's witness.  He was a witness before the

Gentiles, and kings, and the children of Israel2 and v 16, his ministry will be one of

suffering.

Paul we know did minister primarily to the Gentiles.  Kings before who he witnessed

would have been Herod Agrippa II and probably Nero.  Of course he also witnessed to Jewish

people.  Coming to the house where Saul was praying he obediently laid hands on him,

apparently that he would receive the Holy Spirit and his sight.  Then he said something truly

amazing.  He addressed him as Brother Saul.  Can you imagine how those words cheered

Saul's soul?  He had come here to persecute this man; now he is laying hands on him, praying

for him and calling him "brother".  Saul was already being loved by those whom he had

hated.

The older brother informed his new brother in Christ that the Lord had sent him.

It is interesting to note that the word translated Lord is the regular translation of Jehovah

or (Yahweh) in the Septuagint.  The phrase the Lord, even Jesus furnishes a strong

affirmation of the deity of Jesus.

Saul's physical and deeper spiritual need would be met as Ananias said he would receive

his sight and be filled with the Holy Ghost.

v 18… Something like scales fell from his eyes.  The words translated "received his sight"

are the same words used to describe Jesus healing blind eyes in the gospels.

"he was baptized"… showing us the importance of baptism and Paul's becoming a member

of the community of faith at Damascus.

The Beacon Bible Commentary has this comment,

There are remarkable parallels between the visions of Ananias and Saul in

this chapter and those of Peter and Cornelius in the next.  Howson describes it

thus: "The simultaneous preparation of the hearts of Ananias and Saul, and the

simultaneous preparation of those of Peter and Cornelius—the questioning

                                                          
2The Holy Bible : King James Version., Electronic edition of the 1769 edition of the 1611
Authorized Version., Ac 9:15 (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc., 1995).
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and hesitation of Peter, and the questioning and hesitation of Ananias—the

one doubting whether he might make friendship with the Gentiles, the other

doubting whether he might approach the enemy of the Church—the

unhesitating obedience of each, when the divine will was made clearly

known—the state of mind in which both the Pharisee and the Centurion were

found—each waiting to see what the Lord would say unto them—this close

analogy will not be forgotten by those who reverently read the two

consecutive chapters."

vv 19 through 22 tell us the amazing account of how this enemy of the church was

apparently vouched for by Ananias, accepted into full fellowship and became a powerful

preacher of the heresy which he had persecuted.  It is a remarkable story.

There was probably more than one argument with the scribes in the synagogues.  But Saul

increased the more in strength and confused the Jews who dwelt at Damascus.

proving in v 22 is literally "joining together", and here means dedicating or demonstrating.

He put the OT prophecies alongside their fulfillment in Jesus' ministry and thus

demonstrated that this is very Christ.

Paul's main message was that Jesus was Messiah.  The Jews could not stand against Paul's

Spirit-empowered preaching.

Quickly, some lessons:

1. Nothing as bad as a person on a mission for a cause they are convinced is right but

which is wrong.

Saul was so sincere but so wrong.

How you and I need to search the Scriptures and be sensitive to God the Holy Spirit to be

certain what we believe and teach is true.

Our beliefs and moral codes cannot be programmed into us by someone else; we need to

search the Scriptures and study for ourselves.

2. When we persecute/harm one of Christ's children we persecute/harm Him.

How we must be careful not to slander or be rude or arrogant to our brothers/sisters.
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3. We see the word "Lord" in this text.

We need to remember Jesus is not only our savior but our "Lord".  As Lord of our life He

demands our obedience.

It is not appropriate to say no to the Lord.  Peter had a problem with this.  He said, Not

so, Lord.  We can't use "not so" and "Lord" in the same sentence.

If he is Lord we will obey.

4. Saul was told "It will be told you what to do".

We look to God the Holy Spirit for our marching orders.  Sometimes like Saul we aren't

given more than one day's orders.  We need to learn to wait on Him and not run ahead on

our own.

5. Ananias… Several lessons: "Here am I, Lord".  He was ready to serve.  Obey.

He questioned, but was quick to obey.

He accepted Saul as a brother, vouched for him, encouraged him.

What a lesson for us.  Are we encouragers?

6. William Barkley says:

There is all of Christianity in what the risen Christ said to Paul.  "Go into

the city, and you will be told what to do".  Up to this moment Paul had been

doing what he liked, what he thought best, what his will dictated.  From this

time forward he would be told what to do.  The Christian is a man who has

ceased to do what he wants to do and who has begun to do what Christ wants

him to do.

7. The importance of forgiveness

Ananais was willing to forgive; are we?

Barb and I attended a forgiveness seminar at E-Town College.  It centered around the 5th
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anniversary of the Nickle Mines school shootings.

Some quotes from it:

A saint is someone who absorbs evil without passing it on.

70 x 7 only makes sense if you are no longer counting the number of times you forgive.

The refusal to forgive is like taking a poison pill yourself and expecting the other person to

die.

It is never too early to begin the day's task of beating back the past.

Often it is harder to be forgiven than to forgive others.

Forgiveness is never going to be easy.  Each day it must be prayed for, struggled for and

won.

Forgiveness is both an already-decided issue and a lifelong process.

One of the presenters was the mother of the shooter.  The Amish community has reached

out to her in grace and forgiveness.  It is an incredible story of grace.  Can we do less?

As a rabbi trained in Jerusalem at the feet of Gamaliel, Saul would be welcome in any

Jewish synagogue and invited to speak.  But now he would be preaching Christ… that He is

the son of God.  How startled his hearers would be.

A similar thing happened in the ministry of John MacArthur.  He received a letter which

read:

John, I was a trainer for the Jehovah's Witnesses in the state of Florida.  I

went around to all the JW churches and told them what to do and say.

I was driving in my car when I heard you on the radio.  I heard you say,

"Jesus is God".  I turned the radio off, because I didn't believe that.  Then I was
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curious about what you would say, and I turned it on again.  You continued to

preach on Jesus for the rest of that week.  I listened every day, and at the end

of the week in a motel room I knelt by the side of my bed and said, "God, if

your son is divine and has provided salvation and eternal life, forgive my sins

and come into my life".

Now I go around to the JW churches and I tell them the only thing I know.

"Jesus is God".  Those JWs were probably no less surprised by the message

"Jesus is God" than the Jews that Paul preached to were.

Let's be faithful in proclaiming that message to all the Holy Spirit puts us in contact with.
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