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Acts 9:1-19 – A Persecutor Becomes a Christian

Chapter 9 begins a dramatic change of direction in Dr. Luke's writing of

the history of the Christian community in the Book of Acts.
Chapters 1-8 deal with the activities of the apostles and their immediate

converts. The focus is very much on Peter as we see him at Pentecost,

healing the lame man and dealing with Ananias/Saphira.
Peter looms large in chapters 1-8, but he becomes a mere dwarf after we

are introduced to Saul/Paul in chapters 9-28.

It has been said that the most significant conversion to Christianity ever
recorded is in chapter 9. It was so important that Dr. Luke, who is careful

and concise, records it three times in chapters 9, 22 and 26. This is true of
no other conversion experience.

We see the archenemy of the Christian church transformed from fire-

breathing persecutor to a gentled follower of the incomparable King of
Kings.

Without the conversion of Saul of Tarsus it is difficult to imagine the

shape of Christianity. God is sovereign and He surely would have been able

to use some other means if He would not have used the great apostle, but
the mark Paul is to make on the fledgling Christian church is remarkable and

without precedent.
Truly the conversion of Saul of Tarsus can be considered one of the most

critical events in the history of God's dealings with humanity. He will, as

mentioned, dominate the rest of the Book of Acts. He will lead the way in
taking the gospel to the very ends of the known world. Europe and much of

Asia will be evangelized and as a direct result of that evangelism the gospel

will eventually spread throughout all the world.
We should probably talk about a few background facts before we look at

the text. Let's think a bit about Paul/Saul…
Saul was his Jewish name given in honor of Israel's first king. Paul was his

Greek name. Paul's family was apparently wealthy. His father had obtained
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Roman citizenship for the family. Paul was a Roman citizen, spoke the Latin
language and had a Roman name.

Paul was educated in a bicultural setting. He was very familiar with
Greek/Roman thinking and his primary education was at the feet of the

famous Jewish teacher Gamaliel. His deep poverty points to a rift with the

family. It's possible that his wife/family disowned him when be became a
Christian. Paul was a proud Pharisee.

The Tyndale NT Commentary has this to say about the Pharisees:

The rigid upholders of tradition, formalists, a close-knit body
with vested interests in the maintenance of Judaism, opponents

of enthusiam, innovation and unorthodoxy, and in one scathing

speech of Christ Himself, hypocrites who made a show of high
sanctity and denied in life and conduct the realities of religion.

The Pharisees haunt the background of the New Testament.

Men like Niccodemus and Gamaliel show a better side of the picture and

give some notion of what Pharisees could be and what perhaps they once
predominantly were—but as so often happens in the institutions of men,

sincerity gave place to formalism and zeal for the Law degenerated into a
passion for legality. Rigidity breeds pride and pride destroys sincerity.

There was an almost insane adherence to the Law which was broken down

into minute areas defining every possible activity one could engage in. This
may be illustrated by laws regarding the Sabbath.

The Law said

“Remember the sabbath day, to keep it holy.
9 “Six days you shall labor and do all your work,

10 but the seventh day is a sabbath of the LORD your God; in
it you shall not do any work1

1The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman
Foundation) 1996.
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Now, that's pretty straightforward, but the Pharisee said, OK, what is
work? Define it.

The scribes drew up a list of 39 activities which if one did one of them he
was liable to stoning if done knowingly.

If done inadvertently there was a heavy sin offering demanded—

Now someone will say, OK, I'll just keep that list of 39 and not do them on
the Sabbath. Not so fast. The Pharisees/scribes listed those 39 as fathers

and subsections of labor under each of the 39 fathers were called
descendants.

So plowing was a father,

…digging a descendent.
This led to all kind of descendents.

It was forbidden to drag a chain across the ground. This might break the

surface of the soil and so be plowing!
You could rub your foot on a hard surface, but not on the earth; you

might break the soil and be plowing.
Another "father" was the carrying of a load. This had a host of

descendents.

It was OK to walk with a crutch/wooden leg, but not on stilts.
To wear an extra garment was work.

The tailor and the scribe had to leave their pens and needles at home when
they went out on Friday lest they be detained and were working on the

Sabbath by carrying a burden.

It is fascinating how they made those rules. To wear an extra garment
constituted work. If your house caught fire on the Sabbath you could not

carry out your clothes. That would be work. You could enter your house,
take off your garment and put on a new garment and wear it out of the

house, take it off and return for another one.

The most incredible was the ways the scribes figured out how to get

around the Sabbath laws. The Law was interpreted as stating one could not

be more than 2,000 yards from the city on the Sabbath. But wherever one
ate was home. So if a scribe wished to go more than 2,000 yards on the
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Sabbath, he or his servant went out the Friday before Sabbath and put little
caches of food every 2,000 yards. Then the scribe on the Sabbath went

2,000 yards to the first cache of food, sat down (at home), ate and
continued to the next cache of food till he was where he wanted to be.

There was not an event or action in the daily life of the orthodox Pharisee

like Paul which was not in some fashion under the bondage of a formal
legalism.

Paul was steeped in this kind of thinking. Paul was probably a member of
the Sanhedrin which was the Jewish legal body with final authority in

everything but the death sentence. Paul was a citizen of Tarsus, a large

Greek city of Cilicia approximately 400 miles north of Jerusalem. Paul had a
clear idea of how he saw the new Christian threat to his native Judaism. He

saw Christianity as a threat which had to be mercilessly wiped out. Paul was

engaged in rooting out Christians in Jerusalem. In chapter 7 Paul supervised
the stoning of Stephen and in chapter 8 v 2 a great persecution arose

against the church in Jerusalem and v3, "But Saul began ravaging the

church, entering house after house, and dragging off men and women, he
would put them in prison."2

Apparently Saul felt the pickings were getting pretty slim in Jerusalem and

in chapter 9 v 1,

1 Now Saul, still breathing threats and murder against
the disciples of the Lord, went to the high priest,

2 and asked for letters from him to the synagogues at
Damascus, so that if he found any belonging to the Way, both
men and women, he might bring them bound to Jerusalem.3

Luke uses very strong, colorful language. The word picture of Paul

breathing threats and murder is very strong. It pictures a war-horse who

has caught the scent of battle and is excited to go forward.

2The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman
Foundation) 1996.
3The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman
Foundation) 1996.
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The high priest may have been Caiphas, who had been instrumental in the
trials and crucifixion of Jesus. Technically the high priest had jurisdiction

over any Jew in the world. Apparently Saul had heard that some Jewish
Christians from Jerusalem had gone to Damascus, one of the world's oldest

cities, approximately 150 miles northeast of Jerusalem.

Paul determined to go there and arrest them. He obtained his letters of
authority and started off.

He was traveling with a group of temple police who would assist him in
arresting and returning the Christians. He was probably walking; Romans

rode horseback, but Jews usually walked.

He was probably lonely. As a Pharisee he would not associate with the
other non-Pharisees that made up his party. He had lots of time to think.

The journey would take at least six days.

It is interesting to speculate about what Saul was thinking.
Could it be that the death of Stephen in such a noble way had rattled him?

He was dead sure that Stephen was wrong. The Christians were wrong;
Christ was dead. They were following a lie.

But how could they die so calmly? Could it be true?

But no, the idea of a crucified/risen Messiah was an impossibility! And
Stephen had said the temple was no longer necessary. All this was too

serious to be ignored; it had to be stopped.
As Saul approached Damascus these thoughts tumbled through his mind.

Suddenly an intense bright light shined around him. Falling to the ground

he heard his name, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting Me?”4

The light, at noon, was incredibly bright; it may have reminded Saul of the

Shekinah glory of God in the Old Testament.
Saul called out, “Who are You, Lord?”5

The word translated Lord6 can mean "Lord" or "Sir", but it is likely that

Saul realized he was in the Lord God's presence.

4The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman
Foundation) 1996.
5The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman
Foundation) 1996.
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The voice replied, “I am Jesus whom you are persecuting…"7

"Saul, while you are hitting the church you are causing me pain."

In Acts chapter 22 Saul asks, "What shall I do, Lord?"8 Interesting
question! A Pharisee, a Jew, calling Christ Lord.

In chapter 26 the Lord says to Saul, "It is hard for you to kick against the

goads."9 It's the picture of the ox who causes himself pain as he kicks back
into the sharp stick his handler is holding.

I think it speaks to us of Saul's guilty, restless conscience, rationalizing
over and over again how right he was in persecuting the Christians only to

have his guilt return as his conscience revealed a new reason he was wrong.

It is incredible how suddenly Saul surrendered. Manifestly he had great
incentive in the light and the voice, but I think there is much more. I think

for Saul it is the final culmination of the struggle with his conscience.

He knew for a fact that Jesus the Messiah was dead—yet his followers died
so well. He knew his Judaism was correct. Then literally out of the blue he

sees/hears Jesus.
It is too much for even the proud Pharisee. The words "What shall I do,

Lord?"10 show a total about-face, a complete surrender. For Saul his

doubting was over. He knew he was a believer—Now he just had to figure it
out. Some claim that Paul's conversion was only the result of physical

exhaustion or psychological phenomena.

Ramsay says about that,

6The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman
Foundation) 1996.
7The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman
Foundation) 1996.
8The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman
Foundation) 1996.
9The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman
Foundation) 1996.
10The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman
Foundation) 1996.
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The apostle's life, half the New Testament and all European
history, together with all the history and thought derived

therefrom is evidence. [He means evidence that the conversion is
genuine and not psychological]

The use of the human, earthly name "Jesus"11 rather than a divine title
would have put everything into focus for Saul. Jesus was alive! He had heard

Stephen calling upon the Lord Jesus as he was dying. He thought he was
blaspheming; now he knew. And he could not see!

How ironic—The proud Pharisee could see but was blind.

Now he was blind but he could see!
Saul extended his hand and was led to Damascus—

He had been told to wait—He waited three days—no sight—no food—no

water. This extreme fast was used sometimes by godly people seeking
forgiveness or guidance from God.

Fasting and fervent, focussed prayer—
God had put Saul in "Time out".

Meanwhile across town a devout Christian Jew named Ananias was waiting.
His name means "The Lord is gracious". We don't know how the gospel

spread to Damascus, but Ananias was a believer. He was about to receive the
shock of his life. Acts 22:12 says Ananias was a devout observer of the Law

and highly-respected by all the Jews living there.

In a vision the Lord called him by name.
He replied, "Behold, I am here, Lord."12

The Lord said, "Get up; go to Straight Street at the home of Judas. Ask for
'Saul of Tarsus'. He is praying."

"For I will show him how great things he must suffer for my name's sake.

Straight Street is still identifiable today. Today called "Long Bazaar", it ran
straight thorough town—it was very wide, very important as a place of

11The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman
Foundation) 1996.
12The King James Version, (Cambridge: Cambridge) 1769.
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commerce. Traffic moved in the broad center; commerce, shops and markets
occupied the sidewalks on either side.

Ananias said, "Lord, are you sure? This guy is trouble. You know what I've
heard about all the persecution he has instigated!

"And look--(like any of us need to remind God of anything)—Look, he has

authority to bind men and women. I'm toast if I go there." Probably two
reasons for Ananias' reluctance—1—fear for his own safety—2—wish not to

help his brothers be persecuted.
Don't you love it when God is patient with your protest. We don't

understand, we question, but He patiently says, "I know, just do it."

To Ananias' credit, he quickly obeyed—great lesson for us.
Ananias' obedience is commendable—so is his magnanimous act of placing

his hands on Saul and addressing him as "Brother Saul"13. How that must

have cheered Saul.
Ananias didn't scold, didn't lecture; he somehow understood that in spite

of all the bad stuff this former archenemy was now his Christian brother.
What a sublime example of what Christ can produce, Christian love.

Barclay tells of an evangelist who at the last meeting asked people to stand

up and tell what the meetings meant to them.
A Negro girl rose. She was not a good speaker. She could only put a few

sentences together. This is what she said: "Through this campaign I have
found Christ and he made me able to forgive the man who murdered my

father." "He made me able to forgive…"--That is the very essence of

Christianity. I have been forgiven, I forgive—How many of us get it right?
In Christ, Paul and Ananias--men who had been the bitterest enemies--came

together as brothers. Barb at Pilot. If I forgive she may come to Christ.
Man at Hess's forgiving his wife.

Do we forgive or do we allow bitterness and unforgiveness to choke out

our spiritual vitality? Ananias is one of the forgotten heroes of the Christian
church. He is…

13The King James Version, (Cambridge: Cambridge) 1769.
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Obedient
Faithful

Forgiving.

How do we measure up?

Ananias shared with Saul the purpose of his visit.

Saul was to receive his sight.
Saul was to be filled with the Holy Spirit.

Immediately something like scales fell from Saul's eyes and he could see.

He arose and was baptized, took food and was strengthened and amazingly
began to proclaim the message of the Christ he had been persecuting.

So what lessons can we learn from this account?

1. We must always be open to God's bidding.

Saul was so sure he was right that he didn't hear God's call.

Ananias listened when God told him to do something he didn't understand.
We must be sure we are following God and His Word, but we must be open

to His direction in unexpected places and ways.

2. Everything isn't always what it appears to be.

We don't have all the facts. We should refrain from making judgments or

gossiping about people/places things we observe.
The story is told of a very poor couple who showed up for church with the

man wearing a very expensive suit. His wife was wearing the same worn

dress. People began to whisper. "How selfish for him to buy a new suit while
his wife wears rags."

The man's brother had passed away. When he was given his suit he

pleaded with his wife to allow him to sell it and buy her a dress. Things are
not always what they seem.
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If we have a question we need to check it out at the source.
We should not involve others if they are not part of the problem or the

solution.
Who would have guessed that Saul had doubts?

3. Sometimes we try to cover up our lack of surrender/obedience by
greater diligence.

Paul's doubts drove him to terribly persecute the believers—

Sometimes we refuse to obey God's clear direction in our lives by making

an outward show of working harder for the kingdom.
Sometimes we resort to a critical/fault-finding spirit to cover our lack of

obedience. Sometimes we rationalize how much worse the sin is in our

brother's life, but we somehow don't see how bad that very sin is in ours.
Obedience and surrender to God's Spirit and God's will would save us so

much heartache.

4. "Lord, what wilt thou have me to do?"14

That should be the heart cry of every believer's heart. We are not our

own. We move at His command. We are enlisted in the King's army. We are
under orders.

It's so easy to ask, "Lord, what's in it for me? What glory can I get?"

We need to step aside and say humbly, "Lord, not my will but thine—guide
me."

5. Conversion – Latin convertere – to turn around.

Saul completely turned his life around—went from arch persecutor to
great preacher. We need to remember conversion entails turning from our

life of sin to a life in Christ. Our lives must change.

14The King James Version, (Cambridge: Cambridge) 1769.
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People, places and things might need to go. We need to adopt new things
like Bible study, prayer, fellowship with believers.

We need to be obedient to God the Holy Spirit when He asks us to stop
some sin, when He asks us to do some good.

6. How we need encouragers.

How we need to be encouragers to each other.
Ananias encouraged Saul.

Barnabas accepted him and at personal risk presented him to the believers.

We need to be encouragers.
It is so easy for us to be critical, and there is a place for loving

confrontation, but how we need to encourage each other.

A brother/sister's kind word or prayer means so much when we are feeling
low.

It's so easy for us to wound with our words. We need to be encouragers.

7. We should be winsome in our witness.

You will get more bees with honey than with vinegar.

A Christian with a perpetual scowl and a face that looks like it was pickled
will not attract people to the Lord.

There is something wrong with a scowling, grouchy Christian. It's a

contradiction in terms.
We've been redeemed, drawn from a horrible pit, our feet placed upon

solid ground.
We are the possessors of the riches in Christ Jesus. Eternal life is ours

when we deserve hell. How can we be unhappy?

Let's be good, winsome, happy salespeople for our blessed Lord.

8. We need to resist legalism.
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The Pharisees were scrupulous in the keeping of the Law. But their heart
was far from Him. It's such a short step from rules/regulations and

requirements to legalism. It's so much easier to keep a rule than to serve
the Lord with your whole heart.

Christ looked on the rule-keeping, legalist Pharisee with contempt.

How we need to guard against simply keeping external rules and forms.
How we need to seek after God with our whole heart, soul and mind. God

wants our devotion, worship and love.
I was visiting a church recently. The pastor said, "I don't care how

beautiful our sanctuary is. I don't care how hot/cold it is. I don't care how

much it cost. What does matter is that people meet the risen Christ here."
Do we have a personal relationship with the risen Christ or do we simply

follow rules or custom?"

9. Pride, running ahead of God and doing it our own way

What a picture of this is seen in Paul. Paul was plunging ahead, proudly

doing God's will (he thought) when he was really fighting against God.

It's so easy for us to run ahead of God, to follow our agenda in our own
way and expect Him to bless it.

We need to get quiet before Him and wait till we are sure we have His will
(not ours) and then go ahead in His power. If we get out of His way and

allow Him to work through us he will accomplish much more than we ever

would in our own strength.
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