
“Saul’s Awakening” 
(Acts 9:1-9)   

 
 
 

I.  Introduction.   
A.  Orientation.   

1.  This morning, we saw:   
a.  The apostles and Philip had finished their ministry in Samaria.   

(i)  They had solemnly testified to them regarding Christ and had taught them the 
Word.   

(ii)  Now that the Samaritans were established, they could return to Jerusalem.   
 

b.  But of course, wanting to make the most of their opportunity on the way, they did 
their best to continue the work Christ had called them to by preaching to the 
Samaritans in the surrounding villages.   
(i)  The Lord had made the Gospel a blessing to the Samaritans in the capital city, 

why not the others towns as well?   
(ii)  Especially since Christ had told them that this would be one of the areas into 

which the Gospel would advance after Jerusalem rejected it.   
 

2.  However, when they reached Jerusalem, Philip found that the Lord had not yet finished 
with him:  He had another task for him to accomplish.   
a.  The Spirit told him to continue traveling south to the road that went down from 

Jerusalem to Gaza.   
(i)  Of course, Philip obeyed, not understanding what the Lord had in mind:  this is 

the essence of submission:  sometimes we don’t understand why the Lord tells us 
to do certain things, but we need to do them anyway knowing it is best.   

(ii)  Martin Luther once said, If the Lord told me to eat the dung off the street, I 
would eat it and know it was good for me.   

(iii)  Of course, the Lord wouldn’t tell us to do that because it isn’t good for us, but 
there is a lesson here for us in the area of submission.   

 
b.  When Philip arrived, he found the Lord did have a good purpose:   

(i)  He told him to join the caravan of a very important man – the Ethiopian eunuch – 
who was returning to his native country after worshiping in Jerusalem.   

(ii)  When he came near to the Ethiopian’s chariot, he heard him reading the prophet 
Isaiah.   

(iii)  The Ethiopian accepted Philip’s offer to interpret the passage, preaching Christ 
to him, with the result that the man was converted.   

(iv)  And after being baptized, he went away rejoicing in Christ and returned to his 
country bringing Christ with him.   

(v)  The Lord also had further plans for Philip, as the Spirit snatched him away, 
dropped him in a city called Azotus, from which he continued to make his way 
northward, preaching the Gospel, until he arrived at Caesarea where he finally 
settled down.   
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B.  Preview.   
1.  This evening, we’re going to begin to look at another conversion account:  that of Saul.   

a.  Saul’s conversion was not like that of the Ethiopian, because his life was radically 
different.   
(i)  Sometimes we like to put God in a box and tell Him what He can and can’t do 

with regard to bringing a soul savingly to His Son.   
(ii)  However God doesn’t accept our limitations.   
(iii)  There are things they have in common, such as they must know something of 

their sin and be convicted for it, they must hear the Gospel, and they must repent 
and believe in the Lord Jesus Christ.   

(iv)  But these things vary as to their length and intensity.   
 

b.  Saul’s conversion was more intense and prolonged.   
(i)  The Lord first subdues him, awakens him and then converts him about three days 

later, at least this is how it appears.   
(ii)  But in doing so, the Lord takes his most ardent opponent and turns him into his 

most ardent proponent.   
(iii)  This is the story of how the Lord’s apostle to the Gentiles was converted, 

beginning with his awakening to his danger.   
 
2.  This evening, we’re going to consider how the Lord did this, and in doing so also see 

again that God is absolutely sovereign in the salvation of sinners.  We’ll look at two 
things:   
a.  First, how evil Saul was prior to his conversion.   
b.  Second, how the Lord effectively awakened him to his danger before bringing him to 

faith.   
 

II.  Sermon.   
A.  First, we see again something of how evil Saul was prior to his conversion.   

1.  We have met Saul a few times in Acts already, and have seen his hatred of Christ.  But 
now we’ll see that begin to change.   
a.  What do we know about Saul?   

(i)  His name was Saul in Hebrew, though he was not nearly as impressive as his 
namesake.   

(ii)  His Roman name – Paul, which means little – better reflects his physical statute.   
(iii)  He was born in Tarsus, a city of Cilicia, a freeman; his father and mother were 

both Jewish; he was a Hebrew of the Hebrews, of the tribe of Benjamin.   
(iv)  He was educated first in the schools of Tarsus and then at Jerusalem under 

Gamaliel, and excelled as a Pharisee (Phil. 3).   
(v)  By trade he was a tent-maker – which Lightfoot tells us was common to scholars 

in those days, that they might earn their living and while avoiding idleness.   
 

b.  This is the one we now see the Lord convert:   
(i)  About a year or so after Christ’s ascension.   
(ii)  Seemingly against what might otherwise have been his own choice:  not by 

forcing his will, but by changing it to what it should be.   
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2.  Luke again reminds us of what Saul was like before Christ changed his heart:  “Now 
Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord, went to the 
high priest, 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” (vv. 1-2).   
a.  Remember, Paul may have asked Luke to include this to show the depths of the 

mercy of God in Christ Jesus.   
b.  With regard to Judaism, he was blameless, but with regard to Christianity, he was a 

blasphemer and violent persecutor of the church.   
(i)  He continued to threaten the church with death if they continued to follow Christ.   
(ii)  He wasn’t satisfied with those he had killed, he wanted more to pay the price.   
(iii)  He especially wanted to attack the Christians at Damascus – Christianity had 

spread there through those scattered by the persecution of Stephen.   
(iv)  So he went to the high priest to get letters – a commission authorizing him to go 

to Damascus, to search the synagogues, so that if he found any belonging to the 
Way – this new sect of Christianity – he might bring them bound, both men and 
women to Jerusalem for trial and probable execution.   

(v)  This is what Saul was like when the grace of the Lord found him.  This is what 
he was doing.   

(vi)  If the Lord can save someone like this, He can save anyone.  No one is too far 
for the Lord to reach, if He wills 

(vii)  Paul tells us in his own words why the Lord did this for him:  “I thank Christ 
Jesus our Lord, who has strengthened me, because He considered me faithful, 
putting me into service, even though I was formerly a blasphemer and a 
persecutor and a violent aggressor.  Yet I was shown mercy because I acted 
ignorantly in unbelief; and the grace of our Lord was more than abundant, with 
the faith and love which are found in Christ Jesus.  It is a trustworthy statement, 
deserving full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, 
among whom I am foremost of all.  Yet for this reason I found mercy, so that in 
me as the foremost, Jesus Christ might demonstrate His perfect patience as an 
example for those who would believe in Him for eternal life” (1 Tim. 1:12-16).   

(viii)  Paul says he was shown mercy that he might be a monument of the Lord’s 
mercy and grace.   

(ix)  This is what Paul/Saul was like prior to the Lord’s mercy and grace.   
 
B.  Second, we are told how the Lord awakened him out of this state.   

1.  The thing we should notice here is the unusual way in which He converted Paul:   
a.  Not through the ordinary means – the preaching of the Gospel, but through a 

miraculous appearance.   
b.  The change of heart, however, worked by the Spirit was the same – if your heart 

remains steeled in sin, it doesn’t matter how many times Christ causes you to fall to 
the ground by His appearance, you will still be His enemy.   

 
2.  Let’s look at some of the details of Saul’s encounter with Christ:   

a.  First, where and when it took place:  it was while he was on his way to Damascus to 
imprison Christians (v. 3).   
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(i)  Not in the temple or synagogue, not in an evangelistic outreach – the Spirit’s 
work isn’t tied to any place or to the church.  God saves when and where He 
wills.   

(ii)  It was as he was approaching Damascus, the greatest city of Syria, a Gentile 
country that before had been a great persecutor of God’s people Israel.    

(iii)  It was while he was on his way to destroy Christ’s church there:  Sometimes the 
Lord does His work at times when sinners are at their worst to display His power 
and glory.   
(a)  As he drew near ultimately to kill Christians, the Lord stopped him – which 

was a mercy to the Christians in Damascus who were expecting – as Ananias 
was – to suffer at his hands.   

(b)  God often intervenes at times when things look their darkest for the church, 
again to show the glory of His mercy and grace.  The Lord more than once 
spared David when it looked as though Saul was going to kill him by changing 
Saul’s heart.   

(c)  It was also a mercy to Saul that the Lord stopped him – so he wouldn’t have 
had their deaths on his conscience as well, and possibly had reached the point 
where he had filled up the measure of God’s wrath.   

 
b.  As he was approaching the city, Christ appeared to him.   

(i)  Luke doesn’t tell us here that He appeared, but we see that He did from what 
Ananias will say to him in verse 17, “So Ananias departed and entered the house, 
and after laying his hands on him said, ‘Brother Saul, the Lord Jesus, who 
appeared to you on the road by which you were coming, has sent me so that you 
may regain your sight and be filled with the Holy Spirit.’”   

(ii)  We don’t know how he saw Him – near or at a distance as Stephen – but he did 
see Him.   
(a)  This was necessary if Paul was to be an apostle.   
(b)  “Am I not free?  Am I not an apostle?  Have I not seen Jesus our Lord?  Are 

you not my work in the Lord? (1 Cor. 9:1).   
 

(iii)  This appearance came suddenly – when he wasn’t at all expecting it – and it 
came from heaven – which is where Christ is, waiting for the time of His return.   

(iv)  And it happened at midday – or noon (26:13) – and it was so bright that it 
outshone the sun.  This shouldn’t surprise us since Christ’s kingdom is the 
kingdom of light as opposed to the darkness Saul was then living.   

 
c.  His appearing was so powerful and so glorious that it caused Saul to fall to the 

ground.   
(i)  He was either on foot or on horse.  It’s likely he was riding a horse since 

Damascus was a long way from Jerusalem.   
(ii)  And it doesn’t look like he fell on purpose, but that the horse was startled and 

bucked, or that the Lord purposely knocked him down, as if to show Saul how 
feeble he was in the presence of God.   
(a)  Saul needed to be humbled if he was to be a useful instrument in the hands of 

the Lord.   
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(b)  The greater the service the Lord calls us to, the greater the humbling is 
necessary to keep us from exalting ourselves.   

(c)  Paul will later be tormented by a messenger of Satan to continually afflict him 
to keep him from becoming prideful (2 Cor. 12:7).   

(d)  Certainly, the fact that he persecuted the church and put many Christians to 
death would help to keep him humble throughout his life.   

(e)  Remember, “God is opposed to the proud, but gives grace to the humble” 
(James 4:6; 1 Pet. 5:5).   

 
d.  To humble him even further, the Lord tells him what his offense is:   

(i)  Jesus said to him, “Saul, Saul why are your persecuting Me?” (v. 4).   
(a)  He not only saw the Lord Jesus, but heard Him speak.  Only Paul heard Him 

speak, while the other only heard sounds.    
(b)  What he heard awakened him to his danger – it pricked his conscience.  It’s 

one thing to know from God’s Word that we’re sinning, it’s another to have the 
Lord Himself address you.   

 
(ii)  Jesus said why are you persecuting Me?   

(a)  His offences were against Christ’s church, but since the church is His body, 
they were directed against Him.   

(b)  Jesus tells us that whatever you do to the least of My brethren, you’ve done it 
to Me:  positive or negative (Matt. 25).   

(c)  Saul was persecuting Jesus, who had not only never wronged him, but had 
gone through a painful death to save him from hell.   

(d)  As long as he persecuted the church, he was crucifying Jesus again – not 
literally, but agreeing that Jesus should be put to death (Heb. 6:6).   

(e)  Why are you doing this?  Why are you dealing so unjustly, so wickedly?  
Jesus never opened His mouth to defend Himself, but He does to defend His 
people.   

(f)  Paul was not simply persecuting the Lord’s people, he was persecuting the 
Lord.   

 
e.  Saul’s response was that he wanted to know who was speaking to him.   

(i)  He said, “Who are you, Lord?” (v. 5).   
(a)  He doesn’t try to defend himself, but wants to know who this powerful judge 

is that has humbled him, which is also why he calls Him, Lord.   
(b)  He did not know Jesus’ voice, but he respects what he understood to be 

coming down from heaven.   
 

(ii)  And so the Lord replied, “I am Jesus whom you are persecuting” (v. 5).   
(a)  The name he was trying to eradicate, the name he tried to get the Christians to 

blaspheme, the name he persecuted.   
(b)  He never thought he would hear this One speak to him from heaven.  Even 

less did he realize that this One would come down to reveal Himself to him 
that He might bring him into fellowship with Himself.   

(c)  But this further awakened him to his danger to see that the One he sinned 
against was in fact the Lord Himself.   
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f.  At this, Saul relented:  he surrendered.   

(i)  It isn’t mentioned here, but in giving his testimony later, he asks:  “What shall I 
do Lord?”  (Acts 22:10).   

(ii)  Now that I have been humbled under your majesty, caught in the guilt of my 
sins, what do you want me to do?   

(iii)  Christ answers, “Get up and enter the city, and it will be told you what you must 
do” (v. 6).   

(iv)  Jesus doesn’t tell him right away what His plans are, but wants him to reflect 
upon what he has done and resolve to change.   

(v)  The fact that Saul was so humbled by his sins was one of the reasons he became 
such an industrious laborer.   

(vi)  Saul is going to have to suffer a great deal for the kingdom, but it is not for him 
to know at the moment.  The Lord will reveal it to him in His time.   

 
g.  Luke also tells us how this event affected those officers with him – those who had 

come out with him to arrest the Christians (v. 7).   
(i)  In other accounts, we see they fell with him, but stood up right away.   
(ii)  They were speechless; they didn’t know what to make of this.   
(iii)  They were on the same mission to destroy the Christians of Damascus, but the 

Lord dealt differently with them.   
(a)  They were not awakened, either because they weren’t chosen or because it 

wasn’t the Lord’s time for them.   
(b)  The same Gospel can be preached to a large group of people, but only some 

will be saved and others not.  Why?  Because salvation is sovereignly in the 
hands of the Lord.   

(c)  Jesus came down to save Saul, not these others.  God chooses whom He will 
have mercy on and whom not.   

 
h.  Finally, we see Saul’s condition (vv. 8-9):   

(i)  When he stood up as Christ told him, he was blind:  the Lord took away his sight, 
at least temporarily, that he might reflect on the things that he had done and what 
had happened to him.   

(ii)  They had to lead him by the hand into Damascus, where he remained without 
sight for three days.   

(iii)  Now he had time to think about his sin, be under its conviction, which we 
should assume was happening because he was fasting:   
(a)  You don’t fast when you’re filled with the joy of eternal life, but when you’re 

oppressed by some great burden.   
(b)  Paul was oppressed by the burden of his sins, as the Lord was preparing him 

for conversion.   
(c)  Very often the Lord will awaken those He’s intending on saving to their 

danger and allow them to remain in that condition for a while before He 
relieves their fears through conversion.   

(d)  Next Lord’s Day, we’ll consider Paul’s conversion and calling.   


