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Luke briefly introduced Saul at the end of the narrative of Stephen’s execution. After 
inserting the account of Philip the evangelist ministering in Samaria, then on the desert-
road from Jerusalem to Gaza, Luke then returns to pick up the story of Saul. 
Unfortunately, this parenthetical insertion literarily separates the story of Saul from the 
story of Stephen, which causes us to miss a subtle but significant  contrast.  
Stephen gave stood unwavering in his conviction that the old was finished and the new 
was the superior replacement. We saw that message clearly delivered in his sermon 
before the Jewish council. Stephen was a die-hard devotee of out-with-the-old, in-with-
the-new.  
Saul witnessed Stephen’s death and represented the antithesis of Stephen. Saul was 
as ardently committed to his cause as Stephen was his. Saul was protective of the old 
system and was committed to abolishing the new. Both men realized the two were 
completely incompatible, but each championed completely opposing points. Knowing 
that helps us to understand what motivated these men. Both were very stubborn and 
committed, and both willing to go to whatever extremes necessary to protect their 
interests.  
It is helpful to keep that in mind as we witness the evolution of Saul in the coming 
passage.  
Acts 9: 
Meanwhile, Saul was still breathing out murderous threats against the Lord’s disciples. He went 
to the high priest 2 and asked him for letters to the synagogues in Damascus, so that if he found 
any there who belonged to the Way, whether men or women, he might take them as prisoners to 
Jerusalem. 3 As he neared Damascus on his journey, suddenly a light from heaven flashed 
around him. 4 He fell to the ground and heard a voice say to him, “Saul, Saul, why do you 
persecute me?” 

5 “Who are you, Lord?” Saul asked. 
“I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting,” he replied. 6 “Now get up and go into the city, and you 
will be told what you must do.” 

I. Saul’s	Character	
A. Zealous	for	the	wrong	cause	

Saul’s zeal is remarkable. We might assume from the information given that Saul 
created this mission on his own. We have no indication he had been commissioned by 
any higher authority to carry out these plans. He was outraged by the perceived threat 
against his beloved Judaism and he took the initiative to do something about it. He went 
to the High Priest requesting letters he could carry to the synagogues in Damascus that 
would authorize him to have any Christians in their congregation arrested. Noteworthy is 
the fact that the high priest was a Sadducee. Saul was a Pharisee. They did not get 
along, but Saul was willing to team up with the Sadducees for this occasion in order to 
accomplish his mission. That shows the depth of desperation on Saul’s part.  
Furthermore, Saul went out personally to try to stamp out this new movement one 
believer at a time. He relentlessly pursued his enemy, men and women alike, and had 
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them cast into prison. He was deeply and entirely devoted to the preservation of his 
ancient religion.  
Saul was a complex man. By his own written testimony we know that at this time in his 
life he was hyper-zealous for Judaism. He considered himself an exemplary Jew. Here 
is what he told the Philippian church:  
If someone else thinks they have reasons to put confidence in the flesh, I have 
more: 5circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew 
of Hebrews; in regard to the law, a Pharisee; 6as for zeal, persecuting the church; as for 
righteousness based on the law, faultless.  (Philippians 3:4-6) 
These traits are obviously what Paul took great pride in as an unconverted Jew. This 
Saul who is head-hunting Christians in defense of his beloved Judaism is a hyper-
zealous maniac who purports himself to be perfect by the standards of Judaistic law. By 
Saul’s own assessment, he is perfect, his religion is perfect, his mission is God-
ordained, he is right, everyone else is wrong, and he will labor tirelessly for his cause.  
It was this kind of zeal and stubborn commitment that would, after his conversion, make 
Saul the greatest missionary in the history of Christianity.  
But let’s talk for a minute about being used by God. We have all probably seen certain 
people who were so gifted, or endowed with such an impressive personality we thought 
they would make a fantastic Christian.  
God can and often does use some of the things we bring to the table when we are 
converted. Saul’s unswerving commitment to his cause served him well as a Christian.  
But the fact is, God will use anyone. You don’t have to bring natural talent or charm or 
personality to be used by God. God will use what is usable, but He will equip you with 
what you need. The key is not what talents and abilities you have. The key is, are you 
willing to make yourself available? God is not looking for ability. He is looking for 
availability.  

II. Saul’s	Conversion	
A. If	it’s	not	fixed,	break	it!	

There is one more self-assessment by Paul that we need to look at.  
13 Even though I was once a blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent man, I was shown mercy 
because I acted in ignorance and unbelief. (1 Tim 1) 

In hindsight, he confessed that in that era of his life he was blinded by ignorance and 
unbelief. It is even more interesting he made this confession to his protégé, Timothy. 
The master is giving the student a valuable piece of advice. We should listen closely. 
Ignorance and unbelief are devastating maladies. You all know someone who is 
plagued by ignorance and unbelief. Sometimes you just want to apply some 2x4 therapy 
to the back of their head. I don’t know what we can do to change that kind of blindness. 
I do know it took a personal visit from Jesus to knock this arrogant man down before his 
spiritual eyes would be opened. One commentator said, “This change was initiated not 
from within, but from without.” Be careful. That terrible trial your lost loved one is going 
through might be the outside influence that forces them to see the truth. Your best 
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prayer for them is not always, “Heal them!” or “Deliver them!” But “Save them! Rip the 
scales off their eyes. Strip them of all their own strength and self-sufficiency! Strike them 
down! Open their eyes! Reveal yourself to them, Lord!” 

B. Broken,	then	mended	
Another fascinating detail of this conversion story is how God used Ananias to minister 
to Saul.  
Blinded by the brilliant light of the vision of Jesus, Saul is then led by hand into 
Damascus and housed there for three days. During this time Saul did not eat or drink 
anything, which we know would create a serious health concern – dehydration; kidney 
failure, etc. Three days without water is typically considered the limit of human 
endurance, after death becomes a real concern.  
For three days, Saul refuses to eat or drink. During that time, Saul is not idle and God is 
not silent. Saul is praying feverishly and, during those prayers, God revealed to him that 
a man named Ananias would be coming to him to lay hands on him and restore his 
sight.  
Simultaneously, God is speaking to Ananias through a vision and directing him to a 
specific address on Straight Street where he is to find a man named Saul and lay hands 
on him. Obviously, Ananias knows Saul’s reputation and has up to this point been doing 
everything he can to avoid him. Now, God wants him to go lay hands on him. We can 
easily understand the hesitation and skepticism, but God insists and even reveals some 
significant details about His calling on Saul.  
This man is my chosen instrument to proclaim my name to the Gentiles and their kings and to the 
people of Israel. 16 I will show him how much he must suffer for my name.” (Acts 9:15,16) 

Perhaps most notable in this passage is that when giving Saul his orders, God is going 
to tell him how much he is going to suffer in working for God.  
That is not the kind of recruitment tactic we typically think is most effective. I know that 
first-hand! 
First, I went with a team of ministers to Honduras to help build a church. Anyone who 
actually worked knew it was a grueling experience. The oppressive heat; the hard 
physical labor, the long days required to finish the project in the limited time; and, for a 
few of us who were especially blessed, a severe case of Montezuma’s revenge for 
having accidentally eaten the wrong thing (in this case it was a lettuce salad). I was 
working as hard as anyone and outworking most of those soft preachers. Along came 
one pastor who never lifted a hammer, but chose to mostly observe and do a lot of 
video taping. He came to me while I was putting up trusses and asked me to share my 
experience on video tape. I told all the details of how grueling it was to working on this 
project, but ultimately rewarding to serve God in this capacity. After my taping, the 
pastor said, “Ok. We are going to re-take this and this time, don’t talk about how hard it 
is. I am trying to put together a promo video to get others to come in the future.”  
I was livid! 
Another time at District Council, as the candidates were being ordained, a pastor was 
chosen to speak a few words over them. He dared to tell them how hard ministry was 
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going to be, and he pulled no punches. I admired him for what he said. After the service, 
I heard two other ministers in the lobby complaining that was not the time or place to be 
talking about the hardships of ministry. They were supposed to be encouraging these 
young pastors, not scaring them off.  
I was livid!  
I believe one of the biggest problems we have in recruiting people into Christianity and 
into ministry is we are not telling them the truth. We want to make it sound like a 
vacation on a tropical island, or like winning the lottery, and Jesus never represented 
following him is such a flippant manner. It is about bearing a cross and facing rejection 
and enduring persecution, but being faithful to the end. 

III. Saul’s	Confirmation	
This narrative moves along rapidly, not giving much perspective to the amount of time 
that passes. After Saul’s conversion, the disciples evidently discovered his conversion 
and welcomed him into their fellowship. He spent several days with them, but quickly 
went to the synagogues in Damascus to testify about Jesus. He came to cleanse the 
synagogues of Christians, but ended up trying to convert the synagogue Jews over to 
Christianity. Those who learned of this were baffled, knowing the rumors about why he 
came, but then seeing him declare Jesus to them.  
It didn’t take long for God’s promise of Saul suffering for His sake to be fulfilled. Saul’s 
conversion angered some of the local Jews and they plotted his assassination, sealing 
off the city gates to ensure they would be able to capture him. Saul’s friends succeeded 
in lowering him in a basket through a small opening in the wall and helping him escape. 
Saul made his way to Jerusalem and there tried to join the disciples, but they were also 
fearful and skeptical. Barnabas took a chance on him and took him in until the others 
became persuaded. Soon Saul again started witnessing throughout Jerusalem and, 
again, angered the local Jews who, again, attempted to assassinate him. His friend 
once again smuggled him out of town and sent him back to Tarsus.  

IV. Luke’s	summary	
31 Then the church throughout Judea, Galilee and Samaria enjoyed a time of peace and was 
strengthened. Living in the fear of the Lord and encouraged by the Holy Spirit, it increased in 
numbers.   
We can be encouraged that, although there will be times of great persecution and 
struggle, God has a perfect plan. In this case, God caused one of the major persecutors 
to change teams.  
We can also be encouraged that there will be seasons of reprieve from the battle. The 
early church enjoyed a time of peace and tremendous growth. It is not all one endless 
battle. There will be times of refreshing, times of peace. If we are faithful in the times of 
struggle, we can anticipate God will give us rest and refreshment. That is what we are 
praying for. A time of peace, and strength, and growth.  


