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A Conversion that Changed 
the World

H ISTO RY-CH A NGI NG MOMEN TS
It sounds like a page out of a fantasy story. A man travels down a road. 
He sees a flash of light in the heavens, and his life takes a dramatic turn. 
He goes on to change world history! Actually, that very thing happened 
more than once in recorded history. In the year AD 312, Roman Emperor 
Constantine saw a heavenly light in the shape of a cross above the sun, 
along with the words “In this sign you will conquer.” The next night he 
dreamed of Christ explaining that he was to use that sign against his 
enemies. His subsequent victory at the Milvian Bridge helped prompt 
Constantine’s conversion, which changed the status of Christianity from 
persecuted religion to the state religion of Rome.

In the summer of 1505, a law student named Martin Luther was 
journeying near Stotternheim, Germany, when he was caught in a violent 
thunderstorm. Amid flashes of lightning, he cried out in fear, “Help, 
St. Anne, I will become a monk!” He escaped injury and kept his vow, 
entering an Augustinian monastery. It was the first step to a dramatically 
changed life. He would play the key role in the Reformation that altered 
the course of western society and world history.

But greater than either of those was something that happened at noon 
one day centuries earlier. Sometime between the years AD 33–36 a 
fanatical enemy of the Christian faith named Saul of Tarsus was traveling 
on the road from Jerusalem to Damascus. There flashed a heavenly light. 
Saul fell to the ground, heard a voice, and found his life changed. He 
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became Paul, a man with a new name and a new 
vocation as missionary for the religion he once tried 
to destroy. Can you think of another event in the 
history of the Church more important than that? 
The story is told not once but three times in Acts. 
Read and ponder it well. We must not miss the 
importance of a conversion that changed the world!

ENCO U N T ER ON T H E DA M A SCUS ROA D 
acts 9:1–9
Damascus in Paul’s day was already one of the 
world’s most continuously-inhabited ancient cities. 
It had a large Arab population, and it was ruled 
by a governor answerable to Nabatean Arab King 
Aretas (see 2 Cor. 11:32). The city also had a 
sizable Jewish community with many synagogues. 
Damascus was about 150 miles from Jerusalem, a 
week’s journey on foot.

Saul went to Damascus with the full authority 
of the Jewish Sanhedrin seeking the extradition 
of any Jewish Christians who had fled there in 
previous months. Luke identifies them here as those 
“belonging to the Way” (v. 2). This name Jesus had 
initially given Himself (John 14:6) was now applied 
to His followers (see 19:9, 23; 22:4; 24:14, 22). 
It is an intriguing name, suggesting that being a 
follower of Jesus was a “way” of life, not merely the 
acceptance of a set of truths.

As Saul approached the city, the drama suddenly 
unfolded. A few miles south of Damascus on the 
Jerusalem road even today is a village with the 
Arabic name Deraya (which means “the Vision”). In 
these verses we witness the vision! We see the “light 
from heaven” that flashed, we hear the Voice that 
addressed him by name (“Saul, Saul…”), identified 
itself (“I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting”), 
and gave him explicit directions (“rise and enter 
the city, and you will be told what you are to do”). 
In Luke’s telling, Saul’s traveling companions stand 
speechless, “hearing the voice but seeing no one” 
(v. 7). Saul, temporarily blinded, is led into the city 
and undergoes a three-day fast (v. 9).

ON E STORY, T H R EE T ELLI NGS
Paul himself will later retell this story twice, first to 
the mob at the temple in Jerusalem where he had 
been arrested (22:6–11), and then in his defense 
before King Agrippa (26:12–18). These three tellings 
agree in the main, but differ in some details. In all 
three, there comes a “light from heaven,” a falling 
down, the voice of Jesus with His question for 
Saul, Saul’s awed and humble response, and the 
Lord’s revelation of Himself, “I am Jesus whom 
you are persecuting.” The second account calls the 
light a “great” light, and the third adds that it was 
“brighter than the sun.” In the third account alone, 
the light shines around Saul’s companions and 
causes them, too, to fall down. It also adds Jesus’ 
words, “it is hard for you to kick against the goads,” 
along with a lengthy explanation about the purpose 
of His appearance to Saul, details that King Agrippa 
needed to hear. One other noteworthy difference is 
that in Luke’s telling, the companions are “hearing 
the voice, but seeing no one” (9:7), while in the 
second account Paul says those with him “saw the 
light but did not understand the voice” (22:9). In any 
case, the point of the narratives is simply that Jesus 
Himself is the Change Agent who took Saul by the 
scruff of his proud neck, humbled him, turned him 
in a new direction, and outfitted him for his new life 
work, as He will soon make clear to Ananias.

What happened to Saul that day? Some 
commentators suggest that he was struck by 
lightning. Others believe his was a psychological 
trauma brought on by his over-zealousness or 
as a result of repressed guilt, especially in the 
death of Stephen. Doctors might try to explain it 
as a “nervous breakdown,” a grand mal seizure 
or perhaps a stroke. Paul Maier examines these 
explanations and finds them all insufficient to 
explain the deep and permanent change in his 
beliefs. “He appeared…to me” was an experience 
Paul staked his ministry upon (1 Cor. 15:8), and 
was finally willing to die for. It became, for him, the 
validation of his ministry (1 Cor. 9:1).
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In the meantime, Saul was blinded. The story 
of this Pharisee who finally “saw the light” 
recalls the encounter Jesus once had with the 
Pharisees after the healing of the man born 
blind in John 9. “For judgment I came into this 
world,” Jesus told them, “that those…who 
see may become blind” (John 9:39). Saul, the 
Pharisee who once thought he could see plainly, 
was now blind. For three long days he reviewed 
what he had been and done until then. He 
pondered the momentous encounter on the road 
and realized that he had come face to face with 
a man he thought dead, the man who was his 
and all Israel’s Messiah!

This story speaks powerfully to us about 
people we think are “out of reach.” If Saul, an 
articulate, well-educated opponent of Jesus 
could become His foremost missionary, is 
anyone too hard for God to change?

A N A N I A S B A P T I ZES SAU L 
acts 9:10–19
While He was touching Saul with a blindness 
that would bring his old life to an end, Jesus 
was speaking in a vision to another man in the 
city of Damascus who would end that blindness 
and usher Saul into his new, divinely-appointed 
role. Ananias (not the one we met in Chapter 5) 
is instructed to proceed to “the house of Judas 
on Straight Street and ask for a man from Tarsus 
named Saul” (v. 11 NIV). Such a vision was 
necessary, for Ananias knew all too well why 
Saul had come to town. We can identify with 
the reasonable fears he voices. Both men must 
undergo change!

What Ananias heard in answer to his fears surely 
came as a stunning surprise. “This man is my 
chosen instrument to carry my name before the 
Gentiles and their kings and before the people 
of Israel” (v. 15 NIV)! With Ananias, we might 
think Saul an odd choice at best for this mission 

to Gentiles, for he is a Pharisee, the son of a 
Pharisee (Acts 23:6; Phil. 3:5), the strictest of 
Jews, besides being a sworn enemy of “the Way.”

In God’s wise design, however, Saul was a 
brilliant choice for this role. His dual destiny 
as missionary to Gentiles and Jews mirrors 
the duality of his own life. He was a Jew, to be 
sure, but he was also, we learn later, a Roman 
citizen (Acts 16:37; 22:25), that most “Gentile” 
of privileges. The reason for that citizenship lay 
in his being a “man from Tarsus.” Paul Maier 
explains that Jews were promised citizenship if 
they emigrated from Judea to Tarsus, an offer 
made by the Romans in 171 BC to stimulate 
business growth. Saul’s residence in Tarsus 
also sheds light on the fact that he was a tent-
maker (Acts 18:3), for Tarsus and its province 
Cilicia were famous for cilicium, a cloth woven 
from goat hair that is still used by Bedouins for 
their tents. So Saul, a man from two worlds, 
was chosen by God to speak the Gospel to both 
of them.

In this role it was predictable that Saul would 
suffer opposition (Acts 20:23; 21:11), especially 
from the Jews who would now regard him as a 
traitor to their cause. It was just one of a long 
list of things he would endure (2 Cor. 6:4–10). 
In fact, God tells Ananias, Saul “must suffer 
for my name” (v. 16 NIV), if for no other reason 
than that a man so naturally proud would need 
a strong dose of humbling (2 Cor. 12:7–9)! On 
the positive side, such a shared suffering with 
Christ would join this man and his Savior in a 
way nothing else could (Gal. 6:17).

In short order, at the hand of Ananias, Saul 
receives his sight (“something like scales 
fell from Saul’s eyes”) and is baptized (v. 18 
NIV). He eats, regains his strength, and begins 
“immediately” (v. 20) to do what Jesus has 
commissioned him to do.
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A N EN E M Y T U R N ED A LLY 
acts 9:20–31
The enemy is now an ally. The persecutor of Christ has become His spokesman, 
proclaiming Jesus as “the Son of God” (v. 20) and proving that He “was the Christ” 
(v. 22). This miraculous turn is not lost on his hearers, who ask, “Is not this the 
man who made havoc in Jerusalem?” (v. 21). Luke says Saul preaches “at once” 
(v. 20) in the synagogues. One might naturally ask where Saul acquired the 
necessary knowledge to do this. But he had been to “seminary” after a fashion. 
Saul was already well-versed in the Old Testament under Gamaliel. He knew all 
about the promises of the Messiah. He had listened, along with the Sanhedrin, 
to Stephen’s impassioned defense of Jesus as the Righteous One foretold by 
the prophets (7:52), the one who came as the prophet like Moses (7:37). The 
only difference between Saul and Stephen was that Saul rejected what Stephen 
proclaimed: that the Messiah was Jesus of Nazareth. Rejected it until now!

What follows is a veritable whirl of events that include preaching, plots to kill the 
new missionary, escapes, a necessary but unforeseen benefactor, and travels 
hither and yon. Luke telescopes the events that took at least three years into a 
single phrase: “after many days” (v. 23 NIV). We have the benefit of reading Saul’s 
(Paul’s) own account of things in his letters, and from this point on we must make 
some attempt to synchronize Acts with Paul’s epistles. Paul narrates the events 
of these days with additional detail in Galatians 1:11–24, where Paul’s intent is 
to make clear that his message was not given him by “any man,” even an apostle 
(Gal. 1:12)! What we read in Galatians explains his delay, for a time, in making an 
appearance in Jerusalem.

The enemy is now an ally. The persecutor 
of Christ has become His spokesman, 

proclaiming Jesus as “the Son of God.”
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Saul’s time line we re-construct as follows:

 · Conversion on the Damascus road (Acts 9:1–19a)

 · Preaching in Damascus (Acts 9:19b–22)

 · Residency for a time in Arabia, then return to Damascus (Gal. 1:17)

 · “After many days” a death plot by Jews and his escape (Acts 9:23–25 NIV)

 · Journey to Jerusalem, sees Cephas and James (Acts 9:26–29, Gal. 1:18–20)

 · Another plot against his life by “Hellenists” (Acts 9:29)

 · Travel to Caesarea, then to Syria and Cilicia (Acts 9:29, Gal. 1:21).

The plot against Saul in Damascus (the first of several such) is averted by an 
ingenious rescue. “His disciples” lower him in a basket “through an opening in the 
wall,” likely the window of a home built into the city’s wall. This was necessary 
because the city gates were being closely watched. The escape in a basket 
reminds us of the deliverance of the infant Moses in a similar conveyance (Ex. 
2:3). So delivered, Saul makes his way to Jerusalem, fully three years after his 
conversion.

A few verses later, Barnabas re-emerges to play the role his name (“son of 
encouragement”) suggests. Saul is greeted by suspicion in Jerusalem by disciples 
who doubtless had painful memories of the earlier “great persecution” (8:1) and 
Saul’s role in it. “But Barnabas took him and brought him to the apostles” and told 
Saul’s amazing story (v. 27). The “apostles” mentioned here, we gather, may only 
have been Peter and James, the Lord’s brother (Gal. 1:18–19). After a brief time of 
“preaching boldly” there, another plot necessitates his journey north to Caesarea 
and home to Tarsus (v. 30). After another summary statement in v. 31 (“the church 
throughout all Judea and Galilee and Samaria had peace and…multiplied”), the 
spotlight turns once more to the ministry of Peter.

What follows is a veritable whirl of events that include 
preaching, plots to kill the new missionary, escapes, a 

necessary but unforeseen benefactor, and travels hither 
and yon. Luke telescopes the events that took at least 
three years into a single phrase: “after many days.”
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PET E R ENCO U N T ER S 
A E N E A S A N D D ORC A S 
acts 9:32–42
Luke here gives an account of the Gospel’s 
widening growth in Palestine’s maritime plain 
and Syria. Earlier planting of the Gospel’s 
seed was made by Peter and John in Samaria 
(8:25) and by Philip along the coast (8:40). As 
Philip undertook a “mission journey” at the end 
of Chapter 8, now Peter also makes his own 
small journey, one in which he works alone, no 
longer partnered with John or the others. Luke 
describes three significant stops.

The first is in Lydda, 25 miles northwest 
of Jerusalem. Lydda would later gain fame 
as the locale of St. George and the dragon 
(AD 300) and still later the trial of Pelagius 
for heresy (AD 415). But for now the man in 
focus is Aeneas, a paralytic “bedridden for 
eight years” (v. 33). The encounter brings to 
mind the invalid at Bethesda bedridden for 38 
years (John 5:1–15) and the paralytic on his 
bed lowered to Jesus through the roof (Luke 
5:17–26). While the healings are similar, the 
words of Peter make clear that it was not Peter 
who healed. “Jesus Christ heals you!” (v. 34), 
he said, a vivid reminder that in Acts, Jesus 
Himself continues the ministry He “began to 
do” in Luke’s Gospel (Acts 1:1). The response 
is electric: “all the residents of Lydda and 
Sharon…turned to the Lord” (v. 35).

The second stop is in Joppa (modern Jaffa), 
a seaport 35 miles from Jerusalem, 10 miles 
north of Lydda. Through this great seaport 
town Solomon brought cedars from Lebanon 
for the temple (2 Chron. 2:16), and from it 
Jonah sailed for Tarshish (Jonah 1:3). Its only 

rival in New Testament times was Caesarea, 
which Herod the Great built into a magnificent 
new port city because the residents of Joppa 
hated him (so writes Longenecker).

As Jesus was once summoned by Jairus 
to help his dying daughter, so now Peter is 
urgently summoned to Joppa by disciples 
after the death of a woman named Tabitha 
(or “Dorcas” — both names mean “gazelle”). 
Interestingly, when she is called a “disciple,” 
it is the only instance of the feminine noun 
matheetria in the New Testament! The good 
deeds of this charitable woman, which still 
inspire many a “Dorcas Guild” in our day, 
provoked heartfelt lamentation from the 
widows she had helped. The memory of Jesus’ 
miraculous raising of the ruler’s daughter 
(Luke 8:41–56) must have been in Peter’s mind 
as he spoke to the dead woman: “Tabitha, 
arise” (Aramaic tabitha kumi), nearly the same 
words Jesus spoke: “Child, arise” (Aramaic 
talitha kumi). Once again, as in Lydda, the 
impact is noteworthy: “many believed in the 
Lord” (v. 42).

He remained there in Joppa “for many days” (v. 
43) doing his Gospel work while residing with 
one Simon a tanner. That fact is significant, 
for Jews regarded tanners (who worked with 
dead animals) as ritually unclean. It is a hint, 
perhaps, of a growing willingness in Peter to 
disregard ceremonial tradition. If so, it is also 
an interesting preface to the next stop further 
north in Caesarea. That one will prove to be 
the greatest, for it will open the door for the 
mission to the Gentiles.
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PE R SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
acts 10:1–11:18

Lord Jesus, as You opened Peter’s eyes to the Gentiles, so open my eyes to people unlike me. 
Through this study, widen my vision and my heart for the lost. In Jesus’ name. Amen.

Review
1. Where in Acts are the three accounts of the conversion of Saul? How are they alike? How different?

2. How do we see Peter replicating the ministry of Jesus? In what way does Peter make clear that Jesus is 
still the one doing that ministry?

Acts 10:1–8
3. What do you learn about centurions from Bible dictionaries, concordances, footnotes, or the internet? 

Check out Matt. 8:5; Luke 7:3 and 23:47; Acts 27:1.

4. Cornelius was a soldier in an occupation army. What is highly unusual about him?

5. What role does the angel play in this human drama? (cf. 8:26). How does the role of angels in these stories 
differ from the role of people?

6. How far is Joppa from Caesarea? (Bible map or internet search)

Acts 10:9–23a
7. Have you ever had a dream that stayed with you and caused you to reflect on its meaning?

8. Before thinking further about this section, read Leviticus 11:4–7, 13–19, 29–30. With these restrictions, 
how do you think Peter felt when commanded to “kill and eat”? Why do you suppose the vision is repeated 
three times?

9. Peter takes a “first step” into a new world in verse 23. How? Can you think of similar steps Jesus took?

10. How much contact do you have just now with people of other ethnic groups? What feelings or beliefs do 
you hold that might inhibit you from making a witness to them?

A C T S  1 0 : 1 – 1 1 : 1 8

LWBS62

9



Acts 10:23b–43
11. How did Cornelius greet Peter (astonishing from a Roman officer!)? Why did Peter react as he did?

12. What’s Peter application of the vision on the rooftop? How does this fit the developing drama in Acts, 
outlined in 1:8?

13. Cornelius gathered his “relatives and close friends.” If you were to have such a spiritual gathering in your 
home, whom would you invite?

14. Summarize Peter’s message about Jesus here. Where did it begin? What are the “highlights” Peter 
mentions? Any significant differences from his sermon in Acts 2? What is the offer he makes the hearers?

Acts 10:44–48
15. Here is a “third Pentecost”! Compare the details with what transpires in Chapter 2 and Chapter 8.

16. Which comes first here — baptism or the giving of the Holy Spirit? What’s the sequence in 8:12–17?

17. Are there any groups of people who would assume that your church “is not for us”? If so, why?

Acts 11:1–18
18. The “Gentile Pentecost” reverberated through the Jewish Christian community. What in particular riled them 

about Peter’s actions? (This is not the last time Peter was in “hot water” over the Gentile question! See 
Galatians 2:11ff.)

19. How does Peter defend his actions to the Jerusalem leaders? What is his strongest argument?

20. The Jerusalem leaders conclude that God has been at work. Can you think of any event/ movement in the 
church during your lifetime that bears the mark of “God at work”?

Memory Challenge
Choose one

ACTS 10:28B “God has shown me that I should not call any person common or unclean.”

ACTS 11:17 “If then God gave the same gift to them as he gave to us when we believed in the Lord Jesus 
Christ, who was I that I could stand in God’s way?”
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