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“The Conversion of Saul” 
23 June 2019: 2nd Sunday after Pentecost  

Salado UMC—Salado, Texas 76571 
Preaching Text: Acts 9:1-20 

+++++++++++++++++++++++++  
“There can be no transforming of darkness into light 

 and of apathy into movement without emotion” (―Carl Jung—1875 - 1961). 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++  

Hear the day’s lesson, Acts 9:1-20: 
 
9 Meanwhile Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord, went to the high 
priest 2 and asked him for letters to the synagogues at Damascus, so that if he found any who belonged to 
the Way, men or women, he might bring them bound to Jerusalem. 3 Now as he was going along and 
approaching Damascus, suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him. 4 He fell to the ground and 
heard a voice saying to him, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” 5 He asked, “Who are you, Lord?” The 
reply came, “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting. 6 But get up and enter the city, and you will be told 
what you are to do.” 7 The men who were traveling with him stood speechless because they heard the 
voice but saw no one. 8 Saul got up from the ground, and though his eyes were open, he could see nothing; 
so they led him by the hand and brought him into Damascus. 9 For three days he was without sight, and 
neither ate nor drank.  
 
10 Now there was a disciple in Damascus named Ananias. The Lord said to him in a vision, “Ananias.” He 
answered, “Here I am, Lord.” 11 The Lord said to him, “Get up and go to the street called Straight, and at 
the house of Judas look for a man of Tarsus named Saul. At this moment he is praying, 12 and he has seen 
in a vision[a] a man named Ananias come in and lay his hands on him so that he might regain his sight.” 13 
But Ananias answered, “Lord, I have heard from many about this man, how much evil he has done to your 
saints in Jerusalem; 14 and here he has authority from the chief priests to bind all who invoke your name.” 
15 But the Lord said to him, “Go, for he is an instrument whom I have chosen to bring my name before 
Gentiles and kings and before the people of Israel; 16 I myself will show him how much he must suffer for 
the sake of my name.” 17 So Ananias went and entered the house. He laid his hands on Saul[b] and said, 
“Brother Saul, the Lord Jesus, who appeared to you on your way here, has sent me so that you may regain 
your sight and be filled with the Holy Spirit.” 18 And immediately something like scales fell from his eyes, 
and his sight was restored. Then he got up and was baptized, 19 and after taking some food, he regained 
his strength. For several days he was with the disciples in Damascus, 20 and immediately he began to 
proclaim Jesus in the synagogues, saying, “He is the Son of God” (Acts 9:1-20, NRSV). 

 
Here’s an interesting exercise for any small group or Sunday school class: Read the four Gospels and 

consider when God converted Peter. Was it when Peter started following Jesus? When he realized Jesus 
was the Messiah? When God sent Peter to preach and heal? Conversion sometimes is just not that 
clear-cut. Even Billy Graham, who was well-known for calling people forward after he preached so that 
they could make “a decision for Christ,” never labeled these important spiritual moments as 
“conversions.” This probably stemmed from his life experience. “According to several biographers and 
his own memoirs, Billy Graham’s, experienced what amount to four spiritual pivots in his life. We might 
call some conversion experiences.” 
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 Some people do seem to have near-instantaneous conversions. You maybe know some such 
people. But such incidents are by no means universal. Conversion has a way of changing people, but it 
changes them at different rates and ways. 
 “Repetition is the key to knowledge” (x 3). Perhaps you heard me relate Augustine’s conversion 
experience about two months ago (5 May 2019). Remember: “Repetition is the key to knowledge!” Near 
the end of the fourth century CE, Saint Augustine writes about his own conversion to Christianity in the 
Confessions. In his account, Augustine hears the words “tolle, lege, tolle, lege.” This Latin phrase means 
“take up and read, take up and read.” So, according to Augustine, there in a Milan garden, he picked up 
the Bible, opened it, and read the first passage he saw. After reading Romans 13:13-14, Augustine writes 
“All shadows of doubt were dispelled.” Here is the text: 

Let’s behave appropriately as people who live in the day, not in partying and getting drunk, not in 
sleeping around and obscene behavior, not in fighting and obsession. Instead, dress yourself with 
the Lord Jesus Christ, and don’t plan to indulge your selfish desires (Romans 13:13-14 CEB). 

 
As it happens, perhaps the most legendary conversion story besides Augustine’s is related in 

today’s lesson. The word repentance comes from a Greek word “metanoia.” It means to “turn God-
ward,” “do an about face,” or “turn around.” It also means “to change one’s mind.” Metanoia is a 
precursor to conversion. Augustine had lived a prodigal life but, when he picked up the Bible in the 
garden, he started on a new path.  

What consumed Saul/Paul, conversely, was his disdain—or worse—for the early Christians. Acts 8:3 
recounts: “Saul began to wreak havoc against the church. Entering one house after another, he would 
drag off both men and women and throw them into prison.” This text signals that Saul showed a deep 
passion in his pursuit of the church and the Christians. Although the persecution of Christians in both 
Acts 8 and 9 appears to be wicked, God uses the occasion to spread the church. Just as Jesus moves 
toward Jerusalem to face his destiny in Luke’s Gospel, in Acts the church moves away from Jerusalem to 
spread the gospel’s “good news.” Note that Acts begins in Jerusalem (see: Acts 1:4, 8, 12-13). Yet, by Acts’ 
end, Luke states: “Paul lived in his own rented quarters for two full years and welcomed everyone who 
came to see him. Unhindered [in Rome] . . . he continued to preach God’s kingdom.” We might compare 
the persecuted church’s scattering in Acts to a dandelion as the wind disseminates its seeds far and 
wide. 
 In Acts 9:1-2 Luke renews the story of Saul’s persecution against “the Way” that began in Acts 8:1-
3. Saul persecutes Christians because he believes them heretics against the Jewish faith. Yet, there was 
no conclusive line between Jewish and the Christian expressions of faith. As gentiles convert to the Way 
in the first century, the rift between the two becomes sharper. Thus, to Saul’s mind, he is defeating 
heresy. 
 We might ask why Saul went to the high priest. We all know that sometimes legal authorization 
covers malevolent deeds. For example, some “Pay Day Loan Companies” will somehow have “computer 
troubles” when borrowers, after employers pay them at week’s end, come in late on Friday afternoons 
to settle up. They pay by cash and the collector tells such persons that without the computer no receipt 
can be issued. These poor people then return on Monday morning to pay up. The catch, of course, is on 
Monday they will own substantially more interest than they would have paid on Friday afternoon. It is 
all perfectly legal—and perfectly unethical. Saul in seeking letters to the synagogues in Damascus seeks 
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permission from the high priest who had received sanction from the provisional local government which 
in turn got its authority from Rome. All this seeking and granting of authority preserves the patina of 
legitimacy.  
 With a “letter of recommendation” in hand, Saul could thereby place the alleged heretics into 
custody and transport them to Jerusalem. As a blanket description, Saul seeks those men and women 
belonging to the Way. This is the first instance of this term (the Way) for the early Christians in Acts. Luke 
is, in fact, the only New Testament writer who thusly names the church. 

The Damascus Road story closes with Ananias going to the house where Saul is. As instructed in 
verse 11, Ananias lays hands on Saul. Laying on of hands ensures two things according to our text. First, 
Ananias’ touch heals Saul. Second, the act beckons the Holy Spirit. Another notable aspect of this story is 
that earlier Ananias called Saul “this man” (13). By verse 17 Ananias now calls him “Brother Saul.” The 
“Way community” now accepts Saul—believers Saul earlier hunted down and arrested. It seems, 
Ananias now speaks tenderly to Saul, explaining how Jesus has worked in each of their lives to bring 
them to this moment. Ananias credits Jesus with both the healing and the delivery of the Holy Spirit. As 
Ananias offers this explanation, “flakes fell from Saul’s eyes.” Saul could see again. 
 Arising, Saul not only sees, but the Damascus faith community baptizes him. After eating, Saul 
reacquires his strength and embarks on a new life. Saul from this point on, as chronicled in Acts, begins 
his new life’s work—preaching about Jesus, establishing and nurturing churches, and mentoring a 
generation of Christian leaders. The leaders are well known to New Testament readers. They include, 
but not limited to: Barnabas, Silas, John Mark, Luke the evangelist, and Timothy (see also for a more in-depth list 

of Paul’s companions: Romans 16). 
 By the end of our lesson, Acts 9:1-20, Saul has now come full circle from persecutor of the Way to a 
brother in Jesus. Conversion has a way of changing people, but it changes them at different rates and 
ways. Do you think God can still convert us? 
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