
Christians tend to speak of Paul’s encounter with the risen Lord on the Damascus road
as Paul’s conversion. While that encounter certainly did mark a change, indeed a
reversal, in Paul’s course, conversion may not quite be the best way to think of the
event from its broader perspective. Paul was a devout Jew, we all know, a Pharisee of
Pharisees, strictest of the strict. He was also a vigorous persecutor of Christians until
his encounter on the Damascus road. Yet at the time of Paul’s encounter, Christianity
wasn’t exactly a different religion than the Judaism that Paul so deeply embraced.
Christians were then still largely or entirely Jews. Paul hadn’t yet taken faith in Jesus
Christ to the Gentile world. That mission would be the point of his encounter with
Jesus on the Damascus road. And Christians hadn’t rejected Judaism. They had instead
discerned that Jesus was the Jews’ Messiah. Christians were Jews embracing their
Jewish Messiah.

And so Paul’s encounter with Jesus on the
Damascus road was more a revelation of the
complete Jewish faith than it was a
conversion to a different belief system
within a different religion. Paul would have
converted if he’d been an atheist. Paul
would have converted if he’d been a
Buddhist or Confucian. But Paul was a
Jew’s Jew, as thoroughly immersed in the
faith as anyone, other than Jesus who was

also a Jew but the Son of the Jew’s God, come to fulfill the Jewish faith. Paul would
take that Jewish faith, fulfilled in Jesus Christ, to the Gentiles, confirming it as the
world’s faith under the one true God. Paul didn’t so much accept a conversion from
one faith to another. More so, he had his sight of the Jewish faith and the world’s faith
set right. Judaism and Christianity aren’t exactly two different religions, at least not as
they stood at the time of Paul’s encounter with Christ on the Damascus road. The
Rabbinic Judaism that developed in the centuries after Christ’s resurrection, in
opposition to Christianity, is a different religion. The Judaism of Christ’s ministry on
earth was Christ’s religion.


