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1 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 travelling 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 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 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.  (Acts 9:1-19a, 
NRSV) 



 
Paul the Apostle.  Most lists of the top 100 most 
influential people of all time include him somewhere in 
the top 10.  Though granted, most of those lists don’t 
put Jesus at the top, so we do have to question their 
reliability.  Still, most people, even outside the church, 
recognize that Paul has had a massive impact on human 
history.  Within the church there is no debate.  
Thirteen books (nearly half!) in the New Testament are 
attributed to him.  Many of the first congregations in 
the ancient world were planted by him.  It was through 
Paul that the message of the Christian gospel moved 
beyond Jewish circles into the Gentile world.  It’s 
widely agreed that Paul was the greatest leader in the 
early church, maybe even in the church ever since.  
 
But before Paul was Paul, he was Saul.  And before he 
was the greatest leader in the early church, he was the 
greatest enemy of the early church.  His conversion 
story might be the most radical conversion story in 
history.  It’s certainly the most famous.  Luke regards it 
with such importance that he records it no fewer than 
three times in the book of Acts.1    
 
While we don’t know a lot about Saul before he meet 
him here, we do know some.  He was from Tarsus, a 
city in ancient Cilicia, what is now modern-day Turkey.  
Tarsus is one of the oldest continuously inhabited urban 
centers in the world.  Though outside of Israel, there 
was a Jewish community there in those days.  In fact, 
the majority of Jews in the ancient world lived outside 
of Israel.2  Tarsus was a center of high culture and 
learning.  We know that Paul wrote in Greek, and had a 
very sharp mind, meaning he must have benefitted from 
that culture and learning.   
 
At some point we know that Saul moved from Tarsus to 
Jerusalem to formally study under Gamaliel, who was a 
very influential Pharisee and expert of the law in those 
days.  Saul became very zealous for his Jewish faith, 
dedicated his life to its study and practice and 
preservation.  Later in his life Paul spoke about the 
confidence he had gained in his religious life as a young 
man: “[I was] circumcised on the eighth day, a 
member of the people of Israel, of the tribe of 

                                                           
1 See also Acts 22:1–21, and 26:9–23 
2 It’s estimated that of the 6 million Jews living in the first century, about 5 
million lived outside of Israel.   
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Benjamin, a Hebrew born of Hebrews; as to the law, 
a Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as 
to righteousness under the law, blameless.”3 
 
Yes, at some point along the way Saul dedicated himself 
not only to his Jewish faith, but to the destruction of the 
church because he believed Christians were a threat to 
the Jewish faith.  So he devoted his life to eradicating 
them.  Luke records earlier in Acts that Saul was 
present at the stoning of Stephen, the first Christian 
martyr, giving his approval to his death.4  Luke tells us 
that soon after that, “Saul was ravaging the church by 
entering house after house; dragging off both men 
and women, he committed them to prison.”5  That 
word “ravaging” is a seldom-used word in the original 
Greek.  It’s usually used to describe wild animals 
tearing apart their helpless prey.6  Saul was blood-
thirsty when it came to the destruction of the church.  
He’d be classified as a religious terrorist in our day.  
 
When we meet him here in Acts 9, he’s on his way to 
the city of Damascus with a signed extradition order 
from the high priest in Jerusalem to chase down 
disciples of Jesus in that city and drag them back to 
Jerusalem in chains.  After many days of travel – 
Damascus was about 200 miles from Jerusalem – it was 
almost game time.  But just as Saul is getting close to 
the city a blinding flash of light knocks him to the 
ground.  And he hears a voice – not imagines or dreams, 
but hears! – saying to him, “Saul, Saul, why do you 
persecute me?” 
 
In an instant Saul knows who is speaking and, at the 
same time, he has no idea who is speaking.  The voice 
says his name twice.  That’s a strong hint that this is 
the Lord speaking to him.  Saul knew the other stories 
of divine interruption and calling, knew that for some 
reason the Lord always repeated your name when he 
called you.  “Abraham! Abraham!”7  “Jacob!  Jacob!”8  
“Moses! Moses!”9  “Saul!  Saul!”  So Saul knows who 
this is and addresses the voice with the title “Lord”.  But 
he asks, “Who are you, Lord?”  I know it is you, but 
suddenly I’m not sure who you are.  We can only 
imagine what went through Saul’s mind and heart when 
he heard the response: “I am Jesus, whom you are 
persecuting.”  All at once Saul knew he had been going 
the wrong way for a long time. 
 

                                                           
3 Philippians 3:5-6.  Unless otherwise noted, this and all other biblical 
citations are from the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV).   
4 Acts 7:54-8:1 
5 Acts 8:3 
6 John Stott, The Message of Acts (Inter-Varsity Press, 1990), 168. 
7 Genesis 22:11 
8 Genesis 46:2 
9 Exodus 3:4 

I hate to backtrack.  I’ll do whatever I can to avoid it.  
It’s something about going back over ground that I’ve 
already covered that bothers me.  It feels like a waste.  I 
remember landing in Salt Lake City a few years ago 
with a friend and renting a car.  We were driving to 
Park City, about 40 minutes away up in the mountains.  
Well, we got talking and then we got distracted, and 
then we got confused and, without knowing it, we 
headed for the wrong set of mountains.   
 
About 30 miles down the road, my friend turns to me 
and says, “I don’t think the road to Park City goes by 
the Great Salt Lake, and that’s the Great Salt Lake over 
there.”  We had been headed in the exact wrong 
direction, west instead of east.  But instead of just 
admitting my mistake and turning around to backtrack 
and cover the ground we’d already covered, I starting 
looking for other options that might still get us to our 
destination.  Isn’t there a shortcut to Park City through 
Nevada and down through Idaho?  Even if it’s not a 
short cut, at least we won’t have to turn around and go 
back the way we came.  I hated that humiliating drive 
back along the road I had just traveled.  What a waste.  
I hate to backtrack.  
 
Imagine this moment in Saul’s life.  Plenty of people 
have this moment.  Some of us have had it.  You’ve 
invested your life, maybe a lot of your life for a lot of 
years, in heading a certain direction and you suddenly 
realize at some point that you’ve been headed in the 
exact wrong direction.  All those years ago you choose 
the wrong career and took the wrong job.  You married 
the wrong spouse.  You made the wrong investment.   
 
Even worse, what if you wake up one day and realize 
you’ve been worshipping the wrong god.  We can’t help 
but worship, because human beings were created to 
worship.  But some people have spent their lives 
worshipping gods that do not exist, seeking ultimate 
identity, security and purpose from a source that cannot 
deliver.  Sometimes those are traditional gods of 
traditional religions.  Sometimes they are parts of 
creation we have made into gods, idols like wealth, or 
reputation, or pleasure.  Some people, of course, get to 
the end of their life and never come to the realization 
that they have been worshipping the wrong god all 
along.  But for those who do realize it, what’s it like to 
come to grips with the fact that you are going to need 
to backtrack, that you’ve invested your life in something 
that has been a waste. 
 
In Paul’s case it wasn’t only a waste.  All at once he is 
confronted with the reality that as sincere as his 
religious passion had been, it had not only been 
misdirected, but directed against the one, true God and 
his faithful followers.  They were not the enemies of 
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God.  He was the enemy of God!  In an instant, Saul’s 
entire world is turned upside down and inside out.  
What must he have been feeling as we lay there on the 
road just outside the city?  Terror?  Ruin?  Shame?  
Wonder?  Horror?  Glory?  Maybe all these emotions 
swept over him all at once.   
 
And then what did Saul expect to happen next?  He 
knows what he would have done.  It’s what he’d been 
doing all along to others.  If somebody ends up on the 
wrong side of God, not only ignoring what is true but 
threatening the truth, that person should be eliminated.  
He’s on his way right now to eliminate people for this 
very reason.  I have to believe that Saul would not have 
been surprised if the light flashing around him suddenly 
turned to lightning and struck him dead on the spot.   
 
For that reason, the next thing Jesus says to him must 
have been as shocking as the first thing Jesus said to 
him: “Get up and enter the city, and you will be told 
what to do?”  What!?  This Jesus I have been seeking 
to destroy does not, in turn, want to destroy me, but 
instead has something for me to do?  Saul is about to 
learn something I hope we all have learned by now, 
which is that God does not behave like we behave.  He 
does not give us what we deserve.  He does not come to 
us to condemn us.  Jesus made clear in John 3:17, “God 
did not send the Son into the world to condemn the 
world, but in order that the world might be saved 
through him.”  Jesus didn’t just mean some people.  No, 
he didn’t come to condemn any people.  That’s what he 
meant when he said “the world”.  That means he didn’t 
come to condemn you.  He hasn’t come to condemn me.  
He didn’t even come to condemn Saul and, believe me, if 
there is anybody who should be condemned, religious 
terrorists who try to kill God’s people have got to be at 
the top of the list.   
 
What is most stunning about this whole story is the 
fact that God chooses Saul.  Right?  It’s not like Saul is 
on the road to Damascus and suddenly comes to his 
senses, like the younger son in Jesus’ parable of the 
prodigal son who realizes the error of his ways and 
turns to head home.  No, in the very moment before the 
light strikes, Saul is still “breathing threats and 
murder against the disciples of the Lord.”  He’s at 
the top of his game.  No sign of regret.  No hint of 
repentance.  No apology whatsoever.  No second-
guessing.  And yet, Jesus comes to him, not only to give 
him salvation, but a vocation, a job to do!   
 
We know what the job is.  Jesus wants somebody who 
can take his message of grace and love beyond the Jews 
out to the Gentiles.  So of course, naturally, when you 
want to reach the pagan world with a message of grace, 
choose as your messenger a hardline, fanatical, ultra-

nationalist, super-orthodox, Pharisaical Jew, with a 
history of terrorizing people who don’t agree with 
him.10  And people say God doesn’t have a sense of 
humor!  He always has.   
 
God chooses an infertile, childless old couple, Abraham 
and Sarah, to be the patriarch and matriarch of his 
family on earth.  Perfectly logical.  He chooses Moses, a 
fugitive who can’t talk without putting his foot in his 
mouth, to go as his ambassador to Egypt to negotiate 
the release of his people in slavery.  Obvious choice.  
God chooses a left-behind runt of the litter named 
David to be his greatest king, an unmarried teenager to 
be his mother, and uneducated fisherman and despised 
tax-collectors to be his first board of directors.  Not to 
mention that he’s also chosen people like you and me to 
do things we are totally unqualified and ill-equipped to 
do. 
 
All of it’s a reminder that it’s not about us.  Think about 
it, from what we know about Saul as he marches down 
the road to Damascus with his extradition orders, what 
is it in the end that led to his radical conversion?  
Again, Saul doesn’t take a single step towards Jesus and 
is, in the moment Jesus comes to meet him, taking 
giants leaps away from Jesus.  The only possible reason for 
his conversion is the grace of God mediated through Jesus 
Christ.  You know, sometimes we say that that a person 
has decided to follow Jesus.  Saul did not decide to follow 
Jesus.  He was deciding against Jesus.  He didn’t choose 
Jesus.  Jesus chose him.  His salvation came as a pure 
gift.   
 
Later in his life, as he was reflecting on his conversion, 
Saul, then Paul, wrote this in his letter to the Galatians, 
“God, who had set me apart before I was born and 
called me through his grace, was pleased to reveal 
his Son to me, so that I might proclaim him among 
the Gentiles…”11  Christ made this decision to choose 
Saul before he was born!  Saul didn’t find Jesus, Jesus 
found him, revealed himself to him.  In Philippians 3:12, 
he says Christ “took hold of me”12. 
 
In his autobiography, Surprised by Joy, C.S. Lewis 
strings together a list of metaphors he uses to describe 
how God pursued him in his life when was an atheist 
running in the other direction.  He describes God as 
‘the great Angler’ playing his fish, a cat chasing a 
mouse, a pack of hounds closing in on a fox, and a 
divine chess player maneuvering him into the most 

                                                           
10 N.T. Wright, Acts for Everyone, Part One (Westminster John Knox, 2008), 
145. 
11 Galatians 1:15-16 
12 New International Version (NIV).   
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disadvantageous positions until in the end he had to 
concede ‘checkmate’.13 
 
If you have come to trust and follow Jesus in your life, 
when you tell your own story of conversion, how much 
credit do you give yourself?  I think that Saul’s story 
helps remind us that we ought not take any credit at all.  
How can we?  It’s not just Saul who was chosen, but all 
of us.  Consider his stunning claim in Ephesians 1:4-6.  
I’ll read it slowly so you can soak it in.  
 

He chose us in Christ before the foundation of 
the world to be holy and blameless before him 
in love.  He destined us for adoption as his 
children through Jesus Christ, according to the 
good pleasure of his will, to the praise of his 
glorious grace that he freely bestowed on us in 
the Beloved. 

 
Paul couldn’t deny this was true in his case.  What had 
he done to self-select?  Nothing.  Regardless of your 
story or my story, do any of us really think that in any 
way we are responsible for our own salvation?  The life 
God gives is a gift, a gift to anybody and everybody 
who receives it.  God had you in mind, chose you, not 
only before you were born, but before the world was 
created.  He arranged things long ago that you would 
be his beloved son, his beloved daughter, settled on you 
from the beginning as the focus of his love.  And he 
took great pleasure in doing this.  This is the glory of 
grace, a free gift from a God who knows only love.   
 
Does this mean we have no choice in the matter?  Can 
we reject God gift of life?  There is great mystery here, 
but in the end I believe that we can.  God’s grace did 
not crush Saul.  It knocked him off his feet, but it didn’t 
run him over.  It humbled him but didn’t violate his 
personality.  Jesus doesn’t put Paul in chains and drag 
him to Damascus.  At the end of the day, grace is an 
invitation.  Saul is asked to get up and enter the city and 
wait for instructions there.  And he does.  He gets up 
and does what Jesus tells him to do.  He turns around 
and backtracks from where he came.  He’s still going to 
Damascus, but after spending his whole life as an enemy 
of Jesus, he’s now going as Jesus’ friend.   
 
Luke tells us that Saul has to be led to town because the 
light has blinded him.  The one who knew so much has 
now become the one who knows nothing, the one who 
must be led by the hand of another.14  For three days he 
waits in darkness, fasting from all food and water.  It’s 
like spending three days in a tomb before coming back 
to life, like somebody else we could name, somebody 

                                                           
13 Cited by John Stott, 171. 
14 William H. Willimon, Interpretation Commentary Series: Acts (John Knox 
Press, 1988), 79. 

else Saul is just getting to know.  Luke tells us Saul 
spends his days praying.  If only we could know the 
content of those prayers.  It’s fair to imagine that they 
were like no other prayers he had uttered before. 
 
In the meantime, Luke tells us that Jesus has another 
encounter when he goes to call on a faithful disciple in 
Damascus named Ananias.  In a vision, Jesus gives him 
a very difficult assignment.  (As if Jesus ever gives easy 
assignments!).  It’s a wonder that Ananias is still in the 
city.  Word must have gotten out that Saul was on the 
way, meaning most of the church certainly would have 
fled.  The fact that Ananias is still there tells us 
something about him.  For good reasons known only to 
him, Jesus has chosen this man as the one to go and 
give Saul his assignment.  When Jesus spoke to Saul, 
Saul responded, “Who are you, Lord?”  When Jesus 
speaks to Ananias, he responds, “Here I am, Lord.”  
The difference could not be more striking.   
 
But Ananias is troubled by his assignment, and rightly 
so.  He’s willing, but he’s troubled.  “Lord,” he says to 
Jesus in verse 13, “I have heard from many about this 
man, how much evil he has done to your saints in 
Jerusalem; and here he has authority from the chief 
priests to bind all who invoke your name.”  Jesus is 
understanding.  How could his servant not be troubled?  
And so he patiently explains to Ananias that Saul is the 
one he has chosen to bring his message to the Gentiles.  
What a pill to swallow!  Not only is Jesus asking him to 
pay a visit to the church’s number one enemy, but he’s 
meant to go and tell him that he’s to take the gospel to 
the Gentiles, an idea that was not only foreign to 
Ananias at that point, but foreign to the entire early 
church which consisted only of Jews.  The fact that 
Ananias then follows these instructions is a remarkable 
testimony to the faithfulness of this man.  It’s a great 
oversight that Ananias isn’t usually listed among the 
great heroes of the early church.   
 
It gets better.  Ananias goes straight to the house 
where Paul is staying, goes directly in, lays his hands 
on Paul, and says to him, “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.”  Brother Saul!?  How can 
these words not move us every time we hear them?  
Not only did this man go out and do what he was told, 
he did so with love and grace.   
 
What must it have been like for Ananias to call Saul his 
brother, this man who was just on his way to destroy 
him?  Only God’s grace can explain this.  Ananias must 
have recognized that just as Paul had no business being 
in God’s family, none of us have any business being in 
God’s family.  How tragic it has been that the church, 
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too often, has forgotten this fact even though this is the 
very heart of the gospel.  If my place in God’s family as 
his beloved child has absolutely nothing to do with 
anything I have done or not done, and is simply a gift of 
grace, how then can I not fully welcome as brother or 
sister anybody else God chooses to include in his family.  
It’s not my family, but his.  Lord, have mercy on us 
when we set up boundaries you never set up yourself.   
 
In this sense, Saul’s conversion story is our conversion 
story, even though I doubt anybody here has a 
conversion story which is as dramatic as his.  I don’t.  I 
grew up in the church.  As long as I can remember I 
have heard about the love of God and believed that 
Jesus was who he said he was.  That doesn’t mean that I 
haven’t had doubts and struggles along the way – of 
course I have!  But there was no dramatic U-turn in my 
life like there was for Saul.  And to be honest, there 
have been times when that’s made me feel like a second-
class citizen in the church, even envious of others who 
have dramatic gutter-to-glory testimonies to tell.   
 
But in a conversation with a friend recently, a friend 
who has a similar story of gradual conversion, 
something occurred to me.  In many ways I’m a product 
of my environment.  I didn’t chose where I was born, 
the family who raised me, the exposure I received early 
on to the gospel.  God could easily have placed me in a 
totally different environment.  And it’s not hard to 
imagine that in another context, I might have grown up 
hostile to Christianity, even a self-professed enemy of 
God.  So can I take credit for not being that person?  
Not really.  Though perhaps more subtle than in Saul’s 
case, has Jesus not also met me along the way, even 
before I was born, and, by his grace, led me towards 
him?  He has.  I am no more deserving of a place in 
God’s family than was Saul.  None of us are.  In this 
sense, every conversion story is a story of God’s radical 
grace.   
 
Saul eventually became Paul, a name that literally 
means “small” or “humble.”  It’s not a name that would 
have fit him before God knocked him to the ground.  
But it fit him after that.  And as you know, Paul spent 
the rest of his days offering his life as a gift back to 
Christ, a life that he knew had been a gift to him in the 
first place.  He didn’t live perfectly, and still struggled 
along the way to live up to his name, humility as elusive 
for him as it is for many of us.  But he was never the 
same.  Grace changed him forever, even to the point 
that he was willing to die for Jesus at the hands of those 
who were just like he used to be.  As I consider his story 
I pray it will be my story, and yours as well.  I pray that 
the grace of God that we have come to know through 
Jesus Christ, though we can never quite explain it, will 
change us thoroughly and permanently, that we also 

would offer our lives back to the one who gave them to 
us as a gift in the first place. 
 
The great English poet, George Herbert, once wrote 
three poems on love.  Some have wondered if he had 
Saul’s conversion in mind when he wrote the third of 
those poems.  Whether or not that’s true, I think it 
speaks powerfully to us about our own conversion of 
grace.  The words and the images paint such a 
stunningly beautiful picture, I want to not only end this 
message with them, but allow us all to reflect in silence 
on them afterwards.  
 

Love bade me welcome. Yet my soul drew back 
                              Guilty of dust and sin. 
But quick-eyed Love, observing me grow slack 
                             From my first entrance in, 
Drew nearer to me, sweetly questioning, 
                             If I lacked any thing. 
  
A guest, I answered, worthy to be here: 
                             Love said, You shall be he. 
I the unkind, ungrateful? Ah my dear, 
                             I cannot look on thee. 
Love took my hand, and smiling did reply, 
                             Who made the eyes but I? 
  
Truth Lord, but I have marred them: let my shame 
                             Go where it doth deserve. 
And know you not, says Love, who bore the blame? 
                             My dear, then I will serve. 
You must sit down, says Love, and taste my meat: 
                             So I did sit and eat. 

 
Amen. 
 

 
 

The Next Step 
A resource for Life Groups and/or personal 

application 
 
1. Read Acts 9:1-19a again.  What stands out to you 

from this story of Saul’s conversion?  What 
questions does this raise for you? 
 

2. Saul’s conversion to faith in Christ certainly is 
unique.  Not many of us get  knocked off our feet by 
a blinding light!  However, are there elements of his 
conversion that you think are present whenever 
somebody comes to faith in Christ? 

 
3. Saul lost his sight for three days.  Why do you 

think the Lord left him in darkness for that time?   
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4. Why do you think it is that God often seems to 
choose the absolute least likely candidates when he 
wants somebody to do a job?   
 

5. How did the Lord first get your attention?  Was it 
through some dramatic event like this, or was it in a 
quieter, more subtle way? 

 
6. Clearly there was nothing Paul did to merit his 

salvation.  It was pure grace.  When you think 
about your own salvation, are you left with the 
same conclusion, that it was absolutely pure grace?  
As you consider this question, reflect on Paul’s 
words in Ephesians 1:4-6:  “He chose us in Christ 
before the foundation of the world to be holy 
and blameless before him in love.  He destined 
us for adoption as his children through Jesus 
Christ, according to the good pleasure of his 
will, to the praise of his glorious grace that he 
freely bestowed on us in the Beloved.”  What is 
he telling us here? 

 
7. What do we learn here from Ananias?   

 
8. What is it that Christ is teaching you here through 

this message?  How will you respond?   
 

 
 
 

Table to Table: A question for kids and                              
adults to answer together. 

Why do you think Jesus loves people who hate him?  Why do you 
think he chooses people who work against him to work for him?   


