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“Saul’s Conversion” 

SCRIPTURE READINGS:  

Acts 9:1-6 
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.” 

 

SERMON 

• “People don’t change.”  

• “They can’t.” 

• “They just are who they are.”  

• Have you ever heard that?  

• Have you ever said anything like that?  

• “People don’t change” is a common refrain in our society.  

• And when we say it, we are usually not referring to positive attributes of a person.  

• No, we are usually referring to negative, hurtful characteristics or actions that someone has 

participated in.  

• But this idea that people don’t change is contrary to the hope our passage seeks to spark 

within us.  

• People can change, and they do change.  

• We are changing all the time.  

• The Christian hope is that people can change for the better.  

• That Samaritans and Jews can be friends.  

• That eunuchs can be embraced by God’s assembly. 

• That a faith community can trust God and love each other so much as to “share all things in 

common.”  

• That repentance and baptism are just the beginning of the journey of discipleship, of 

continual repentance when we recognize we are off the mark.  

• But changing for the better (growing) doesn’t come easy.  

• Indeed, sometimes it takes a miracle.  

• Take, for instance, the tale of Saul the murderer. 

• A story so important to the Book of Acts we’ve been working our way through, that our 

writer repeats it 3 different times. 

 

• Now at this point in our book, “Jesus-followers” are still understood to be a Jewish sect.  

• Although an increasingly controversial one as they refused to stop talking about Jesus, his 

teachings, and his murder at the hands of powerful political and religious leaders in 

Jerusalem.  

• This eventually resulted in the murder of a Jesus-follower named Stephen.  



• And present at this murder, holding the cloaks and nodding in approval, is Saul, whom most 

of us know as Paul.  

• He has both names.  

• He is a Roman citizen, and his Roman name is Paul.  

• But his Jewish name is Saul.  

• And while Saul, while Paul, is holding the cloaks of this mob of angry religious purists, 

stoning Stephen to death, Stephen prays to God for their forgiveness. 

 

• The result of this event is a dispersion of Jerusalem-centered Jewish Christians throughout 

the area, away from Jerusalem to other parts of Palestine for their safety.  

• And unlikely people get welcomed into the church.  

• But soon, our author directs our attention right back to the violence happening amidst all of 

this good news.  

• The temperature in Jerusalem has not gone down. 

• To the contrary, the kettle is boiling over as we see an effort to spread the violence beyond 

that city.  

• Saul, a Pharisee, trained by Gamaliel, one of the most respected Pharisees of his time, 

zealously seeks to pursue The Way—which is what the Church is currently calling itself.  

• Now, Pharisees were well-respected religious teachers, the ones likely to be seen in 

synagogues and among normal people.  

• They were not like the Sadducees or the priestly classes, they did not operate solely in the 

temple, nor were they usually holders of much official political power.  

• Theirs was more power of influence as thought-leaders.  

• Regardless, Paul seeks and is granted letters from the high priest giving him authority to go 

into the synagogues in Damascus and arrest anyone he finds who is part of The Way.  

• And then to bring them back to Jerusalem, to be imprisoned, and executed.  

• It seems he does not do this under the veil of secrecy either—he is well-known for wanting 

to stamp out these Jesus followers.  

• His “murderous threats” inspire great fear.  

• And so, with an entourage—his muscle—he hits the road to hunt down The Way in 

Damascus. 

• To give you an idea of what he has in mind, Jesus-followers would often still belong to 

synagogues—Jewish houses of worship.  

• They don’t see themselves as part of a separate religion.  

• He is heading to houses of worship to violently arrest and detain the Jewish believers he 

thinks are out-of-line, with the hope of their execution. 

 

• Saul here is not a nice guy.  

• He is not yet the fatherly figure of Gentile Christians that we think of today.  

• But he is just as passionate as the Paul that most of us think of.  

• He’s just passionate in the worst kinds of ways.  

• His fervor for God seeks to preserve the status quo of their religion—of their way of life.  



• And these Jesus followers are a threat to that.  

• So his passion is applied to murdering them.  

• I have no doubt in my mind that Paul thinks he’s doing the right thing.  

• In his writings, we don’t get a sense that his pre-Christian life was defined by greed or 

ambition.  

• No, it tends to be defined by passionate commitment to religious teachings as he knew it.  

• So Paul is doing this immensely evil thing, but thinks he’s doing good.  

• He’s assaulting and kidnapping people for God.  

• He’s killing for God.  

• This is one of the most troubling themes we see pop-up in religion again-and-again.  

• Those who think that their acts of violence against others are justified because “God is on 

their side.”  

• This happens in the worst aspects of Christianity as well, despite the fact that Jesus goes out 

of his way to emphasize love and non-violence as our approach to all others. 

• We love our enemies and pray for those who persecute us.  

• Even when faced with murder, our heroes pray for God to forgive their murderers.  

• Jesus prays for his executors. 

• Stephen prays for Saul.  

• These teachings are preserved in our Scriptures because Jesus believes we can do better. 

 

• And as Saul and his entourage proceed towards Damascus, that very same Jesus shows up in 

a big way.  

• This is the third time that Jesus appears in Acts, and it’s the last time that he does so 

physically.  

• With a blinding light, Saul is knocked over and falls to the ground.  

• On the ground and now blinded, he hears a voice he does not recognize saying, “Saul, Saul, 

why do you persecute me?” 

• And Saul responds, “Who are you, sir?”  

• And the voice replies, “I am Jesus whom you are persecuting.  

• “Now get up and go into the city and you will be told what you must do.” 

 

• Jesus shows up, appears to Saul, and asks, not “Why did you murder Stephen?” Not “Why 

are you going to murder these members of The Way,” but “Why are you persecuting me?”  

• Do you know that God takes your suffering personally?  

• Because God does.  

• We know this from Jesus, the way we experience God through Jesus.  

• And right now, in this text, we see that when these members of The Way are persecuted, 

Jesus takes that personally.   

• I believe that God is present with all of us; that is an implication of God’s all-loving nature 

and omnipresence.  

• And God takes your suffering personally.  

• Also, not just yours, but others as well.  



• Even others that we may have a hand in harming.  

• God takes their suffering personally.  

• Even those who suffer as a consequence of what we think is “good” or “right” at the time.  

• Even those who suffer because of our zeal for God, our religion, our politics, or way of life. 

 

• The entourage that Saul is traveling with goes from being his muscle to his escorts, guiding 

him into Damascus since he cannot see.  

• We are told that he is there for 3 days and does not eat or drink anything.  

• We know from the verses after this that prayer is part of what he is up to, but we are not told 

that all of his refusal to eat or drink anything is prayerful fasting.  

• I wonder how much of it is just a deeply humbled man realizing that his aggressive, violent 

passion has been misplaced all this time.  

• All of the harm he’s done to other people because he thought they were wrong—and those 

people were actually in the right.  

• I wonder how much of this time was filled with weeping and fear.  

• Scared of what suffering Jesus has in store for him.  

• Surely Jesus would be vindicated in any retribution, right? 

 

• And then Saul has a vision of a man named Ananias restoring his site.  

• And at the same time, Ananias, a Jesus-follower, has a similar vision.  

• Ananias is scared, he knows all about Saul.  

• He knows that Saul has devastated believers in Jerusalem, and that he aimed to do the same 

in Damascus.  

• And yet God tells Ananias that Saul’s story is not over yet.  

• In fact, God has plans for him.  

• Is it plans for Saul to suffer?  

• No, it’s plans for Saul to share the teachings of Jesus “with Gentiles and kings.”  

• But, God mentions to Ananias that suffering is still going to be a consequence of this work. 

 

• Ananias goes to Saul, and he touches him.  

• He doesn’t aggressively clutch the man.  

• No, he lays hands on him gently.  

• And he doesn’t berate him, doesn’t spit on him, doesn’t utter a single pointed word.  

• No, he speaks to him with the language of a family at peace.  

• He says, “Saul, my brother, have your sight restored, and receive God’s Holy Spirit.” 

• And like that, Saul, enemy of the church, is now part of The Way. 

• Following the Rabbi Jesus. 

• Following the leading of God’s Holy Spirit.  

• With scales that a fallen from his eyes. 

 

• In the days ahead, he will start worshiping with The Way.  



• He will even start preaching about Jesus at the same Damascus synagogues he was going to 

arrest people at.  

• And then he will go into Jerusalem, and Barnabas will befriend and advocate for him, 

helping those who fear Saul to see him as family.  

• While in Jerusalem, he’ll come to debate the same people who debated Stephen, before he 

was killed.  

• And when it becomes clear that Saul is about to be murdered, the church in Jerusalem saves 

his life.  

• The same people he persecuted and murdered, restoring his vision.  

• Sharing the Holy Spirit with him.  

• Even saving his life.  

• “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.”  

 

• I mentioned at the beginning of the sermon that people can change.  

• Others can change.  

• So I encourage us, like Stephen, to pray for others.  

• Like Jesus, to love our enemies and pray for those who hurt us.  

• But I want to point out that Ananias had clear orders from God that Saul had changed.  

• And that, before he received any kind of position of responsibility from the church, Saul 

demonstrated that he was, indeed, changed.  

• He put his skin in the game, his life on the line.  

• So yes, let’s cling to the hope that people can indeed grow, and pray for them to change for 

the better, and also prudently hold to trust-building and boundaries. 

 

• But, just as we pray for others that may need to change for the better, we must not lose sight 

of the plank in our own eyes.  

• We, too, can grow.  

• We, too, must seek to grow in our love and our care for others, repenting from the harm that 

we do to one another.  

• When we have behaved as enemies instead of as neighbors, we, too, must seek for God to 

remove the scales on our own eyes.  

• We, too, are forgiven of the vile stuff that we have done.  

• And also, we must continue to follow the God of the Way, who leads us away from hurting 

Jesus, to loving like him instead. 


