God's Master Plan Bible Study

Lesson 31 – Grace – The Conversion of Saul

God's Master Plan #31 – The Conversion of Saul


As the persecution against the early apostolic church increased in Jerusalem, the believers began to spread out into the surrounding regions and countryside.  The revival in Samaria was the result of Philip’s going there to escape the persecution of the Jewish religious leaders.  Saul, the young Pharisee who had held the coats of those who stoned Stephen, had become the most passionate opponent of the church of Jesus Christ.  

Acts 9:1-2 Now Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord, went to the high priest, 2 and asked for letters from him to the synagogues at Damascus, so that if he found any belonging to the Way, both men and women, he might bring them bound to Jerusalem. 

Realizing that the Christians were “getting away,” Saul went to the Jewish religious leaders and requested permission to travel outside of Judea to arrest these disciples of Christ and to bring them back to Jerusalem for punishment.  The city of Damascus was a popular trade city approximately sixty miles northeast of Galilee and apparently it had become a haven for many fleeing Christians
.  With papers giving him the authority to bring back any found belonging to “the Way,” Saul set out on the road to Damascus with murderous intent on his heart
.    

Acts 9:3-4 As he was traveling, it happened that he was approaching Damascus, and suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him; 4 and he fell to the ground and heard a voice saying to him, "Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting Me?" 

Saul had almost reached the city of Damascus when a great supernatural light flashed from heaven and he heard a great voice from heaven saying “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting Me?”  It is interesting to note that Saul was actually persecuting believers of Christ, but God considered it as persecuting Him personally!  When we attack our fellow believers, God considers it as hurting Him also.  

Acts 9:5 And he said, "Who are You, Lord?" And He said, "I am Jesus whom you are persecuting, 

Trembling, the young Pharisee asked the question that had been burning in his mind for some time:  “who are You, Lord?”  And the answer shook him to the very core of his belief, because the voice from heaven responded, “I am Jesus!”  As an educated Pharisee and the brightest of them all, Saul knew the Old Testament scriptures about how there was only one God that filled the heavens, and for a voice from heaven to identify itself as Jesus revealed the deity of Christ to Saul.  It also brought the revelation that all of his efforts to stamp out the early apostolic church were against truth and God and therefore this young Pharisee suddenly realized that he had been standing against God Almighty!  

God only uses such extreme supernatural means to get people’s attention when they ignore the smaller avenues through which God has been speaking.  This was not the first attempt to bring Saul’s attention to the truth of who Jesus Christ was.  We have already seen how that Gamaliel, Saul’s primary teacher in the Pharisees, had argued against the killing of the apostles in case they were truly of God.  No doubt Gamaliel’s misgivings about going against those of “the Way” were passed on to his student.  Also Saul had been present at the stoning of Stephen and had thus heard every word of Stephen’s final message, including his claim that Jesus was ready to receive his spirit.  In one of Saul’s later writings, the book of Romans, we find that Saul
 greeted some of his relatives who were in the church at Rome:

Rom 16:7 Greet Andronicus and Junias, my kinsmen and my fellow prisoners, who are outstanding among the apostles, who also were in Christ before me. 

Andronicus and Junias were married and were “kinsmen” of Saul/Paul and here we discover that Saul says that they “were in Christ before me.”  In addition to the doubts of his teacher and the witness of Stephen, Saul/Paul also had some believers in Christ within his own family who were trying to get him to see the light of “the Way!”  And the more that they tried to witness to him, it seemed the more radically he fought against them, but the seed was being planted for a divine revelation and a change that would take place with an encounter with Jesus on the road to Damascus.  If you have loved ones that oppose the teaching of the apostolic church, even today, do not grow disheartened even though it may seem that they are only growing more adamantly against Christ with every witness:  because it could be that through you, a spiritual seed is being planted that will one day result in their conversion into the apostolic church!

Acts 9:6-7 but get up and enter the city, and it will be told you what you must do." 7 The men who traveled with him stood speechless, hearing the voice but seeing no one. 

Saul was probably waiting for judgment and retribution for all that he had done to the true church of God, but instead Jesus spoke to him and directed him into the Damascus city to await further instructions.  Although it is not stated here, we know from a later testimony of the events of the road to Damascus, that Saul also saw Jesus at this time, although the men who traveled with Saul did not see Him
.

Acts 9:8-9 Saul got up from the ground, and though his eyes were open, he could see nothing; and leading him by the hand, they brought him into Damascus. 9 And he was three days without sight, and neither ate nor drank. 

Saul got up from the ground only to discover that he was blind and this blindness upset Saul so much that he fasted for three days as he was led into Damascus.  The Pharisees considered any form of physical handicap as a sign of sin
, so it could be that Jesus struck Saul blind to prove to him that he was a sinner.  The pious Pharisees also considered their way of life as being the “illuminated” way to live, and could not stand for Jesus Christ to teach that He was the light of the world.  But here on the road to Damascus, Jesus was proving to this one Pharisee, at least, that He was indeed the source of light and needed even by the most learned religious leaders.

Acts 9:10 Now there was a disciple at Damascus named Ananias; and the Lord said to him in a vision, "Ananias." And he said, "Here I am, Lord." 

We know from Saul’s later retelling of his conversion that Ananias was a “devout” man and “well spoken of.”
  Other than that, Ananias was just a normal believer in the growing apostolic church of Damascus.  There is no indication that he was a preacher or apostle, but seems to be just a saint in the local church.  As Ananias was praying in his normal devotions, suddenly God spoke to him and called his name!    

Acts 9:11-12 And the Lord said to him, "Get up and go to the street called Straight, and inquire at the house of Judas for a man from Tarsus named Saul, for 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." 

As if hearing the audible voice of God calling his name was not enough of a shock, God then directed Ananias to go to a specific house on a specific street in the city and pray for a man from Tarsus named Saul to have his sight restored!  And God said that He had already given a vision of Ananias coming to Saul!  

Acts 9:13-14 But Ananias answered, "Lord, I have heard from many about this man, how much harm he did to Your saints at Jerusalem; 14 and here he has authority from the chief priests to bind all who call on Your name." 

Being a devout man, no doubt Ananias would have ordinarily simply done whatever the Lord commanded, but evidently word of Saul’s mission and passion for stamping out the believers of Christ had reached Damascus.  The apostolic church in Damascus had been expecting the arrival of their worst enemy and all of a sudden, God is directing Ananias to go pray for him!  We cannot underestimate today how feared and dreaded Saul was to the early apostolic church; he truly was its worst foe – or so they thought!    

Acts 9:15-16 But the Lord said to him, "Go, for he is a chosen instrument of Mine, to bear My name before the Gentiles and kings and the sons of Israel; 16 for I will show him how much he must suffer for My name's sake." 

What Ananias did not know, was that God had already revealed truth to Saul and the most zealous enemy was about to be converted into the most zealous proponent of Jesus Christ!  Even when Saul was persecuting the church, God said “he is a chosen instrument of Mine!”  No doubt later on in his missionary journeys when he was persecuted for preaching Christ, there were probably many times that Saul/ Paul reminded himself of how he persecuted the church and thanked God for his conversion and salvation; rather than being distraught at hardship, Saul/Paul would forever respond with thanksgiving and faith!  

Acts 9:17 So Ananias departed and entered the house, and after laying his hands on him said, " Brother Saul, the Lord Jesus, who appeared to you on the road by which you were coming, has sent me so that you may regain your sight and be filled with the Holy Spirit." 

Having received confirmation from God of what he was to do, Ananias boldly entered the home and presented himself to Saul saying “Jesus has sent me that you may regain your sight and be filled with the Holy Spirit!”  Obviously, the physical healing of his eyes was to be mirrored by the spiritual healing of receiving the Holy Spirit!
  

Acts 9:18 And immediately there fell from his eyes something like scales, and he regained his sight, and he got up and was baptized; 

When Ananias prayed for Saul, immediately his eyes were healed and he “was baptized,” a term that refers to both the baptism of water and of the Spirit.  The parallel account of Saul’s retelling of his conversion in the 22nd chapter of Acts reveals to us more of what Ananias said here:

Acts 22:14-16 "And he said, ' The God of our fathers has appointed you to know His will and to see the Righteous One and to hear an utterance from His mouth. 15 'For you will be a witness for Him to all men of what you have seen and heard. 16 'Now why do you delay? Get up and be baptized, and wash away your sins, calling on His name.' 

Verse 16 reveals that Ananias – like all of the other believers in the early apostolic church – baptized in the name of Jesus and that is how he baptized Saul.  The admonition found in this verse is still applicable today:  if you have never been baptized in the name of Jesus or with the Spirit of God, then why do you delay?  Get up and be baptized and wash away your sins!
  

Acts 9:19-20 and he took food and was strengthened. Now for several days he was with the disciples who were at Damascus, 20 and immediately he began to proclaim Jesus in the synagogues, saying, "He is the Son of God." 

After receiving the Holy Spirit, being baptized in the name of Jesus, and having his physical sight restored, Saul was ready to eat and fast no longer!  Saul also then stayed for some time with the disciples in Damascus.  Even though Saul was a Pharisee and had thoroughly studied the scriptures under the best teachers all of his life, he still needed to be taught by the believers at Damascus:  what a difference the Holy Spirit makes!  A person can have every theological degree and be very intellectual and knowledgeable when it comes to scriptures but without the light of the Holy Spirit living inside of them, they tend to miss the point.  As Saul began to gain greater understanding of who Jesus was and of how the Old Testament scripture foreshadowed God’s work at Calvary, Saul began to put that newly-found knowledge to use and preach that Jesus was the Messiah in the local Jewish synagogues.    

Acts 9:21-22 All those hearing him continued to be amazed, and were saying, "Is this not he who in Jerusalem destroyed those who called on this name, and who had come here for the purpose of bringing them bound before the chief priests?" 22 But Saul kept increasing in strength and confounding the Jews who lived at Damascus by proving that this Jesus is the Christ. 

The Jewish religious leaders of the area were amazed when they realized that this was the Saul that had been sent to them to help stamp out Christianity and yet was now preaching and teaching for Christianity!  Even today, those who were the staunchest opponents tend to become the best witnesses of truth, once it has been revealed to them.  When the Holy Spirit came with revelation, Saul was able to use the same scriptures that he had used against Jesus being the Christ, to prove that He was the Christ!    

The scriptures also say here that “Saul kept increasing in strength.”  As he used and taught the scriptures that he did know, he became more proficient and capable of presenting the gospel.  It is the same with us today.  Too many times we look at such a great teacher as the Apostle Paul and say “I could never teach like that or present truth so powerful as he does.”  When we forget that at first, the Apostle Paul had to learn and grow step by step, also.  But the reason that Saul/Paul became a mighty teacher was because he did not wait until he had all of the answers to begin to teach, but rather used what he did have and as he did that, more revelation and truth and ability was given to him.  If we today will start using what scriptures we do know, then although we may start out not having the answer to every question, we will increase in knowledge and in ability as we put into use what we do understand.  If you wait until you “understand it all” to begin witnessing, then you will never begin!     

Acts 9:23 When many days had elapsed, the Jews plotted together to do away with him, 

There is about a three year gap between verses 22 and 23 of the 9th chapter of Acts
.  In writing his book, Luke fast forwards from the time of Saul’s conversion to the events that led him having to leave Damascus, but Saul/Paul somewhat filled in the gaps in a later letter to the church in Galatia:

Gal 1:13-14 For you have heard of my former manner of life in Judaism, how I used to persecute the church of God beyond measure and tried to destroy it; 14 and I was advancing in Judaism beyond many of my contemporaries among my countrymen, being more extremely zealous for my ancestral traditions. 

Paul reminded the Galatians of how he had persecuted the apostolic church before his conversion and then said:

Gal 1:15-17 But when God, who had set me apart even from my mother's womb and called me through His grace, was pleased 16 to reveal His Son in me so that I might preach Him among the Gentiles, I did not immediately consult with flesh and blood, 17 nor did I go up to Jerusalem to those who were apostles before me; but I went away to Arabia, and returned once more to Damascus. 

“I went away to Arabia, and returned once more to Damascus.”  So during these missing years, Saul/Paul journeyed away from the religious charged environment of Palestine and spend about three years in the desert regions east and south of Israel.  Although the scriptures do not explicitly detail what Saul/Paul was doing during his time in Arabia, we can infer much from thinking about the situation as presented in scripture.  His journey and time spent in Arabia accomplished several things:

1. Saul was still greatly feared by the majority of Christian believers who would naturally think that he had faked his conversion to infiltrate them and persecute them further.  Saul needed to disappear for a time so that they could see that he had severed all ties with the Jewish religious leaders and had stopped persecuting the church.  

2. Saul needed to sever some ties with some friends that were very much against his newly found beliefs and disappearing for three years effectively did that.

3. Saul was well versed in Old Testament scriptures from his training as a Pharisee, but now the scriptures had taken on a whole new light.  He needed time to study, rethink some things, and get his theology and doctrine straight, before he began to evangelize the world.  

4. Saul was probably getting extremely tired of being the “object of attention” in Damascus.  Paraded as a trophy and wondered over by his enemies, Saul needed to go somewhere where he was not known for his past to develop his ministry.  

5. If Saul was going to fulfill the tremendous prophecies placed upon him by the Word of the Lord through Ananias, and if he was to be the light to lighten the Gentiles, he needed to prepare for such a ministry by prayer and fasting.  Arabia afforded a place to get alone with God.  

After spending about three years in Arabia, Saul returned to Damascus, only to find his former friends among the Jewish religious leaders were now staunch enemies:   

Acts 9:23-25 When many days had elapsed, the Jews plotted together to do away with him, 24 but their plot became known to Saul. They were also watching the gates day and night so that they might put him to death; 25 but his disciples took him by night and let him down through an opening in the wall, lowering him in a large basket. 

When the Jewish religious leaders decided to kill Saul, the disciples took him and lowered him down the wall of the city by night using a large basket!  Having made his escape, Saul journeyed back to Jerusalem for the first time since his conversion:

Acts 9:26 When he came to Jerusalem, he was trying to associate with the disciples; but they were all afraid of him, not believing that he was a disciple. 

At first, the apostles did not believe Saul’s story of conversion; they thought that he was faking it to infiltrate them so he could bring them to trial!
  

Acts 9:27-28 But Barnabas took hold of him and brought him to the apostles and described to them how he had seen the Lord on the road, and that He had talked to him, and how at Damascus he had spoken out boldly in the name of Jesus. 28 And he was with them, moving about freely in Jerusalem, speaking out boldly in the name of the Lord. 

It was Barnabas who vouched for Saul and related his testimony to the apostles and caused him to be received by them.  A bond formed here between Saul and Barnabas that would propel them into later missionary efforts.  While in Jerusalem, Saul spent fifteen days with Simon Peter, getting to know him and no doubt comparing doctrinal notes
.  These two men, would become the leaders of the early apostolic church and from this point on, the book of Acts largely tells only their stories.      

Acts 9:29-30 And he was talking and arguing with the Hellenistic Jews; but they were attempting to put him to death. 30 But when the brethren learned of it, they brought him down to Caesarea and sent him away to Tarsus. 

After being introduced to the leaders of the apostolic church in Jerusalem, Saul went and found the very ones who had killed Stephen years earlier.  Now, the one who had held the coats of those throwing stones at the first martyr, was now preaching the same message as Stephen and even more powerfully proving to them with scripture that Jesus was the Christ!  Not surprisingly, the Grecian Jews began to plot to kill Saul just as they had Stephen, but the apostles helped Saul escape through Caesarea and from there he returned to his hometown of Tarsus, where his Roman citizenship would be known to all making it virtually impossible for his Jewish enemies to kill him.  No doubt, Saul also wanted to return home to share his newly experienced revelations with his family and friends.    

Acts 9:31 So the church throughout all Judea and Galilee and Samaria enjoyed peace, being built up; and going on in the fear of the Lord and in the comfort of the Holy Spirit, it continued to increase. 

With their main opponent, now defending them and preaching that Jesus Christ is Lord, the early apostolic church enjoyed a period of rest from intense persecution.  But during this lull, the believers who had been scattered preached boldly the name of Jesus and the church continued to increase.  In writing the book of Acts, Luke closed out the 9th chapter by returning to some notable highlights from Simon Peter’s ministry during this time.

Acts 9:32-33 Now as Peter was traveling through all those regions, he came down also to the saints who lived at Lydda. 33 There he found a man named Aeneas, who had been bedridden eight years, for he was paralyzed. 

Simon Peter decided to travel through some of the towns toward the Mediterranean coast to visit the many Jewish saints displaced there.  As he came to the town of Lydda, he found a crippled man named Aeneas
 who had been unable to walk for eight years.  

Acts 9:34-35 Peter said to him, "Aeneas, Jesus Christ heals you; get up and make your bed." Immediately he got up. 35 And all who lived at Lydda and Sharon saw him, and they turned to the Lord. 

Peter healed Aeneas in the name of Jesus Christ and the notable miracle sparked a tremendous revival in the region.  

Acts 9:36-37 Now in Joppa there was a disciple named Tabitha (which translated in Greek is called Dorcas); this woman was abounding with deeds of kindness and charity which she continually did. 37 And it happened at that time that she fell sick and died; and when they had washed her body, they laid it in an upper room. 

Dorcas was a believer in the coastal city of Joppa and she was obviously very involved in the local church and work of the Lord.  While Peter was in Lydda, this Dorcas became sick and died!  As was the custom in those days, they washed her body and laid her in an upper chamber so that the family could pay their last respects.  

Acts 9:38-39 Since Lydda was near Joppa, the disciples, having heard that Peter was there, sent two men to him, imploring him, "Do not delay in coming to us." 39 So Peter arose and went with them. When he arrived, they brought him into the upper room; and all the widows stood beside him, weeping and showing all the tunics and garments that Dorcas used to make while she was with them. 

Realizing that the man of God was only about fifteen miles away, the disciples of Joppa sent for Simon Peter to come and pray.  When Peter arrived, the widows of the church were there weeping and mourning and Dorcas must have been quite a seamstress because they had gathered many of the beautiful garments and coats that she had made and were showing them to him.  They were mourning her passing, but her life on earth was not yet over!  

Acts 9:40-41 But Peter sent them all out and knelt down and prayed, and turning to the body, he said, " Tabitha, arise." And she opened her eyes, and when she saw Peter, she sat up. 41 And he gave her his hand and raised her up; and calling the saints and widows, he presented her alive. 

Peter prayed and, calling her by her nickname, said, “Tabitha, arise.”  At that moment, God raised Dorcas from the dead!  To the astonishment of the mourners down stairs, Simon Peter presented the woman alive!    

Acts 9:42-43 It became known all over Joppa, and many believed in the Lord. 43 And Peter stayed many days in Joppa with a tanner named Simon.

When news of the resurrection of Dorcas became known around town, it sparked a mighty revival in the area and so Peter decided to stay in the town awhile and resided in the home of a “tanner named Simon.”  This is another sign that God was still working on Peter’s Jewish prejudice because to the Jewish people who had added all sort of laws and rituals about cleaning ones hands and getting them dirty
, the tanning profession was frowned upon.  Simon prepared animal skins, a dirty process, and no doubt often ate the meat of the animals that he tanned many of which would go against the Old Testament dietary laws.  For Peter, who was a devout Jew, to even stay in such a place was a miracle, but as we will see in the next chapter, God had a purpose in Peter’s lodging place.

The close of Acts chapter 9 closes a period of history in the Early Church.  In the eight years since the outpouring of God’s Spirit on the Day of Pentecost, thousands had been filled with the Holy Spirit and been baptized in Jesus’ name.  Extreme persecution after the martyr of Stephen had scattered the Spirit-filled Jewish believers throughout the area, and even into Asia, and the Gospel was now being preached in many other areas beside Judea.  The most zealous persecutor of the early church, Saul, had been transformed through a miraculous conversion into the most zealous preacher of the doctrine of Christ, and, for a short time, the persecution had eased.  However, the gospel was only being taught to Jews or Jewish proselytes
.  But now, after eight years, God was setting the stage to finally and dramatically gets Peter’s attention about reaching the whole world because, for the first time, the heathen Gentiles were about to receive the Holy Spirit!  

� Notice that the enemies of Christ apparently referred to the Christians as “those of the Way.”  What was probably meant as a sarcastic title was surprisingly accurate!  


� Saul’s name would later be changed to Paul.  


� See 1 Corinthians 15:8.


� See John 9:2.


� See Acts 22:12.


� We know that it was about three years from Galatians 1:18.


� See Galatians 1:18.


� Aeneas’ name is pronounced “EEH-ne-as.”


� See Mark 7:1-15.


� A Jewish proselyte was a Gentile who had embraced Judaism completely through male circumcision and strict obedience to the Laws of Moses.





Endnotes





� Saul was a very well-traveled individual for his time even at this early age.  He was from the city of Tarsus which was the capital of Cilicia in Asia Minor and quite a distance from Jerusalem.  Therefore, Saul did not hesitate to undertake such a journey to Damascus because he was used to such journeys.  After his conversion, God would use this trait about Saul and he would become the greatest missionary that ever lived.  





� There are several thoughts that should be inserted here.  First of all, many people believe that Saul was knocked off a horse by the light shining from heaven, but a horse is never mentioned in scripture.  The tradition comes from a Catholic painting of the middle ages which shows such an event.  I say often to those who I teach Bible studies to that “painters and movies make poor commentators of the scripture.”  Neither ever get it exactly right.  





There is also what appears at first glance a contradiction between the King James Version of Luke’s account of what happened here in the 9th chapter of Acts and Paul’s later telling of his conversion story in the 22nd chapter of Acts.  I only bring this up because these passages are sometimes tried to be used by critics of scripture to disprove the validity and cohesiveness of scripture.  The KJV says:





Acts 22:9 And they that were with me saw indeed the light, and were afraid; but they heard not the voice of him that spake to me. KJV





The apparent contradiction comes from a poor translation choice made by the KJV.  The NASBU corrects the translation to more accurately represent the Greek:





Acts 22:9 "And those who were with me saw the light, to be sure, but did not understand the voice of the One who was speaking to me. NASU





There is no contradiction between the accounts of Saul’s conversion in Acts chapter 9 and chapter 22.  They are complimentary details:  the men who came with Saul saw a great light but did not see the form of Jesus.  Likewise, they heard a noise, but could not discern that it was a voice or what the voice was saying.  On the other hand, Saul saw the light and Jesus and heard the noise and understood what it was that God was saying.  





� I like Ananias’ faith here:  he walks into this house where the greatest enemy the church has ever had is dwelling and he – before the conversion and baptism and healing – greets him with “Brother Saul.”  Ananias fully expected Saul to be born again into the kingdom of God so much so that he by faith greeted him as a fellow “brother” in the Lord!  There are many people whom I speak about in similar terms, referring to them as brother or sister when they have yet to be converted!  


 


� This scripture also shows that the entire apostolic church taught as Peter did that water baptism was for “forgiveness of sins.”  Here it is presented that water baptism “washes away your sins.”  A spiritual cleansing later referred to again in 1 Peter 3:21.  So many denominations today teach falsely that water baptism is optional for salvation, but the teaching of the scripture here must be heeded:  until you are baptized in Jesus’ name, your sins have not been washed away.  The great Bible study teacher, Rev. James Jackson, liked to use the analogy of someone spilling a chocolate ice cream cone on someone else’s shirt.  The person spilling the ice cream would say “I’m sorry” and be forgiven by the recipient, but the stain is still there on the shirt and will continue to be until it is washed in water and a cleansing agent.  So it is in the spirit:  we are forgiven by God the moment that we repent and truly confess our guild and say “I’m sorry” but the stain of our sin is still there until it is washed away by the waters of baptism and the cleansing agent of the blood of Jesus Christ!  


    


� In our day of instant news from around the world, it seems strange that a city a few hundred miles away had not heard of all that God had been doing through Saul’s life for the last three years.  But here are couple of points to consider:


News did not travel near as fast back then as it does today.


It is human nature that good news never travels as fast as bad news.  The disciples in Damascus knew already that Saul was coming to persecute them but news of his conversion had not traveled back to Jerusalem, three years later!


The Jewish converts in Damascus would not have traveled back to Jerusalem because of the tremendous persecution there and the realization that they did not have to participate in the feasts of the Law anymore.


Herod had married the daughter of Aretas the ruler of the area of Damascus and then divorced her, creating a very unstable relationship between the political area of Judea and the area of Damascus.  At about the time of Saul’s conversion, all trade and commerce between these two regions had come to a halt.  
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