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5. The Conversion of Paul (3Q 2018—The Book of Acts) 

 

Biblical material: Acts 26:9–11, Deut. 21:23, Acts 9:1–20, 1 Cor. 9:1, Gal. 1:1, Acts 

9:20–30. 

 

Quotes 

• Paul’s encounter with Christ had two important personal effects. It caught him up 

short in the realization that what he had regarded as service was really resistance 

to God’s program, prompted him to acknowledge as Lord the one he had 

attempted to crush, and it forced the reorganization into a new theological 

framework of all former ideas concerning Israel, the Gentiles, the righteousness of 

the law, salvation and eschatology. Harold J. Dyck 

• No single event, apart from the Christ event, has proved so determinant for the 

course of the Christian history as the conversion and commissioning of Paul. F.F. 

Bruce 

• A psychological analysis of Paul’s conversion can also show that he was 

converted to Christianity probably because of attitude-discrepant behaviour. 

Paul’s mind seems to have been divided, torn between the demands of the law 

and, to his own conscience, between what he wanted to do and what he actually 

did. His attitude-discrepant behaviour can be seen in what he says in Romans 

7:15, “I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate.” Lovemore 

Togarasei 

 

Questions 
 How did Paul “redirect” the path of the early church? Why did the Lord not strike 

Saul down as a persecutor of his church? Why did Paul have to spend three years in 

Arabia and Damascus before going to Jerusalem? What does the whole story of Saul’s 

conversion show us about the character of God and his answers in the cosmic conflict? 

 

Bible summary 

 Acts 26:9–11 is part of Paul’s speech before king Agrippa detailing his 

conversion. Read the whole chapter to get the context. Acts 9 provides the historical 

account given by Paul to Luke as to what exactly happened on the road to Damascus. 

Note particularly the “murderous threats” he was making against the Christians, and 

suddenly he is confronted by the Lord, who tells him, “I am Jesus, whom you are 

persecuting.” Note also Ananias’ reluctance to get involved at first, because he knew Saul 

was a great enemy of the church. Concerns about Saul’s motives continued to dog him in 

his early days of ministry, with many Christians thinking this was some great trick. Deut. 

21:23 makes it clear that anyone crucified is under God’s curse, so how could any 

believing Jew believe in Jesus? Paul answers the charge that he wasn’t a “real” apostle in 

1 Cor. 9:1 and Gal. 1:1, making it clear he was called by God. 

 

Comment   
  Imagine the shock on the “other side” of the controversy between Christians and 

Jews. Here was Saul, their foremost persecutor and defender of the faith, going over to the 

enemy! There must have been considerable debate over why Saul would do this, the more 
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so since he had been so convinced of the truth of Judaism and so eloquent in its defence. 

Surely this too was in the plan of God to make those who thought they were so right 

reconsider their position, for if Saul could be convinced otherwise, maybe they should too... 

 Of course many would have seen this as treason, and would have wanted to fight 

even harder. But the loss of their champion was a severe blow to their extermination 

program, and one that would have given them pause for thought since their great agent of 

persecution was now on the other side. 

 For Saul who became Paul his encounter with Jesus on the road to Damascus was 

surely the culmination of a long process of reconsideration. He had heard Stephen give a 

passionate defence of the Christian faith, and he had watched Stephen die a martyr’s death 

in complete serenity. Maybe these growing doubts as to the truth of his beliefs led Saul to 

become even more strongly opposed to Christians, wanting to convince himself that he was 

right and they were wrong!  

 Whatever the case, meeting Jesus was Saul’s moment of decision. When Jesus told 

him that he was the one Saul was persecuting, this brought Saul to his knees. This was no 

act of compulsion by Jesus, but simply a way of confronting Saul with what he was really 

doing. In so many ways Saul had already seen Jesus as the fulfilment of the Old Testament 

prophecies, especially regarding the Messiah. He had surely tried to suppress such thoughts, 

but now it was clearer than ever. As a “Pharisee of the Pharisees” he had deep knowledge of 

Scripture, and in Jesus it all came together and made sense. The reality of his conversion 

was not simply this “heavenly vision” as he later called it, but the imperative of truth 

followed to its logical conclusion.  

 

Ellen White Comments  

 Saul of Tarsus, on his way to Damascus, might easily have been struck dead by 

the Lord, and much strength would have been withdrawn from the persecuting power. 

But God in His providence not only spared Saul's life, but converted him, thus 

transferring a champion from the side of the enemy to the side of Christ. An eloquent 

speaker and a severe critic, Paul, with his stern purpose and undaunted courage, 

possessed the very qualifications needed in the early church.  {AA 124.2}   

 Before his conversion, Paul was a bitter persecutor of the followers of Christ. But 

at the gate of Damascus a voice spoke to him, light from heaven shone into his soul, and 

in the revelation that there came to him, of the Crucified One, he beheld that which 

changed the whole current of his life. Henceforth love for the Lord of glory, whom he 

had so relentlessly persecuted in the person of His saints, came before all else… Paul's 

was a life of intense and varied activities. From city to city, from country to country, he 

journeyed, telling the story of the cross, winning converts to the gospel, and establishing 

churches. {GW 58}  

 The Jews were thoroughly surprised and confounded by the conversion of Paul. 

They were aware of his position at Jerusalem, and knew what was his principal errand to 

Damascus, and that he was armed with a commission from the high priest, that authorized 

him to take the believers in Jesus, and to send them as prisoners to Jerusalem; yet now 

they beheld him preaching the gospel of Jesus, strengthening those who were already its 

disciples, and continually making new converts to the faith he had once so zealously 

opposed. Paul demonstrated to all who heard him that his change of faith was not from 

impulse nor fanaticism, but was brought about by overwhelming evidence. {LP 33} 
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