
1 
 

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all our hearts be Holy Acceptable in 

your sight, O Lord our strength and our Redeemer. Amen. 

For who would believe it?  The primary adversary of the followers of Christ, the one who 

breathed out murderous threats against them!  Could this be a trick, a ploy concocted by the 

enemies of Christ to lure us into a trap?  This man named Saul of Tarsus struck terror in the 

hearts of the infant church.  After all, it was he who held the coats of the mob who stoned 

Stephen.  Moreover, Stephen’s is not the only Christian life whose taking he has approved.  The 

book of Acts recounts Saul’s actions of “ravaging the church…dragging off both men and 

women,” he locks them behind bars.  He has left no stone unturned and no avenue unexplored to 

prevent this rag-tag group of believers from spreading the News about this man named Jesus.  

And then Luke turns to the impact of these persecutions; leaving the reader for a moment 

wondering what role this Saul might play in this story.   

By introducing him in this way, Luke establishes the dramatic U-turn Saul’s life is about to take.  

In doing so, he draws a portrait of vocation, or calling, which continues to shape how we 

understand God’s graceful, but not always subtle or easy, pull on our lives.   

The beginning of chapter 9 finds Saul doing what he is known for doing, persecuting the faithful 

followers of Jesus.  This scene reveals something crucial about the character of the discipleship 

of these early believers called followers of “The Way.” There is a play on words here, and a rich 

irony, of course, that Saul travels great distances, traverses miles of road persecuting these 

followers of “The Way” only to be struck down on the way to Damascus. “The Way” is a 

powerful metaphor for Christian identity. Instead of being identified by a set of beliefs, these 

faithful communities were known by their character in the world. Christian faith was a way of 

life and one that impelled individuals and communities to leave the safe confines of home and 
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church to walk the road God had set out. “The Way” suggests that the Christian faith is a living, 

active way of life.  

But let’s return to Saul. As he draws near to Damascus, Saul is struck by a blinding light and 

addressed by a heavenly voice, and that voice belongs to none other than Jesus himself. Jesus’ 

presence here serves as a reminder that his ascension is not the inauguration of a time when he is 

absent from the life of the faithful. If anything, in Acts, Jesus’ presence is shown to be even more 

palpable in the life of these Christian communities, a presence to which the risen and ascended 

Lord now refers, as he asks Saul why he seeks to persecute him. That is to say, when Saul afflicts 

the faithful, he is actually persecuting Jesus himself! Whenever Christians are harassed and 

abused, Christ is present with them. 

Saul meets up with the One whose name and memory he has been trying to wipe out. Saul must 

have been thoroughly disoriented by this encounter. As the rest of Acts 9 plays out, Saul was led 

away from the Damascus road with the help of others due to his blindness.  He was taken, we are 

told, to a house on Straight Street.  But those three days without sight, food, or water would 

straighten him out for the Lord's work. Now his high and haughty ways would be brought low.  

His crooked ways would be made straight. His rough edges would be made plain. He was in a 

safe house on Straight Street to prepare the Way of the Lord.   

The three days of blindness would transform his sight and insight so that he could see Jesus. At 

his baptism, he was fed to make strong, and now is a new man with a new name- Paul, 

transformed by God’s extravagant love.   Paul who became a chief missionary for Christ.  The 

laying on of hands through the power and anointing of the Holy Spirit is what finally convinced 

Saul of the power of Christ. He became one whom the Lord could use for His glory.  

Saul would never look out those eyes the same way again. And if Saul-turned-Paul became the 

early Church’s biggest champion of grace, it was this dramatic turn-around in his own life that 

was the wellspring of every syllable of grace Paul ever uttered in the coming years. Paul will 

suffer, that is true. But so profound was his change of heart that he came to regard even those 

sufferings as a good thing, as a sign of solidarity with his crucified and risen Lord. In fact, it 

wasn’t long before he found himself on the receiving end of religious hostility. 
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Saul firmly believed that he knew exactly who was who in God's grand scheme of things. Pious, 

observant, highly moral Jews like the Pharisees were the good guys, going straight to heaven. 

Everyone else (and especially that false rabbi and blasphemer named Jesus of Nazareth) were the 

bad guys who needed to be rooted out like a cancer. Saul saw salvation as a simple, 

straightforward formula: Add up your merit points, subtract your demerits, and if you came out 

ahead, you were in. Saul had always pictured the kingdom of God as a highly exclusive 

"Members Only" club with a restricted membership. That is how Saul thought, until one day God 

crashed into his life with extravagant Love, and a truth so profound as to shatter his world: it is 

all by grace. And just to prove it--and to show that God has a sense of humour--Saul was 

renamed Paul, and was then given the life-long commission of proclaiming the utterly free nature 

of salvation to Gentiles, to non-Jews, to the very people Saul had once deemed to be the 

irredeemable lowest of the lows. As Frederick Buechner so deftly put it, "Paul set out as a 

hatchet man for the Pharisees and returned a fool for Christ!" Paul spent the rest of his days 

proclaiming that everything he had ever once stood for was bogus, the opposite of what he now 

knew to be the truth of grace. Paul saw salvation as so sublime that he could only fall back in 

wonder at the mystery of it all, and subsequently could not talk enough about what he referred to 

as “the mystery of grace.” It is the Gospel truth that when all is said and done, God saves people 

not according to their merits, not because of their background, piety, ethnicity, or high moral 

standards, but by grace alone and against all odds.  

This is the extravagant Love of the Holy Trinity. Love so powerful that a blind man has had his 

sight restored and is a new creature for Christ.  The man who was once spiritually blind can now 

see. He was blinded by darkness but now sees the light of Christ. He was blinded by his own 

envy, hatred, and ignorance, and now he sees what the power of love, mercy, forgiveness, and 

grace can do.  He is now truly a new man in Christ who will be used for encouraging the saints 

and building God's Kingdom rather than destroying the saints and tearing down the work of 

Christ. 

The story of Saul’s conversion is told in a relatively brief and straightforward manner to show 

us, perhaps, that important though Saul/Paul will be, the story is finally God’s story. Even the 

great St Paul is just one tiny piece in the larger picture of God's Kingdom.  And in the year 2016, 

maybe we need to be reminded that it remains our privilege even now to be caught up in that 

same God-infused action.  
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How might the story of this dramatic call on the dusty road to Damascus give us a new vision? 

God may ask us, and has asked us to do difficult things and go to unexpected places.  It’s not 

about us. It’s about God. And he will not fail to accomplish his purposes.  It is Christ who calls 

us, saves us, anoints us, and equips us for service to his people. May Christ open our eyes and 

allow us to see what he sees, just as he did to Saul on the Damascus Road. 

Alleluia, Amen. 

 

 

 


