
Acts 9:1-20   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 traveling 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. For several days he was with the disciples in Damascus, 20 and immediately he began to 
proclaim Jesus in the synagogues, saying, “He is the Son of God.” 
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‘Many of us are like the first grader who in Sunday school class was quizzed by the pastor on 
the meaning of certain religious words like “baptized” and “repentance.” 

The little boy was asked “What is conversion?” He thought for a moment and gave the only 
definition that he knew. “It’s the extra point that is kicked after a touchdown,” he said. I hope that we 
know a little bit more about conversion than that.’1 If you’re going to talk about conversion, the most 
famous conversion of all would be that of Saul into Paul which is our text for this morning. Let’s begin 
by talking about Saul and then we’ll branch out to other aspects of conversion. 

There are a number of features of this story that are quite striking. The flashing light---a brilliant 
blinding light--that is a sign of a theophany, which means a visitation of the divine. The people with 
Paul cannot see the light or the person in the light that is Jesus. All of them hear the voice, which is 
quite dramatic and straightforward. When Paul sees the light, he falls to the ground and they all hear a 
voice saying to him “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” Also dramatic is what happens to Paul, he 
can no longer see; and has to be led by the hand to Damascus. Paul seems to recognize the intensity 
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and importance of this encounter he has because he spends the next three days fasting--neither eating 
nor drinking. Also rather dramatic is the moment Ananias goes in and confronts Saul and prays over 
him, then something like scales fall from Paul’s eyes and his sight was restored. He gets up, and is 
baptized, and after taking some food he regains his strength. And Paul wastes no time.  He goes 
immediately — the word in the text is “immediately” – and begins to preach Jesus in the synagogue 
saying, “He is the son of God.” It is a compelling story.  

‘But the surprising element of this event is the realization that the conversion of Paul was the 
conversion of a radically religious person. Paul was the best of believers. Paul was a master of morality. 
He lived out every letter of the law. He was a superior student of the scriptures. He was a dedicated 
defender of the demands of the law. Yet, he was converted. 

For most of us this fact undermines the very foundation of our understanding of the concept of 
conversion... Religious conversion in general is for the ungodly, the wicked, and sinners. The character 
of Paul fits into none of these categories. Paul’s conversion was the conversion of an enthusiastic 
believer who was already totally committed to God. Paul’s single ambition in life was to be a dedicated 
and obedient servant of God’s holy law. Yet--Paul was converted. The explanation of this strange fact is 
that Paul’s conversion was not a moral or ethical conversion; It was a theological conversion. It was a 
conversion from death under the law to a birth of life in the Gospel.’2 And so the lesson is that we can 
be the most zealous person possible, we can be the ultimate church person, involved in everything, 
sharing our faith, working for the good of others, and entirely caught up in the religious life, and yet 
still be on the wrong track. This description fits a number of ardent Christians of both the liberal and 
conservative persuasions.  

The Methodist movement is an evangelical movement—by which, I mean that we emphasize 
conversion and consider it necessary. There is one caveat that must be mentioned:  Not all conversions 
are dramatic theophanies like Paul’s. Indeed, we probably know some good people in any congregation 
whose conversion arrived in pieces, in smaller moments along the course of their lives. So some 
converts to Christ cannot identify a single moment in time when it happened. But they are converted 
nonetheless. They believe in the Risen Christ and seek to obey him.  

What do I mean by converted? Well, first of all, I don’t mean everybody—there are always 
some unconverted people in the pews. There are also the gradually converted, and the dramatically 
converted. Conversion comes when a person is confronted with their own sinfulness on the one hand, 
and with the Gospel of Jesus Christ on the other. In a poignant moment, the Risen Jesus reaches out to 
us with the offer of salvation. It can often happen in a moment of crisis or of inspiration. At this 
moment a decision is made to either except Jesus Christ into one’s heart, and to believe the Gospel, or 
not. When a person says “Yes” they are said to be converted. Again, sometimes this happens subtly 
and sometimes plainly. 

‘Some of you may remember the name of Eldridge Cleaver. At one time Eldridge Cleaver was 
the…leader of the Black Panthers, the violent militants of the early 1960s. But something significant 
happened in Eldridge Cleaver’s life. 

Pastor Ray Stedman tells of a conversation he had with Cleaver sometime back. In that 
conversation Cleaver gave one example from his former life. He said that while he was a Black Panther 
he was filled with a terrible feeling of hatred and violence against any law enforcement agency. He 
couldn’t help himself. Every time he would get near an officer of the law, he would feel this terrible 
sense of anger and murder and rage within him. But one night in the South of France, in a balcony 
overlooking the Mediterranean Sea, Eldridge Cleaver had a vision, an inner view, of the face of Jesus 
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Christ, coming out of his boyhood to him. It drove him to reading the scriptures. He read Psalm 23 over 
and over again. He said that ever since that time on the balcony, he had never had that feeling of 
hatred again. He has looked for it, and expected it, but instead, there has been a feeling of love for 
everyone he meets. Again, what a transformation!’3 

I myself experienced a conversion that I can pinpoint and time and space. It happened at 11:30 
PM on All Saints Day, November 1, 1989. I had reached a point of crisis in my life. My heart had been 
broken by a girlfriend. I had graduated with a degree but had no interest in anything I could do with it. 
Not knowing what else to do, I went home to Michigan and found a job in Ann Arbor. I worked in a 
couple of entry level jobs. The pay was low, and my rent was high, and I struggled to put food on the 
table. It was a very trying time. The bright spot in my reality was a small circle of friends, some of 
whom were working actively to convert me to Christianity. I was a cynic; I was a skeptic. And I accused 
my friends of being overly enthusiastic, even deluded. I said to them, “You see Christ peeking around 
every corner!” And they said, “He is; he is peeking around every corner always looking to connect with 
you.” I was in a career crisis; I didn’t know what to do. I had interests, I had potential, but I was unsure 
of what direction to take. I was frozen and frustrated. My anxiety came to a boil on All Saints Day. In 
desperation I said to my roommate, “I’m utterly frustrated. I don’t know what to do or where to turn.” 
He saw this was the moment. He said to me, “Why don’t you go into your room and close the door and 
face the cross I bought you on the wall.  And ask for help.”  

So, I did what he suggested. And I prayed to Jesus. I said, “Jesus, I will do what you want with 
my life; I will do whatever you want, if you will just save me now. I am lost and I need your help.” And 
immediately when I had finished my words, a profound sensation of heat and warmth flowed into my 
head and down throughout my body and out my toes and I knew in that moment that God was real 
and that he actually cared about my little life and my problems. Within a couple of weeks, a miracle 
happened that confirmed my faith: the Berlin Wall came down. I could see plainly that God was at 
work in the world. I began to study the New Testament and went through it with a friend over and 
over. I began to flourish. I began to enjoy life. Eventually, I became a pastor. Although no one can 
compare to Saint Paul, I’d like to think that I was useful to the Lord in pastoral ministry for a time. 

‘Another thing that makes today’s scripture lesson so relevant to our lives is that it 
demonstrates forcibly the good news that God understands our human tendencies. God knows our 
needs and steps forth to meet them. What did Paul need? First, he needed to be knocked down a peg 
or two (at least). So God took away his swagger, his fearsome independence. For three days Paul lived 
at the mercy of those around him who could still see. But even more than that, Paul obviously 
harbored a hunger to do something for God. It was woefully misguided at first, but God recognized the 
hunger. For all we know God stoked that hunger within him.  

Thus, the very nature of his conversion reflects his state of mind and heart in the period leading 
up to his changed life, and it perhaps demonstrates as remarkably as any other biblical text that God 
employs means of reaching an individual that are commensurate with that individual’s needs. This 
passage then, stands not so much as a formulaic representation of what God would do with each 
individual as it stands as a reminder that God will deal with each of us according to who we are. In 
Paul’s case, his fierce energies, which had been expended in persecuting Christians, are now redirected 
so that they are employed in winning any and every one to the faith. There could be little doubt that 
his preaching was both authoritative and convincing for those qualities may be understood as a 
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derivative not only of his complete commitment, but also his of his own intense personality.’4  Saint 
Paul, Eldridge Cleaver, and myself: three different individuals, three very different conversions. 

But Paul stands in a class all by himself, ironically head and shoulders above the rest. Most 
people are justified--that is to say converted-- first, and then they begin their journey of sanctification--
which means becoming more holy—for the rest of their lives. Paul, however, was already sanctified 
before he was converted. Though he himself would disagree and tell you that he was the chief among 
sinners before his conversion. Saul was a very zealous Jew in a traditional mold. He studied the 
scriptures. He went to worship. He prayed. He fasted. He observed the Jewish holidays, and he was 
devoted to the Sabbath. But in his zeal, he persecuted the followers of the new Way to the death.  

Interestingly, Paul’s name demonstrates his new self-understanding:  Saul meant “asked for” or 
“prayed for,” a rather pompous name. After his conversion, he takes on the new name, “Paul,” which 
means “small.” This is surely his view of his new self as an unworthy instrument of God’s will; it may 
also be a pun about his small physical stature. The change fits with Paul’s self-description as the former 
chief of sinners and the least of the apostles.  

But Paul, the thirteenth apostle—the outsider—outdoes them all. The Twelve preside over the 
church in Palestine, which never dominates and is ultimately wiped out. Paul, by contrast plants and 
tends many churches from Syria to modern day Turkey and Greece. The church does not survive as a 
Jewish sect, but it lives on among the Gentiles, mainly because of one man—Paul of Tarsus. It all began 
on the road to Damascus. 
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