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CONVERSION – SAUL OF TARSUS 

Introduction  

The word ‘convert’ means to turn around or make a radical change. When we talk about converting 

to Christ we need to know what that change is. Saul of Tarsus, with his ‘Damascus Road experience’, 

is a good example to use.  

It is important to think, not only about that experience, but about what followed, for the change is 

seen in a person’s life. Indeed, the greatest evidence is as a convert grows – Christian maturity. To 

help us, we look at:  

1. The things that did not change. 

2. The things that did change. 

3. The explanation for the change. 

Things that did not change 

Some people have tried to explain it away as a psychological phenomenon; some people are prone 

to making major changes in the way they look at life. But this is unsatisfactory in the case of Saul of 

Tarsus, for his main approach to life remained as it was. The change was very specific – his attitude 

towards Jesus of Nazareth and the way he treated other people as a result. 

His basic religious belief was in the God of his ancestor Abraham. That remained. He continued to 

worship God even in the Jerusalem Temple. Indeed, regard for God was his main motivation and 

guiding principle in all that he did – the ‘fear of God’. When the people of Lystra wanted to give him 

divine honour he was distressed and prevented it (Acts 14:8-18). At the end of his life he expected 

that God would reward his work (2 Timothy 4:6-8). When he thought of the honour Jesus receives he 

says it is for ‘the glory of God the Father’ (Philippians 2:11). Believing in Jesus does not give us a 

lower view of God; it rather intensifies our love and reverence for him. 

His guide continued to be the scriptures, for he saw them as the very Word of God (2 Timothy 3:16). 

When he spoke to Jewish people about Jesus he tried to persuade them on the basis of scripture.  

Those scriptures gave the resurrection from the dead as the goal of God’s people. That was his 

personal goal as is evident from his statement to the Sanhedrin – ‘It is with respect to the hope and 

the resurrection of the dead that I am on trial’ (Acts 23:6). 

And he continued to believe in the Messiah those scriptures promised. The difference between him 

and his opponents was that he believed Jesus was that Messiah while they did not.  

He continued to have a high regard for the Law of God. He believed the religious ceremonies were 

no longer necessary since Messiah had come, but the moral aspects of the Law remained in force (1 

Timothy 1:8-11). The contrast between ungodliness and the teaching of scripture is a major theme in 

his writings. Converting to Christ does not mean we can live any way we please. 

His spirituality did not change. He continued in prayer, fasting, and reading of scripture as his way of 

communicating with God.  

The things that did change 

The main change was in his attitude towards Jesus of Nazareth.  
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Until the Damascus Gate experience he believed he was under obligation to oppose the religion of 

Jesus, believing him to be an impostor and that his followers were enemies of God (Acts 22:3-5). He 

took that to the extent of arresting and imprisoning Christians and being complicit in the murder of 

Stephen. He mentions this in his letter to the Galatians (Galatians 1:13) when he wanted them to 

know how great the change had been. He was ashamed of what he had done, saying he ‘did not 

even deserve to be called an apostle’ because he had tried to destroy the church of God. (1 

Corinthians 15:9). Others had done the same, knowing they were working against God; but in his 

case he ‘did it ignorantly in unbelief’ (1 Timothy 1:13).  

He came to believe that Jesus is indeed the Messiah the Saviour of the world, and that he, Saul, had 

a share on that salvation. From then on he considered himself Jesus’ bondservant.  

His change of attitude in evident in many ways. He made it his life’s work to ‘preach Christ’. That 

involved a great deal of suffering (2 Corinthians 11:26) – shipwreck, imprisonment, assaulted, living 

in poverty. He did not court suffering (as some fanatics do today) but was willing to endure it ‘for the 

sake of God’s elect’ (Colossians 1:24).  

That is also an evidence of change – it was for the sake of people who might belong to Jesus that he 

was willing to suffer. It was not for his own people or merely out compassion; but he identified with 

the people of God whoever they were. The Apostle John gives this as evidence of conversion to 

Christ – ‘we love the brothers’ (1 John 3:14).  

Another evidence of change is his hope that Jesus would return (1 Thessalonians 4:13-18). It was 

‘that blessed hope, the glorious appearing of the great God and our Saviour Jesus Christ’ (Titus 2:13). 

He looked forward to a reward for his service, and was concerned to serve Jesus as well as he could 

for he knew the Day of Judgement was coming for himself and for all. That long view is characteristic 

of Christians. It is a joyful hope, not a fear as with the non-Christian.  

This was accompanied by a change in his religious attitude. Until that day in Damascus he thought he 

earned God’s favour by his inherited privileges and his attempts to keep God’s Law perfectly. It was 

a religion of striving to merit salvation. Afterwards he realised he that Jesus had already saved him 

and righteousness was God’s free gift. By comparison, those other things were worthless (Philippians 

3:8).  

There is a wonderful peace when someone is persuaded that Christ has done everything required of 

them, and they have only to receive it. From an atmosphere of insecurity and demanding high 

standards we move into an atmosphere of relaxation and confidence. No wonder Paul’s letters often 

mention joy and peace in believing. Serving God is then felt to be a privilege instead of a chore. But 

is all because we have complete confidence in Jesus our Saviour.  

That has an effect on how we deal with other people. Saul was a man of principle – and so we should 

be. But until he met Jesus there was little or no love – not surprising when the religious atmosphere 

was constantly demanding. Finding the love of Jesus softens the hardest heart; and Paul became 

noted for how he dealt with other people – a caring and self-denying life. When he left Ephesus for 

the last time the people wept because they knew they would not see him again (Acts 20:36-38).  

The explanation for the change 

In a sense, we can never fully understand the work of God that leads to conversion. But we often see 

what he uses to bring about the change. Two things were at work: a new understanding, and a new 

experience.  
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He had a new understanding of Jesus’ identity. Instead of being a human impostor Jesus was the 

divine Saviour – both God and man – who came into the world to bear away the sin of the world. 

Saul realised that Jesus deserved all honour, trust, and praise. He referred to Jesus as one ‘who loved 

me and gave himself for me’ (Galatians 2:20).  

He had a new understanding of Jesus’ purpose. Instead of being a failure he realised Jesus has all 

power in heaven and earth, and is gathering his redeemed people from every nation into one body, 

the church. That was contrary to Saul’s previous Jewish nationalism and led to a love for all people. 

Since that was the case, we can expect the church of Christ to grow until it has reached its full 

number, and then comes the Last Day. That was what motivated Saul to reach into all the earth with 

the message of Jesus so people would believe it and turn back to God.  

He had a new understanding of salvation. No longer did he think it was something to be earned but 

something to be received as a free gift as result of Jesus’ redeeming death.  

But Christian faith is more than intellectual – it is a change of heart – and in Saul’s case that came 

with a new experience. He met the risen Jesus. He did not only know about him, he knew him.  

We speak about force of personality. There is no greater force than Jesus, the Son of God, making 

himself known. We can no longer doubt his existence; and life can never be the same. We have to 

face the truth as it is in Jesus. It is a transforming experience.  

Some people experience it as Saul did – a sudden and unmistakeable thing. It is not like that with 

every convert. The two disciples who met Jesus on the Emmaus road did not recognise him, but they 

felt the presence of Jesus as they read about him in the scriptures and had those writings explained.  

I do not ask if you have had an obvious meeting with Jesus; but have you been changed by the sense 

of his reality as you understood what the Bible says about him? Is he real to you? Do you find in him 

what you need most? Are you compelled to follow him? Do you accept his death as yours, so your 

sin’s penalty is gone? Do you trust him with your soul? And does that show in love for your fellow 

men? 


