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The Conversion of St Paul, 25th January 2026


Acts 9.1-22; Matthew 19.27-30


Jesus said to the disciples,

Truly I tell you, … everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters or father or mother or children or fields, for my name’s sake, will … inherit eternal life.

Does this mean that those of us who don’t leave our homes and families, for the sake of Jesus, will not inherit eternal life?  No, Jesus did not mean that, because he was speaking to the disciples, not to the crowds.  Most of the people whom Jesus met did not become his disciples, but he often said to people, ‘Your faith has saved you,’ or words to that effect.

One of the first sermons I ever preached, at theological college, was on the Festival of the Conversion of St Paul, exactly thirty years ago today.  I dug it out from my files this morning, and I’m going to re-preach it, almost verbatim.  

(So after this morning, you can say, ‘The Vicar is beginning to recycle his old sermons.  It’s time for him to retire!’  And my wife said I should warn you that today’s sermon will be longer than usual!)

We heard in the NT reading about the conversion of Saul to Christianity.  On the face of it, the story is about God intervening in the world in a dramatic and forceful way.  Saul is pictured like a runaway steam train, breathing fire and smoke, and rushing madly in one direction.  God bares his mighty arm, picks up the train, and sets it down in the opposite direction.

For some time [before I preached this sermon for the first time] I had two difficulties with this interpretation of the conversion of Saul.  The first difficulty is, If God can pick an enemy of the Church and flick a switch in his heart, so to speak, to turn him into a friend of the Church, then why doesn’t God do something similar for me?  Why must I struggle to build up my weak faith, when God intervened in such a dramatic way to transform the life of Saul?

My second difficulty is the apparent discontinuity between the life of Saul and the life of Paul.  Is God justified in intervening in a person’s life in such a forcible and abrupt way?  How can this kind of interference be squared with freedom of choice?

Let’s look again at the story of Saul’s conversion, and try to find some solutions to these two difficulties.  I want to highlight four aspects of the story, which seem to me to be significant.

The first thing to note is that, in some ways, the personality of Paul the Christian is much the same as the personality of Saul the persecutor of Christians.  Saul persecuted Christians with zeal and fervour, and, of course, Paul preached the Gospel of Christ with zeal and fervour.  So there is, in fact, an element of continuity between Saul and Paul.

A second thing to note about the story is that Saul’s hatred of Christianity was more than zealous, it was obsessive.  Saul went out of his way to persecute Christians.  Methinks Saul protested too much against Christianity!  Such obsessive behaviour can be explained by the phrase, ‘Love and hate go hand in hand.’  I suggest that Saul had been confronted with the truth of Christianity, but, rather than accept it, he fought against it.  (It’s like when someone says something critical about us that we know to be true: the shock of having our faults pinpointed can cause us to snap back, to deny the truth, and to attack the person who speaks the truth.)  Saul fought so hard against Christianity precisely because he had already been convinced, in his heart of hearts, about the truth of Jesus Christ.

So when Jesus said, ‘Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?’, he wasn’t saying, Why are you hurting me?  Jesus was saying to Saul, Why are you hurting yourself, by denying what you know to be true?  (This is the meaning of what Jesus says, in a later version of the story,[footnoteRef:1] ‘It hurts you to kick against the goads.’)  In other words, Saul was ready to be converted.  Jesus was picking a fruit that was already ripe, rather than ripening it by force.  So, instead of the image of the express train, which God picks up and turns around, I have in my mind a different image.  I think of Saul running full-pelt towards Damascus.  God puts out his little finger; Saul trips over God’s finger; and Saul catapults himself into a new life. [1:  Acts 26.12-17.] 


So I reach the conclusion that Jesus did not barge into Saul’s life and act against his will.  Rather, Jesus came into Saul’s life when the time was right, and acted in accordance with Saul’s will.

A third thing to note about the story is that the light of Christ made Saul blind.  With his sight taken away from him, Saul was no longer able to look outwards, so he had to look inwards.  By taking away his sight, Jesus gave Saul the opportunity to think long and hard about his life.  And, by making him weak, Jesus made Saul realise his dependence of God.

A fourth and final thing to note about the story is that Ananias played an integral part.  So God not only intervened directly in the life of Saul, but also used another person as an agent of the divine will.

We can now begin to resolve the two difficulties that I raised at the beginning, namely, the problem of God’s dramatic intervention in the life of Saul, and the problem of apparent discontinuity between the life of Saul and the life of Paul.

As regards the problem of discontinuity, I have argued that the character of Saul was much the same as the character of Paul, and that Saul had already reached the point where he was ready to be converted.  If you like, the whole of Saul’s journey was important.  Saul had to journey from Jerusalem in order to meet Jesus at that particular place on the road, and then Saul had to continue his journey to Damascus.  Between Jerusalem and Damascus, Saul became a changed man, and yet he was also the same man.

That tells us something about the life of faith.  Conversion is part of a process, not an isolated event.  The life of faith does not begin and end with conversion.  God meets us where we are, and moves us on.  Likewise, God does not waste what has gone before.  God does not say, Go back to Jerusalem, start again, and get it right his time!  And so we shouldn’t think of any part of our past lives as being wasted: our past lives have brought us to where we are now, and God meets us in the here and now.

And as regards the question, Why does God not intervene directly and dramatically in my life, as he did in the life of Saul?, the answer to the question is that I am not Saul.  God acts in our lives in a way that is appropriate to who we are and where we are.  For us to want someone else’s experience of faith is like wanting to be someone else.  But we are as God made us, and we should not covet that which belongs to other people.

So how can I expect God to intervene in my life?  Well, the conversion of Saul teaches us that we can find God in unexpected places, and working in unexpected ways.  God is the God of surprises, and we should include, in our search for God, those places where we least expect to find him

We need to recognise that God is already at work in us, even in ways that might irritate or disturb us.  Saul’s antagonism to Christianity said something about his real feelings and future destiny, and it might be that our negative thoughts and feelings are trying – by the grace of God – to tell us something that we need to know about ourselves.

And, just as God came to Saul through Ananias, so we can expect God to come to us through other people.

And finally, just as Jesus blessed Saul by taking away his sight, so we can expect God sometimes to add blessings to us, by taking things away from us.  If our lives seem to be going badly, then that might be a sign that God is more active in our lives than previously.  God comes to us in our weakness, and we cannot truly love him, until we know how much we need him.

So that was one of my very first sermons from exactly thirty years ago.  Much of what I said then, I would be inclined to say now, though I think I would use fewer words, and not try to say too much!  But one thing I note, which is as true today as it was back then.  In my sermons, I am trying to preach as much to myself as anyone else.  And my sermons are not about telling people what to believe, or how to live their lives.  My sermons are more about sharing with you the insights that God has given me.  And, in my sermons, I try to make sense of the world and our lives, in relation to God and his love.
