The Conversion of St Paul
25 1 15

Almighty God,
who caused the light of the gospel
to shine throughout the world
through the preaching of your servant Saint Paul:
grant that we who celebrate his wonderful conversion
may follow him in bearing witness to your truth.

Our text this morning may be found in Acts chapter 9 and verse 51:
‘Who are you, Lord ?’

Today, 25th January 2015, is special for at least two reasons I can think of. The
first is the General Election in Greece which could lead to a change of government
and Greece leaving the Euro-zone.

The second, according to our Church

calendar, is today that we celebrate the Conversion of St Paul. If Greece leaves the
Eurozone, it will cause upset. That Paul converted from Judaism to Christianity
caused, believe it not, an even greater upset and sent shockwaves throughout the
known world which through his writings can still be felt today.

When I was a student and first started teaching, I was a member of St Paul’s
Church, East Ham, for nearly twenty years. It was there I taught in Sunday School
and my vicar at the time, the Revd Bruce Lyons, asked me to train as a Reader. At
St Paul’s, the day we remembered Paul’s conversion was a very special day to us.
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And my question to you this morning is ‘Why should Paul’s conversion, his change
of spiritual direction, be important, have significance, for us today ?’

Before his conversion, Paul – then known as Saul - was a well educated,
cosmopolitan, Greek-speaking Jew from Tarsus, who had come to Jerusalem to
study the Law under a leading teacher of the Torah - Gamaliel.
Pharisee.

He burned with religious zeal.

Saul was a

He considered the new sect of the

followers of the Way, who were later to become known as Christians, to be
heretics, an abomination, because clearly Saul did not think that Jesus was the
Christ, the Messiah, that the Jewish people longed for and expected. Saul went so
far as to look after the outer garments of those young men who stoned Stephen to
death for blasphemy. Saul then went on actively to persecute them himself. It
was for this reason that Saul was on the road to Damascus when something
extraordinary happened to him an encounter with Jesus Christ which turned his
life around !

So what happened ? According to Luke, who must have heard the story from Paul
himself, Saul’s approaching Damascus with a group of like-minded Jews when a
‘light from heaven flashed around him’.

Blinded by the light, Saul falls to the

ground where he heard a voice say to him, ’Saul, Saul why do you persecute me ?’
which begs the question which is our text today: ‘Who are you, Lord ?’

The

answer must have been shocking if not terrifying: ‘I am Jesus whom you are
persecuting. But get up and enter the city and you will be told what you are to
do.’ His companions saw the light but they did not hear the voice. Nor were they
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blinded as he was so they led him by the hand into Damascus where for three
days, completely blind, Saul fasted.

After three days, a Christian healer named Ananias was told by God to go and heal
him. Understandably reluctant, Ananias did as he was bid. On entering the house
where Saul was staying, praying, Ananias 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.’ His sight was restored; he was baptised; he ate
food; and gradually regained his strength.

It was the experience of the light, the voice, being blinded, of having his sight
restored, being baptised, and receiving the Holy Spirit that made him a new man;
made Saul change his name to Paul and the man who set out to snuff out a
heretical Jewish sect became one of its greatest champions and advocates – a
change of direction indeed !

So again let me ask why his conversion important to us today ? I could point you
to the 13 letters Paul wrote to various churches which now form a significant part
of the New Testament and our understanding of our faith as Christians. But sadly,
in one sermon, I neither have the time to do that justice or you the stamina to
listen. Instead let me simply say his conversion is important to us as a model of a
faith informed by experience. As a righteous Jew, I’m guessing Paul’s experience
was intellectual and though he lived his life by a strict interpretation of the rules
of the Torah, I’m not sure how much he actually felt the real presence of God in
his life. But when he met the real thing in the voice of Jesus speaking to him
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directly; when he was in the dark for three days fasting, when his sight was
restored; and when he received the Holy Spirit into his conscious life, Saul became
a new man, with a new direction to his life and a new name, Paul.

So I see that the challenge of the Conversion of St Paul is for us to ask the
question, ‘To what extent our faith is purely intellectual or have we experienced
the real presence of the Holy Spirit in our lives ?’

I have spoken in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, Amen.
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