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Good morning, thisis the last in our series ‘Encounters with Jesus’ and my privilege to be
looking at Paul. Some of our encounters have been minimal, a line or two of Scripture at
most, though all transformative in their own way. But we end with one of the most
influential figures in Christian history and a plethora of information which could lead to
an entire series on its own, so rather than keep you here for months and mindful of the
series title, this morning we are going to look specifically at Paul’s encounters with Jesus.

We first meet Saul at the stoning of Stephen, the first Christian martyr, and a ‘reality
check’ for the disciples, who had been transformed by the coming of the Holy Spirit on
the day of Pentecost, and the rapid spread of the message of the risen Christ:

‘So the word of God spread. The number of disciples in Jerusalem increased rapidly,
and a large number of priests became obedient to the faith.” (Acts 6:7)

Stephen is described as, ‘a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit’ (Acts 6:5), and ‘a man
full of God’s grace and power (who) performed great wonders and signs among the
people’ (Acts 6:8). How many of us would love to be describedlike that! Yet the Sanhedrin
were so incensed by his testimony, and his challenge to theirreligiosity, coupled with his
vision of Jesus, the Son of Man, standing at the right hand of God, that they covered their
ears, dragged him from the city, and began to stone him. Under Jewish Law, the official
witnesses cast the first stone in an execution, so when the text tells us that the witnesses
laid their cloaks at the feet of a young man named Saul, we know he was right there,
guarding the possessions of the perpetrators. Acts 8:1 tells us:

‘And Saul approved of their Killing him. On that day a great persecution broke out
againstthe churchinJerusalem, and all exceptthe apostleswere scattered throughout
Judea and Samaria. Godly men buried Stephen and mourned deeply for him. But Saul
began to destroy the church. Going from house to house, he dragged off both men and
women and put them in prison.’

It’s not exactly the best CV for someonewenowlook up to as anicon of Christian Teaching
and Preaching, a Church planter and author of at least seven of the 13 epistles that bear
his name (the remaining 6 may have been written by followers using his name, or by a
secretary). Something transformed this man from a feared and fearsome persecutor of
this newreligion that was spreadinglike wildfire, into one of its fiercest proponents — and
that ‘something’was his personal encounter with Jesus. We know the story, it has filtered
into common speech as we describe a ‘road to Damascus’ moment and sometimes that
blunts the reality described in Acts chapter 9. We have Saul, whose name in Hebrew



means ‘asked for’ or ‘prayed for,” possibly named after the first King of Israel. By his own
accounta deeply religious man, educated and erudite, he was a devout Jew from the tribe
of Benjamin, a Hebrew born of Hebrews. He held Roman citizenship by birth, which gave
him specificlegal rights within the Roman Empire. He was born in Tarsus, now a vibrant
city in south-central Turkey. In Saul’s time it was a major city of some 250,000 people,
famous as the capital of the Roman province of Cilicia, which was a top centre for
educationand philosophy and a busy hub for trade, situated near the main mountainpass
into inner Asia Minor. It rivalled Athens and Alexandria as a leading intellectual hub of
the ancient world and was home to famous Stoic philosophers and schools focused on
rhetoric and education.

[ts river port connected goods from the Mediterranean Sea to inland trade routes and it
was particularly known for producing a coarse cloth called cilicium, which was made
from goat hair and used to make tents, which should be an ‘Aha’ moment, because we
know that he later supported his ministry by working as a tent maker; it is possible that
the trade Paul learned was the family business. In Acts 22:3, Paul tells the tribune in
Jerusalem that he grew up in Jerusalem and studied 'at the feet’ of the prominent rabbi
Gamaliel. This suggests that he was educated beyond Torah expertise, to include a deep
understanding of the Prophets and classical literature and philosophy. In Acts 23:6, he
outlines that he was a Pharisee, the son of a Pharisee. On paper this young man had it all,
well bred, well educated, well connected and had it stayed like that, we would never have
heard of him!

So let’s look at what Saul’s ‘Encounter(s) with Jesus did to this privileged young man. In
Acts 9 we have the account of his first experience of the risen Christ; there he was
breathing murderous threats against the Lord’s disciples - he must have heard at least
some of Stephen’s testimony, but rather than cause him to reflect, that had affirmed him
in his mission of persecution. He was completely wedded to his Jewish faith and the
growth of Christianity was a direct threat to that. He was convinced of his own rightness,
and God knew that it would take more than gentle persuasion to show him the error of
his ways.

At that time, Damascus was a trading hub at the intersection of two major international
trading routes. 133 miles north of Jerusalem, it was home to Greeks, Romans, Nabataean
Arabs and a well-established Jewish Community. We know that there were Christians
there because Ananias was sent to minister to Saul on Straight Street, which, as its name
suggests, cut straight through the city from east to west. Such was Saul’s determination
to eradicate the Christians that he went to the high priest in Jerusalem and requested
letters to the synagogues in Damascus, so that if he found any there who belonged to the
Way, male or female, he might take them as prisoners to Jerusalem. This is significant,
because it showed that Saul wasn’t intent on just rounding up ring leaders or
blasphemous teachers, who would have been typically male, but that he wanted to
completely dismantle the entire household and the community fabric of the early Church.
[t suggests that women were already known to be fully integrated participants, disciples
and propagators of ‘The Way’ from its earliest days, importantenough to be hunted down
and legally extradited alongside men. In the ancient Mediterranean world, women were
oftensocially invisible or legally shielded by male heads of households. The intent to drag
women off to prison demonstrates an aggressive, uncompromising fanaticism that



ignored ordinary social convention; Saul was convinced of his own right and determined
to eradicate the upstarts that were an affront to his faith.

Instead, he had a truly life changing encounter with the Living Christ; the light from
heaven, an audible voice and physical blindness. No wonder his encounter with Jesus led
to the immediate acknowledgement that He is Lord. But there was much work to be done
to transform him into the man God intended him to become. Commentators have often
noted the irony that a man intent upon binding and dragging away vulnerable men and
womenwasinstead stopped and bound, in humility aswell as physical blindness. He went
from a position of power and authority to that of dependency on others. He was blind for
three days, symbolising his spiritual darkness, a frightening and humiliating experience
which also parallels the three days between Christ’s crucifixion and resurrection. He had
to receive ministry from one of the very believers he had intended to imprison (and we
must never forget the courage of Ananias in obeying God'’s call.) He was baptised, dying
to his old self, and was reborn as the Apostle Paul.

[thasbeen suggested that whilstSaul was his Hebrew birth name, connected to hisJewish
heritage as a member of the tribe of Benjamin, Paul (Paulus) was his Latin or Greek
cognomen (surname), likely held from birth because his family held Roman citizenship;
having two names was common practice for Jews living in the Greco-Roman world. But
the shift from Saul to Paul represents not just the change in his personal identity; it
demonstrates the shift in focus from ministering to Jews, to the Gentiles whom he was
called to serve.

On a human level, it might seem strange that a man well educated in the Jewish faith
should devote so much time to reaching gentiles whilst the uneducated Peter focused
more upon the Jewish world, but God’s ways are not ours, and Paul’s role in spreading
the Gospel is undeniable. It is worth noting too that, whilst Abraham and Peter both
received direct mandates to change their names, there is no record of Paul being told to
change his name. [t seems he used his Hebrew name, Saul, when ministering to Jewish
communities, but the Roman Paul (meaning ‘small’) as he travelled and preached to the
Gentiles.

We tend to condense experiences when we think about them - Saul had this incredible
encounter with Jesus, was transformed and sprang into action as Paul. Except that’s not
what happened; Acts 9 tells us that he ‘spent several days with the disciples in Damascus’.
At once he began to preach in the synagogues that Jesus is the Son of God. All who heard
him were astonished and asked, ‘Isn’t he the man who caused havoc in Jerusalem among
those who call on this name? And hasn’t he come here to take them as prisoners to the
chief priests? Yet Saul grew more and more powerful, and baffled the Jews living in
Damascus by proving that Jesus is the Messiah.” (vv19-22) But we then have a dramatic
escape from the city wall in a basket, and time spent in the Arabian desert studying,
praying and in contemplation for at least three, but up to 14, years - some think it was
17. This wasn’t a quick turn-around. He put the work in to prepare himself for his new
ministry, although he may also have been preaching during this time. If we take the lower
three year period, thinkofa degree with preaching as ‘work experience.’ He also returned
to Damascus,where he metfurther persecutionbefore heading to Jerusalem to meet with
the Apostles for the first time.



Most scholars think he was born around 1 - 5 AD, which would make him late twenties to
early thirties when Jesus died. The road to Damascus conversion was possibly a year
later, although some claim up to three years later, then we have the period of three to
fourteen years in the Arabian desert, so we are not really thinking of a young man any
more, more a mature student. He was possibly around 60 when he died, which was quite
old by first century standards, but when we look at the well documented missionary
journeys, the Church planting, the letters he wrote, and the time spent in prison, he
certainly packed a lot into the second half of his life.

We mustn'’t fall into the trap of thinking that Paul had just one ‘encounter with Jesus’; I
hope we all know that our relationship with God is an ongoing and developing process -
we encounter Jesus on a daily basis, as we seek to be transformed into His image and
experience Him in the highs and lows of our walk with Him. In 2 Corinthians, which is
believed to have been written around AD56, a little over 20 years after Jesus died and
written when Paul would have been in his late 40s or early 50s, Paul describes a deeply
personal experience, which was our second reading. Was this a further ‘encounter with
Jesus? He doesn’t elaborate, but it certainly impacted his Christian ministry and left him
physically changed, just as Jacob was left with a limp after ‘wrestling with the Lord’ many
years before. The description of his experience in the third person is seen as a mark of
humility and the contextis that false teachers were bragging about their own visions and
credentials: Paul uses his experience to defend his apostolicauthority, but he does it with
reluctance and modesty, far removed from the arrogance of the Saul who approved of
Stephen’s murder. His focus now is on God’s grace, not on his own experience. This
increasinghumilityis a hallmark of Paul’s growthas a Christian, followinghis ‘Encounters
with Jesus.” If we look at Paul’s letters in chronological order, noting how he describes
himself in each, we see a progression in humility.

in 1 Corinthians, written around 55AD, Paul describeshimselfas ‘the least of the apostles’
and not even worthy to be called an apostle. In Ephesians (written around AD60-62), he
writes that grace was given to him, who is ‘less than the least of all the saints’. By AD 62-
64, in the first letter to Timothy (with the caveat that it may have been written by a
follower after Paul’s death, but drawing heavily on his material), Paul declares that,
‘Christ came to save sinners, of whom I am chief.” The point here is that as Paul draws closer
to God through his walk with Him and his encounters with Jesus, God’s holiness reveals to Paul
more of his own inner flaws. Rather like Isaiah’s glorious vision in chapter 6:3, ‘Woe to me!* 'l am
ruined! ForI am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes have
seen the King, the Lord Almighty.”. But Paul understood that the more he saw the reality of his
status in comparison with the holiness of God, the greater his appreciation of God’s grace and
forgiveness.

In the same way, Paul shifted from seeing the trials and persecutions, the physical pain
and imprisonment that he endured, from being a way to share directly in the suffering of
Jesus, toacknowledging God’s power in his ownweakness.He stopped lamentingbecause
God revealed that His grace was sufficient.Finally, he realised that his endurance wasnot
just for his own survival, but that surviving trials allowed him to comfort and encourage
other believers going through physical pain. This still encourages Christians today, as we
read and meditate upon the Scriptures. The trials that initially seemed mere obstacles
were notjust random ‘bad luck’, theybecame part of a meaningful partnershipwith Christ
and a display of Divine power. How many of us truly want to ‘encounter Jesus’ through



hard times? But think of Romans 8:35: ‘Who shall separate us from the love of Christ?
Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword?’

It is often in the hard times that we are most acutely aware of our need for Christ. God
told Paul in 2 Corinthians 12:9, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made
perfectin weakness’. And Paul echoesthatin Philippians 4:13, ‘I can do all things through
Him who gives me strength’.

What is more, Paul learned to praise in difficult situations by focusing his mind on God’s
eternal character, rather than his temporary physical pain. This again became a vehicle
for an encounter withJesus. He trained himselfto look at unseen, eternal realities, instead
of visible, painful troubles. He learned the secret of being content, whether he was well-
fed or hungry, living in abundance or hardship. He came to understand that God’s grace
was sufficient for him and that God’s power shines best in human weakness. Surviving
physical beatings, shipwrecks, and being in constant danger, taught him to trust God’s
protection through every trial. And in places like the Philippian jail, Paul and Silas sang
hymns of praise at midnight, not because they felt happy, but as a deliberate choice to
worship.

The irony of all this is that Saul, on the road to Damascus, was not looking for an
encounter with Jesus. Nor is there any record that the Christians he sought to persecute
were praying for him; those in Damascus were amazed when he started preachingin the
synagogues after that dramatic, life changing encounter. But Jesus was looking for an
encounter with Saul. Saul, confident, brash, educated, became Paul, humbled, serving, the
‘least of the apostles,’ readily accepting the persecution he once sought to perpetrate for
the sake ofthe Gospel. Renouncing, by his actions, all the privileges of his upbringing and
heredity. Unafraid of all things that might separate him from the Gospel, the hardships,
the physical pain, the persecution.

So what of us? We don’t all have ‘road to Damascus’ testimonies, but hope that we have
all encountered the Living Christ (if not, please speak to any one of us aboutit). How have
our encounters changed us? Are we necessarily at that place where we can say with Paul,
in Philippians 1:21, ‘For me to live is Christ, to die is gain’ (or as it says in the Good News
translation, ‘For what is life? To me it is Christ! Death then will bring more’).

Paul didn’t expect everyone to share the same conversion experience that he had and he
was modest about his encounters with Jesus. He had the unenviable job of planting and
discipling new Churches where heresies, differences of opinion, personality and culture
clashes all began to emerge, because they characterise our fallen human condition. But
the wisdom and maturity he gained from his walk with the Lord still serves as a blueprint
for us today. Can we look back at our lives and see how we have changed and matured as
we continue to encounter Jesus? Do we say with Paul, in Galatians 2:20, ‘I have been
crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life | now live in the
body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me ...".

Paul suffered shipwreck, pain, imprisonment, the hardship of life on the road. He learned
the hard way that God’s grace was sufficient for him. How does that translate into our
own experience? Are we truly ready to suffer for the Lord? Or do we like the idea in



theory, but fall apart when hard times come? Are we able to distinguish between hard
times that are just part and parcel of living in a fallen world, or even of our own making,
and those that are genuine persecution for our faith? Do we have the discernment to
wrestle with the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the
heavenly realms, as outlined in Ephesians 67 As the old Palm Tree poster stated, ‘If you
were arrested for being a Christian, would there be enough evidence to convict you?’.

Because the Gospel is serious business. It has to be, because of all that Jesus did for us. If
we trivialise it, we make light of all that Jesus had to go through to reconcile us to God.
Every one of the Encounters with Jesus we have examined in this series resulted in
change, mostly, but not all, for the best. Judas was lost, the rich young ruler went away
sad (unless you accept that he was John Mark.) The High Priests and Establishment
rejected Jesus, often with fury. So many who followed religiously the rules of their faith,
navigating their way through life in a way deemed pure, failed to understand that the
Messiah walked amongst them and confronted them, because he wanted them, wants us,
to walk in His freedom.

We live in volatile times. We have had a relatively easy time (possibly for too long,) but
that is changing, as our nation rejects its Christian roots and flirts with the Spirit of the
Age. God wants to use us with all our frailties, all our foibles, because His strength really
is in our weakness. But this really does mean encountering Jesus on a regular basis,
spending time with Him, immersing ourselves in the word, and being transformed into
his likeness. It won't always be easy because it will challenge our comfort zones, take us
away from things that might come between us and Christ and sometimes disrupt our
relationships, as we stand for values that are not of the world. But when we stand before
the Holiness of God, experience His power, His might, His majesty, and know that we are
unworthy, but He thatloves us - then we see the Son at His right hand, and gaze upon the
nail scarred hands and feet, and we realise the magnitude of thatlove, and everythingelse
just melts away. That is what our Encounters with Jesus are about:

For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever
believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.



