
  
 

(Principal notes taken from Interpretation Bible Studies – Acts. Charles C 
Williamson © Geneva Press 2000) 

INTRODUCTION 

The story of Saul’s conversion has become the conversion 
experience by which all conversion experiences seem to be measured. There 
are those in church who will question whether a person who cannot name 
the date and hour that he/she was ‘saved’ is really a Christian. Also, those 
who have not had such a dramatic conversion experience have been made 
to feel, by others, that they are spiritually inadequate. To have had a ‘road 
to Damascus’ experience has become synonymous with a ‘real’ conversion. 

TH SCRIPTURAL NEIGHBOURHOOD 

Quite often when we study the Bible, we don’t take enough time to 
step back and take a proper look at the larger context. This is important, as 
looking at the wider picture enables us to understand more fully what is 
going on in a particular passage.  

In Acts 1, the disciples are commissioned by Jesus to be Christ’s 
witnesses in Judea and Samaria and to the ends of the earth (1:8).  

For the disciples, Judea was home; it was familiar territory; the 
people were their kind of people. It was not too threatening to share the 
good news here. 

Samaritans, from Samaria, were a nearby group of people to whom 
the Judeans would not be close. There was lingering historical bad blood 
between them, so much so that the Jews referred to them as ‘dogs’ and 
other insulting names. Taking the gospel to the Samaritans was not going to 
be easy, as the disciples would be challenged to think about these people in 
a new way. 

The Samaritans shared a common heritage with Jews. Tracing their 
ancestry back, the part of the family that moved to Samaria also adapted the 
religious practices of that region’s inhabitants and had intermarried with 
them. The tension that existed in the NT times may have been more about 
religion than race, but quite possibly this was blurred. 

The most difficult of all, though, would be to take the message of 
Jesus to the ends of the earth – they would encounter ‘foreigners’ who 
would know nothing about their Jewish customs and traditions. 

Throughout Acts we see the disciples going into new and unfamiliar 
places. What is amazing in these stories is how these ‘foreigners’ were 
receptive to the Gospel. They were eager to join ‘the People of the Way’ – 
the name given to the early Christians. 

In many of the biblical stories we often find that there is an ‘insider’ 
and an ’outsider’. The ‘insider’ understands, the ‘outsider’ doesn’t. This was 
the way of early missionary movements – the missionary was the insider and 
‘had it’, whereas the outsiders were seen as heathens and ‘didn’t have it’. 

This is how it can be easy to be duped into thinking this is the way in 
Acts. In today’s passage the insider is Ananias, and the outsider is Saul, the 
persecutor of Christians. 

CONVERSION 

The word ‘conversion’ is one of those loaded church words. If you 
were going to write a story about conversion you might begin with a useless, 
ne’er do well character, whose life was a total shambles. Then, one day 
he/she hears about Jesus and at once becomes a new, totally respectable 
and responsible person. You begin with a no hoper and end up with a whole 
new hope-filled person. 

That, however, is not a story, good though it is, that fits many of our 
lives. It is also not the way the Bible wants us to understand conversion. 
Conversion is not actually about picking up a person and putting them in a 
whole new place. It is about someone’s turning around to see things in a new 
way. The converted person is the same person after the conversion as 
before; it is just that the person is looking at things in a new way. 

Conversion is rarely a once-and-for-all-time event. For most 
Christians, conversion is something that happens many times over a lifetime. 



 Jimmy Carter the former US President described his life, following 
his conversion when he was eleven years old: 

‘Being born again didn’t happen to me when I was eleven. For me, it 
has been an extraordinary thing. Rather than a flash of light or a sudden 
vision of God speaking, it involved a series of steps that have brought me 
steadily closer to Christ. My conversion at eleven was just one of those steps.’ 

Conversion is an ongoing experience of life, whereby the good news 
of the gospel has given us a new perspective with which to look at the world. 

STOPPED IN HIS TRACKS 

Saul was on a mission of defending the Jewish faith. This upstart 
group known as People of the Way was challenging the traditional Jewish 
way of looking at things. Saul saw it as his responsibility to keep the faith 
pure, and to root out false teaching. He was a man of strong faith, and that 
faith led him to seek out and get rid of anything that might threaten the 
historic faith of his ancestors. He was not afraid to make ‘murderous threats’ 
or use violence to accomplish his goals. This is not to say that Saul was an 
evil person – in fact he was a very faithful, religious man; one who had grown 
up going to Sabbath school, and always exhibited a strong faith. 

So, on the way to Damascus to round up any followers that he might 
find there, suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him – he fell to his 
knees and a voice from heaven spoke to him.  

Saul asks, “Who are you, Lord?” 

The voice from heaven replies, “I AM: I am Jesus whom you are 
persecuting.” 

Blinded by the light, for three days, time stands still for Saul as he is 
shocked by the truth that the one whom he had been persecuting, was the 
very one he sought to serve. When, after three days, his eyes were opened 
again, he found himself looking at the world in a whole new way. William 
Barclay observes: He who had intended to enter Damascus like an avenging 
fury was led by the hand, blind and helpless. 

Before his conversion, Saul was a strong willed, energetic, 
committed and zealous believer. Following his conversion he was just the 
same . . . . but with a new way of looking at things. 

THE CONVERSION OF ANANIAS 

Ananias was a good man, a faithful believer, a disciple. He had a 
vision in which the Lord told him to go and find a man named Saul. Ananias 
at first questions God: “Are you sure you want me to do that? Don’t you know 
about Saul? He has done a lot of terrible things to your followers. What good 
could possibly come from my talking to him?” 

We can appreciate where Ananias was coming from – a man like Saul 
can’t change, can he? 

We think like that when we have already made up our minds about 
other people. We say we know them, the way they think, their motives, the 
way they act, we don’t particularly like them and would rather not be in their 
company. In the same way, Ananias had prejudged Saul and was not keen to 
meet him. 

However, Ananias obeyed God and went. When he met Saul, he 
said: “Brother Saul.” Quite a conversion – Ananias has been converted in the 
way he regards Saul: Brother, not enemy! He too has been given a new way 
of looking at things and see his former enemy in a new way. Both Saul and 
Ananias are converted as both see things in a new way. 

A NEW VISION 

Conversion is a gift from God, and God is continually at work, giving 
us a new, more faithful way of looking at the world. We are reminded that 
God acts in a variety of ways:  

 
 

 

 

in dramatic ways that stop you 
in your tracks;  

or in whispers that nudge you 
to have a new vision of people around 
you.  

Conversion is about looking at 
the world with the eyes of the 
kingdom. Frederick Buechner notes: 
True repentance spends less time 
looking at the past and saying, ‘I’m 
sorry,’ than to the future and saying, 
‘Wow.’ 


