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THE WAY FORWARD 
ACTS 9:1-6 (7-20) 

 
 Our scripture lesson this morning from Acts 9 is the famous conversion story of St. Paul on the Damascus Road.  The bible is 

filled with conversion stories, of course--tales of men and women who change from doing wrong to doing right.  

 Today's lesson is one of the most celebrated conversion stories in scripture.  It tells the tale of Saul becoming Paul.  It begins 

in an arresting way:  "Meanwhile Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord…"We shouldn't be 

surprised if we remember that just two chapters earlier, the men who stoned Stephen "laid their coats at the feet of a young man 

named Saul."  Chapter eight tells us that not only did Saul approve of Stephen's murder, he began enacting a "severe persecution" 

against the Jerusalem church.  Even as the devout buried Stephen, Acts 8 tells us that "…Saul was ravaging the church by entering 

house after house; dragging off both men and women, he committed them to prison.  "Not content with that mode of persecution, 

Chapter 9 tells us that Saul seeks permission of the authorities to hunt down the followers of the way on the Damascus Road, to bind 

them and send them back to Jerusalem. 

 So it is clear that Saul is a vigilante, a man who sees nothing wrong with taking the law into his own hands.  Because he is 

outraged by the followers of Jesus, he feels it is within his purview to cripple or destroy their community of faith. 

 But suddenly all of that changes.  Like the author of “Amazing Grace,” John Newton had a "great deliverance" during a 

raging storm, Saul finds--without warning--the world transformed.  Luke says as Saul makes his way on the Damascus Road, 

"suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him.  He fell to the ground and heard a voice saying to him, 'Saul, Saul, why do you 

persecute me?'" 

 When the speaker identifies himself as Jesus, Saul and the men around him are stupefied.  They see no one but hear a 

voice.  Jesus instructs Saul to get up, to go into the city and receive instructions.  The lectionary reading for today technically ends 

here--at verse 6.  But commentators have made a good case not to leave us hanging, to tell us what happened to Saul.  And so we 

learn that when Saul stands up, he discovers he is blind.  Saul's friends lead him by the hand into the city, to a house on the street 

called straight.  As one preacher has noted, "he was not taken to Jump Street.  He wasn't taken to Front Street.  The report is he was 

taken to a house on Straight Street so he could think about his ways and get straight with God" (Carlyle Fielding Stewart III, "blind 

man's bluff?").  No doubt Luke the physician had a special interest in what happened to Saul.    "For three days he was without 

sight," writes Dr. Luke, "and neither ate nor drank." 

 Suddenly the man who is always in control has no control.  As one writer puts it, Saul is "stuck…blind…helpless…dependent 

not only on the living Christ but also on the other people to help him take the next step" (Charles Campbell). 

 We soon learn of a faithful disciple in Damascus named Ananias.  God calls to him in a vision and commands Ananias to 

"…get up and go to the street called straight, and at the house of Judas look for a man of Tarsus named Saul."  But Ananias is afraid 

to act on this order--Saul's evil reputation has preceded him. Even as this disciple is reacting with fear, Saul receives a vision of 

Ananias laying hands on him and restoring his sight.  God will have none of Ananias' excuses:  Saul is his chosen instrument to bring 

the gospel before "gentiles and kings and the people of Israel." 

 So Ananias, in this fearful moment, decides to trust god.  He finds Saul and becomes the soul of compassion, even calling 

Saul "brother Saul."  So too Ananias lays hands on this one who has done so much to persecute god's people.  Luke tells us that 

"…immediately something like scales fell from his eyes, and his sight was restored."  Just as remarkable, Saul is baptized.  And in the 

last verse of our passage, we learn that Saul begins to "proclaim Jesus in the synagogues, saying, 'he is the son of god'"…..so Saul has 



had the original "Damascus Road experience," that term we often use when folks have their our own conversions, their our own 

turning to God. 

 I remember some years ago in the adult Sunday school class, we had been speaking about salvation.  Class members talked 

about what happens when someone asks, "Are you saved?"  Heidi Peterson is a Presbyterian pastor in Kansas City, Missouri.  She 

remembers how it was when she was asked that question.  She stood on the porch of a Habitat for Humanity House during a 

rainstorm.  She was standing there with a stranger, a man who was going to help her do some landscaping on the newly completed 

house.  After a bit of small talk, the man went directly to his main concern.  He asked Pastor Heidi if she was saved.  I'll let her pick 

up the story: 

 When I told him that I believed I was, he asked for the date, time and description of my conversion.  It is for moments like 

these that I think about making up my own version of the Saul-on-the-road-to-Damascus story.  But it wouldn't be true.  I was 

baptized as an infant, raised in a faith tradition I was taught to love and respect, and gradually grew into the theological convictions I 

strive to live. 

In the view of this clergywoman, her conversion continues as life impacts her.  But Pastor Heidi's conversion was very 

different from that of her fellow volunteer.  Clearly "the man knew with certainty the moment Jesus called his name and entered his 

heart.  He knew where he was, what he was doing, what he was wearing."  The man was not impressed by the female pastor's 

response to his question.  While she did not doubt what the man had told her about his own religious experience, she was troubled 

by "his easy dismissal" of her own lifelong conversion (Heidi A. Peterson, "Saving Saul").   

   For Saul, the bright light of Christ that suddenly surrounds him takes away his appetite for judgment.  Once he is literally 

knocked off his "high horse," Saul's restored vision directs him forward, not backward.  He sees the Christian movement as so much 

more than a group of solitary people whose lives have been touched by Christ.  The rest of Paul's missionary journeys will have as 

their centerpiece the building up of churches, not simply the converting of individuals (Kate Huey, "The Way Forward," Sermon 

Seeds, UCC.org). 

 As he looked back on his life, Paul remembered his former days that continued to cast a dark shadow.  As an old man, he 

spoke about his sordid past as he visited with his young companion, timothy:  "I was once a blasphemer and a persecutor and a 

violent man."  Paul considered himself to be "the worst of sinners."  It is indeed incredible to understand that "the greatest 

persecutor of the church became its greatest propagator, eventually traveling over 10,000 miles to spread the good news of god's 

love" (Dan Clendenin, "Notes To Myself").  And as we know, Paul The Apostle died a martyr's death. 

 For the pre-conversion Saul, it all began with days of amazing grace.  There is a book called An Elephant's Ballet, which tells 

about another person's struggle.   The book chronicles the life story of a man who is going blind and how lost he feels.  At one point 

in the story, the author writes about his discovery of the way forward: 

 It finally dawned on me that I did not need help with my eyes--I had that.  I did not need more effort to make the loss less 

powerful in my life--I had done that.  What I needed was healing and forgiveness.  I needed grace.  And I needed God. 

 The old religious language to tell of this churning is the only one that will do.  I have known the words from my youth--like 

job, "I heard of thee with my ear, but now I see thee face to face."  I would not be healed by my own effort.  I could only be healed by 

grace.  I had to discover that my life, even in its affliction, was in God's hands, not mine.  I could not save myself.  All that effort was 

an attempt to heal myself.  I could not forgive myself. 

 What a fool I had been.  I had made it a win/lose situation.  I had made myself into something I wasn't.  I was handicapped 

in the spirit, not in the eyes.  I had allowed myself to become an elephant and had indulged myself in thinking the lousy ballet was my 

accomplishment.  It was my curse, because I made it so.  The healing that I sought was at hand all the time.  I had not accepted it, but 

it was there.  O, God, could I trust you?  If I could, the rest was grace (Rev. Donald j. Shelby). 



 Our final hymn is “Amazing Grace.”  John Newton's words ring with truth down through the ages for the Apostle Paul and 

for all the people of God: 

Through many dangers, 

Toils and snares, 

I have already come. 

'Twas grace that brought me safe thus far. 

And grace will lead me home! 

 BELIEVE IT! 
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