
Conversion of Saul 

Most Christians know the story of Saul/Paul’s conversion on the Road to Damascus. Acts 9 tells 
the historical events surrounding that conversion. In Acts 22:1-11 and again in Acts 26:9-18 Paul 
shared by way of personal testimony the details of that experience. Paul’s first account was 
shared with a crowd that had determined to stone him to death until stopped by Roman soldiers. 
Paul’s second recital of those events was before King Agrippa when Paul after having been 
arrested by the Sanhedrin for the very thing he had earlier condemned others for, declaring that 
Jesus was the Christ or promised one who the prophets spoke about. 

Read Acts 26:13-14  

Of particular intereste is the phrase “It is hard for you to kick against the goads.” No response 
was given by Saul but then none was really needed. Paul knew what Jesus was talking about. 

A goad was a stick used by the famer to move his animals in the direction he wanted them to go. 
The stick had a sharp point to it that did not harm the animal unless the animal rebelled and tried 
to go its own way. If the animal kicked at the stick it hurt and so it quick kicking and went where 
the farmer wanted it to go. Unfortunately, as men we are not always as smart as animals and 
when God seeks to move us in a direction He knows is best for us we kick and kick again. God 
was saying, “How long are you going to hurt yourself by ignoring where I have been trying to 
lead you? How long will it take you to realize that not doing what I ask of you only hurts you?”  

God had been working in Paul’s life all along, trying to get Paul to yield to Him. The word Paul 
used is plural implying that he had experienced God’s goad on more than one occasion. We know 
that when we were still sinners God died for us and called us to be His children. God always 
initiates His loving plan for us. That truth is important to remember. We have free wills, as did 
Saul so we can refuse to move as God wants but the reality is that we are then the ones who are 
hurt. I am also sure that God goads us not only so we will make a commitment to Him but so we 
will continue to follow Him as He wants. God is loving enough of us that He wants us to live as 
He would have us live so when necessary He still puts goads in our path to get us to respond to 
Him properly. We need to learn to hear Him speak or be aware of His goads. 

Have you ever wondered what those goads were that Paul ignored? Paul does not detail them but 
we can intelligently make some assumptions about them. I am sure at least one goad was Paul’s 
study of the Old Testament as part of both his synagogue and higher education. God’s Word is 
not to be read or studied in a vacuum. When we open His Word God speaks to us. I wonder, for 
example, how often Paul open the Scriptures to Isaiah 53 and read about the suffering Servant 
and heard God’s still small voice tell him that was what Jesus did on the Cross for him but he 
ignored the obvious message. Reading God’s Word is designed to allow God to speak to us. Our 
response should be to listen and obey.  



The first mention of Paul in Scripture is in Acts 7:58 and 8:1 where we read that as the mob 
stoned Stephen to death “the witnesses laid their coats at the feet of a young man named Saul. 
And Saul approved of their killing him.” Read the background in Acts 7:59-60. Years later, as 
Paul himself was on trial for his life, he spoke of that incident as recorded in Acts 22:20. He 
never forgot it. It was one of the goads that God used to try and get his attention. Studies have 
been done on the way Stephen faced martyrdom. His focus was fixed on Jesus and as he endured 
the stones pummeling his body there was no outburst of anger, no curses against the accusers. In 
the months that followed Stephen’s death Paul was responsible for the persecution of many 
Christians. Some were apparently put to death as Stephen was but the majority suffered the 39 
whips that was standard punishment allowed by the Romans. I am sure some recanted of their 
faith but I am also sure the majority faced it just the way Stephen did. Each faithful witness was 
a testimony to God’s grace and each one was, I am sure, another goad that spoke to Paul but a 
goad that he ignored. Society can ignore the words we preach but they cannot ignore the way we 
live our Christian life.  

One interesting thing about the death of Stephen and its impact on Paul is that Stephen never 
knew how his testimony impacted Paul or what the one who approved of his stoning would go 
on to do for the church. We live in a result orientated society. School teachers have to write into 
their lesson plans the expected outcomes. Workers are often given goals that must be met if they 
are going to continue to work for a company. To exceed expected outcomes is praised. To fall 
short is condemned. Stephen was simply being faithful and never saw the results of his death but 
God used him as goad in the life of Paul. Too often we fall into the trap of outcomes when we 
share Jesus. We want to know that our witness bears fruit. Stephen’s goal was to glorify God by 
being faithful even in death. If or how God used it was not important, faithfulness was. A part of 
that commitment is to realize that results do not always come immediately. It was a couple of 
years between Stephen’s testimony and Paul’s experience on that road. We want instant results. 
God works a plan that may take time. And it was not the testimony of Stephen alone that 
changed Paul. It took not only time but additional goads. All worked together to prepare Paul for 
his life-changing encounter. Our witness, be a word spoken at the right time or an act of love 
displayed at a time of need may simply be one piece of a multi-piece puzzle but without our 
piece the picture is never complete. We should always be conscious of faithfulness and leave the 
outcome to God. Often we have shared Jesus with no apparent result but our faithfulness may be 
another goad God uses in the life of someone to bring him to Himself?  

Returning to Paul’s experience on the road to Damascus. A trip from Jerusalem to Damascus was 
not an afternoon stroll. It took anywhere from 5 days to a week to make the trip. After probably 4 
or 5 days when Paul had very little to do but think, God acted. I wonder what was going through 
Paul’s mind those days. Was he thinking about how the followers of Jesus faced the persecution 
he inflicted on them.  Was he thinking about where he would go next to persecute other 
Christians? Probably a little of both. The witness of God, what Jesus called His goads, was 
certainly on his mind. Then suddenly Jesus appeared to him. Think about the way Jesus 



approached him.  Jesus was so gracious to even give him a chance. Paul had been persecuting 
God’s church and deserved to be crushed. I am sure many of the followers of Jesus thought that 
God should avenge their suffering. Instead Jesus simply approached him in such a way as to 
make it clear that, just as His church had been proclaiming, He was alive. 

Paul never forgot how gracious God was to him that day. Years later Paul wrote to a young man 
who had found Jesus under his ministry and traveled with him on his missionary journeys. Read 
I Timothy 1:13-16 and I Corinthians 15:9, 10. 

Think back to the time you put your trust in Jesus as our Savior. None of us accepted the 
message of redemption the first time we heard it unless you accepted Jesus as a child. We all 
resisted for a time. God did not give up on us any more than He gave up on Paul. None of us had 
a career persecuting the church as Paul did but none of us were worthy of His love or the goads 
He sent our way to draw us unto Himself.  He keeps on working in our lives until we respond. 

This year make a commitment to listen to God as He speaks to you and to live in such a way as 
to enable God to use you as His goad in the life of others. 


