
Paul Goes to Arabia 

We are looking at the life of the Apostle Paul. We have seen that God placed him in the right 
family and right community to prepare him for the ministry He had for him. We saw how, on his 
way to Damascus to persecute Christians, God stopped him dead in his tracks by demonstrating 
that Jesus was alive. His life was radically changed that day. Paul was initially blind, perhaps to 
remind him of the spiritual blindness that had been his and certainly so he would have time with 
God to confess his sins and hear God tell him he was forgiven. He remained in a home in 
Damascus until Ananias was instructed to touch him and give him back his sight. 

We need to understand something about the Bible to appreciate what came next in Paul’s life. 
Although the Bible contains history it is not primarily a history book per se except to the degree 
that it is a history of God’s activity on behalf of mankind. Although the Bible contains a great 
deal of biographical information about men and women whom God worked in and through, it is 
not a book of biographies. The Holy Spirit worked in the life of various writers to record events 
that tells a story about God and His activity in history. It is always about God and His message to 
us and never about individuals who in the end are only sinners saved by grace. Understanding 
that each writer was called to present a specific message helps us understand why some details 
we might like to know are left out.   

That is relevant to understanding the events in Paul’s life following his baptism. Acts 9:19 picks 
up the story, telling us that Paul spent several days in Damascus telling everyone he could about 
his experience and what he then knew was true about Jesus. Verse 21 tells us that “all who heard 
him were astonished.” It would have been the shock waves that followed the announcement by 
Nixon’s hatchet man, Chuck Colson, that he had become a born again Christian. The attitude of 
many was, “Oh yea, I don’t believe it. Wait a little and see. He’ll revert to his old ways. That’s 
who he is.” Many in Damascus, including both Jews and Christians, felt that way. It is hard to 
accept the truth that God really changes some people.  

Luke’s account of God’s activity through Paul continues in verse 23 where we read, “After many 
days had gone by, there was a conspiracy among the Jews to kill him,” Luke wants us to know 
where all this went as God was building His church through Paul. The little phrase “after many 
days” covers 3 years of Paul’s life. By way of overview, Paul met Jesus on the road to Damascus. 
He was baptized and began preaching in Damascus. He then went to Arabia for 3 years. He 
returned to Damascus and preached some more. The Jews in Damascus devised a plot to kill him 
but Paul learned of their plot and escaped by being let down over the wall in a basket.  

Luke left a gap of three years in his narrative because those years were not important to the story 
he was called of God to present. Those years were important to Paul and the testimony that he 
believed he needed to present to the church in Galatia. Galatians 1:11-2:21 is biographical 
material that Paul shared. Read Galatians 1:13-18.  



By way of introduction to those years we should note that we cannot be certain exactly where 
Paul went. The term “Arabia” was used describes a vast area east and south of Israel. It extended 
all the way to the region of Mt. Sanai where the Law was given. It seems to many to have been a 
strange place to go since the inhabitants of that region were Arabs. The Arabs were, and are, 
descendants of Ishmael and have always been enemies of the Jews (Genesis 21:13). Paul could 
not have been welcomed there. Some early church leaders speculated that Paul chose to go there 
specifically to witness to those who were traditionally his worst enemies but Paul does not tell us 
that. Others have speculated that Paul traveled to Mt. Sanai so he could make sense out of the 
Law that God had given and his new understanding of it, comparing the teachings he had heard 
all his life with that which he knew Jesus taught. That is a reasonable suggestion based on Paul’s 
statement in Galatians 4:25 but again Paul was silent on it. 

What is clear is that Paul, like many of God’s other servants, spent time in solitude as a part of 
their preparation for ministry. Moses spent 40 years in the wilderness before returning to Egypt. 
David spent several years wandering in the wilderness before actually assuming the position God 
had asked Samuel to anoint him for. Elijah spent 3 years at the brook Kerith and then in 
Zarephath before confronting Ahab on Mt. Carmel. Jesus spent 40 days, in the wilderness before 
beginning His ministry. We live in a day where everyone wants to short cut to everything but we 
cannot shortcut your walk with God. It takes time, perhaps lots of time, alone with God in 
whatever your private wilderness might be. 

The implications of Paul’s little description of his commitment in Galatians to persecuting the 
church can too easily be missed in a casual reading of it. Paul said in verse 14, “I was extremely 
zealous for the traditions of my fathers.” Being “zealous” for the Lord is good. But Paul’s 
zealousness, while certainly for the proper reason, was displayed in a wrong way. It seems Paul 
specifically chose the word “zealous” because it had come to imply in his day not only serious 
commitment but the way that commitment would display itself. In the Old Testament a couple of 
individuals who were described as “zealous” were described that way because they killed those 
who were compromising or defaming the commandments of God. Read Numbers 25:7-13. 
Phinehas believed it was his duty before God to kill them because they had not taken seriously 
God’s command not to marry those outside of Judaism. God called him zealous because of his 
commitment to that which was essential. Elijah is described in a similar way in I Kings 19:14 for 
putting to death the prophets of Baal who were making a mockery of God. During the 400 years 
between the Old and New Testaments the idea of destroying that which degraded God, His 
people or His word gained a significant following. When Paul described himself as a zealous 
Pharisee he was identifying with those who felt it right to kill Christians who, by declaring Jesus 
to be the Messiah were, in his mind, defaming God. 

I would not suggest we kill in the name of God, not on this side of the Cross as Paul learned, but 
I wonder if we are truly zealous enough for God’s character, His holiness, and the redemption He 
offers. Too often we hear His name taken in vain and say nothing. Too often we hear people 
make fun of God’s holy standard of living and say nothing, telling myself it is not my place. 
Maybe we all need a little more of Paul’s zealous commitment displayed properly but displayed 
in such a way as to make it clear that the character of God should not be dragged into the gutter 
by misusing His name, joking about Him, or making light of what He says is serious.  



Paul not only spoke of his life before he met Jesus but he also spoke of the changes that took 
place after that encounter. It is interesting to note that as Paul began that testimony using the first 
person singular. He said “I persecuted the church” and “I was advancing in Judaism.” What a 
change is seen in verse 15 where we read “But God.” Paul takes that “but God” all the way back 
to his conception when he wrote that God set him apart “from birth.” God had a plan from the 
very beginning for Paul just as He has a plan for each of us. Paul was not unique in being set 
apart for a purpose. We have all been set apart. 

Paul went on in Galatians to say that during his time in Arabia God clarified with him the 
message he was to share. He wanted to make sure the Galatians understood that his teachings 
were not like those of many religious teachers of his day who made up a theology so they could 
make money off it. Paul wanted the church to know it was truth and could be depended upon. 
Read II Timothy 3:16, 17.   

Paul returned to Damascus. In Acts 9:23-25 Luke tells us that he preached the gospel and as a 
result was targeted for death but he escaped via the basket. See also II Corinthians 11:32-33   

When God sent Ananias to him He told him to tell Paul he would both preach the gospel to the 
Gentiles and suffer many things. His preaching began in Damascus and the first recorded 
persecution took place there. God has not changed since the events of Acts 9 and Galatians 1. We 
too are challenged to be faithful, knowing that God will use us in the ways He planned for us and 
it is a privilege to be able to serve the living God. 


