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Saul of Tarsus relaxed in the cramped comfort of the room he called his own when in Je

rusalem. He had lodged there for much of the time he had been a student under 

Gameliel - and since, and that was for a considerable period. He had been accepted by 

his landlord, only when he had produced a letter of recommendation from the revered 

teacher. He could understand the reticence shown to an unknown student looking for a 

room, some of them were inclined to hold wild parties - even if they were supposed to 

be studiously applying themselves to the Law and the Prophets.

These were not the thoughts he entertained on that particular evening. His private war a

gainst the followers of the new sect was going well, and he had equally dedicated allies 

from those who frequented the Synagogue of the Freedmen. It was a peculiar title, a 

little investigation had shown that it had originated from a time when a number of Jews, 

who had been slaves, had won their freedom and had elected to meet in their own 

company. Jerusalem was notorious for cliques, and Saul had no doubt that they would 

have been despised in some quarters because of their lowly origin.

In the course of time, many others had joined them, mainly from the provinces - and for m

uch the same reason. The high and mighty residents of Jerusalem tended to class 

anyone else as being of inferior rank. It wasn’t something Saul resented, he accepted it 

as a fact of life. What he did resent was the followers of the dangerous new cult, which 

threatened to overthrow the well ordered system of the Law which had been handed 

down from the time of Moses and had been supplemented by the revelations of the 

prophets given by God.

There was no doubt in his mind that Jesus of Nazareth wasn’t one of them. The blasphe

mous declaration that he was the Messiah of Almighty God, was enough to make his blo



od boil - and now, his followers were being persuaded to believe that this Jesus - who 

had been crucified - had risen from the tomb; had walked the land for some weeks, and 

had then been taken up into heaven in a similar fashion to Elijah. It was small wonder 

that Saul had been moved to exert every effort to stamp out this pernicious teaching.

He had no official standing, and this presented a difficulty, although the Temple 

authorities were quite prepared to take any roughly treated prisoners he and his 

followers secured, and then give them a hearing before flogging them and releasing 

them back into the population.

The man Stephen had been an extreme case, Saul moved a little restlessly when he 

thought about it. There was no doubt that the man had committed the foulest 

blasphemy in the presence of the High Priest himself and before the Council. He 

deserved to die, and his end had been a swift example of the rough justice such people 

could expect - but it had been justice!

It was becoming harder to pin down the followers, many had scattered and he felt a 

degree of satisfaction that he was responsible. Those remaining now moved much 

more discretely. He knew where the leaders were, but he had avoided moving against 

them. They were well protected, and they were secure enough in the house of a 

Roman citizen - a Jew like himself, who also had the advantage of being a citizen of 

the empire. To move against such a household would invite trouble from the Cohort - no

matter how justified he might be to do so - and regardless also, of how much he longed 

to do it!

He put down a letter which had been delivered during his absence, it was from one of  th

e brotherhood of the synagogue, who had travelled to Damascus. It seemed that the sec

t was gaining ground rapidly, and that its doctrines were being openly expounded in any

public place where a crowd could be gathered. They were even being given a hearing 

in the synagogues! It was a development which had to be checked!

On the following morning he set out to visit his old master, Gamaliel. The old man



received him warmly.

“Saul, my son! I had thought you’d forgotten me!”

“Never, father Gamaliel! I’ve been a little preoccupied.”

The old man’s eyes were quick and shrewd.

“So I’ve heard - your reputation is spreading, Saul. You’re filling the Temple cells on a re

gular basis!”

He laughed softly.

“The court is over-worked - we will have the officials complaining!”

“If I am in error, father Gamaliel!?”

Gamaliel waved the suggestion aside.

“How can you be in error because of your zeal, Saul? You do well in bringing forward 

the followers of this new teaching. It must be tested and tried. If it is of man it will 

flounder, if it is of God, he will show it clearly.”

Saul hesitated.

“What is your opinion, father Gamaliel - is it of man, as I believe - or - or is it from God - a

s they believe?”

The old man held his gaze.

“God will show us both, Saul - my opinion or yours counts for nothing.”

Saul moved restlessly to the window. Gamaliel watched him, he had always been so, da

rting here and there, never settled, hard to hold down. He was small, even for a Jew - his

 mind was like a sword, sharp and deadly when it came to a battle of wits. He was by no 

means a handsome young man, his eyes bulged and his chin receded - as did his hair, 

even at that young age. He didn’t favour a beard - and perhaps he would have had 

difficulty trying to grow one. His ears were large too - all in all, not a handsome fellow, 

but he had an attracting quality which made him hard to resist. Gamaliel had always 

considered he would go far - if he mastered his restlessness and dedicated his efforts to

achieving. The old man asked.



“In what way can I help you, my son?”

Saul turned abruptly and focused his large eyes on him.

“Father Gamaliel, I need official recognition! I’m frustrated by having no actual authority.

I’m working out of a sense of outrage and duty, but I’m bluffing my way, knowing that I

could be challenged at any turn. If the knowledge that I was challenged and could find 

no answer, was to spread - I would soon be rendered impotent.”

The old man responded slowly.

“I can give you no authority, Saul - but perhaps I could use my influence - such as it is - o

n the Council, to secure you official recognition. Much would depend of the political 

situation facing Caiaphas. His position in Jerusalem is not so sound as you might think.”

Saul nodded eagerly.

“I understand! Yesterday, I received a letter from Damascus - the sect is spreading 

rapidly. I had in mind to go there and clean out the nest of vipers! If the Lord Caiaphas 

would consent to authorise my actions there, I could take my supporters and be in 

Damascus in two days.”

Gamaliel chuckled.

“Make it three, my young firebrand - make it three!”

Saul waited fretfully for three days, during which time he pursued the elusive followers 

of the Nazarene with varying success. On the evening of the third day, having parted 

company with his jubilant followers, he made his way to his lodgings, to be met there 

by his landlord, who looked to be in a state of some excitement. He eyed his tenant 

solemnly.

“A high official of the Temple has called to speak with you, but I had to tell him you were

out.”

There was a strong note of disapproval. Saul nodded.

“I’m sure he’ll understand when he knows what I’ve been doing!”

“Of course, master Saul - of course!”



The man was almost deferential. It wasn’t something Saul the student had come to expe

ct, but then, on reflection, he had grown away from being Saul the student and had 

become Saul the pursuer of blasphemers! The man went on.

“He left this letter for you.”

Saul took the scroll and unrolled it slowly - it was an invitation for Saul of Tarsus, former

student of the esteemed Gamaliel, to visit Caiaphas the High Priest.

It was already well after sunset, there could be no visit on that day. The landlord was bla

tantly curious, but Saul didn’t satisfy him. He mounted the stair to the small room. It was 

crowded with scrolls of the Law and other writings he had accumulated during his 

student years. A table, a chair, a bed, and a small chest containing a change of 

clothing, were the sum total of his possessions. He lit a small lamp with hands which 

were no longer steady. He was conscious of his heart racing. He was to be 

acknowledged by none other than Caiaphas himself! He sensed his life was about to 

change drastically.

His sleep was disturbed and he rose early - far too early to pay a visit to the palace of 

the High Priest. He ate no breakfast, but that was no hardship, he fasted often, 

sometimes for days on end. As a result, his health wasn’t robust, but he had a nervous 

vitality which sustained him. Some said he lived on an energy which didn’t come from 

food. He schooled himself to become calm, spending most of the intervening hours in 

prayer, before making his way to the Temple, and there presenting himself to the 

guards at the gate of the bridge to the palace. He was met by a man he knew vaguely 

and realised soon enough it was a contemporary from his student days, but one who 

had kept himself aloof, being a member of one of the elite houses from which the 

Temple drew their officials. The man was almost affable - but only almost.

Caiaphas received him privately. As always, he was dressed to impress. He eyed the 

small, vital man standing before him and wondered where he summoned the energy to 

do what he was reported as doing. Caiaphas had made enquiries and there was no 



doubt of the man’s credentials - quite apart from the fact that no one less than Gamaliel 

had recommended him. 

Caiaphas beamed at him benevolently. It was almost unnerving.

“Brother Saul - so good of you to attend me!”

“My Lord High Priest honours me by his invitation.”

The man answered well! His accent was atrocious, of course - but what could one expec

t from Cilicia?

“Our brother Gamaliel commends you highly, Saul. He suggests I should use your undou

bted energy to suppress the blasphemy in Damascus. I have followed your activities her

e in Jerusalem with great interest. You are to be congratulated in your results.”

Saul stammered.

“Your highness is most kind.”

“Credit where credit is due, Saul - Do as well in Damascus - I have every confidence 

that you will. Tell me, what is your intention?”

Saul gathered his wits.

“To travel there as quickly as possible, and there to enlist the support of the presidents 

of the synagogues, using your letters of authority - and then tracking down these 

blasphemers and putting an end to their activity before their poison has a chance to spre

ad!”

Caiaphas nodded slowly.

“If only we had more young men like you - willing to set their own comfort aside in the se

rvice of our God. You are to be commended, our prayers and our blessings shall 

accompany you. Your letters are prepared, may God speed your way and secure your 

victory!”

Saul made his exit in a kind of ecstatic daze. He was handed his letters of authority, 

which gave him full powers to pursue the followers of the Galilean prophet, Jesus of 

Nazareth, and to put an end to their pernicious doctrines. The letters were addressed 



to the presidents of Damascus’ synagogues and bore the signature and seal of 

Caiaphas the High Priest. Saul left the Temple in a state of euphoria, which hadn’t 

diminished by the time he reached his lodgings. He packed a small bundle, expecting 

only to be away for a short time. He left his rent with his landlord, who received it with 

much bowing and scraping. The word had circulated - the small, strange-looking 

student had been given a commission by no less a person that the High Priest himself. 

He was now a man to be respected - and feared!

He rounded up as many as he could find of his closest followers, knowing that they 

would form the nucleus of the force he would need in Damascus. He had no doubt that 

he would find many others there who were as single-minded as himself and his friends. 

They rode out of Jerusalem’s northern gate and took the road which would bring them 

in the quickest time to Damascus.

They took the ancient high road of the kings which led to Shechem, before turning 

down to the southern-most point of Galilee’s Sea, and thence across the Decapolis to 

their destination.

The way took them through Samaria,  and it soon became apparent that the new 

doctrine was taking a swift hold. It was a challenge Saul couldn’t ignore. In one place, 

he halted his small convoy and listened to a man who was standing in the market place 

before the synagogue, haranguing the crowd with all manner of half-truths. Saul 

listened carefully, the man was clever, he used scriptures well - even though he looked 

uneducated - but even though he quoted the scriptures, he then grafted on 

supplements about the so-called prophet from Galilee, who he would have them believe

 had been killed upon the Roman cross, but who had then risen from his tomb and had 

walked the land thereafter until he had been taken up into heaven. At that point Saul 

had heard enough. He kneed his horse forward through the crowd, who yielded to his 

entry. He was followed by the half dozen men who accompanied him.

Saul glared down at the now silent and watchful preacher.



“I command you to stop your blasphemy in the name of the Living God!”

The man didn’t seem over-awed.

“Who commands me to stop telling the truth in the name of my God?”

Saul’s fury rose a little.

“I am Saul - you know me well enough - I’ve purged your kind out of Jerusalem, and 

now you come running here to corrupt these simple people. I order you to stop your 

tongue, or I’ll have you arrested and brought before the authorities.”

The man answered loudly.

“In the matter of authority - who gives you the authority to order me to do anything?”

Saul glared at him ferociously.

“I carry the authority of Caiaphas, the High Priest!”

There was a hoot of derisive laughter from the hitherto silent crowd. Someone called out

 

“Caiaphas’ authority means nothing here - neither does the Temple in Jerusalem! We’re

Samaritans - we worship on Mount Gerizim!”

Saul thundered.

“The word of Caiaphas, the High Priest is as binding on you, as it is on those in Jerusale

m?”

The hoots of derision grew louder. Saul urged his horse towards the man, as he did so, 

the mood of the crowd changed, there was a howl of outrage and it looked as if he and 

his group would be swamped. There was the sound of a trumpet, and the crowd 

wavered, falling back reluctantly. A small patrol of mounted Roman troopers kneed 

their horses through the crowd. Their officer eyed Saul and his followers with open 

disdain.

“Explain yourself! The town was quiet until you started a disturbance!”

Saul began a rambling explanation which was swiftly cut short.

“I’m not interested in your religious differences - I’m interested in maintaining the peace 



- give me one good reason why I shouldn’t throw you in the cells for the night and bring 

you up before the magistrate!”

Saul glared back at the arrogant young Decarion.

“If you decide to do so, it might not go so well - I’m a Roman citizen!”

The Decarion nodded slowly.

“Very well, Saul - the Roman citizen - I would advise you to go on your way and leave 

the town in peace. In fact, because you are a Roman citizen, I’ll escort you on your way 

to ensure that you don’t get into any trouble - we can’t have a Roman citizen in danger -

 I’m sure the Prefect in Samaria would be most upset if that was to happen - not to 

mention the Procurator in Jerusalem.”

The sarcasm in the young officer’s voice was unmistakable. Saul’s anger hadn’t receded

He was conscious of the amused, but now silent derision from the crowd. His original 

target, the preacher, stood quietly and somehow aloof from all that was taking place. 

Saul was severely tempted to defy the Decarion’s direction and carry the argument to 

the ultimate before the magistrate, but wiser thoughts prevailed. He couldn’t afford to be

delayed in reaching Damascus, but he promised himself he would return, and the next 

time, nothing would prevent him from cleaning out this nest of vipers!

He inclined his head in acceptance, and suffered the humiliation of being escorted from 

the town. It was done in silence, for the space of some five miles, before the officer 

turned.

“It would be a grave mistake to think of returning. I wouldn’t be amused!”

He wheeled his horse and led his troop back towards the town. Saul glowered after him,

 his companions as silent as himself.

On the following day they reached the southern tip of Galilee’s Sea and crossed the 

Jordan to the eastern shore, which they followed for a short while before the road 

turned into the ridge of hills which separated it from the desert. On the crest, he looked 



back down at the blue jewel, with its string of small fishing villages adorning the far 

shore. It was a beautiful place, and from what he had been able to find out, the new 

sect had originated in one of those inconspicuous towns. Now, the insidious doctrine 

was spreading like a fungus across the souls of the people of Israel. The thought urged 

him forward, he accelerated the pace. Damascus beckoned, and he was eager to 

make a start to cleanse out the city.

Gamaliel proved to be correct when he had predicted it would take three days rather 

than two to reach the city. It was already late afternoon, on the third day, which had 

been hot, with a wind blowing in from the desert, and Saul and his companions were 

more than eager to end the dusty journey. There was a distant rumble of thunder, but it 

didn’t seem very close, but it was all the more reason to pick up the pace and reach 

Damascus before a storm broke.

Quite abruptly, a great shaft of light struck Saul. He was conscious of the startled cries 

of his companions, but everything was happening in slow motion. His horse reared with 

fright, and he was thrown from the saddle to land in the dust of the road. The light 

didn’t diminish at first, scorching into his eyes, before quite suddenly, he was in total 

darkness. He found it hard to collect his wits, his companions were still shouting in 

alarm, but above their cries was another sound - he supposed at first it was the thunder 

which had accompanied the lightning strike which he assumed had thrown him down. 

The thought came that he was lucky to be alive.

A very quiet voice sounded close to his ear - he could see nothing, although he turned 

in the direction from which it was coming. It said to him:

“Saul - Saul! Why are you persecuting me?”

Saul licked his dry lips, he was shaking with reaction. He managed to answer.

“Tell me, Lord - who are you?”

The quiet voice continued.

“I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting. Now - get up! Go to the city, and you will be 



told what you are to do.”

Saul’s companions were around him but they were silent. Saul cried out.

“Are you there!?”

Reuben, a fellow-countryman, answered with a shaking voice.

“We’re here, Saul.”

Saul cried out again.

“Did you hear!?”

“We heard.”

Saul scrambled to his feet and tried to open his eyes. The muscles functioned and the 

lids opened, but he was in total darkness. He whispered.

“I’m blind - I can see nothing!”

Hands guided him. He was lifted on to his horse, which was still trembling from the expe

rience. His companions remounted and led him into the city. It was already arranged 

that they would lodge at a particular house, and it was to this that they took him. There 

was a general concern from the host and from those who had accompanied him from 

Jerusalem that he still couldn’t see. Reuben urged him:

“You must eat - we’ll find a physician.”

“I want nothing - you will do nothing! I’ll fast - and I will pray!”

In another part of the city lived one of those who had readily accepted the teaching of 

the traveling disciples who had been sent out of Jerusalem soon after the Day of 

Pentecost. The word had spread rapidly in the city, gaining many converts. Ananias 

was a sincere and devout man, but he was quite content to be a follower and a 

supporter. The thought had never crossed his mind that he should take his place with 

those who wandered the city and the countryside around it, proclaiming the doctrine of 

Jesus.

It was already the third day after the arrival of Saul, and the word had circulated that he

was in the city with a half dozen of his supporters. The community of believers had 



grown apprehensive, and it was soon known that Saul carried letters of authority from 

Caiaphas, to arrest anyone found spreading the doctrine of the Master, after which 

they were to be taken to Jerusalem for arraignment before the High Priest and the 

Council. On that particular evening, Ananias was bowed in earnest prayer for the 

deliverance of those who were his brothers and sisters, from the hands of the 

persecutor. As yet,  Saul had done nothing, but as each day passed, the nervousness 

grew - it wouldn’t be long before the feared opponent of the Master made his move.

Ananias’ prayer was wrung from out of his soul, and then - in the middle of it - he was su

ddenly silenced by a vision he couldn’t afterwards describe, but from out of that vision

came a voice, and he knew it was the voice of the Lord.

“Ananias!”

He answered shakily.

“Here I am, Lord.”

“You will go at once to Straight Street, and to the house of Judas, and ask for a man 

from Tarsus named Saul. You will find him praying. He has had a vision of a man 

named Ananias coming in and laying his hands upon to restore his sight!”

Ananias moistened his lips. He quavered.

“Lord, I’ve often heard about this man and all the harm he’s done to your people in Jerus

alem. I’ve heard he’s here with authority from the chief priests to arrest all those who cal

l upon your name!”

The voice continued insistently.

“You must go, Ananias! This man is my chosen instrument to bring my name before the 

nations and their kings - and before the people of Israel. I will show him myself all that 

he must go through for my name’s sake!”

The vision faded and Ananias rose from his trembling knees. He was very frightened - fir

stly because he had been singled out for the task, and secondly,  because of the 

reputation of the man he was about to visit.



He avoided the questions of his wife and family, and threw his cloak over his shoulders, 

before walking to the street called Straight. It ran directly from one of the gates of the 

city and was lined with the houses of artisans and merchants. He had to enquire before 

he was directed to the house of Judas, who met him at the door. Ananias tried to make 

his voice steady.

“I’ve been told to come here to ask about a man named Saul, who is from Tarsus.”

He was allowed to enter, the assumption being that a man as important as Saul could ex

pect to receive messengers and enquiries. He was led to an upper room, which he 

entered. Saul was kneeling in the centre of the floor, he looked unkempt and 

dishevelled. He also looked very weak and was staring blankly before him. He turned 

his head a little when Ananias entered. The disciple licked his lips nervously, and then 

was suddenly filled with confidence. He walked to the kneeling man and placed his 

hands on his head.

“Saul, my brother, the Lord Jesus, who has appeared to you on your way here, has 

sent me so that you may recover your sight - and be filled with the Holy Spirit!”

Saul was shaking under Ananias’ hands, he suddenly gasped and reached for his eyes.

 He rubbed them, and then stared up at the small, insignificant man standing in front of 

him. He asked abruptly.

“What must I do?”

Ananias was still inspired by the Spirit.

“First, you must be baptised with water in the name of the Lord Jesus.”

They descended to the lower level and then out into the yard. They found a cistern 

behind the house and Ananias completed the rebirth by plunging him beneath the 

water in the name of the Master. They went back inside and confronted the startled host

 Food was hastily provided and in a remarkably short space of time, the strength of the 

now converted persecutor returned. He asked one question after the other, some 

extremely complex, and at times Ananias was hard put to answer him. In the end, he 



suggested.

“Brother, Saul - You must talk to others of greater knowledge and experience. I’ll take 

you to them - but tomorrow - it’s already after midnight!”

On the following day, Ananias took the prudent step of telling Isaac, one of the leaders 

of the community in Damascus, what had happened. Isaac listened in some 

consternation, suspecting a trap - but Ananias was atypically eloquent and insistent 

that Saul, who had conspired together with others to murder Stephen, was now a 

changed man. In the end Isaac was persuaded and he sent Ananias back to the house 

on Straight Street where he found Saul waiting impatiently.

Ananias wondered if the tense little man had slept in the intervening hours. They 

returned to Isaac, who received Saul warily, but the distrust was soon diminished and 

the entire day was spent in answering questions and relating the doctrine which Saul 

had so recently despised. In the evening, they took him to a gathering of the brethren, 

where there was again initial alarm. As the days passed, he was accepted by them. His 

questions never seemed to end, and Ananias took his place again in the rear ranks, 

quite content that he had been called and sent for this one specific purpose - to bring an

enemy to become a friend of God, so that he could be used to spread the name of 

Jesus to the nations and their kings.

The conversion of Saul brought inevitable repercussions. The first being that he was pol

itely asked to find alternative lodgings. Judas was a stalwart member of the local synago

gue and had been honoured to be selected to accommodate Saul while he was  in Dam

ascus with the commission to seek out and arrest the followers of the new sect - but this

 Saul, who had apparently thrown in his lot with the people he was supposed to be 

pursuing, was not one he wished to have under his roof.

Another repercussion was that Saul’s six companions now found themselves without a le

ader. They distanced themselves from his strange behaviour - even Reuben,  who was 

the nearest Saul had to having a friend. Saul tried to win him over.



“You told me yourself that you heard the voice when I was thrown to the ground!”

“True enough - I heard something - it could have been a voice, but on the other hand it m

ight have been thunder - I didn’t hear anyone talking to you. I’m sorry, Saul - in this I 

can’t support you!”

Saul watched his friend walk away with genuine regret, he was the first casualty of his 

decision to follow Jesus of Nazareth.

His polite eviction by Simon had the effect of determining Saul's immediate future. By na

ture he was a scholar - Gamaliel had been his teacher - and how desperately he would 

have liked to discuss the events that had overtaken him with that learned and respected

man - but his common sense told him that it would be suicidal to return to Jerusalem at 

that juncture. Reuben and his companions would soon be spreading the story of what 

had happened, and Saul knew enough about Caiaphas to know that he would 

immediately be a marked man.

Saul had enough of his own funds to keep him alive for the immediate future. His 

baggage contained the precious scrolls of the Law and the Prophets, together with 

many other commentaries by the learned teachers of the past, to enable him to 

thoroughly reacquaint himself with the scriptures - and this he badly needed to do, so 

that his spiritual readjustment could be completed. He didn't want to be persuaded by 

the group of earnest followers to whom he had been introduced by Ananias. Their 

answers, in any case, were anything but profound. He felt the need to separate himself 

from the past as well as from the potential future. He needed time to stabilise his own 

thoughts and to crystallise his future approach to the new work. In short - he needed to 

be quite alone! 

This decision led him to bid his now antagonistic host a polite farewell, and set his face 

to the east. He set out from Damascus on horseback, with a pack mule following, 

carrying his meagre belongings and precious books. He took the road leading into the 

desert, not to return to the city for three years.



 


