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Text 
Meanwhile, Saul was still breathing out murderous threats against the Lord’s disciples.  He went to the 
high priest 2 and asked him for letters to the synagogues in Damascus, so that if he found any there who 
belonged to the Way, whether men or women, he might take them as prisoners to Jerusalem.  3As he neared 
Damascus on his journey, suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him.  4 He fell to the ground and 
heard a voice say to him, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?”  5 “Who are you, Lord?” Saul asked.  “I 
am Jesus, whom you are persecuting,” he replied.  6 “Now get up and go into the city, and you will be told 
what you must do.”  7 The men traveling with Saul stood there speechless; they heard the sound but did not 
see anyone. 8 Saul got up from the ground, but when he opened his eyes he could see nothing.  So they led 
him by the hand into Damascus.  9 For three days he was blind, and did not eat or drink anything.  10 In 
Damascus there was a disciple named Ananias.  The Lord called to him in a vision, “Ananias!”  “Yes, 
Lord,” he answered.  11 The Lord told him, “Go to the house of Judas on Straight Street and ask for a man 
from Tarsus named Saul, for he is praying.  12 In a vision he has seen a man named Ananias come and 
place his hands on him to restore his sight.”  13 “Lord,” Ananias answered, “I have heard many reports 
about this man and all the harm he has done to your saints in Jerusalem.  14 And he has come here with 
authority from the chief priests to arrest all who call on your name.”  15 But the Lord said to Ananias, “Go!  
This man is my chosen instrument to carry my name before the Gentiles and their kings and before the 
people of Israel.  16 I will show him how much he must suffer for my name.”  17 Then Ananias went to the 
house and entered it.  Placing his hands on Saul, he said, “Brother Saul, the Lord – Jesus, who appeared to 
you on the road as you were coming here – has sent me so that you may see again and be filled with the 
Holy Spirit.”  18 Immediately, something like scales fell from Saul’s eyes, and he could see again.  He got 
up and was baptized, 19 and after taking some food, he regained his strength.  Saul spent several days with 
the disciples in Damascus.  20 At once he began to preach in the synagogues that Jesus is the Son of God. 
 
Introduction 
 Sometimes when I look at a narrative section of Scripture I see several different 
directions I could go with it, several themes that are legitimately part of the passage that 
God could use to speak to me and others.  The story of Saul’s dramatic Damascus Road 
experience is a familiar one to many of you with perhaps a cherished meaning and 
significance in your life.  And so you have expectations of what I will say from this text.  
Maybe you’re hearing this story for the first time and you’re blown away by the drastic 
conversion of someone as sick and twisted and hate-filled as Saul and the ears of your 
soul perk up.  I’ll admit: there are probably many different sermons I could preach from 
Acts 9.  I hope you’re not disappointed by the one that I chose. 
 But as I read through this well-known story over and over this week and tried to 
soak in it and stare at it, there were a couple verses that after several reads through started 



2 

to pop out at me.  “Hmm,” I thought, “what are they doing there?  What does that really 
mean?”  They are verses that I think are easy to misunderstand or gloss over at first 
glance.  But they’re there.  And I have to believe they’re there for a reason.  And honestly 
when you begin to notice them you think, “I didn’t know that was a part of the story.”  
And then you start to make some connections and it provides some new insight. 
 That’s what happened to me as I started to look a little more closely at vv. 4-5 and 
v. 16.  These two peculiar parts of the story are what I want to focus on primarily today 
and I hope the Spirit grants us new insight into this familiar, yet multi-dimensional 
account of the conversion of the man who played a critical role in the shaping of Western 
civilization.  Here’s the idea I think is here in this story that I want us to unpack together.  
It’s just this: Walking in the Way means entering into Christ and assuming both his 
sufferings and his power. 
 
Will you pray with me?… 
 
A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to Damascus (vv. 1-9) 
 Saul, who’s later renamed Paul in ch. 13, is soon to dominate the story of Acts 
and he is the writer whose letters dominate the rest of the NT.  We heard his name  
dropped a few times at the end of ch. 7 and the beginning of ch. 8.  Now we have the 
story of how he came from being the fiercest opponent of the early church to her greatest 
champion and ambassador.  The hunter became the hunted.  God hunted him down on his 
way to Damascus with warrants for the arrest of deviant Jews who were claiming to 
follow Jesus as the Christ.  Ironically, however, it was Jesus who arrested Saul on that 
fateful day just outside the modern-day Syrian capital. 
 Have you ever heard of the book, All I Really Need to Know I Learned in 
Kindergarten?  It’s an interesting title, isn’t it?  The book puts forth this idea that the stuff 
we learned in kindergarten like sharing our toys and holding hands and sticking together 
is really the basic, fundamental stuff of life that we need to remember and build upon in 
adulthood.  For Robert Fulghum (the book’s author) his kindergarten curriculum was 
seminal in his thought as he constructed his philosophy of life.  Well, in the same way, 
the apostle Paul could have written a book at the end of his life called, All I Really Need 
to Know I Learned in Damascus. 
 I think it’s key that we understand that what we’re looking at in ch. 9 is the 
seminal experience in Saul/Paul’s life that shaped him and dictated all that he went on to 
do and think throughout his unprecedented and unparalleled ministry.  Everything finds 
its source here.  Obviously this made quite an impact on Saul/Paul because he refers back 
to this occasion two other times throughout the book of Acts and other times in his letters 
(i.e. 1Cor. 15:5-8).  Most of the rest of the NT’s teachings can be found in seed form in 
these verses.  Several years ago the Korean-born biblical scholar “Seyoon Kim 
persuasively put forward the thesis that all the major contours of Paul’s theology flowed 
logically from his reflection on his Damascus road experience.”1  His ideas were 
published in a book entitled, The Origin of Paul’s Gospel.2  When you look closely and 
think about it, that makes so much sense.    It all started right here in what Saul/Paul 
learned on the way to Damascus and once he got there. 
 Think about it: here Saul is a young, zealous, up-and-coming Pharisee with 
connections to the High Priest and the Sanhedrin.  He believed he was serving the God of 
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Israel and defending and obeying the Law of Moses impeccably.  Get that: he honestly 
believed he was serving God by destroying the church, going from house to house 
dragging off men and women and putting them in prison (cf. 8:3).  But then he was 
confronted with this blast of ultra-pure light along the way to his next act of “service.”  
Based upon his knowledge of the Scriptures and Jewish writings he recognized right 
away all the characteristics of a theophany.  The shekinah glow forced him to his knees 
and a voice thundered from heaven with the characteristic OT theophanic double 
salutation, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” (cf. 1Sam. 3:10). 
 But Saul’s befuddled.  “Lord!  What do you mean?  I’m not.  I’m serving you 
with faultless legalistic righteousness.”  And he says, “Who are you, Lord?”  “I am 
Jesus,” the voice replied (v. 5).  Notice – Jesus.  The voice didn’t use some heavenly title 
like Son of Man or Son of God or Most High or anything that would leave any doubt.  He 
identified himself specifically as the man who was from Nazareth who was crucified in 
accordance with Caiaphas, Herod, and Pilate’s wishes several Passovers ago.  It was that 
man, the initiator of the sect Saul was trying to stamp out, who was risen and exalted and 
addressing Saul in undeniably divine splendor.  There was no escaping it.  Jesus was the 
risen, reigning Lord. 
 “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting…  Now get up and go into the city, and 
you will be told what you must do” (vv. 5b-6).  Saul was converted at that moment.  It 
was so phenomenal and so unmistakably real that there was no way around it.  His life 
was shaken up and turned upside down and blinded by the light he had to be led by his 
understudies into Damascus where he fasted for three days waiting for God to show him 
what was next based upon his newfound understanding that Jesus was the real deal and 
his form of Judaism was not. 
 
The Roots of Paul’s Understanding of the Body of Christ 
 Now let’s pause right here.  Jesus spoke to Saul.  Saul had a real encounter with 
the divine.  Many have tried to psychoanalyze Saul and his conversion.  Carl Jung 
thought that it was due to a fanaticism typical of “individuals who are compensating 
secret doubts”3 – he wasn’t sure about his standing with God under the Law and the 
testimony and death of Stephen was tormenting him; he was a troubled man and he 
hallucinated.  Epileptic seizures or sunstroke have also been offered as explanations.  But 
no other explanation makes sense when you account for all the facts of Saul’s life 
subsequent to this experience.  Nothing else works except for that this was a real, 
supernatural encounter with the risen Lord Jesus.  It was objective (the men with Saul 
heard something and were jolted by the appearance too), but it also had subjective aspects 
(only Saul could make out Jesus and discern his words). 

Now was there anything in Jesus’ words that seemed unusual to you?  Listen 
again: “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?”  “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting.” 
 But Saul did not persecute Jesus, did he?  We don’t read anywhere in any of the 
Gospels that Saul had a hand in Jesus’ opposition or crucifixion.  Saul is only persecuting 
the church, or the Way as they are referred to six times only in Acts.  But that’s just it.  
The church is in some mystical way Jesus.  Jesus himself is “the way, the truth, and the 
life” (Jn. 14:6).  “In other words,” as Ajith Fernando puts it, “while Saul was hitting the 
church, Jesus has actually been feeling the pain!”4  The church is Jesus’ presence on earth 
now. 
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 Now do you see where Paul got his concept of the church as the body of Christ 
from?  In Romans, towards the end, we see him saying that “in Christ we who are many 
form one body, and each member belongs to all the others” (12:5).  In 1 Corinthians we 
see this same idea even more clearly: “The body is a unit, though it is made up of many 
parts; and though all its parts are many, they form one body.  So it is with Christ” 
(12:12).  He goes on to explain with this body analogy how the members of the church 
are interrelated and connected to each other and then he concludes by saying, “Now you 
are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it” (12:27). 
 Paul explains elsewhere in Ephesians, and you can see here the effects of 
beholding the risen and exalted Lord, that “God placed all things under [Jesus’] feet and 
appointed him to be head over everything for the church, which is his body, the fullness 
of him who fills everything in every way” (1:22-23).  At another place he tells how God 
gave the church different officers in order “to prepare God’s people for works of service, 
so that the body of Christ may be built up.” (4:12).  And he says that in Jesus the whole 
body that is the church is joined together and nourished and empowered (cf. 4:16).  Who 
can forget how “the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, 
his body” (5:23, cf. 30). 
 I’m skipping over several Pauline references to the church as the body of Christ, 
but I also want to point out over in Colossians how Paul describes Jesus as “the head of 
the body, the church” (1:18).  And later in that book he points out how some by their 
wicked ways have “lost connection with the Head, from whom the whole body, 
supported and held together by its ligaments and sinews, grows as God causes it to grow” 
(2:19).  Everything Paul needed to know about the nature of the church he learned on the 
Damascus Road. 
 Think about this: if you’re a part of the church, you’re a part of Jesus.  So much 
so that if someone messes with the church, he is actually quite literally messing with 
Jesus himself.  Paul learned first hand that Jesus’ followers on earth collectively are one 
and the same with Jesus.  To put your trust in Jesus and join a community of others who 
are following him as Lord (which is inseparable from following Jesus) is to actually enter 
into Jesus himself.  Mystically you become a part of Christ.  The church is his body.  I 
was racking my brain trying to think of illustrations of this to explain it and make it hit 
home a little more and I couldn’t.  All I could think of were illustrations of what this is 
not.  It’s not like anything I can think of; it’s that amazing and mysterious.  I think there 
may be no human analogy that adequately explains this concept.  It’s so mind-boggling 
and profound and unique.  Gathered together today we are the body of Christ, Jesus the 
risen King of kings is in the UIC area. 

When we think of things this way it changes things doesn’t it?  It’s not just that 
God has allowed us to be little surfs in his kingdom.  He has made us one with his Son, 
co-heirs with Christ.  He has brought us into the throne room via Christ and provided 
intimacy with the Godhead around his table.  We should be in awe of that.  We should 
not take that lightly.  We are the body of Christ.  We are intimately, organically 
connected with the Son of Man who is perpetually coming on clouds before the Ancient 
of Days and we reign with him over his dominion.  Saul learned that vastly important 
concept when he was on his face before the Lord Jesus in the middle of the road that led 
to Damascus.  You persecute the church, you persecute Jesus himself. 
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Paul’s Commissioning in Damascus 
 Now after Saul got to the city, while he was waiting on the Lord and praying, 
unable to see and unwilling to eat or drink he had another visitation from the Lord.  In a 
vision he saw a man named Ananias come and place his hands on him to restore his sight.  
Meanwhile, a Christian in Damascus named Ananias had a vision of his own.  Notice the 
familiarity with which he responds to the Lord’s voice in v. 10.  He knows God and he’s 
ready to listen and obey, until he finds out more of what the Lord is asking him to do.  
He’s supposed to go befriend Saul.  He’s heard of what Saul’s done to Christians and 
what he’s in Damascus to do and he’s a bit hesitant, understandably so. 
 We know from Josephus that there was already a large Jewish population in 
Damascus.  Saul was going to look for the Christians in the synagogues that were already 
in Damascus.  Whether Ananias and the other Damascus believers that we read of were 
part of the Christian dispersion we read about in 8:1 or if they were Jews from Damascus 
that had heard about the message of Christ some other way, we don’t know.  But here 
Ananias is, a Christ-follower, and God is telling him to go find Saul. 
 Listen to what the Lord said to Ananias about Saul: “This man is my chosen 
instrument to carry my name before the Gentiles and their kings and before the people of 
Israel.  I will show him how much he must suffer for my name” (vv. 15b-16).  Therefore, 
Ananias went, embraced Saul as a brother, placed his hands on his eyes so that he might 
see again.  It worked immediately.  Something like scales fell from Saul’s eyes and 
without delay Saul was baptized into Jesus and started spending time with the disciples 
there (v. 19b).  He was fully incorporated into the Body of Christ that he had been 
“breathing out murderous threats against” (v. 1).  Don’t miss the fact that just like the 
Ethiopian eunuch was baptized to mark his conversion to Christ, so was Paul, and so 
should you be.  Like I offered last week, if you have put your faith in Christ, but haven’t 
been baptized please come talk to me about this beautiful and crucial sacrament 
symbolizing our identification with Christ and we can set something up.  If you are just 
now starting to believe, great!  Don’t delay.  Let me know and let’s set-up a baptism.  
Paul was converted on the road to Damascus and once he got to Damascus three days 
later he was commissioned and welcomed into the fellowship by Ananias. 
 
The Roots of Paul’s Understanding of Suffering with Christ 
 But go back again to what God says to Ananias about Saul.  Is there something 
there that seems a bit odd to you?  It’s really easy to hear, “Go!  This man is my chosen 
instrument to – yada yada yada – Gentiles – yada yada yada…”  Yeah, we all know that 
Saul/Paul was the great apostle to the Gentiles.  The other stuff there if you look a little 
closer isn’t a surprise – he testified before kings and he also witnessed to Jews throughout 
the Roman world.  But v. 16 is easy to just skip over.  But let’s not skip over it.  There’s 
something to it.  “I will show him how much he must suffer for my name.” 
 The Lord shares this with Ananias; no doubt Ananias shared it with Saul.  Part of 
God’s plan for him in his new life in Christ was not just to bring the gospel to the 
Gentiles but to suffer.  This is crucial.  Saul goes from being an instrument of Satan to 
being an instrument of God.  He also goes from inflicting suffering on Jesus to 
participating in the sufferings of Jesus.  In fact, this is what it means to be a Christian, to 
be in Christ, to be associated with him, to be part of his body.  Jesus “was despised and 
rejected by men, a man of sorrows, and familiar with suffering” (Is. 53:3).  He was 
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ultimately broken, bloodied, beaten, and bruised; crucified on a cross.  We as participants 
in Christ’s body, members of his body, having entered mystically into him, share in those 
sufferings. 
 Everything Paul needed to know about a theology of suffering he learned in 
Damascus.  When we enter into Christ, we enter into his sufferings.  Paul in his later 
years would say to the church in Corinth: “We always carry around in our body the death 
of Jesus…  We who are alive are always being given over to death for Jesus’ sake” 
(2Cor. 4:10-11).  In Colossians he says, “I fill up in my flesh what is still lacking in 
regard to Christ’s afflictions” (1:24) – God destined for Christ’s sufferings to include our 
suffering as part of him.  In Romans, Paul describes believers as “co-heirs with Christ, if 
indeed we share in his sufferings” (8:17).  And here’s the one that I think paints the 
picture so well: in 2 Cor 1:5 Paul says that “the sufferings of Christ flow over into our 
lives.” 
 To be in Christ, to be a Christian, to be a part of his body is to have the sufferings 
of Jesus flow over into our lives.  Paul’s life proved that and in 2 Corinthians he even 
appeals to his sufferings as evidence of his apostleship.5  He says, “Five times I received 
from the Jews the forty lashes minus one.  Three times I was beaten with rods, once I was 
stoned, three times I was shipwrecked, I spent a night and a day in the open sea, I have 
been constantly on the move.  I have been in danger from rivers, in danger from bandits, 
in danger from my own countrymen, in danger from Gentiles; in danger in the city, in 
danger in the country, in danger at sea; and in danger from false brothers.  I have labored 
and toiled and have often gone without sleep; I have known hunger and thirst and have 
often gone without food; I have been cold and naked.  Besides everything else, I face 
daily the pressure of my concern for all the churches” (2Cor. 11:24-28).  It’s clear that in 
Paul’s mind, the fact that he suffered displayed his connection with Christ.  He bore on 
his body the marks of Jesus (Gal. 6:17) and they were his credentials that he was the real 
deal. 
 To be converted is to be a part of the body of Christ and to be a part of the body 
of Christ is to participate in his sufferings.  I think of someone like Amy Carmichael, a 
missionary pioneer to India around the turn of the 20th century.  She gave her life for the 
sake of the Name among the children of India.  One of her biographies is entitled A 
Chance to Die based upon a line in some of her own prolific writings.  Her poetry and 
other writings displayed that she knew what it was to have the sufferings of Christ flow 
over into her life.  It’s an interesting story: in her journal entry from January 16th, 1917 
she prayed, “Do not, I beseech Thee, le me be disabled by pain or inability or live on a 
burden to others.”  In September 1931 Amy slipped and fell into a ditch, severely 
breaking her leg above the ankle.  She never fully recovered physically and developed 
neuritis in one arm and arthritis in her back and spent the last 20 years of her life 
practically bedridden, forced to embrace the overflow of Christ’s sufferings into her life.  
She spent most of this time praying and writing; she wrote some fabulous stuff on the life 
of a believer identified with Christ.  She died on the mission field, not having returned to 
her native England for over 50 years. 
 This isn’t really a part of our conception of Christianity in our American culture 
today, is it?  We don’t hear enough that to be in the Way of Christ is to be in the way of 
suffering.  That doesn’t sound appealing to people, but to be in Christ is to carry around 
in our bodies the death of Christ all the time.  It’s to die to ourselves and the world 
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around us.  To willingly accept hardship, ridicule, and to see a redemptive quality in pain 
and suffering.  But why is it that the lives of most of the people who come to churches on 
Sundays in America look just like the lives of those who flood the golf courses on 
Sundays – comfortable, pursuing the American Dream, drinking Starbucks, driving 
SUVs, wearing the newest fashions.  Why are we so susceptible to health and wealth, 
prosperity gospels?  Why are we so quick to complain and grow bitter at suffering when 
it comes?  Why do we try everything we can to avoid it?  Isn’t that what Jesus 
experienced?  Aren’t we a part of Jesus?  Are we, really? 
 
In Suffering the Power of Christ Flows Through Us 
 But let me read again what Paul says in full in 2 Corinthians 4: “We always carry 
around in our body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be revealed in our 
body.  For we who are alive are always being given over to death for Jesus’ sake, so that 
his life may be revealed in our mortal body” (vv. 10-11).  If we are one with Jesus, his 
body, we share in his sufferings, but we also share in his resurrection power.  We see a 
little glimpse/foreshadowing of this in Saul’s life in v. 20.  At once Saul began his 
powerful ministry of proclaiming Christ that started the spread of the church to the ends 
of the earth.  It’s probably safe to say that because of the apostle Paul you and I are here 
today. 
 Actually, the life of Christ flows through our sufferings.  Suffering as an 
extension of Christ is an avenue for Christ’s power to flow through us.  His power is 
made perfect in weakness (cf. 2Cor. 12:9).  Suffering takes us down a notch, weans us 
from our self-reliance, and once that happens we’re at the low point where the love of 
Christ flows through us more easily.  Because you’ve felt the cold winds of loneliness, 
the punch in the gut of rejection, the cruel blue of depression, the helplessness of a 
hospital bed, the finality of a loss, the life and power of Christ finds a conduit in you to 
reach to others who are bent and broken. 
 
Conclusion 

The Damascus Road for Saul led into Christ.  Jesus was like a bright, radiant 
portal sovereignly placed directly in Saul’s path.  Saul walked right into it and through it 
and as he passed through he was reconstituted; he was changed.  He somehow, mystically 
entered into Christ on that road and came out the other side transformed, wearing Jesus, 
filled with the Holy Spirit, walking in the Way.  As a member of Jesus’ body Saul 
suffered much in his life, but also in those sufferings the resurrection power of Jesus was 
evident and his life was effective. 

Have we passed through that portal?  Have we entered into Christ?  Do we 
joyfully, willingly receive Christ’s suffering into our lives, let them flow over into us.  Or 
do we run away from them and avoid them?  Walking in the Way means entering into 
Christ and assuming both his sufferings and his power.  Have we entered into Christ?  
Are you a part of him today?  Is this how you understand being a Christian? 

Let’s just spend a couple minutes meditating on Philippians 3:4-11.  We’re going 
to put those autobiographical words of Paul up on the screen and I just ask that you read 
through them over and over again.  Meditate on them, assimilate them, pray them, feel 
them.  Hold your life up to Paul’s.  Ask the Lord what he wants to teach you today about 
walking in the Way. 
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Benediction 
May you live in Christ, experiencing his life and death, suffering and power spilling over 
into your very being. 

 
 
 
 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by Pastor 
Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, January 15, 2006.  It is not meant to be a polished essay or substitute for 
personal Bible study.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy people who 

find fulfillment for their hunger for beauty, meaning, and eternal satisfaction in the glory of Christ alone. 
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