
Paul
      BEFORE HIS CONVERSION

ETB: Acts 9:3-9,15-20
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PAUL’S ENCOUNTER 
with Christ on the 
Damascus Road involved 

not only his conversion but also 
his call to witness to both Jews and 
Gentiles (Acts 9:15). Afterwards Paul 
often described himself as an apostle 
to the Gentiles (Rom. 1:5-6; Gal. 1:16; 
Eph. 3:8-9). Paul was convinced God 
had prepared him from his birth for 
this ministry (Gal. 1:15). This convic-
tion was well grounded, since he was 
born into a strictly Jewish family and 
one that lived in a Gentile city in the 
Diaspora (“dispersion”), that is, away 
from first-century Judea, Samaria, and 
Galilee. The dispersion had occurred 
centuries when the Assyrians and 
Babylonians conquered the land. To 
understand the pre-Christian Paul, one 
must consider both of these influences 
on his life.

Paul’s Jewish Heritage
Paul often boasted of his Jewish heri-
tage. He was proud to be an Israelite, 
a descendant of Abraham, of the tribe 
of Benjamin (Rom. 11:1; 2 Cor. 11:22). In 
conformity with Jewish Law, he was 
circumcised on the eighth day and was 
a “Hebrew of the Hebrews,” which 
probably meant he had full command 
of the Hebrew language, something 
rare for a Diaspora Jew (Phil. 3:5-6). 
In the Diaspora, Jewish life revolved 
around the synagogue, and as a boy 
Paul would have memorized extensive 
passages from the Hebrew Bible in 
the school there. Paul and perhaps his 
whole family were Pharisees, holding 
their strict approach to the Law (v. 5). 
“Certainly at [age] thirteen he would 
be expected to observe the Law, and 
in the synagogue would no longer sit 
with his mother in a gallery or behind 
a screen, but would take his place 
with the men of Israel and raise his 
voice in the psalms and prayers of ser-
vice.”1 Later, probably in his teens, his 

family sent him to be with relatives in 
Jerusalem, where he studied under the 
famous rabbi Gamaliel (Acts 22:3). 

Paul evidently did well in his 
studies with Gamaliel. He told of 
how he advanced beyond his contem-
poraries in his knowledge and zeal 
for the ancient traditions and teach-
ings of Judaism (Gal. 1:14). He may 
well have risen in the ranks of the 
Pharisees. He even may have had a 
position on the Sanhedrin, since he 
participated in the stoning of Stephen, 
the body that was largely responsible 
for that action (Acts 7:58). He became 
convinced that the Christian move-
ment was the enemy of the Jewish 
faith. With a vengeance, he sought 
out Christians, ravaging churches and 
imprisoning their members (8:3; 22:4; 
Gal. 1:13). He extended his persecu-
tion of Christians into the Diaspora, 
requesting official papers from the high 
priest in Jerusalem, papers he was tak-
ing with him to the synagogues of 
Damascus. Paul intended to take any 
known Christians for imprisonment 
in Jerusalem (Acts 9:1-2). Whether 
Paul was self-appointed or was acting 
in some official capacity, this mission 
indicated he was rising on the ladder 
of Jewish leadership. Ironically, his 
encounter with Christ as he traveled to 
accomplish that mission knocked him 

off that ladder. He was no longer the 
“pre-Christian Paul.” He now realized 
that his former Law-centered faith was 
“rubbish” in comparison with the grace 
he had found in Christ (Phil. 3:7-9). 
The Damascus Road experience also 
convinced Paul that God had set 
him aside to share that grace with 
the Gentiles. 

Paul’s Gentile Boyhood
Paul may have abandoned his pharisaic 
legalism, but he never abandoned his 
Jewish heritage. He would have gladly 
died for the salvation of his fellow 
Jews (Rom. 9:1-5). He seized every 
opportunity to share the gospel with 
them. On his missionary journeys he 
would always begin in the local syna-
gogues and witness until opposition 
forced him to leave. Being raised in 
and around the synagogue and its local 
leadership probably helped Paul feel 
even more comfortable as he later wit-
nessed to the Jews gathered in them. 
After being expelled from the syna-
gogue, Paul would then turn to the 
Gentiles. In the next town he would 
repeat the pattern. Still, he found great-
est acceptance among the Gentiles. 
God had prepared Paul for communi-
cating effectively with Gentiles, using 
his Diaspora background. 

Paul grew up in the city of Tarsus, 
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which was capital of the Roman 
province of Cilicia (Acts 21:39). Tarsus 
was a large city; “its population in 
Paul’s day probably approached half a 
million people.”2 The native language 
of Tarsus was Greek, and Paul reflects 
a fluency in Greek in his letters. Tarsus 
was an important city on the major 
trade route that linked the east with 
the west.  As a boy he would have 
encountered many of these travelers 
from far and wide. This must have pre-
pared him for the extensive travel that 
characterized his missionary journeys.

Tarsus was “famed for its schools, 
which almost rivaled those of Athens 
and Alexandria.”3 The city was also a 
teaching center for Greek philosophy, 
particularly Stoicism. Paul was well 
acquainted with their views. In his let-
ters he often employed their forms of 
teaching. One such device was the “dia-
tribe,” in which the teacher would set up 
a “straw” debater with whom he would 
argue, raising many questions and then 
providing his own answers. (For an 
example of this teaching device, see 
Rom. 6:1-2.) The philosophers also pro-
vided Paul with various forms of moral 
teaching, especially with lists of virtues 
for people to follow and vices for them 
to avoid. Compare Paul’s enumera-
tion of the fruit of the Spirit list and 
the works of the flesh (Gal. 5:19-24), 
of the characteristics that should gov-
ern family life (Col. 3:18–4:1), and of 
the qualifications for church leadership 
(1 Tim. 3:2-13). 

Growing up in Tarsus, Paul would 
have been exposed to other Gentile 
institutions. One was the theater, 
which regularly hosted not only the-
atrical performances but also town 
meetings. On one occasion Paul was 
threatened by an illegal meeting in the 
Ephesian amphitheater provoked by the 
craftsman Demetrius (Acts 19:21-41). 
Another hallmark of Gentile culture 
was the emphasis on athletic events. 

Paul seems to have been well disposed 
toward them. In his letters he allud-
ed to such sports as foot racing and 
boxing (1 Cor. 9:24-27; Phil. 3:12-14). 
This was unusual for a Jew. Athletic 
events offended Jews since participants 
typically competed in the nude.

Paul’s Roman citizenship was also 
rare for a Jew. Being a Roman citi-
zen assured a person of a number 

Above: Partially 
excavated at 
Tarsus, ruins dat-
ing to the 1st 
cent. Shown are a 
Roman-Era basalt 
stone road, col-
umns, and drain-
age system. The 
remains in the 
distance are prob-
ably the site of 
the agora.

ONE WRITER DESCRIBING TARSUS: 
“It became the Athens of the eastern 
Mediterranean, the ancient equivalent of 

a university city, the resort of men of learning… 
the seat of a school of Stoic philosophers, a place of 
learning and disputation, the very climate in which a 
brilliant mind might grow up on the midst of stimu-
lus and challenge and learn to think and to contend.” 

Edward M. Blaiklock “Tarsus” in The Zondervan Encyclopedia of the Bible, 
vol. 5, gen. ed. Merrill C. Tenney (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2009), 699. 

TA R S U S ,  A  C I T Y  O F  L E A R N I N G 

Below: The Jordan 
River flowing from 
Hulah, north of the 
Sea of Galilee. The 
Road to Damascus 
crosses here, at 

the site known 
locally as Gesher 
Bnot Ya’akov, 
which translates as 
the Daughters of 
Jacob Bridge.
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of privileges denied to ordinary 
citizens, such as trial by jury and 
protection from punishment with-
out a hearing. Paul experienced 
such punishment in Philippi when 
the magistrates imprisoned him 
(Acts 16:37). Paul’s citizenship also 
afforded him the opportunity to 
witness to those of high social 
status, such as the governors Felix 
(ch. 24) and Festus (25:1-12), the 
Jewish king Agrippa (25:13–26:32), 

and even the Roman 
emperor through 
his citizen’s right of 
appeal (25:9-12). 

One could obtain 
Roman citizenship 

by various means—
by purchase, by being 
a freed slave, by ren-

dering some service to 
Rome, and the like. The 
tribune Lysias was par-
ticularly impressed to 
learn that Paul had been 

born a citizen (22:25-29). 
How did Paul’s fam-
ily become citizens? 

They could possibly 
have been slaves of the Paulus family, 
been freed by them, and in that man-
ner received their benefactor’s fam-
ily name. Or they could have received 
their citizenship by rendering the 
Romans a service such as providing the 
military with tents. Cilicia had a repu-
tation for producing fine tents made 
from goats’ hair. Paul was a skilled 
tentmaker and often supported himself 
in his missionary endeavors by this 
means (18:1-3; 1 Thess. 2:9). Paul also 
may have developed his tent-making 
skills as a Pharisee, for they insisted 

their teachers develop a skill as a means 
of support. However he obtained his 
means of livelihood, in a new mission 
Paul usually supported himself. This 
allowed him both to avoid any suspi-
cion of avarice and to free himself for 
sharing the gospel “free of charge.”

Conclusion
Two main influences in Paul’s life 
before his conversion converged in 
his ministry after his encounter with 
Christ. First were the influences of 
a pious Jewish family, a childhood 
education in the Scriptures in the syna-
gogue of Tarsus, and his training in 
the Law as a Pharisee. These provided 
the background that informed the con-
tent of his message. The other was his 
exposure to the Gentile world in his 
youth in Tarsus, which provided the 
form his message took—his language, 
his manner of ministry, matters to 
which the Gentiles could respond and 
understand. Paul’s two worlds com-
bined to equip him to be the “apostle to 
the Gentiles” (Rom. 11:13), the one God 
was preparing for that ministry from 
the very beginning of his life.      I
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Right: The the-
ater at Ephesus; 
originally a smaller 
structure, the the-
ater was first built 
as early as the 2nd 
cent. B.C. Later 
additions and 
renovations in the 
1st–3rd centuries 
A.D. brought seat-
ing capacity up 
to about 25,000 
persons. A partial 
awning would have 
covered part of 
the seating area. 
In the distance, 
the Arcadian Way 
led to the harbor, 

which is now filled 
with silt. Because 
of their loss of 
income, craftsmen 
who had been 
making a living off 
of Artemis wor-
ship threatened 
Paul’s traveling 
companions, as 
more people 
became follow-
ers of Christ.  

Right: 
Statuette of 
Artemis, 
dated to 
the 2nd 
cent. A.D.

Left: Starting line 
at the stadium at 
Delphi. Runners 
would line up, 
putting their toes 
in the two carved 
lines in the stone. 
Delphi was one of 

the sites for the 
Pythian Games, 
which were the 
forerunners to the 
Olympic Games. 
Paul spoke of a 
foot race in 1 Cor. 
9:24-27.
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