
Learning Together - Studies in the Book of 
Acts…. 

Meeting God in Paul  
Part 2 

Paul, the Jew and the Man 
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Paul’s Letter to the Philippians Chapter 3 

Further, my brothers and sisters, rejoice in the Lord! It is no trouble for me 
to write the same things to you again, and it is a safeguard for you. 

Watch out for those dogs, those evildoers, those mutilators of the flesh. 

For it is we who are the circumcision, we who serve God by his Spirit, who 
boast in Christ Jesus, and who put no confidence in the flesh –  though I 
myself have reasons for such confidence.

If someone else thinks they have reasons to put confidence in the flesh, I 
have more: circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the 
tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; in regard to the law, a Pharisee; 
as for zeal, persecuting the church; as for righteousness based on the law, 
faultless.

But whatever were gains to me I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. 

What is more, I consider everything a loss because of the surpassing 
worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all 
things. I consider them garbage, that I may gain Christ and be found in 
him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but 
that which is through faith in Christ – the righteousness that comes from 
God on the basis of faith. 

I want to know Christ  – yes, to know the power of his resurrection and 
participation in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, and so, 
somehow, attaining to the resurrection from the dead.

—————————————————

Who are you?

What makes us who we are? 

Is it your Nationality? - or your Family Name? - or your education? - or…?

Or even, your Faith????
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Paul, the Jew… and the Man

Paul, or Saul, was born a Roman Citizen and was not afraid to use the 
protection and rights that it gave him. As a Roman Citizen he was a 
member of a community with very strictly observed layers of society - 
Citizens, Migrants and Slaves - and very strictly followed social order and 
rules / laws.
But by birth - by his bloodline - Paul also was a member of a community 
that was in many ways at least as strictly stratified and one that had it’s 
own Law. Indeed, it could be said of this People, that their community was 
very much formed around that Law, which directed the way they lived their 
lives in every aspect from cradle to grave. Paul was, by birth, a Jew. 

His Roman Citizenship was his by right of birth too of course -  he was 
born to Roman Citizens and his home city was the not insignificant Tarsus. 
But as well as being Roman Citizens, is parents were also Jews, members 
of a group called the ‘Diaspora’ 

The Diaspora are those Jews who no longer lived within the borders of 
Israel. Being a Jew is not a matter of where you are born, but rather, it 
depends upon being able to trace your ancestry back over the generations 
to prove that your family are derived from one or other of the 12 tribes.

The only other way of being a Jew is to become one by choice - a form of 
Convert - and these are known as Proselyte Jews. 

But back to Paul…

Or is it Saul?…

Tradition has it that the man called Saul became known as Paul after his 
conversion, but that doesn’t fit the story in the New Testament as we read 
it. 

In fact, Saul is a Jewish name - (“Sha’ul’) -Saul had been the first King of 
Israel - and Paul is a Greek name. 

Saul may mean ‘Asked for / Prayed for’

and Paul in it’s Latin form (‘Paulos’) - means ‘Small’ or ‘Humble’ 
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Coming from a Hellenistic 
(Greek) / Jewish family it is 
quite possible that he was 
given both names at birth and 
which name was used would 
depend upon the context he 
found himself in. 

You can imagine his Parents 
choosing Saul for its royal 
Jewish connections and maybe for its meaning as they had longed and 
prayed for a child - a Son.

And maybe the child was small and weak 
looking at birth. Paul himself talks about 
his health and appearance in a way that 
suggests he had some sort of disability 
and / or disfigurement and so ‘Paul’ fitted 
the reality of the child. A description we 
have that was probably written some time 
after his death says - 

‘A little man, bow legged, hook-nosed, 
bald with heady eyebrows meeting in the 
middle’

And in Byzantine Art that is how he is usually depicted.

As time passed and the story of his life moved to the wider then known 
Greek World, the account tends to use Paul rather than Saul. 

But back to Paul the Jew…

His early years would have been mostly spent in Tarsus, the city of his 
birth, a settled, ordered and, by any standards, a civilised society, but as a 
Jewish family involvement in Civil Society would have been limited.

He would have grown up seeing all the trappings of a Greek / Roman city - 
Soldiers; Baths; probably an amphitheatre with its games, and athletes 
(who wore no clothes to compete!) and indeed, his writings are full of 
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illustrations from that world. However, it its highly unlikely that he and his 
fellow Jewish youngsters would have been encouraged, or even allowed to 
join in any of these activities, although you can imagine the boys sneaking 
out to see the Charioteers and Gladiators etc.

As Saul grew up he needed to go to study under a Rabbi or Teacher, and 
looking back to that time in his life Paul says - 

‘I am a Jew, born in Tarsus of Cilicia, but brought up in this city 
(Jerusalem). I studied under Gamaliel and was thoroughly trained in the 
law of our ancestors. I was just as zealous for God as any of you are 
today’ - Acts chapter 22 - verse 3.


Gamaliel was indeed such a Rabbi, and one with quite a reputation. Earlier in the book 
of Acts we read a story about him… 

Read Acts chapter 5… - Peter and other Apostles had been hauled up before 
the Sanhedrin, (the Jewish Religious Court), 

When they (the Sanhedrin) heard this, they were furious and wanted to put the 
Apostles to death. But a Pharisee named Gamaliel, a teacher of the law, who was 
honoured by all the people, stood up in the Sanhedrin and ordered that the men 
be put outside for a little while. 

Then he addressed the Sanhedrin: 

‘Men of Israel, consider carefully what you intend to do to these men. Some time 
ago Theudas appeared, claiming to be somebody, and about four hundred men 
rallied to him. He was killed, all his followers were dispersed, and it all came to 
nothing. After him, Judas the Galilean appeared in the days of the census and led a 
band of people in revolt. He too was killed, and all his followers were 
scattered. Therefore, in the present case I advise you: leave these men alone! Let 
them go! For if their purpose or activity is of human origin, it will fail. But if it is 
from God, you will not be able to stop these men; you will only find yourselves 
fighting against God.’ 

His speech persuaded them. They called the apostles in and had them flogged. 
Then they ordered them not to speak in the name of Jesus, and let them go.
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So this Gamaliel was a 
moderate, not an extremist 
by any means, and a man 
with insight into God’s will.  
This was the man who 
would have hoped to form 
the young Saul’s personality 
as a young man, so that he 
would grow up a good, God 
Loving and moderate 
thinking Jew. BUT…

Read Acts 22 verses 4 
& 5

Paul says… ‘I persecuted the followers of this Way to their death, arresting both 
men and women and throwing them into prison, as the high priest and all the 
Council can themselves testify. I even obtained letters from them to their 
associates in Damascus, and went there to bring these people as prisoners to 
Jerusalem to be punished’

And in Acts Chapter 7

When the members of the Sanhedrin heard this, they were furious and gnashed 
their teeth at him. But Stephen, full of the Holy Spirit, looked up to heaven and 
saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God. ‘Look,’ he said, 
‘I see heaven open and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God.’
At this they covered their ears and, yelling at the top of their voices, they all 
rushed at him, dragged him out of the city and began to stone him. Meanwhile, 
the witnesses laid their coats at the feet of a young man named Saul.  And Saul 
approved of their killing him.

Was it just the natural rebellion of youth? What radicalised this young Jewish lad? Paul 
himself puts it down to his own natural sinfulness, in which he would claim to be in 
common with all Humanity.  What else might have had an effect on Saul in 
his formative years?…

Whatever the case, whether it was a reaction against Rome and it’s heavy handed 
control, or a genuine fear that this new Cult of ‘The Way’ would undermine the authority 
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of the Theologians of the Sanhedrin and the High Priest of the Temple, Paul made 
possible an alliance between these two parties, who normally were at each other’s 
throats given chance, and under their joint authority began a program of harassment 
and violence against those who owned Jesus as their Lord. 

How do you think he must have felt on the day he headed off for 
Damascus?…

So it is as a Radical Jew that this man, Saul, or Paul, goes off up the road to Damascus, 
with a collection of fellow-Jews to accompany him. These would likely have been a 
mixture of characters, from like-minded Jewish idealists and possibly a cohort of the 
Temple Guard, to those who were not much more than a mob of the disaffected who 
were going along as the ‘Muscle’ for the task ahead of them.

Saul himself is quite certain that he is doing the right thing! The ‘Law’ has to be upheld, 
and this new Sect preaches a new ‘Lord’ and there can be only One God! Stephen’s 
sermon on the day he was stoned seemed to be saying that the Temple was not the only 
place where God would be worshipped - that God was not an exclusive God for the 
Jews, and that the Jews had persecuted all the Prophets and broken God’s Law and so 
would lose their place in God’s economy as His Special People, and God would turn to 
the gentiles in their place!

Yet his time with Gamaliel and what we know of his younger years, must have left some 
doubts in the back of his mind. The Faith of his Teacher was a gentle faith, with God as 
Father and an emphasis on the Law as a rule for life that was essentially ‘Good’ 

In Gamaliel’s circle that Law was summed up by their own Teachers as - 

‘Love God and Love your Neighbour as  Yourself ’ 

Like his two Names, Paul would have been a Man driven by conflict, right at his very 
heart. He would have been about 30 years old when he stood and approved of the 
stoning of Stephen, and so probably a little younger than Jesus. Did the two ever meet 
before the road to Damascus? We don’t know, but I think such an important point would 
have been recorded somewhere. 

Was he married? As a student of the Rabbinic Teachings he almost certainly had been 
married, but possibly widowed or even divorced! There is no reference anywhere to a 
Wife accompanying him on his travels or waiting back home for him. 
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Saul must have heard about Jesus, and probably before that, about John the Baptist. 
These were both big news - the big news of the day. If he was already a member of the 
Sanhedrin then Saul must have been involved in discussions about Jesus and John and 
what should be done about them.

From his later writings we can get some idea of his Character too - He writes and 
speaks with Passion, and his anger is often running not far below the surface, even as a 
Christian - so he pulls no punches when taking others to task. Galatians chapter 3 
- ‘You foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you?’ - or as Rowan Williams puts it ‘You 
idiots…!!!’ is not language you expect from a Christian Teacher, and neither is it designed 
to endear his readers to him! 

Yet, at other times Paul is so generous and gentle and full of compassion. He would do 
anything and endure anything to win one soul for His Master! He returns a runaway 
slave to his rightful master, but pleads with that Slave Owner, not just for the life of the 
Slave, but that Slave and Master should be Brothers in Christ! 

So this is the confused young man who sets off on the road to Damascus. Saul, or Paul? 
Jew or Roman Citizen? Zealot or Saintly Jewish Teacher? Odd looking - certainly! Great 
public speaker - not really. His usually language was Street Greek, written and spoken. 
Yet of all the people whose stories have been left to us from that early Christian era, he 
is probably the most human. We know more about him than any other of the Apostles, 
both as to his character and his life. 

I suspect that if we had met him that day on his ‘Jihad’ we would have met with a very 
dangerous and driven character who was going about God’s work with a zeal that could 
lead him to do terrible things, but… on the way, at last, Saul met Jesus,…. but that is for 
another time!

�8


