Lesson – 1                                         October 1, 2011                            Gladwin Mathews


The Gospel in Galatians 

Lesson – 1 Paul: Apostle to the Gentiles
Read for your study: Acts 6:9–15, 9:1–9, 1 Sam. 16:7, Matt. 7:1, Acts 11:19–21, 15:1–5.

Memory Text: “When they heard these things they became silent; and they glorified God, saying, ‘Then God has also granted to the Gentiles repentance to life’” (Acts 11:18, NKJV).

Introduction: Among the 27 books in the New Testament, 14 epistles are credited to Paul, showing that his writings were preserved more than those of any other writer. But who was he? Where did he come from? What was his family background, his education? What did he look like? 
In this lesson we will concentrate on understanding why and how Paul conducted himself within the diverse cultures of the Roman Empire. We'll gain an overview of the many cultural, educational and religious factors that shaped a powerful servant of God into an apostle to the gentiles. 

Saul (Paul) had been a Pharisee, a member of one of the strictest Jewish sects. He was educated at the feet of the renowned Jewish teacher Gamaliel (Acts.22:3) who had a great reputation among all the people of Jerusalem.  He considered himself the most zealous, rigorous and careful of all Pharisees. Born as Saul in the city of Tarsus, of Jewish parents who belonged to a strict order of the Pharisees, he was circumcised on the eighth day and strictly followed all the Jewish ceremonies. He believed that the temple in Jerusalem was the center of His worship and that soon-coming Messiah would bring relief from Roman oppression. But he could not comprehend and accept that a Man executed by the Roman authorities and Jewish leaders as one of the worst of criminals could have been the Messiah. Thus, Saul was determined–in line with his strict Pharisaical training under Gamaliel–to root out the followers of this ridiculous new religion. 
Paul spoke Aramaic, Hebrew and likely Greek and possibly Latin. Let us dive into our study with this background!

Persecutor of Christians – 

Saul of Tarsus did not know Jesus during his lifetime like the other Twelve Apostles but was the first to have as his only experience that of the Risen Christ. After spending several years in Jerusalem for strict training in the Law under Rabbi Gamaliel, he returned to Tarsus. 
During this phase of his life Saul was a fervent Pharisee: he witnessed the stoning of Stephen, holding the cloaks of his murderers as described in the Acts of the Apostles and 8: 1-3. Soon he was assigned to the task of going to Damascus to imprison and persecute the Christians there (Acts 9:2) since he was zealous and against the religion of Jesus which was beginning to spread.
Acts 7:57-58 tells that at Stephen’s martyrdom the witnesses left their cloaks in the care of a young man named Saul.....he was among those who approved of his murder and who began a cruel persecution against the Church. He defended with zeal the traditions of the Fathers (Gal 1:14). He could even have been a member of the Zealots (Acts 22:3) which would explain his mission to Damascus to hunt down the Greek missionaries, like Stephen, who contested the Temple to break them, even through torture (Acts 25:6,9-11).  
Question: On what basis was Stephen condemned? 
Stephen was a Greek-speaking Jew. According to Acts 6:12, 15; 7:54-8:1; 22:5; 26:9-11 Saul being a member of the Sanhedrin, voted against Stephen because he vigorously proclaimed before the Sanhedrin where Saul was present that Jesus, the crucified and risen Messiah, was the true center of the Jewish faith. 
Ellen White specifically said that Saul/Paul was a member of the Sanhedrin. Members of the Sanhedrin were required to be at least 30 years of age (compare Luke 3:23) and married. We have no evidence that Saul/Paul was an exception to this rule. (Education 64.3; Acts of the Apostles 112.1; 410.4; RH, March 6, 1900, par. 3)
Saul was convinced in his own conscience that he was right. How could all the Jewish leaders who had been his teachers and mentors possibly be wrong, he thought. 
Thought Questions: Is there any possibility that we might be wrong about some of our greatest convictions? Are we constantly checking the truth, as we know it, against biblical writings and Spirit of Prophecy facts? Do we have any prejudices like Jesus’ disciples had against ‘Gentiles or Samaritans’ and what steps did Jesus take to help them overcome?  

· He intentionally traveled through Samaria; spoke to the woman at the well. 

· He took His disciples across the Sea of Galilee to Gergasa in order to heal one or two demon-possessed individuals. (Matthew 8:28-34; Mark 5:1-20; Luke 8:26-39)

· Jesus traveled almost exclusively in Samaritan and Perean (non-Jewish) areas and carried out His ministry there. (Luke 9:51-19:27) 

· Peter was sent by God to the home of Cornelius, a Roman centurion, who was already interested in the Jewish religion. (Acts 10:1-4)
· Paul traveled to Corinth. In dealing with the problems at Corinth and later with the problems in Galatia and Rome, Paul made it absolutely clear that Gentiles would be accepted by God on the basis of faith alone and not on the basis of following any Jewish practices. (1 Corinthians 8,10; Romans 14; Galatians 3)
Saul’s Conversion – 

The story of Saul/Paul's conversion is told three times (Acts 9:1-18; 22:6-21; and 26:12-19). Saul was an angry man who persecuted Christians. Persecute means to treat in a cruel and mean manner. He goes on a special mission to Damascus to persecute more Christians. It was a deliberate and sustained plan to exterminate the Christian faith, says the author.  

As he gets near to Damascus, a light from heaven flashes around him! Chapter 9 just says it is a light. Chapter 22 tells us that it is a bright light, and chapter 26 says that it is brighter than the sun. Saul falls to the ground, and hears a voice from heaven. He asks who is speaking. The Jewish rabbis understood that if you heard a voice from heaven that was the voice of God himself. And it seems Saul knows that, even though in his confusion he asks 'who are you, Lord?'
Saul hears what must have been the hardest and most confusing words he has ever heard. 'I am Jesus, who you are persecuting.' In that moment, Saul's whole world is turned upside down. He knows that the Jesus whose people he has been persecuting is not a false prophet, but is identified with God himself.  

Question:  What role did the grace of God have in this experience of Saul’s conversion? Did Saul deserve the goodness that the Lord showed toward him? 

From a human perspective, Saul deserved punishment, but God extended grace to this fervent Jew instead. He was a religious man, but gravely mistaken in his understanding of God. Jesus’ words to Paul, “It is hard for you to kick against the goads” (Acts 26:14,), indicate that the Spirit had been convicting Saul. Saul himself was struggling during this journey. God said, “You are hurting yourself by hitting back, like an ox kicking against its owner’s stick.” (Acts 26:14, GNB) 
In the ancient world, a “goad” was a stick with a sharp point used to prod oxen whenever they resisted plowing. Saul had resisted God’s prodding for some time, but finally on his way to Damascus, through a miraculous encounter with the risen Jesus, Saul chose to fight no longer, says the author. 

Saul had left Jerusalem a proud, zealous Pharisee. He entered Damascus as ‘Paul’ a humble convert to the way of Jesus. 

The Gospel Goes to the Gentiles – 

Stephen’s death forced many of the Jewish believers to flee from Jerusalem about three hundred miles north to Antioch, a cosmopolitan city.  Almost immediately, Paul as a changed and converted man began to proclaim Jesus. He retreated into the deserts of Arabia to think things through briefly. But then, he returned to Damascus and began to preach the gospel with vigor. The Jews became so upset that they intended to kill him, but he was let down over the wall at night in a basket and fled to Jerusalem. (Acts 9:25; 2 Corinthians11:33) 

The Christian brethren in Jerusalem were still not ready to receive him. Here we are introduced to another player in the team – Barnabas. We first met him in Acts chapter 4 verses 36-37 as someone called Joseph, who sold a field, and brought the money to the apostles. They nickname him Barnabas - 'Son of Encouragement.' 

Thought Question: Wouldn't it be great if we were known to others as Sons and Daughters of encouragement, rather than as people who are always criticizing and complaining?
Finally, Barnabas, being a true Son of Encouragement, trusts the genuineness of Saul's conversion, brings Saul to the leaders, and explains what has happened (verse 27). The leaders accept Saul. And once again, he starts speaking out fearlessly in the name of the Lord Jesus (verse 28). But after only a short time, the believers realized that Paul must get out of Jerusalem or he would be killed. So, he fled back to his hometown of Tarsus. (Acts 9:26-30) 

We do not know exactly what Paul did for the next several years. It is very likely that he did his best to spread the gospel around Tarsus in Cilicia and possibly in some areas of Syria as well. 

Paul and Barnabas worked in Antioch for about a year, and the church grew amazingly. Under the Holy Spirit's guidance, Paul and Barnabas were set aside and anointed (Acts 13:1-4) to go forth and preach the gospel to Gentiles in Asia Minor (modern Turkey).
The story of Saul’s conversion end with verse 31, one of Luke's famous summary sentences: 'Then the church throughout Judea, Galilee and Samaria enjoyed a time of peace. It was strengthened; and encouraged by the Holy Spirit; it grew in numbers, living in the fear of the Lord.' 

Saul the persecutor has been converted, Saul the troublesome convert has been shunted off to Tarsus. The church can grow in peace. 

Conclusion: What do we see in this lesson? 

· It is the story of Saul's conversion - a key moment in the worldwide spread of the Good News. But we see God's big story being advanced because apparently insignificant people like Barnabas and Ananias do their parts. You and I have a small part to play in God's big story. 

· Saul’s encounter with Christ was not only a conversion, but it was also a call to a very specific ministry. Saul was told at the time of his conversion that God had chosen him to bear witness to the Gentiles, to kings, and to the Jews (9:15).
· On the road to Damascus, Saul did far more than to see a bright light and to hear a voice from heaven. Saul saw and heard the resurrected Christ. When one looks at all the references to this event, it was, in fact, a personal appearance of the risen, glorified Jesus to Saul (cf. 1 Corinthians 9:1; 15:4-11). 

· If Saul had not been converted, if he had not done the things he did, Christianity would probably have stayed a Jewish movement, and we would never have heard of it. We would not be here today. 

· We cannot be Saul - we cannot have the kind of huge, worldwide impact that he had. But our lives are a small part of a very big story - the story of what God is doing on earth. 

· The story of the ‘Gospel of Jesus Christ’ has to be preached! 
Let us take God’s church forward to the unreached places so that many more like Paul will find His grace!
God Bless You!!!
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