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Foreward

Nothing excites me more than to discover deeper insight
from the Scriptures. As I began to focus my study on
prophecy, I was amazed how many well-known Bible
stories have such profound end time parallels. This is
one of ten stories which were originally published in a
monthly newsletter during the first ten months of 2002.
Here are my reasons for republishing these stories:

First, [ hope each booklet will be widely distributed be-
cause everyone needs to know that the Bible has never
been more relevant and timely than right now! I real-
ize many other Bible stories have end time parallels,
but I have chosen these particular stories because they
are rich in content. As each story is placed into proper
context, it is easier to understand zow and why God’s
people will be tested during the Great Tribulation.

Second, I want you to have enough background in-
formation about the character in each story to feel as
though you were there when the story took place. Un-
derstanding the tests, struggles, mistakes, and victories
experienced by the characters should encourage and
prepare us for the days ahead.

Last, I want you to know that faith in God means to sub-
mit to His demands and remain loyal to Him in the face
of life-threatening adversities. If any concept stands out,
I'hope it is this: Faith in God is much more than believing
there is a God. When people truly love God, their every-
day actions will reflect a dedicated commitment to honor



His ways, which are distinctly different from the ways
this world honors. A faith-filled Christian often stands in
direct opposition to what the world esteems;' therefore,
honoring God is not always a pleasant experience.

The pressure to conform to the status quo explains, in
part, why ancient Israel frequently apostatized.? Tragi-
cally, the priests of Israel failed to lead the people to un-
derstand that as a nation, they must be vigilant because
mankind is inherently rebellious toward God.?

When the draw of our carnal nature is combined with the
pressure to conform to the world’s ways, serving God be-
comes a frustrating challenge and requires patient faith.*
God understands our dilemma. This is why He preserved
so many stories of faith in the Bible. Unless we examine
and understand the failures and the victories of our fore-
fathers, we will repeat their mistakes.

The Bible is clear; salvation comes through faith in
God. Given this sublime truth, I hope you will gain a
new appreciation about many aspects of faith as you
read these booklets. Faith in God is so much more than
intellectual assent to, or agreement with, an idea. Faith
in God leads to adventure and fills your heart with peace
and joy. True happiness springs from knowing and lov-
ing the great “I AM.”

Larry Wilson, September 2020

Romans 8:7

2 Kings 17:15
Ezekiel 22:26
James 1:3
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Saul — Good Heart Wrong Head

Booklets in this series have focused on Bible charac-
ters whose experiences have significant end time par-
allels, and the life of the apostle Paul is no exception.
To summarize the life of Saul before his conversion
into a single sound bite, I would say, “Good heart,
wrong head.” If I were to summarize the life of Saul
after conversion, I would say, “Whole heart, right
head.” The story of Saul’s transformation has dimen-
sions every Christian should consider because a com-
plete paradigm shift is no small feat.

As a Child

The Bible has few facts about Saul’s childhood. Most
scholars believe that he was born about A.D. 12 in the
city of Tarsus, located on the Tarsus River, about 12
miles (20 km) from the Mediterranean Sea coast. Saul
belonged to the tribe of Benjamin, a tribe well known
for its fierce and zealous devotion.! Saul’s parents may
have named him after the first king of Israel who was
also a descendent from the tribe of Benjamin. Because
Pompey made Tarsus the capital of the Roman prov-
ince of Cilicia in 67 B.C., Saul came into this world
having two identities: He was a Jew by nationality,

1 Genesis 49:27; Judges 20:15-16



2 Saul—Good Heart Wrong Head

and also a Roman citizen. This unique combination
ultimately enabled Paul to travel and speak for God
in places and languages that few people could have
done at that time. As a city, Tarsus was noted for its
advanced schools, including a respected school in Sto-
ic philosophy. The pride of Tarsus was its academic
prowess and this son of Tarsus was no embarrassment.

As a young man, Saul decided to serve God as a rabbi.
His passion for learning was as great as his ability to
absorb and comprehend. As a lad, Saul probably trav-
eled to Jerusalem with his father for the appointed
feasts. It must have been an awe-inspiring experience
for young Saul to see the grandeur of the temple and
the fascinating services conducted by the priests.

Perhaps it was these events that inspired Saul to dedi-
cate himself to God’s service. Saul was not a Levite,
so he could not become a priest, however, he could
do the next best option and become a member of the
Pharisee party.

After completing studies in Tarsus, he was accepted
into the school taught by the Pharisee scholars in Je-
rusalem. There, he studied under the famous teacher,
Gamaliel.! T believe Saul was about 18 when he ar-
rived in Jerusalem, shortly after Jesus had ascended to
heaven in A.D. 30. Saul was deeply passionate about

1 Acts 22:3
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his religion and being accustomed to a life of self-
denial, he intently focused on right doing. Saul was
totally committed to becoming a Pharisee. He was a
zealot in every detail: energetic, intense, and ideologi-
cal. He was an exemplary student, and because he was
intellectually superior, his teachers were confident this
young man would have a bright future within their
ranks. It has been said that “love is blind.” If this is so,
then Saul’s love for his religion led him to be totally
convinced of the inerrancy of the Pharisaical doctrines
and the righteousness of his ways.

Years later he wrote, “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 He-
brews; in regard to the law, a Pharisee; as for zeal,
persecuting the church; as for righteousness based
on the law, faultless.”!

Religious Parties

In Saul’s day, Israel consisted of several religious
sects (denominations) much like Protestantism today.
Various sects were openly hostile and militant toward
each other. This constant friction made it difficult for
Rome to govern Jerusalem. Because Jerusalem was a
city of relatives having competing views about God,

1 Philippians 3:4-6
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it was a contentious place in which to live. No doubt
this caustic environment was one reason why John the
Baptist conducted his meetings in the desert.

When Saul arrived in Jerusalem for advanced school-
ing, two religious parties dominated the scene. As you
might expect, these two parties represented the liber-
als and the conservatives. The Pharisee party, to which
Saul had pledged himself, was known for its pious
commitment to righteousness through austerity and
rigor. As conservatives, they were zealous for righ-
teous living and were quick to condemn anyone who
violated their rules of righteousness.! They believed
righteousness was of utmost importance because they
thought unrighteous people could not receive eternal
life. Therefore, the Pharisees were constantly codify-
ing righteousness by defining rules for every aspect
of life. For example, when it came to Sabbath obser-
vance, the Pharisees had more than 400 rules for prop-
er Sabbath observance. The Pharisees were convinced
that life in the hereafter was only possible through
rigorous obedience to God's laws. Their winning ar-
gument was: “Would God grant eternal life to a sinner
who chose to live in ignorance and defiance to His
laws?” Because Israel had a long history of apostasy,
the Pharisees “reasoned” that using a heavy legalistic

1 Mark 2
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doctrine would “help” the Jews prevent apostasy from
occurring again.' It is ironic that the Pharisees’ great-
est fear was apostasy.

The religion of the Pharisees required conformity to
rules rather than purity of heart.? To them, a zeal for
conformity was the evidence of a “new heart” men-
tioned by Ezekiel.> The Pharisees loved religion;
it was their God. They believed that if a “righteous
person” happened to have any “unknown” sin in his
life, the righteousness of Abraham, their father, cov-
ered any deficit.* Perhaps, Saul was attracted to the
Pharisees because, like himself, they were dogmatic
and their thirst for advanced education was insatiable.’
The Pharisees considered the Old Testament plus the
writings and traditions of the rabbis to be the “Word
of God.” Therefore, the Pharisees staunchly defended
the traditions and orthodoxy of Judaism more aggres-
sively than any other party in Israel.

The other leading party of the time, the Sadducees,
was also legalistic and politically powerful, but in a
different way than the Pharisees. The Sadducees did
not believe in a hereafter. Consequently, they were
self-indulgent and focused on obtaining wealth, plea-

Matthew 23

Matthew 3:7-10

Ezekiel 18:31; Jeremiah 31:33
Genesis 15:6; Luke 3:8

John 5:39-40; 2 Timothy 3:7
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sure, status, and comfort. Even more, they rejected
all but the first five books of the Old Testament. The
Sadducees were legalistic pragmatists. For example,
they saw nothing wrong with hiring Gentiles to work
for them on Sabbath, as long as none of the Gentiles
lived within their gates.! The Sadducees despised the
austere lifestyle of the Pharisees and they constantly
argued with them over theological differences. Over-
all, it seemed that the Sadducees held control of Israel
politically, while the Pharisees held control over the
people religiously.

A.D. 30 Christianity Begins to Grow

Before we examine Saul’s conversion on the road to
Damascus, we need to highlight developments that
happened in Jerusalem while Saul was attending
school. After the apostles baptized 3,000 believers into
the kingdom of God on that great day of Pentecost in
A.D. 30, the Christian movement in Jerusalem began
to expand rapidly. Over the next four years, various
disciples of Jesus were publically humiliated and pun-
ished for promoting what was considered an inflam-
matory religion since it was highly critical of Jewish
leaders and the teachings of Judaism. As is so often the
case, the disciples of Jesus became even more popular
when the Jewish leaders increased their persecution!

1 Exodus 20:10
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The Bible says, “The apostles performed many mi-
raculous signs and wonders among the people. And
all the believers used to meet together in Solomon’s
Colonnade [in the temple complex].”" Proselytiz-
ing in the temple and healing the sick on the streets
produced a large number of converts. As Christianity
grew in popularity in Jerusalem, the Sadducees be-
came highly agitated. Their political support was erod-
ing. The Pharisees were also alarmed because people
called them enemies of God. The Christian movement
was different than anything Jewish leaders had ever
seen before. The disciples of Jesus were performing
genuine miracles daily, just like Jesus had done!

People who had suffered from lifelong illness were be-
ing healed right before the eyes of people who were
intimately acquainted with their illness. These wonder-
ful and joyous manifestations of divine power were the
talk of the town, and crowds flocked to hear and see
what the disciples of Jesus were doing and saying. “As
a result, people brought the sick into the streets and
laid them on beds and mats so that at least Peter’s
shadow might fall on some of them as he passed by.
Crowds gathered also from the towns around Jeru-
salem, bringing their sick and those tormented by
impure spirits, and all of them were healed.”

1 Acts 5:12, insertion mine
2 Acts 5:15-16
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Peter and the disciples spoke boldly and performed
miracles which the Jewish authorities could not re-
buff. Christians were teaching salvation through be-
lief in Jesus Christ. They were preaching to the Jewish
people that Jesus was man’s High Priest and that tem-
ple rituals were no longer necessary. The Christians
exclaimed that Pharisees and Sadducees had slain the
Lamb of God! Over the course of time, the Pharisees
and Sadducees held several meetings to discuss pro-
posals that would shut down the growth of Christian-
ity. Christian doctrine and influence was threatening
the survival of Judaism and something had to be done.

The Sanhedrin

The Sanhedrin was Israel’s highest court. The 71
members of the Sanhedrin came from all religious par-
ties according to election and/or bribery. The Romans
granted the Jews (and other similar tribal nations) a
limited amount of civil power to deal with their own
people. As far as the Romans were concerned, tribal
nations were allowed to impose their cultural laws as
long as they stayed within the higher laws of Rome.
Granting this type of authority freed the Romans from
the onerous chore of passing judgment on meaning-
less and disputable matters like religion. However,
there was one law above all others that Rome imposed
on all tribal nations. The Romans made it clear that
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tribal nations did not have the power to punish any
Roman citizen. Each Roman citizen had the right to
appeal to Caesar.

You may recall that after Peter denied being a follower
of Jesus in Pilate’s judgment hall early Friday morn-
ing before the crucifixion, Peter’s remorse and bro-
ken spirit led him to have a “born-again” conversion
that weekend.! The Lord restored Peter’s credibility
among the disciples by enabling him with enormous
Holy Spirit power. Thus, it was Peter who boldly led
the way at Pentecost when 3,000 souls were baptized.
Later on, God used Peter again in a powerful way
when the Holy Spirit revealed to him the deceptions
of Ananias and Sapphira.

Their sudden death had a profound impact on the early
church.? Even with all his faults and weaknesses, Pe-
ter had certain qualities the Lord could use, but only
after Peter was converted. Peter became bold in God’s
grace and strength, no longer depending on his own
arms of flesh. Peter was a “black and white” kind of
a guy, leaving no gray areas in his mind. He did not
mince words about the atrocities of Jewish leaders,
especially when telling the Jews about the murder of
Jesus. Peter’s boldness had a price for which he was

arrested and imprisoned, but an angel miraculously

1 John21:15-19
2 Acts5
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freed him from the chains of his captors during the
night. A few days later, Peter rallied the apostles and
they went out on the streets of Jerusalem again. No
human can thwart this kind of determination and Holy
Sprit power.

When the Sanhedrin heard that Peter was out of prison
and that he and the apostles were healing the sick on
the streets of Jerusalem again, they immediately sent
a captain and soldiers for him. Notice what the Bible
says, “At that, the captain went with his officers
and brought the apostles. They did not use force,
because they feared that the people would stone
them. The apostles were brought in and made to
appear before the Sanhedrin to be questioned by
the high priest. ‘We gave you strict orders not to
teach in this name,” he said. ‘Yet you have filled
Jerusalem with your teaching and are determined
to make us guilty of this man’s blood.” Peter and
the other apostles replied [in never-to-be-forgotten
words]: “We must obey God rather than human be-
ings! The God of our ancestors raised Jesus from
the dead—whom you killed by hanging him on a
cross. God exalted him to his own right hand as
Prince and Savior that he might bring Israel to re-
pentance and forgive their sins. We are witnesses of
these things, and so is the Holy Spirit, whom God
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has given to those who obey him.” When they heard
this, they [members of the Sanhedrin] were furious
and wanted to put them to death.”!

The Bible record continues: “But a Pharisee named
Gamaliel, a teacher of the law, who was honored
by all the people, stood up in the Sanhedrin and or-
dered 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 ral-
lied 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 cen-
sus and led a band of people in revolt. He too was
killed, and all his followers were scattered. There-
fore, in the present case I advise you: Leave these
men alone! Let them go! For if their purpose or ac-
tivity 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.”””*

The wisdom of Gamaliel is legendary for good reason.
No wonder Saul wanted to sit at his feet. The words
and influence of Gamaliel during this meeting brings
up a very important point. Consider this: For centuries,

1 Acts 5:26-33, insertions mine
2 Acts 5:34-39
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Christians have viewed the Pharisees with a certain
amount of contempt. This contempt rises from the New
Testament. Christians believe that Jesus is “God in the
flesh.” They find the Pharisees and the Sadducees to be
so blinded by their religious dogma that they cannot
even see that Jesus is the Messiah. Consequently, down
through the centuries, Christians have held contempt
for those who participated in Christ’s death, but is this
contempt for the Jews appropriately placed?

Confrontation

Jesus came to Earth at God the Father's appointed time.
His birth was not a random event. The timing of Je-
sus’ birth and ministry on Earth was predetermined so
that Jesus could challenge the finest religious system
that man could produce.' God wanted to demonstrate
the reaction and behavior of the world’s best religious
system when confronted with truth. In other words,
the contest between Jesus and the Pharisees is a par-
allel of Jesus versus any religious system! This is an
end-time parallel that everyone should consider. Some
of the Pharisees, like Gamaliel, were sincere and de-
vout. The Jewish people respected them because they
were dedicated to selfless sacrifice for the service of
God. The Pharisee party was horribly misguided, but
Gamaliel was not an evil man. He was a spiritual man,

1 Galatians 4:4
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a good man in a religious system that commingled the
doctrines of men with the truth of God.! As a Pharisee,
Gamaliel had a “good heart” but a “wrong head” when
it came to understanding the fulfillment of Scripture.

Gamaliel’s comments prove that he wondered in his
heart if Jesus might be the Messiah. A Christian cannot
appreciate the contest between Jesus and the Pharisees
until he/she also discovers that he/she actually suffers
from the same problems that afflicted the Pharisees. A
blind man cannot see what he should see unless, (a)
there is someone to open his eyes, and (b) he is willing
to open his eyes. When people are blinded by the cer-
tainty of their own religious dogma, they cannot see or
understand their own blindness! This is a problem that
every human being must wrestle with. The Pharisees
were convinced they were right and everyone else was
wrong. Jesus came into their world and spoke truth.
The result was a deadly confrontation.

Here is a profound thought: Our ability to under-
stand truth is proportional to our willingness to con-
sider truth. We cannot mature in an understanding of
truth unless we are willing to submit to what we have
learned. We cannot enjoy the freedom and joy of truth
until we come to a place in life where we decide to fol-
low truth — no matter what it is or what it costs.

1 Mark 7:7
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The Pharisee Test

There are some pharisaical ways in every human be-
ing. Here is a short test that demonstrates this. The
Pharisees hated Jesus for three reasons:

First, Jesus did not show reverence for the ideas they
respected. Jesus insulted their piety, their culture, their
ideas about salvation, and their overall view of God. If
Jesus came into your church and did this to you, how
would you react?

Second, Jesus embarrassed the Pharisees by condemn-
ing them with their own words. He caused people to
have less respect for the Pharisees with each episode
of embarrassment. Jesus continually demonstrated
how the religion of the Pharisees was driven by van-
ity. If He embarrassed your church leaders every time
they made a religious statement, how would you feel
about your religion?

Third, Jesus performed miracles each day to back up
His outrageous claims. Since the Pharisees could not
perform miracles, Jesus’ actions further humiliated
them by unequivocally proving they were spiritually
devoid of God’s power. What would your church lead-
ers do with a miracle-working person in their midst
who taught a strange and different doctrine? To be
confronted with God and His truth is not a casual ex-
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perience. During the Great Tribulation, the confront-
ing presence of truth will push every person into either
defiant rebellion or complete submission. There will
be no middle ground. Jesus told His disciples, “For
whoever is not against us is for us.”!

“The Way”

This bold, new Christian belief system threatened the
culture and traditional ways of the Jews, so the Phari-
sees and Sadducees united against the common enemy
called “The Way.” The Christian movement was ini-
tially called “The Way” because Jesus said, “I am the
way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the
Father except through me.”? As time passed, mem-
bers of “The Way” became known as “Christians.”

During the first four years of Christian growth in Je-
rusalem, Saul was a graduate student in the school of
the Pharisees. As tensions mounted between Jews and
Christians, young Saul, a zealous ideologue, came to
despise Christians because their actions were tearing
down the very institution to which he had dedicated
his life. By the end of A.D. 33, the Sanhedrin was
forced to ignore Gamaliel’s words. The Sanhedrin
finally concluded that the death penalty must be ad-

ministered to all dissidents belonging to “The Way” or

1 Mark 9:40
2 John 14:6, italics mine
3 Acts 11:26
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chaos would ultimately bring the wrath of Rome down
upon Jerusalem.

The Romans required tribal nations to keep peace in
their cities. If a civil disturbance required the presence
and services of the Roman army, the Romans would
destroy the entire city. Total destruction was Rome’s
way. This action prevented many problems from reap-
pearing in the future. Of course, loot from the city was
then used to pay Rome’s mercenary soldiers.

Dealing with Dissidence

Each group of people, whether religious or political,
faces dissidence at some point in time. If the group
does not remove defiant dissenters, division and dissi-
pation will ultimately occur. Because Christians chose
to defy the demands of the Sanhedrin, Christians were
punished. The Sanhedrin had no option but to destroy
the apostles and their followers. There was no other
way to protect their religion and their influence on the
city!

Here is another powerful end-time parallel. During the
Great Tribulation, religious and political leaders will
unite and attempt to destroy the opposition created by
God’s people.

Deuteronomy 13 contains the directions God gave to
Moses for dealing with dissident behavior. The chap-
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ter is divided into two parts. The first part concerns
false prophets and the second part concerns misguid-
ed leaders and laymen. The Sanhedrin used Deuter-
onomy 13 to justify their execution of Jesus, and later
they justified their persecution of the apostles using
this same chapter.

We can observe another end-time parallel by consider-
ing the upcoming Great Tribulation. God will confront
the great religions of the world with His truth. These
institutions will not be able to accept it without de-
stroying what they stand for, any more than the Phari-
sees were able to accept Jesus’ teachings. Further, God
will confront the world’s governments with His laws,
but these governments will not be able to deal with
His will within the limits of their constitutions. Con-
sternation and confrontation will face everyone.

When Jesus came to Earth the first time, He came to
confront the best religion and strongest government
the world had ever seen with truth.! Neither group
could accommodate Jesus, but there were individuals
within each group who received Him as their Savior.
To these believers, He gave the privilege of becom-
ing “children of God.” Just before Jesus appears the
second time, the same will be true. This world and its

organizations cannot receive Christ. He is alien. His

1 Matthew 10:34
2 John 1:12
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gospel and ways are contrary. His truth and law stand
in opposition to the religions and governments of men.
For Jesus to have complete dominion, men must let go
of their power, and this loss will not come without a
great struggle. However, people who do choose to re-
ceive Him will be “children of God.”

Deuteronomy 13 — Part I — False Prophets

Note God’s instructions to Moses in Deuteronomy 13:
“If a prophet, or one who foretells by dreams, ap-
pears among you and announces to you a sign or
wonder, and if the sign or wonder spoken of takes
place, and the prophet says, ‘Let us follow other
gods’ (gods you have not known) ‘and let us wor-
ship them,’ you must not listen to the words of that
prophet or dreamer. The Lord your God is test-
ing you to find out whether you love him with all
your heart and with all your soul. It is the Lord
your God you must follow, and him you must re-
vere. Keep his commands and obey him; serve him
and hold fast to him. That prophet or dreamer
must be put to death for inciting rebellion against
the Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt
and redeemed you from the land of slavery. That
prophet or dreamer tried to turn you from the way
the Lord your God commanded you to follow. You
must purge the evil from among you.
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“If your very own brother, or your son or daugh-
ter, or the wife you love, or your closest friend se-
cretly entices you, saying, ‘Let us go and worship
other gods’ (gods that neither you nor your ances-
tors have known, gods of the peoples around you,
whether near or far, from one end of the land to the
other), do not yield to them or listen to them. Show
them no pity. Do not spare them or shield them.
You must certainly put them to death. Your hand
must be the first in putting them to death, and then
the hands of all the people. Stone them to death,
because they tried to turn you away from the Lord
your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of
the land of slavery. Then all Israel will hear and be
afraid, and no one among you will do such an evil
thing again.”!

Deuteronomy 13 — Part II — Rise of False Doctrine

“If you hear it said about one of the towns the Lord
your God is giving you to live in that troublemak-
ers have arisen among you and have led the people
of their town astray, saying, ‘Let us go and worship
other gods’ (gods you have not known), then you
must inquire, probe and investigate it thoroughly.
And if it is true and it has been proved that this de-
testable thing has been done among you, you must

1 Deuteronomy 13:1-11
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certainly put to the sword all who live in that town.
You must destroy it completely, both its people and
its livestock. You are to gather all the plunder of the
town into the middle of the public square and com-
pletely burn the town and all its plunder as a whole
burnt offering to the Lord your God. That town is
to remain a ruin forever, never to be rebuilt, and
none of the condemned things are to be found in
your hands. Then the Lord will turn from his fierce
anger, will show you mercy, and will have compas-
sion on you. He will increase your numbers, as he
promised on oath to your ancestors—because you
obey the Lord your God by keeping all his com-
mands that I am giving you today and doing what
is right in his eyes.”!

Some people read these and other verses, and conclude
that the God of the Old Testament is not the God of the
New Testament! In fact, people often present verses
like these to demonstrate that the Old Testament had
to be nailed to the cross. However, it is important to
remember that these words were given and meant to
be applied within the context of a theocracy — that is,
during the time when God himself directly ruled over
Israel. God gave these instructions to Moses because
no other gods would be tolerated as long as He ruled

1 Deuteronomy 13:12-18
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over Israel! Therefore, any deviation or allegiance to
another god was an act of defiance against Jehovah. In
this setting, it is understandable that total destruction
was the only solution for open defiance against God.
Unfortunately, the Pharisees in Saul’s day presumed
they were operating under the principles of a theocra-
cy and justified their actions with Scripture! The Jews
thought they were doing God a service when they per-
secuted the Christians!"

This was the world Saul knew as a young man. The
explosive growth of Christianity in Jerusalem increas-
ingly frustrated the Sanhedrin. Consequently, the San-
hedrin used Deuteronomy 13 as the basis for divine
authority when dealing with dissident Christians. As
the drama unfolds, keep in mind the year is A.D. 34
and Saul has just graduated from the school of the
Pharisees.

Stephen Condemned and Stoned

“So the word of God spread. The number of dis-
ciples in Jerusalem increased rapidly, and a large
number of priests became obedient to the faith [and
disobedient to teachings of the Pharisees]. Now Ste-
phen, a man full of God’s grace and power, per-
formed great wonders and signs among the people.
Opposition arose, however, from members of the

1 John 16:1-3
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Synagogue of the Freedmen (as it was called)—
Jews of Cyrene and Alexandria as well as the prov-
inces of Cilicia and Asia—who began to argue with
Stephen. But they could not stand up against the
wisdom the Spirit gave him as he spoke.

“Then they secretly persuaded some men to say,
‘We have heard Stephen speak blasphemous words
against Moses and against God.” So they stirred
up the people and the elders and the teachers of
the law [the Pharisees]. They seized Stephen and
brought him before the Sanhedrin. They produced
false witnesses, who testified, ‘This fellow never
stops speaking against this holy place and against
the law. For we have heard him say that this Jesus
of Nazareth will destroy this place' and change the
customs [the ceremonial system which] Moses hand-
ed down to us.” All who were sitting in the Sanhe-
drin looked intently at Stephen, and they saw that
his face was like the face of an angel. Then the high
priest asked Stephen, ‘Are these charges true?’ ”>

The members of the Sanhedrin were well acquainted
with Jesus’ disciples, but Stephen was a new face. |
believe this incident occurred spring, A.D. 34 dur-
ing the week of the Feast of Unleavened Bread. Jews
from distant places like Cyrene, Alexandria, Egypt,

1 Matthew 24:2
2 Acts 6:7-7:1, insertions mine
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the province of Cilicia, and other locations in Asia
had gathered in Jerusalem because of the required at-
tendance for all Jews.! In addition to this, the seventy
weeks of Daniel 9 had ended 15 days earlier with the
close of A.D. 33.

Somehow, Stephen and some of the visiting Jews
became engaged in an aggressive religious discus-
sion. When the Jews could not defeat the logic Ste-
phen used from the Old Testament prophecies, they
secretly schemed to have him arrested for dissension.
When called before the Sanhedrin, Stephen was ea-
ger to present Jesus to the leaders of Israel. Stephen
explained why Jesus predicted the destruction of the
temple by reviewing why the temple was necessary
in the first place. He started with the call of Abraham,
then the call of Moses, and then the building of the
temple by Solomon.? I believe Stephen was leading up
to the point that Solomon’s temple was only a tempo-
rary edifice until Messiah appeared.

At that point, Messiah would be the temple and the
focus of worship, instead of a physical edifice. There-
fore, the destruction of the temple was appropriate
because (a) bricks and mortar cannot house a God as
great and majestic as Jehovah, and (b) Messiah had

1 Exodus 34:24
2 Acts 7:2-50
3 Revelation 21:22
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appeared. To underscore his point, Stephen quoted
Isaiah 66:1-2, “Heaven is my throne, and the earth
is my footstool. What kind of house will you build
for me? says the Lord. Or where will my resting
place be? Has not my hand made all these things?”"

Suddenly, Stephen stopped. He looked around at the
71 members of the Sanhedrin as the power and pres-
ence of the Holy Spirit came over him. Stephen was
shown that his argument was useless, falling on deaf
ears. He knew his death was imminent. The Holy Spir-
it gave Stephen words to pronounce blood guilt upon
Israel. “*“You stiff-necked people! Your hearts and
ears are still uncircumcised. You are just like your
ancestors: You always resist the Holy Spirit! Was
there ever a prophet your ancestors did not per-
secute? They even Kkilled those who predicted the
coming of the Righteous One. And now you have
betrayed and murdered him—you who have re-
ceived the law that was given through angels but
have not obeyed it.” When the members of the San-
hedrin 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

1 Acts 7:49-50
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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.”!

Saul Persecutes the Church

Stephen was the first Christian martyr. He was the
first victim of the Sanhedrin decision to destroy all
members of “The Way.” Saul was an observer in the
courtroom when Stephen was tried. No doubt he was
gratified to see Stephen die because he agreed with
the Sanhedrin that all Christians had to be destroyed
or they would destroy Judaism. As members of the
Sanhedrin began to shed their cloaks to stone Stephen,
young Saul saw an opportunity to be of service. He
volunteered to hold the garments of the executioners,
and I am sure he relished the excitement of killing a
Christian dissident.

“While they were stoning him, Stephen prayed,
‘Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.” Then he fell on his
knees and cried out, ‘Lord, do not hold this sin
against them.” When he had said this, he fell asleep.
And Saul approved of their killing him. On that day
a great persecution broke out against the church at

1 Acts 7:51-58
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Jerusalem, and all except the apostles were scat-
tered throughout Judea and Samaria. Godly men
buried Stephen and mourned deeply for him.”'

It is understandable that Saul’s heart was not touched
by Stephen's death. Saul regarded Stephen as a defiant
dissident. Jesus warned His disciples about the blind-
ness of religion for such occasions, “They will put
you out of the synagogue; in fact, the time is com-
ing when anyone who Kkills you will think they are
offering a service to God. They will do such things
because they have not known the Father or me. I
have told you this, so that when their time comes
you will remember that I warned you about them.
I did not tell you this from the beginning because
I was with you.” Yet, in Saul’s mind, Deuteronomy
13 left no doubt that the Sanhedrin was doing the will
of God. The stoning of Stephen was the fulfillment of
what God required.

Saul seized the moment and used the destruction of
Christians as a way to quickly advance himself within
the Pharisee party. He volunteered to tirelessly ferret
out Christians and bring them before the Sanhedrin.
The authorities were quite pleased that this young
man was so willing to do their “dirty work.” Saul was

an ideologue (a person who follows an ideology in a

1 Acts 7:59-8:2
2 John 16:2-4
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dogmatic way without compromise), and was perfect-
ly suited to implement Deuteronomy 13 to the letter.
The religious leaders gave Saul the necessary permits
to satisfy the Romans and the Bible says, “But Saul
began to destroy the church. Going from house to
house, he dragged off both men and women and
put them in prison. Those who had been scattered
preached the word wherever they went.”!

The name, Saul of Tarsus, quickly became infamous
among Christians. Saul was fresh out of graduate
school. He was bright and on a fast track as far as his
career as a Pharisee was concerned. He was devoted
to legalism — always observing the letter of the law.
He was so motivated that the suffering he inflicted on
Christians did not bother him. He was willing to do
what it took to save Judaism.

Here is another end-time parallel. During the Great
Tribulation, many good people will commit the same
kind of atrocities that Saul did, thinking they are do-
ing a service for God. This parallel is important to un-
derstand, because when Stephen fell to his knees, he
prayed, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them.”
I find it interesting that these are among the final
words of Jesus! “Father, forgive them, for they do

not know what they are doing.”? I believe Jesus and

1 Acts 8:3-4
2 Luke 23:34
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Stephen said these words when confronting death be-
cause when God steps into the affairs of man, there
is confrontation. Truth meets blindness, but blindness
does not know that it has confronted truth. Human ig-
norance and arrogance are such that a person with a
good heart can do things that are offensive to God.
“Good heart, wrong head.”

Both Jesus and Stephen knew that a few who were
sitting in judgment against them were good-hearted
people. The two also knew that if people, like Gama-
liel, who had honest hearts, could understand God’s
truth as they understood it, these people would not be
assaulting them; instead, they would be standing with
them. Therefore, both men expressed love for their
enemies. They asked God to overlook the ignorance
of their enemies because they knew there were a few
with good hearts. Bible history proves that Saul was
such a person!

Saul Meets Jesus

The more Saul chased Christians throughout Jeru-
salem, the more the gospel spread as they fled for
their lives! Eventually, Saul heard there were many
Christians causing similar problems in Damascus, so
“Meanwhile, Saul was still breathing out murder-
ous threats against the Lord’s disciples. He went to
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the high priest and asked him for letters to the syna-
gogues 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. As
he neared Damascus on his journey, suddenly a
light from heaven flashed around him. He fell to the
ground and heard a voice say to him, ‘Saul, Saul,
why do you persecute me?’

“‘Who are you, Lord?’ Saul asked.

“‘I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting,” he re-
plied.

“‘Now get up and go into the city, and you will be
told what you must do.’

“The men traveling with Saul stood there speech-
less; they heard the sound but did not see anyone.
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. For three days he was
blind, and did not eat or drink anything.”!

Saul was traveling to Damascus, intent on persecuting
more Christians, when Jesus intercepted the young
man by knocking him to the ground with a brilliant
flash of light — perhaps a bolt of lightning. After that
brief encounter, Saul was left in a state of shock and

1 Acts 9:1-9
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totally blind. He did not know what to think or do.
For the first time in his short but intense life, every-
thing that Saul believed in, everything that he had
studied, everything that he loved was suspect. Instead
of being the self-directing, self-important, and self-
assured young Pharisee with a bright future, Saul was
blind and totally confused. All he could ponder as he
stumbled toward Damascus was, “So, Jesus Christ is
God!” Saul arrived in Damascus completely humbled
and humiliated beyond words. Saul had come to Da-
mascus to take Christians captive, but he arrived a
prisoner of blindness. Saul was blind in more ways
than one and for the first time in his life, he saw his
inability to see — a rare experience for anyone.

The Lights Come On

“In Damascus there was a disciple named Ananias.
The Lord called to him in a vision, ‘Ananias!’

““Yes, Lord,’ he answered.

““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. In a vision he has
seen a man named Ananias come and place his
hands on him to restore his sight.’

“‘Lord,” Ananias answered, ‘I have heard many
reports about this man and all the harm he has
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done to your holy people in Jerusalem. And he has
come here with authority from the chief priests to
arrest all who call on your name.’

“But the Lord said to Ananias, ‘Go! This man is my
chosen instrument to proclaim my name to the Gen-
tiles and their kings and to the people of Israel. I will
show him how much he must suffer for my name.’

“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.’
Immediately, something like scales fell from Saul’s
eyes, and he could see again. He got up and was
baptized, and after taking some food, he regained
his strength. Saul spent several days with the dis-
ciples in Damascus.”!

The sincere words of Ananias touch my heart. He ap-
proached the young man and said kindly, “Brother
Saul.” Think about the power of those two words at
just the right time. Let me ask you several straight-
forward questions. “What name do you call your en-
emy?” “How do you address those who would do you
harm?” “How do you respond to those who want to
hurt you?” Yet, Ananias said, “Brother Saul.”

1 Acts 9:10-19
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The most amazing feature of true Christianity is the
principle of “love your enemies.” Nothing reveals the
presence and power of God within a human being like
the spirit of forgiveness. When a Christian holds no
malice or hardness toward an adversary, the love of
God radiates from that life. “No one has ever seen
God; but if we love one another, God lives in us and
his love is made complete in us.”!

Saul had spent most of his life in school preparing to be
a Pharisee of the Pharisees. Now that he was in Damas-
cus, Saul entered the first grade for a second time. This
time he was studying Jesus instead of religion. Once
his eyes were opened and his ears able to hear, Saul’s
new teacher, the Holy Spirit, began teaching him the
concepts that would shape Christianity.

Saul the Evangelist

After spending three years with the Holy Spirit, Saul
was able to align key elements from his formal educa-
tion with his new spiritual eyesight. He began to see
that Jesus was the fulfillment of everything promised
in the Old Testament. The young man was so excited
he could not contain himself. Remember, all along he
had a good heart, but his head had been filled with
wrong concepts. Now that Saul realized his blindness,
his head could be directed toward truth. True to form,

1 1John4:12
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Saul was immediately ready to tell the whole world
about Jesus! This is the amazing aspect of people who
are ideologues by nature. They are wholehearted and
enthusiastic in everything they do.

The Bible says of Saul: “At once he began to preach
in the synagogues that Jesus is the Son of God. All
those who heard him were astonished and asked,
‘Isn’t he the man who raised havoc in Jerusalem
among those who call on this name? And hasn’t he
come here to take them as prisoners to the chief
priests?’ Yet Saul grew more and more powerful
and baffled the Jews living in Damascus by prov-
ing that Jesus is the Messiah. After many days had
gone by [about three years], there was a conspiracy
among the Jews to Kkill him, but Saul learned of
their plan. Day and night they kept close watch on
the city gates in order to Kkill him. But his follow-
ers took him by night and lowered him in a basket
through an opening in the wall.”"

When the persecutor becomes the persecuted, it is ap-
parent that an amazing change has taken place. Saul
did not return to Jerusalem immediately after his con-
version. The Holy Spirit called him to spend time in
the solitude of the desert. Saul had much to unlearn,
but he also had much to learn. He shared this experi-

1 Acts 9:20-25, insertion mine
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ence with the Galatians because he wanted them to
know that his understanding of the gospel came di-
rectly from Jesus Christ through the ministry of the
Holy Spirit. He wrote, “For you have heard of my
previous way of life in Judaism, how intensely I
persecuted the church of God and tried to destroy
it. I was advancing in Judaism beyond many of
my own age among my people and was extremely
zealous for the traditions of my fathers. But when
God, who set me apart from my mother’s womb
and called me by his grace, was pleased to reveal
his Son in me so that I might preach him among the
Gentiles, my immediate response was not to con-
sult any human being. I did not go up to Jerusalem
to see those who were apostles before I was, but I
went into Arabia. Later I returned to Damascus.
Then after three years, I went up to Jerusalem to
get acquainted with Cephas and stayed with him
fifteen days.”!

Three years after leaving for Damascus, Saul re-
turned to Jerusalem. Since there had not been any
news about him and his whereabouts for such a long
time, the disciples were not sure what he was up to.
“When he came to Jerusalem, he tried to join the
disciples, but they were all afraid of him, not be-

1 Galatians 1:13-18
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lieving that he really was a disciple. But Barnabas
took him and brought him to the apostles. He told
them how Saul on his journey had seen the Lord
and that the Lord had spoken to him, and how in
Damascus he had preached fearlessly in the name
of Jesus. So Saul stayed with them and moved
about freely in Jerusalem, speaking boldly in the
name of the Lord. He talked and debated with the
Hellenistic Jews, but they tried to kill him. When
the believers learned of this, they took him down
to Caesarea and sent him off to Tarsus. Then the
church throughout Judea, Galilee and Samaria
enjoyed a time of peace and was strengthened.
Living in the fear of the Lord and encouraged by
the Holy Spirit, it increased in numbers.”!

End-Time Parallels

This booklet tells just a portion of the story about
Saul's miraculous life. Therefore, let's close with a
review of some end-time parallels revealed in Saul’s
life.

1. After Jesus went to heaven, He gave His disciples
two great gifts. First, He gave them words and wis-
dom to speak for God. Jesus promised, “But when
they arrest you, do not worry about what to say
or how to say it. At that time you will be giv-

1 Acts 9:26-31
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en what to say, for it will not be you speaking,
but the Spirit of your Father speaking through
you.”!' Second, He gave the disciples Holy Spirit
power which enabled them to perform hundreds of
genuine miracles. Jesus promised, “But you will
receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on
you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem,
and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends
of the earth.”” God granted them miracle-working
powers so that people would listen to the testimo-
ny of the disciples, believe, be “born again,” and
then spread the message abroad. These two gifts
rested upon Paul and Barnabas as well. “So Paul
and Barnabas spent considerable time there
[[conium], speaking boldly for the Lord, who
confirmed the message of his grace by enabling
them to perform signs and wonders.”® This
same process will happen again. God will give His
144,000 servants words and wisdom to speak for
Him. They will clearly present the terms and condi-
tions of salvation from God’s law and the power of
the Holy Spirit will rest upon them, enabling them
to perform genuine miracles on. The Two Witness-
es in Revelation 11, God's Law and the Holy Spirit,
will be perfectly revealed in the 144,000.

1 Matthew 10:19-20
2 Acts1:8
3 Acts 14:3, insertion mine
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2. During the Great Tribulation, the religious leaders
of the world will parallel the behavior of the Phari-
sees and the Sadducees. Conservatives, like the
Pharisees of old, will insist the only way to appease
God, so His judgments might stop, is by rigorous
obedience. The problem is that their idea of how to
appease God will be faulty. There is an obedience
that stems from legalism (the carnal heart) and there
is an obedience that springs from faith (the spiritual
heart). The question is not whether God requires
obedience; the question is whether our obedience
springs from faith and love! Liberals, like the Sad-
ducees of old, will use their political connections
to influence civil powers and produce legislation
attempting to control and thwart the 144,000. As in
Paul’s day, when Pharisees and Sadducees united
against the apostles and early Christians, so in the
end times, conservatives and liberals will unite
against the testimony of the 144,000 and end-time
Christians.

3. The love of religion is blinding, so it is impossible
for one man to prove the superiority of his reli-
gion over that of another. A devout Christian can-
not prove to a devout Jew that his or her religion
is superior to Judaism. History confirms this. Jesus
could not prove to the Jews that He was Messiah!
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Jesus could not prove to His disciples that He was
Messiah, either! One day, Jesus asked Peter if he
believed that He was the Son of God and Peter re-
sponded “Yes.” Jesus then said, “Blessed are you,
Simon son of Jonah, for this was not revealed
to you by flesh and blood, but by my Father in
Heaven.”' Given the onerous power of religion,
after listening to Stephen’s testimony, there was
zero chance of young Saul abandoning Judaism
and accepting Christianity! In fact, Saul was so
convinced of the accuracy of his religious position
that miracles and reasoning from Scripture could
not make a dent in his thinking. The same was true
of the Pharisees and Sadducees during the days of
Jesus. They saw Jesus perform miracles with their
own eyes and the evidence of His work was every-
where. Yet, the only words they could utter were,
“By Beelzebul, the prince of demons, he is driv-
ing out demons.”

During the Great Tribulation, God will tear down
the walls of religion with a marvelous display of
power and open the eyes of everyone on Earth to
truth for a short time. God will confront mankind
with compelling manifestations of truth and power.
He will force everyone to make a decision for truth

1 Matthew 16:17
2 Luke 11:15
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or against truth. The honest in heart, like Saul, will
see the light — discover their blindness and rejoice!
People who love religion and power, like the Phari-
sees and Sadducees, will align themselves with
darkness to survive, but will forfeit eternal life. The
experience of Saul on the road to Damascus has an
end-time parallel. Many people on Earth have hon-
est hearts, but wrong heads. At the appointed time,
God will allow everyone to see the light. All who
receive the truth, like Saul, will be found among
that greater number of saints when they go march-
ing in.
The Rest of the Story

The Bible does not tell us how or when Saul’s name
was changed to Paul. Luke simply identifies Saul was
as the one who is also called Paul. “Then Saul, who
was also called Paul, filled with the Holy Spirit,
looked straight at Elymas and said, ‘You are a
child of the devil and an enemy of everything that
is right! You are full of all kinds of deceit and trick-
ery. Will you never stop perverting the right ways
of the Lord?’”!

I can almost hear the apostle Paul saying these words —
given the fact that he, too, perverted the right ways of
the Lord! Although it does not really matter how Saul

1 Acts 13:9-10
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became known as Paul, I have a possible explanation
for you to consider. When the Lord informed Saul that
he would become an apostle to the Gentiles,' I con-
clude that Saul converted his Jewish name to a Gentile
equivalent, so they would accept him more readily.
Jews were intensely hated throughout the Roman Em-
pire and very few Gentiles would listen to a despised
Jew.? Even more, a new identity reflects a new life.
Saul abandoned the Pharisees and I am sure the feel-
ing was mutual. The apostle Paul had one objective.
He wanted everyone to know Christ and the joy of His
salvation. He wrote the following: “Though I am free
and belong to no one, I have made myself a slave to
everyone, to win as many as possible. To the Jews I
became like a Jew, to win the Jews. To those under
the law I became like one under the law (though I
myself am not under the law), so as to win those
under the law. To those [Christians] not having the
law I became like one not having the law (though I
am not free from God’s law but am under Christ’s
law), so as to win those not having the law. To the
weak I became weak, to win the weak. I have be-
come all things to all people so that by all possible
means I might save some. I do all this for the sake
of the gospel, that I may share in its blessings.”

1 1 Timothy 2:7
2 Acts 16:20
3 1 Corinthians 9:19-23, insertion mine
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History says that Paul was executed in Rome around
A.D. 65 for refusing to worship Caesar. He fought a
good fight and he was faithful to the end.! After study-
ing Paul’s writings and his life of service for the Lord
Jesus Christ, I am forever indebted to this zealous man
for showing me many wonderful things about Jesus.
Jesus halted Saul on the road to Damascus because
his heart was totally dedicated to the service of God.
What is so wonderful about God is that He sees the
heart! Jesus knew that once Saul met Him, Saul’s life
would be forever changed. Paul wrote 14 of the 27
books found in the New Testament! Where would
Christians be without his contribution to the Bible?
Paul’s life is a perfect example of a complete para-
digm shift. What he used to love he came to hate, and
what he used to hate he came to love. “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 [my losses] garbage, that
I may gain Christ and be found in him, not hav-
ing 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

1 2 Timothy 4:7
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faith.”' My prayer is that God will help each of us to
emulate the integrity, love, humility, and dedication
demonstrated in the life of the dear saint known as
Paul.

1 Philippians 3:7-9, insertion mine
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