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Introduction 

The first Sunday of November is set apart in much of the global Body of Christ as the 
International Day of Prayer for the Persecuted Church. As we join other churches around the 
world today in committing ourselves to prayer for the persecuted church, we are seeking to 
compensate in a way for the fact that suffering in the world is not evenly distributed. At least 
we in the West don’t have anywhere near the burden of suffering that Christians endure in 
places like Afghanistan, North Korea, Pakistan, India, Nigeria, Myanmar, China and Hong 
Kong, etc. But the persecution of Christians began a long time ago, from the very beginning, 
in fact, and one of the first persecutors was a man named Saul of Tarsus. (His Hebrew name 
was always Saul, and his Greco-Roman name, Paulos, which he used on his missionary 
journeys into that world.)   

Before his conversion 

The story of the apostle Paul’s conversion really begins in the synagogue of the Freedmen in 
Jerusalem (Acts 6), where Jews from Cilicia were known to gather (Tarsus was in Cilicia). 
So Saul had undoubtedly heard some of Stephen’s messages when he preached there 
about Jesus. Apparently he was there the day Stephen was dragged before the Sanhedrin, 
accused of all kinds of trumped-up charges, such as speaking against the temple and the 
law of Moses (actually he had been explaining Jesus’ saying about “destroy this temple 
and I will raise it again in three days”).  So Saul heard that tremendous discourse (Acts 7) 
and witnessed how that austere body suddenly went berserk and rushed at Stephen like 
madmen, dragging him out of the city and stoning him to death. That was the occasion when 
Saul held the cloaks of those who did the stoning, suggesting that Saul, described as a 
“young man,” was likely not yet of sufficient age to participate in the stoning, but he was 
already a person of confidence.  He witnessed Stephen’s dying moments and heard the 
dynamic testimony from Stephen’s lips, forgiving his executioners (Acts 7:57-8:1).  

So this struggle began in Saul’s head at least since Acts 6, but the effect it produced in him 
was a strong sense of scandal toward the Christians – what they preached was blasphemy! 
So Acts 8 tells us he started on a campaign to annihilate this movement. By his own 
testimony later on, he was quite brutal in this “mission” (Gal. 1, 1 Tim. 1). Saul’s identity was 
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solidly Jewish, even though he was also a Roman citizen, but his confidence was being 
challenged by these Christians and their scandalous crucified Messiah. Who would ever 
believe salvation could come from such a disgraced man?  Saul considered Jesus accursed, 
according to the law (Deut. 21:23), and thus utterly incapable of saving anybody. It was a 
totally incongruous message, which he would only understand much later after deep 
theological meditation (Gal. 3:13-14). 

The question is also relevant for us: what do we make of this curse? The law stated it very 
clearly, but what was that curse actually able to do to Jesus? Of course, it wasn’t only the 
law that was cursing Jesus that day – the soldiers, Jewish rulers, the others being crucified, 
the crowd – all were throwing in their two cents. And how did Jesus respond to that cursing? 
It was similar to when He touched a leper, which was forbidden by Jewish law and custom.  
Did He become unclean or did their leprosy infect Him?  Not at all!  Rather, His purity and 
health passed into the leper and he was made whole!  It was the same with any other 
disease or dead body – anyone considered unclean. The power of His life and holiness was 
so much stronger, meaning that the curse had no power over Him!  His blessing was much 
stronger; He’s the One who was contagious! 

On the cross Jesus intentionally allowed Himself to be put under the curse of the law, 
because He was identifying with us, expressing His solidarity with our awful plight. But He’s 
the one who was stronger than all our enemies! That’s how He turned the curse of that cross 
into the greatest blessing of all times! The words of a popular Christmas carol say it aptly: 
“No more let sins and sorrows grow, nor thorns infest the ground! He comes to make His 
blessings flow far as the curse is found, far as the curse is found!” (Joy to the World). So 
what is there in your life that has been like a curse to you?  A person, a job, or situation? 
Some health issue, physical condition, relationship, failure, or absence?  What is it in your 
life that feels like the weight of a curse?  Will you bring it to the foot of the cross and see 
what Jesus endured for our sakes … so that He could break the curse?!  Look at the curse 
that He endured, but was able to turn into the greatest blessing – you think He can’t do that 
with what’s burdening you?  “Far as the curse is found …” 

His conversion 

So Saul didn’t understand that yet, but he would; his day was coming! Meanwhile, he sought 
orders from the Sanhedrin to take his campaign against the Christians farther afield 
(“breathing out murderous threats…” Acts 9). And what happened on the way?  Jesus 
appeared to Saul on that road to Damascus, and he suddenly realized how mistaken he 
was!  He’d been trying to maintain his identity on false premises, constructing his life mission 
based on his own criteria (but that doesn’t work!). Suddenly, a blinding light and authoritative 
voice came from above, and Saul found himself on the ground, on hands and knees 
(European painters invented the idea of Saul falling off a horse; it’s not how Jewish rabbis 
traveled.) “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” boomed the voice. We must notice the 
connection: by persecuting God’s people, Saul was actually persecuting Jesus Himself! 
(That’s still true today – Mt. 25:40.)  Feeling a terrible sense that he might be on the wrong 
side of this issue, he asks the voice for identification: “Who are you, Lord?”  And he gets 
the full force of the truth in his face: “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting.” I think Saul 
must have been trembling in his sandals as this soul-shattering truth came pounding at his 
mind and soul: “this Jesus is alive, He’s so united with these people I’ve been persecuting, 
He’s not happy with my mission, and clearly very powerful, somehow vitally related to God 
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Himself!” When Paul tells this testimony before a crowd of hostile Jews some years later 
(Acts 22:10), he recalls asking, “What shall I do, Lord?” And the answer: “Get up, go into 
the city, wait until you are told what to do.” But when Saul gets up, he’s now blind and 
has to be led by the hand; he spends the next three days in that darkness, fasting, trying to 
pray, with a huge crisis in his heart: humbled to the lowest point, repentant over how wrong 
he’d been, how many innocent people he’d caused to suffer, how many blasphemies he had 
uttered against the Lord of glory. 

Whenever we attempt to construct our identity apart from the God who made us, apart from 
His ways and truth, we flounder. It’s why moderns can feel so empty because we don’t want 
to put ourselves under God’s authority, lest it deprive us of some false goal we’re especially 
obsessed with.  And the fruit of this is that we are known as the most in-debt, obese, 
addicted, medicated generation in history!  Only in returning to our Creator as He came 
to us in Jesus Christ can this awful condition be rectified.  So Saul had stumbled on the 
stumbling block of Jesus’ suffering and death – “how could such a thing happen to 
someone claiming to be Messiah?  That’s not who our Messiah was supposed to be!” So, 
disliking that message, Saul imposed his own ideas, and we certainly suffer from the same 
problem today: new religions are on the rise! (In the US, whenever you have to fill out a 
form that asks for your religious affiliation, there are two new categories that are exploding 
today: “None’s” and “SBNR’s” (“Spiritual But Not Religious”) – mix and match traditions 
according to your own preferences; remix! It’s all about the “energy” that connects 
everything: very spiritual concept).  Physicist Andrew Fellows calls it ego-paganism, where a 
person’s own interiority becomes ultimate reality (“solipsism” in philosophical terms).  Yet 
from the biblical viewpoint, human identity is grounded in one who is not of this world – the 
God who is “other” put His image in us, though it’s terribly blurred by our sinfulness, even 
more by the enemy’s lies, and only a myth if He is removed from the equation.  Nothing in 
this world can fully secure your identity, because the One who established your 
identity is not of this world.  So making lots of money will not do it for you, nor will going 
on thousands of adventures, getting to do everything you ever wished for, having hundreds 
of sexual escapades, fulfilling your wildest fantasies! “What does it profit you to gain the 
whole world and lose your own soul?” (Lk. 9:25.) Nothing in nature or science can fulfill 
your identity (neither animism, naturalism, materialism, behaviorism, empiricism); nothing in 
philosophy (rationalism, romanticism, positivism, nihilism); nothing in politics (communism, 
socialism, capitalism, transgenderism). Apart from Jesus, we can never find ourselves; He’s 
the true basis for our value and worth.  So get rid of the lies, break free of your chains!  Call 
on Jesus!  

After his conversion  

When Saul did this, his life exploded with grace and truth!  He discovered that his identity 
was not so tied to his ethnic identity or his Jewish religion as he had imagined; these were 
factors of historical importance, but who he was and how much he was valued came from 
God in Christ!  He began immediately to preach Christ (Damascus, Nabatea, Jerusalem, 
Tarsus, Antioch, etc.), and went on to become the model missionary and preacher of the 
Gospel, impacting 2000 years of Christian history!  As Saul pursued those early Christians, 
what he discovered was that Jesus was actually pursuing him for a task that was truly 
worthy of his time and effort.  But did you know that in the same way Jesus is pursuing each 
of us! We will probably not have such a dramatic conversion as he experienced, but Jesus 
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longs just as much to connect us deeply with the truth of His saving grace!  He wants to 
expose our tendency to live in “unreality” (shaped by our false perceptions, virtual pursuits, 
etc.) with a desire for more and more of Him (Php. 3:10).   

Richard Wurmbrand (born in Bucharest, 1909, Jewish Romanian family): “God, I know 
surely that You do not exist. But if perchance You exist, which I contest, it is not my duty to 
believe in You; it is Your duty to reveal Yourself to me.” God did. In his youth Richard 
became a Communist, but soon grew disillusioned with the movement. He met and married 
his wife Sabina in 1936, and in 1938, on vacation in a mountain village, an old carpenter 
gave him a Bible, prayed for him and witnessed to him. He had read the Bible once before, 
but this time was different (both embraced Jesus as Lord). When the Nazis invaded 
Romania, 1940, Richard and Sabina began a ministry to the Jews. They preached in bomb 
shelters, rescued Jewish children from ghettos, and were arrested and beaten numerous 
times; several of their relatives lost their lives in concentration camps. But they persisted. In 
1944, when the Communists took over Romania, Richard preached boldly to the Russian 
troops and resisted pressure to swear loyalty to the atheistic rule. In 1948 he was kidnapped 
by the secret police and spent 14 years in prison, suffering horrific tortures and brutality. 
They would especially beat the soles of his feet, to the bone, until they bled! He spent three 
years in solitary confinement (in that time he only managed to win one person to the Lord: in 
the next cell, by Morse code through the wall). During his time in communist prison, there 
was one cruel guard who fell from grace with his superiors, and by a twist of fate, he was 
suddenly a prisoner among those he had formerly mistreated so badly; most were ready to 
let him have it, but Richard defended him, ministered to him, led him to Christ. In 1964 he 
was ransomed for $10,000 and sent to the West. In 1967 he founded Voice of the Martyrs. In 
1990 he and his wife were able to return for a visit to their beloved Romania, preaching the 
Gospel to many. 

So the mark of a true believer becomes the pursuit of Jesus, no matter what the cost, a 
growing awareness of His presence, and an insatiable desire to become like Him, in 
character, in word and in deed.  But you must choose to call on the Lord who’s pursuing you 
– He will set your heart ablaze with His message of love and His desire to rescue us from 
ourselves!   


