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Study Guide: New Life and New Purpose: The Apostle Paul
I. Comprehensive Overview of Saul/Paul's Life
This section provides a detailed look at Paul's life, divided into three key phases: his background as Saul of Tarsus, his pivotal conversion, and his transformative ministry as the Apostle Paul.
A. Saul of Tarsus: Background and Early Life
· Birthplace and Heritage: Born in Tarsus (Roman province of Cilicia, modern-day Turkey) around 4 BCE. He was a Greek-speaking Jew from the tribe of Benjamin.
· Roman Citizenship: Possessed Roman citizenship by birth, which would later prove advantageous.
· Family and Upbringing: From a devout Jewish family; his father was a Pharisee, shaping Saul's rigorous religious education and deep understanding of Jewish Law.
· Linguistic Skills: Fluent in Koine Greek (common language of the eastern Mediterranean) and likely spoke Aramaic.
· Education: Initial education in Tarsus, a renowned center of learning. Moved to Jerusalem by age 14 for advanced studies under Rabbi Gamaliel.
· Intellectual Prowess: Sharp mind, evidenced by sophisticated arguments and later use of Greek philosophy.
· Teaching Method: Developed a question-and-answer (diatribe) style of teaching, common in rabbinic debate.
· Pre-Conversion Activity: Was a violent persecutor of the early church, actively harming believers.
B. The Conversion to Paul
· Road to Damascus: Encountered the risen Jesus while traveling to Damascus to persecute Christians (Acts 9).
· Divine Revelation: Jesus blinded him and asked, "Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?" This moment marked a radical, divine transformation.
· Ananias's Role: The Lord spoke to Ananias, calling Saul a "chosen instrument...to carry my name before the Gentiles and kings and the children of Israel" and foretelling his suffering (Acts 9:15–16).
· Personal Account: Paul himself recounts this conversion as a direct revelation of Jesus Christ, not a human gospel (Galatians 1:11–24).
· Renaming: From this point forward, he became known as Paul, signifying his new identity and purpose.
C. Paul's Ministry, Repentance, and Suffering
· Public Repentance: Openly acknowledged and repented of his past persecution of the church, considering himself "the least of the apostles" and "unworthy" (1 Corinthians 15:9; 1 Timothy 1:13). He boasted only in "the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ" (Galatians 6:14).
· Missionary Focus: Devoted his life to building the church, sharing Jesus "wherever he went."
· Target Audience: Initially preached to Jews, but upon their rejection, turned to the Gentiles, seeing himself as "a light for the Gentiles" to bring salvation to "the ends of the earth" (Acts 13:46–47; Ephesians 3:7–8).
· Ministry Style: Acted as a "spiritual father" to new believers (1 Thessalonians 2:4–9), mentoring, planting churches, writing letters, and laboring tirelessly, often working "night and day" to avoid being a burden.
· Gospel Content: Emphasized receiving and handing on the gospel through Christ's revelation (1 Corinthians 15:1–11; Galatians 1:11–24).
· Suffering as a Platform: Jesus foretold his suffering (Acts 9:16), and Paul endured extensive hardships: imprisonments, beatings, shipwrecks, dangers from various sources, toil, hardship, cold, and exposure (2 Corinthians 11:23–29).
· Joy in Suffering: Despite immense suffering, Paul "rejoice[d] in [his] sufferings for your sake" (Colossians 1:24), seeing them as advancing the gospel (Philippians 1:12–18). He desired to "know Him [Christ] and share in His sufferings" (Philippians 3:7–11).
· Strength in Weakness: Experienced a "thorn in the flesh" to keep him humble, leading to his profound realization: "When I am weak, then I am strong" (2 Corinthians 12:7–10).
· Unwavering Commitment: Considered his life "worth nothing" except to "finish the race and complete the task" of testifying to God's grace (Acts 20:24). He was ready to "die in Jerusalem for the name of the Lord Jesus" (Acts 21:13).
· Enduring Legacy: Even under Roman house arrest, he boldly proclaimed the kingdom of God without hindrance (Acts 28:30–31). At the end of his life, he expressed confidence in having "fought the good fight, ...finished the race, ...kept the faith," anticipating a "crown of righteousness" (2 Timothy 4:6–8).
II. Quiz
Answer each question in 2-3 sentences.
1. Before his conversion, what were two key aspects of Saul of Tarsus's background that prepared him for his later ministry?
2. Describe the pivotal moment of Saul's conversion on the road to Damascus, including what Jesus asked him.
3. How did Paul demonstrate public repentance for his past actions, and what was his primary focus after his conversion?
4. According to the sources, what was Paul's primary mission field after his conversion, and how did he justify this focus?
5. List three specific types of suffering Paul endured for the sake of the gospel as mentioned in the texts.
6. Explain how Paul viewed his personal suffering in relation to the advancement of the gospel.
7. What was the "thorn in the flesh" that Paul mentions, and what spiritual lesson did he draw from it?
8. How did Paul's Roman citizenship prove beneficial to him, based on the context of the provided texts?
9. Describe Paul's approach to his ministry, particularly how he cared for the churches he established.
10. What was Paul's perspective on his life's purpose and its ultimate culmination, as expressed near the end of his life?
III. Answer Key
1. Saul's background included being a Roman citizen by birth, which would later be advantageous in his travels and legal proceedings. He also received advanced education under Rabbi Gamaliel, mastering Jewish law and developing intellectual prowess that informed his later theological arguments.
2. On the road to Damascus, Saul encountered the risen Jesus, who appeared to him in a blinding light. Jesus directly confronted Saul, asking, "Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?", marking the beginning of Saul's radical transformation.
3. Paul publicly acknowledged his past as a persecutor, calling himself "the least of the apostles" and "unworthy." However, his primary focus shifted from his past to boasting only in "the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ" and proclaiming what Christ had done in him.
4. After his conversion, Paul's primary mission field turned to the Gentiles, especially after Jewish rejection of the Gospel. He saw himself as "a light for the Gentiles," appointed by God to bring salvation to the "ends of the earth."
5. Paul endured various sufferings, including being imprisoned, beaten multiple times with rods and lashes, and shipwrecked three times. He also faced dangers from rivers, robbers, false brothers, and experienced toil, hardship, hunger, and sleepless nights.
6. Paul viewed his suffering not as meaningless, but as a platform to showcase Christ's strength and to advance the gospel. He rejoiced in his sufferings, seeing them as helping to spread the message of Christ and fulfilling what was lacking in Christ's afflictions.
7. The "thorn in the flesh" was an unspecified physical or spiritual affliction given to Paul to keep him humble. From this, Paul learned that "when I am weak, then I am strong," indicating that God's power is perfected in human weakness.
8. While the texts don't explicitly detail specific instances, they mention that Paul's Roman citizenship would "later prove beneficial in his missionary work." This suggests it offered legal protections or facilitated travel, allowing him to navigate the Roman world more effectively.
9. Paul approached his ministry like a "spiritual father," lovingly caring for new believers and working tirelessly, often "night and day," to avoid being a financial burden. He mentored, planted churches, wrote letters, and encouraged disciples to continue in faith despite tribulations.
10. Near the end of his life, Paul viewed his purpose as finishing the "race" and completing the task of testifying to God's grace. He expressed confidence in having "fought the good fight" and "kept the faith," anticipating a "crown of righteousness."
IV. Essay Questions
1. Analyze the role of suffering in Paul's ministry. How did his suffering contribute to the advancement of the gospel, and what theological insights did he draw from his experiences of hardship?
2. Compare and contrast Saul's identity and activities before his conversion with Paul's identity and ministry after his conversion. What specific elements of his background as Saul of Tarsus proved to be advantageous or transformed in his new purpose?
3. Discuss the significance of Paul's public repentance and humility regarding his past persecution of the church. How did this aspect of his character shape his message and relationships with new believers?
4. Examine Paul's strategic shift from primarily ministering to Jews to focusing on the Gentiles. What biblical and personal motivations drove this change, and what was its enduring impact on the early Christian church?
5. Drawing from the provided texts, articulate Paul's understanding of his divine calling and the source of his gospel message. How did this understanding empower him to persevere through extreme challenges and opposition?
V. Glossary of Key Terms
· Apostle Paul: The name taken by Saul of Tarsus after his conversion, signifying his new identity and role as a messenger of Jesus Christ, particularly to the Gentiles.
· Aramaic: A Semitic language spoken by many Jews in the 1st century, including likely Saul of Tarsus.
· Cilicia: A Roman province in modern-day Turkey where Tarsus, Paul's birthplace, was located.
· Conversion: The radical transformation experienced by Saul on the road to Damascus, marking his shift from persecutor of Christians to follower of Jesus.
· Crown of Righteousness: A metaphorical reward or recognition Paul anticipated at the end of his life for his faithfulness and perseverance in ministry.
· Damascus: The city Saul was traveling to when he encountered the risen Jesus, leading to his conversion.
· Diatribe Method: A question-and-answer style of teaching or debate, common in rabbinic discourse, used by Paul in his arguments and explanations.
· Gamaliel: A highly respected Rabbi and Pharisee under whom Saul of Tarsus received advanced Jewish education in Jerusalem.
· Gentiles: Non-Jewish people; Paul became known as the "apostle to the Gentiles," dedicating much of his ministry to spreading the gospel among them.
· Koine Greek: The common form of the Greek language spoken throughout the eastern Mediterranean during the Roman era; Paul was fluent in it.
· Pharisee: A prominent Jewish sect during the Second Temple period known for their strict adherence to Jewish Law and oral traditions; Saul's father was a Pharisee, and Saul himself was trained as one.
· Repentance: The act of acknowledging past wrongs, expressing sorrow, and turning away from previous actions, which Paul publicly demonstrated regarding his persecution of the church.
· Roman Citizen: A legal status granting various rights and protections within the Roman Empire, which Saul possessed by birth and which proved beneficial in his missionary work.
· Saul of Tarsus: The original name of the Apostle Paul before his conversion, identifying him by his birthplace and distinguishing his pre-Christian identity.
· Tarsus: A city in the Roman province of Cilicia, renowned as a center of learning, and the birthplace of Saul/Paul.
· Thorn in the flesh: An unspecified personal affliction given to Paul, which he believed God used to keep him humble and to demonstrate divine strength in his weakness.
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