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Saul of Tarsus: 
Detailed Study Guide
This study guide is designed to help you review and solidify your understanding of the provided source material on Saul of Tarsus, his life before conversion, his persecution activities, and the conditions of Roman prisons for non-Roman citizens.
I. Saul's Background and Identity (Before Conversion)
· Birthplace and Heritage: Where was Saul born? What was his ethnic and religious background? Which Jewish tribe did he belong to?
· Citizenship: What was his citizenship status, and what potential future benefits did it offer?
· Family and Upbringing: What was his father's religious affiliation, and how did it influence Saul?
· Linguistic Skills: What languages was Saul fluent in, and why were these important in the broader Mediterranean context?
II. Education and Training
· Early Education: Where did Saul receive his initial education?
· Advanced Studies: Where did he move for advanced studies, and at what age?
· Gamaliel's Tutelage: Who was his esteemed teacher, and what did Saul master under his guidance?
· Intellectual Prowess and Teaching Style: What evidence suggests his sharp mind? Describe the unique teaching method he developed.
III. Occupation
· Trade: What was Saul's primary occupation, and why was it a suitable trade for Jewish scholars?
IV. Zeal and Persecution Activities
· Pharisaic Zeal: Describe the nature of Saul's religious zeal before his conversion.
· Opposition to "The Way": Why did Saul oppose the early Christian movement? What was this movement called?
· Specific Persecution Activities: Detail the actions Saul took against Christians. Who was Stephen, and what was Saul's role in his death?
· Geographic Scope: To which city did Saul extend his mission to arrest Christians?
V. Encounter on the Road to Damascus
· The Vision: Describe the pivotal event Saul experienced on his journey. What did he see and hear?
· Divine Question: What was the profound question Jesus posed to Saul, and what did it reveal?
· Immediate Aftermath: What physical consequence did Saul experience, and for how long? What did he do during this time?
· Healing and Baptism: Who was Ananias, and what was his role in Saul's transformation? What action marked Saul's newfound faith?
VI. Biblical References to Saul's Persecution
· Book of Acts: Identify specific verses in Acts that describe Saul's approval of Stephen's killing, his active persecution of the church, and his mission to Damascus.
· Paul's Letters: Identify specific verses from Paul's own letters where he confesses his past as a persecutor of the church.
· Motivation: According to the texts, what was Saul's underlying motivation for persecuting Christians?
VII. Roman Prison Conditions for Non-Roman Citizens
· Purpose of Prisons: What was the primary purpose of Roman prisons, especially for non-citizens?
· Harsh and Unsanitary Conditions: Describe the typical physical environment of a Roman prison cell.
· Lack of Provisions: How did prisoners typically obtain food, water, and basic necessities?
· Treatment and Rights: How were non-Roman citizens generally treated? What forms of physical punishment were common?
· Duration of Detention: Were non-citizens usually held for long periods? What was the common outcome of their incarceration?
· Differentiated Treatment: How did the Roman justice system distinguish between citizens and non-citizens in terms of prison conditions and punishment?
Quiz
Instructions: Answer each question in 2-3 sentences.
1. Before his conversion, what was Saul's birthplace and citizenship status, and why might his citizenship later be beneficial?
2. Who was Gamaliel, and what subjects did Saul master under his tutelage in Jerusalem?
3. Describe Saul's primary occupation and explain why it was a common trade for Jewish scholars.
4. Why did Saul view early Christianity, known as "The Way," as a threat, and what specific actions did he take to suppress it in Jerusalem?
5. What significant event occurred on the road to Damascus, and what profound question did Saul hear during this experience?
6. How long was Saul blinded after his encounter, and who was sent to restore his sight in Damascus?
7. According to Acts 8:3, what was Saul specifically described as doing to persecute the church in Jerusalem?
8. In his letter to the Galatians (1:13), what does Paul admit about his past life in Judaism regarding the church of God?
9. Describe two common physical conditions found in a Roman prison for non-Roman citizens.
10. What was the typical duration of imprisonment for non-Roman citizens, and what was a frequent outcome of their detention?
Answer Key
1. Saul was born in Tarsus and held Roman citizenship by birth. This citizenship would later prove beneficial in his missionary work, likely offering him certain legal protections and privileges not afforded to non-citizens.
2. Gamaliel was an esteemed Rabbi under whom Saul received advanced studies in Jerusalem. Saul mastered Jewish history, Psalms, and prophetic writings while training with him.
3. Saul's primary occupation was tentmaking. This was a common trade for Jewish scholars as it allowed them flexibility to pursue their studies and engage in religious debate, without being entirely dependent on external support.
4. Saul viewed "The Way" as a threat to Judaism due to his zealous adherence to Pharisaic traditions. He actively participated in disrupting Christian gatherings, dragging both men and women to prison, and even approved of Stephen's stoning.
5. While traveling to Damascus, Saul experienced a vision of Jesus, a blinding light from heaven. During this experience, he heard Jesus ask, "Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?"
6. Saul was blinded for three days after his encounter on the road. Ananias, a disciple in Damascus, was directed by God to heal Saul's blindness.
7. Acts 8:3 describes Saul actively persecuting the church by entering homes and violently dragging off both men and women to prison, demonstrating his direct involvement in the suppression of Christians.
8. In Galatians 1:13, Paul admits that in his past life in Judaism, he violently persecuted and tried to destroy the church of God. This highlights the intensity of his opposition before his conversion.
9. Roman prisons for non-Roman citizens were typically dark and poorly ventilated, leading to unpleasant and unhealthy environments. They were also often unclean and lacked proper sanitation, contributing to the suffering of inmates.
10. Imprisonment for non-Roman citizens was generally short-term, as prisons were primarily holding cells rather than places for long sentences. For non-citizens, punishments were often swift and decisive, frequently resulting in death or other severe consequences rather than prolonged imprisonment.
Essay Format Questions
1. Analyze the depth of Saul's Jewish background and education, particularly his training under Gamaliel. How did this extensive knowledge and intellectual prowess, initially used to persecute Christians, later become instrumental in his role as an Apostle?
2. Compare and contrast Saul's zeal before and after his conversion. How did his understanding of "zeal for God" shift, and what does this transformation suggest about the nature of religious conviction?
3. Discuss the significance of Saul's Roman citizenship. How did this status differentiate his potential treatment in the Roman justice system from that of a non-citizen, and how might it have later facilitated his missionary work?
4. Examine the various biblical accounts (from Acts and Paul's letters) that describe Saul's persecution activities. How do these different perspectives corroborate and add detail to our understanding of his zealous opposition to early Christians?
5. Based on the provided descriptions of Roman prisons for non-citizens, imagine the challenges and hardships a Christian prisoner (who was not a Roman citizen) would have faced. Discuss how the early Christian community might have responded to or supported those incarcerated under such conditions.
Glossary of Key Terms
· Apostle Paul: The name Saul adopted after his conversion to Christianity, becoming one of its most influential figures.
· Aramaic: A Semitic language, related to Hebrew, that was widely spoken in the Middle East during the time of Jesus and Saul.
· Benjamin, Tribe of: One of the twelve tribes of Israel, to which Saul of Tarsus belonged.
· Cilicia: A Roman province in southeastern Asia Minor (modern-day Turkey), where Tarsus, Saul's birthplace, was located.
· Diatribe Method: A question-and-answer style of teaching or rhetorical debate, often used in ancient philosophy and by rabbinic scholars.
· Gamaliel: A highly respected and esteemed Pharisee rabbi and teacher of Jewish Law under whom Saul of Tarsus studied.
· Koine Greek: The common form of the Greek language spoken and written during the Hellenistic and Roman periods, particularly in the eastern Mediterranean. Saul was fluent in it.
· Pharisee: A prominent Jewish sect or school of thought during the Second Temple period, known for their strict adherence to Jewish Law and traditions. Saul's father was a Pharisee, and Saul himself was raised as one.
· Roman Citizen: An individual possessing specific legal rights, privileges, and protections under Roman law, which Saul of Tarsus had by birth.
· Stephen: Traditionally regarded as the first Christian martyr, whose stoning was approved by Saul before his conversion.
· Tarsus: A significant city in the Roman province of Cilicia, known as a center of learning, and Saul's birthplace.
· The Way: An early term used to refer to the nascent Christian movement, which Saul actively persecuted.
· Zeal: Intense enthusiasm or passion, particularly for religious causes; Saul was known for his fervent zeal for God and Jewish Law before his conversion.
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