
  

 

 

3. Saul’s story 

Introduction - Before listening to this story please press ‘pause’ and read Acts 9.1verses19 and 1 

Corinthians 1 verse 18 then the story will last a little over 10 minutes and will be followed by a short 

reflection and a prayer. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------- 

I was a very good student. Many of my contemporaries were easily distracted from their studies, some 

were lazy, some were only studying because their parents had told them that they should and others were 

too interested in girls. Most of the others lacked the commitment I had – I was studying because it was the 

right thing to do, it was my vocation, my divine calling. The ones who annoyed me the most were those 

who asked stupid questions. Certainly we were supposed to examine and explore the meaning of the law, 

but we were not there to doubt it or to try and make it easier to live with. I had more respect for Moses 

than them. God had given him the Law, he had written it down and it was there in the Torah for all to see. 

It was not there to be doubted and belittled by the facile questions of spotty teenagers, it was there to be 

learned and obeyed.  

All of this meant that I didn’t spend much time with my fellow students as we studied with the Pharisees. 

When I wasn’t reading or attending lessons or at the synagogue I was a dutiful son at home, helping my 

parents in any way I could (in accordance with the law) and working in the family business, making tents. 

I loved routine. I liked the clarity of knowing what was right and what was wrong. I liked to know what was 

expected of me and I liked doing what was right. All of this, for me, was about being faithful to God. When 

God created the world he brought order out of chaos, so order is at the very heart of God. The law helps to 

maintain that order, and we, as God’s chosen people, are called to be obedient to that law. We Pharisees 

lead the way in ensuring the law is understood, respected and obeyed. I know people call us names and 

think we are self-righteous and arrogant, others fear us because we insist on the law being obeyed to the 

letter – but this is God’s work. It isn’t my law it is God’s law and it is there to maintain order and I am going 

to spend my life upholding it, even if that makes me unpopular with some. The name ‘Pharisee’ is derived 

from a word meaning, ‘the separatist’ or ‘the separate one’, so I take pride in being isolated from others, 

safe in the knowledge that I am being faithful to God’s law. 



  

 

 

…………….. 

My studies inevitably took me to Jerusalem where the best schools and teachers were based. I loved the 

schools, the teachers, the synagogues and above all the temple and its precincts, but I hated the rest of 

Jerusalem. It was difficult to live there and walk in the streets if you wanted to remain ritually clean. Most 

people were casual in their observance of the Law and many didn’t care about it at all. It seemed that 

around every corner there was a woman of ill repute or a beggar or a funeral procession or unclean food 

for sale – it was easy to be defiled and to miss the opportunity to share fully in the rites and rituals of our 

faith. It was good to be as separate as possible from the disinterested and unclean masses. 

In addition to the risks of being defiled by all those who were unclean, Jerusalem attracted the mad, the 

bad and the heretics. It seemed that every other week there was someone else claiming to be a miracle 

worker or, worse still, claiming to be the Messiah.  

I can’t remember the first time I heard about Jesus, I just remember my fellow Pharisees talking about yet 

another troublemaker, apparently working miracles, and, worse still, teaching against the Law. Many 

indulged such people by seeing them as unfortunates who were possessed by evil spirits, they were not to 

blame for the rubbish they spoke, it was the power of evil spirits working in them over which they had no 

control. I didn’t agree with this – I had seen enough to know that some people seemed to simply hate the 

order which is God’s gift to us all, and they will do anything to subvert that order and create chaos. The 

man Jesus seemed to be such a man. He caused chaos, or sowed the seeds of chaos, everywhere he went. 

He talked openly with prostitutes and tax collectors, he embraced lepers and other sick people, he 

regularly broke the Sabbath laws and he told people that we Pharisees are hypocrites. While society can 

cope with the odd mad man behaving like this, if too many people followed his teaching and example who 

knows what would happen? The fabric of our society would break down, disease and other evil forces 

would spread, the law would collapse into anarchy and people like me would be ridiculed and ignored and 

above all, God would be dishonoured, the order God created would be shattered and chaos would return.  

The man Jesus told stories about a sinful son being embraced and forgiven (in that order) by a loving 

father, about a victim of robbery being helped by a Samaritan and about crowds of unclean and 

disreputable people being invited to a wedding feast. I had heard rumours that he claimed to forgive 

people their sins, including notorious tax collectors, adulterous women and others rightfully suffering at  



  

 

 

the hands of God because of their evil ways. In addition to all of this there were ridiculous stories being 

told about him; he could walk on water, change water into wine, feed thousands of people with a tiny 

amount of food and raise the dead. Most of my colleagues found all of this offensive yet mildly amusing 

but I saw it as downright evil – everything the man Jesus did or said undermined the law and threated our 

God-given order. 

I was delighted when I heard that there was a plot to arrest him. I thought, when I heard this, that with a 

little bit of luck he would be executed and the purity and order of our faith would be protected. 

…………… 

It was a Friday just before Passover and I was carefully making my way through Jerusalem. As usual I tried 

to keep as far from the crowds as possible, I didn’t want to be made unclean and so have to miss the 

important rites and rituals of Passover. It was very busy with people shopping in the market, preparing for 

Sabbath and the celebration of our most important festival.  

As I walked I slowly became aware that the jovial and happy mood of the crowd had changed, I sensed 

anger and fear as people surged towards the road leading up out of the city. The crowd were hurling abuse 

and taunting a man covered in blood and sweat dragging a huge piece of wood, clearly on his way to 

Golgotha and crucifixion. I kept well away but heard the name ‘Jesus’ being shouted. I had never seen him 

before but the hate filled crowd were clear that it was him. I smiled to myself. This brutality was necessary, 

it would be short-lived and then order would be restored. Keeping to the back alleys, away from the 

jeering crowd, I found a vantage point so I could see this trouble-maker die – it would not take long by the 

look of him. Soon he would be dead and, as on each day order was established at the beginning of time, 

someone writing the story of Jesus’ death and burial, will be able to write at the end of this day, ‘And God 

saw that it was good.’ 

From afar I could see the Roman soldiers hammering in the nails and I could hear the cries of Jesus and the 

others who were being crucified. I remembered some of the claims that were being made about him and I 

remembered how he had called us hypocrites. But here I was, young and fit, a so called ‘hypocritical’ 

Pharisee, safe, clean and respected standing in the shade of an olive tree on a hot Friday, and there he 

was, the so called King of the Jews hanging on a cross, waiting, in agony, to die. It didn’t take a genius to 

work out that he was a fool and that all that he said and did came from a place of evil and possibly also  



  

 

 

madness. I knew this was a scene of barbarism, but it was necessary because the order that is at the heart 

of God has always to be maintained and reinforced. Where would we be if sinners were forgiven even 

when they hadn’t repented, if adulterers could walk away unpunished, if Samaritans could be seen as 

having any value at all, if lepers could be embraced, if enemies were to be loved and not destroyed, if 

God’s holy laws could be ignored or reinterpreted? Where would we be? We would be in anarchy and in 

chaos – we would return to the ‘formless void’ out of which God created everything. 

The law is everything – the law is just and solid, it is not biased or flexible. The law insists on its own way, it 

cannot be by-passed. By punishing wrongdoing it rejoices in the truth. It maintains structure and order 

whatever happens. The law never ends. The law helps us to see with clarity and brings us all closer to God. 

The law is the greatest gift we have ever received from God, and as such it is to be respected and, above 

all, obeyed. 

I heard his final cry of despair. I think he said words from the psalm which begins ‘My God, my God, why 

have you forsaken me ….’ So at the end he realised that he had been wrong all along, too late to escape 

God’s judgement on a wasted life which tempted many away from our true religion. I walked away, 

satisfied that God had been honoured and the law had been upheld and protected. 

……… 

The next day I wondered where he had been buried. There was a danger that his tomb might become a 

focal point for those, led astray by him, who enjoy challenging authority. I was amazed to learn that 

Joseph, a well-respected member of our council, from Arimathea, had taken the body from the place of 

execution and had it buried in the tomb he had bought for himself. Why would he do that? Why would he 

isolate himself from the council and from his whole community, by giving such generous hospitality to a 

trouble making rebel who had been shamed and was dead? It was madness. Where was Joseph’s respect 

for the law?  

The feeling of satisfaction I had felt when I saw Jesus die was replaced by a sense of anxiety and fear. If the 

dangerous nonsense Jesus had spoken could impress a man like Joseph, even in death, then the malign 

influence of Jesus was going to continue being a problem for some time to come – I had to do all I could to 

stop his influence spreading, I had to ensure that his followers were destroyed. 



  

 

 

Short pause 

Reflection  As young Saul surveyed the wondrous cross he may have seen only foolishness and evil, 

destruction and disorder. As we reflect on this story we see the same foolishness but we recognise that the 

loving sacrifice of God is wiser than anything any human can devise. Where Saul might have seen only 

destruction and disorder we see the green shoots of new life and a new order which is maintained by 

compassion and love rather than fear and laws 

Prayer Merciful God, give us the same attitude as Jesus, who emptied himself and was obedient to you all 

the way to his death on the cross. Make us eager to put others before ourselves, and their needs before 

our own. Fill our lives with the reckless, foolish love that surges through the life, death and resurrection of 

Jesus. We ask this through the living Word whose love always brings order. Amen. 

 

 

 


