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The Goad of God’s Grace  (Acts 9:1-20) 
 
The other preachers I hang out with often tease me because I seldom have a decent intro to my sermons 

• This morning thinking about this idea of the least likely to get saved—praying for (realizing I hadn’t…) 
• And I realized that the big themes we have been talking about the last few weeks all coalesce in this text 

o That God is always present and active in our lives (with us and at work) [Stephen] 
o That God often works in unexpected ways (we should almost expect it) [The Sorcerer] 
o That we have a role to play in God’s saving work in the world (God uses our witness) [The Ethiopian] 

 
All of these themes coalesce in the conversion of Saul 

• God was at work—least likely—the faithful witness of the church played a role 
 
We cannot miss the profundity of this man getting saved and filled with the Holy Spirit  

• What we have seen of him (Acts 7:57-58; Acts 8:1-3; Acts 9:1) (why was he doing this?) (something else) 
• This Christian killer named Saul becomes the Christian missionary called the Apostle Paul 

o He was primarily responsible for the gospel going to the gentiles (Cf. Genesis 12) 
o Started churches all over the then known world 
o Had crazy adventure with Jesus (The shift in Acts to his missionary journeys) 
o Experienced tremendous hardship (2 Corinthians 11:23b-28) 
o In the midst of all that, he managed to write half of the New Testament… 
o Through it all, Paul came to treasure Jesus (who knocked him to the ground this day) above all else 
o Philippians 3:7-9, NIV  

 
Though Jesus came upon Saul suddenly on the road to Damascus, he had been working in/on Saul for sometime 

• Remember what we have been saying: God is always present and working in our lives (true here too) 
• Here’s the evidence: On the occasion where Paul was recounting his conversion story to King Agrippa, he 

reports that Jesus said to him that day: “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me? It is hard to kick against the 
goads.” (Paul quoting Jesus in Acts 26:14) 

o Paul was doing something to Jesus (persecuting His people) 
o But Jesus had also been dong something to Saul (goading him) 

! A goad is a spiked stick used for driving cattle (like a cattle prod) 
• I.e. A thing that stimulates someone into a certain, desired action 

! To goad someone (verb) is to provoke or annoy someone so as to stimulate some action or 
a reaction  

 
Saul hated Jesus = why persecuting… But Jesus loved Saul = why goading (it was a type of pursuit)  

• What might that have looked like? We are not told…  
• But we can imagine: 

o Paul would have heard all about the ministry and message and miracles of Jesus—they were 
contemporaries (none of it could be true) (but, what if?) 

o Then, he would have heard about the supposed resurrection (no way) (what if though?) 
o Then, he would have seen the explosion of belief in Jerusalem in response to the preaching of a 

crucified and resurrected Jesus  
o And, he would have seen the way the Church lived (sharing and caring and joy) (what if?) 
o He was there (holding the coats) of those who stoned Stephen (and he agreed) 

! But, he heard Stephen’s defense about Jesus being the fulfillment of all the OT portrayed 
and how they were missing it (it couldn’t be) (but, what if actually was?) 

! He saw Stephen’s calm courage and heard his indisputable wisdom (could this be real?) 
! Saul was a witness to the fact that Stephen’s face shone like the face of an angel (huh?) 
! He heard Stephen claim to see heaven opened and the glory of God and Jesus standing at 

the right hand of God (that’s not possible) (but, what if?) 
! Then he watched as his colleagues stoned Stephen and he heard him say, “Lord, do not 

hold this sin against them.” (no one could mean that) (but, what if Stephen did?)  
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• What if a person had been so touched by grace, so transformed by Jesus, so in awe of his own salvation 
that he held no malice toward those who would kill him because of his association with Jesus? (what if?) 

o “There was something inexplicable about these Christians – something supernatural, something 
which spoke of the divine power of Jesus” –Stott   (and it no doubt troubled Saul—deeply) 

• This growing pile of “what if’s”; this burgeoning doubt about his own position, were like goads prodding him 
o What if Saul’s ardent persecution of the church was driven by the goading what if’s?  
o Jung said that, “Fanaticism is only found in individuals who are compensating secret doubt”  

 
These questions that would arise in the conscience of Saul as he witnessed the present work of Jesus were the 
goads of the present work of Jesus in him 

• So that when Saul was “suddenly” knocked to the ground and learned it was Jesus speaking to him—it 
wasn’t actually sudden at all (it was the conclusion of a long drawn out process) (Galatians 1:15-16a, NLT) 
 

• The present, powerful work of God in His Church was actually also the present, powerful work of God in its 
detractors (get that!) (witness)  

o Our faithful living is (unbeknownst to us) the process of God in those around us (whom He is seeking) 
 
In his great love for Saul (the least likely to get saved), God had graciously goaded him to the point of surrender  

• It is important to realize that Saul had not been seeking Jesus—but rather fighting Jesus 
 
Saul did not choose Jesus—Jesus chose him (Ephesians 1:4-11, NLT) 

o He knew it was God’s doing—The sovereign grace of God (Cf. Light and 2 Corinthians 4:6, NIV) 
o He knew Jesus had taken hold of Him (Philippians 3:12, NIV) 
o This is not surprising—this is how Jesus works (Luke 19:10, NASB) 

 
“To sum up, the cause of Saul’s’ conversion was grace, the sovereign grace of God. But sovereign grace is gradual grace. Gradually, and 
without violence, Jesus pricked Saul’s mind and conscience with his goads. Then he revealed himself to him by the light and the voice, not in 
order to overwhelm him, but in such a way as to enable him to make a free response. Divine grace does not trample on human personality. 
Rather the reverse, for it enables human beings to be truly human. It is sin which imprisons; it is grace which liberates. The grace of God so frees 
us from the bondage of our pride, prejudice and self-centeredness, as to enable us to repent and believe. One can but magnify the grace of 
God that he should have had mercy on such a rabid bigot as Saul of Tarsus, and indeed on such proud, rebellious and wayward creatures as 
ourselves.” –John Stott1 

 
Christ’s display of unlimited patience toward Saul is meant to be an encouraging example to us all 

• “I was shown mercy so that in me, the worst of sinners, Christ Jesus might display his immense patience as an example for those who 
would believe in Him and receive eternal life.”  (Paul in 1 Timothy 1:16) 

 
QUESTION: What are the goads of God’s grace currently at work in your life? 

• Where is God prodding your conscience? 
o You are indeed a proud, rebellious and wayward creature 

• Where have you been seeing God moving and saying, “That couldn’t be!” (but, what if?) 
• Where are you resisting and fighting Jesus rather than seeking and surrendering to Him? 

o “It is hard to kick against the goads” 
 
Saul’s conversion for us 

• It does not need to happen the same way for us—we do not need to be struck by divine lightening, fall to 
the ground and hear our name mysteriously called  

o But we do need divine enlightening, a bowing to the ground of sorts (a surrender in penitence and 
faith), and to hear the personal call    (+ A summons to service)  

 
Jesus loves you as much as He loved Saul (no more—no less) 

• Today, if you hear His call, do not harden your heart  
• If you have responded to His call—do not lose the awe and wonder of His grace (be thrilled again) 

o 1 Timothy 1:12-17, NLT 

                                                
1 John Stott, The Spirit, The Church, and the World: The Message of Acts (Downers Grove, Ill: IVP, 1990), 172. 


