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“Characters of the Bible – Apostle Paul”
Erik Luchetta
Before Paul became the great apostle, he was known by his birth name Saul. We know he was a
Pharisee and a persecutor of the church. We’re going to look at the man Saul, the pre-Christian
apostle Paul. We’re going to answer - Who were the Pharisees? What did they want to see
accomplished? Why did they, in the book of Acts, participate in persecuting the church?
In looking at Saul as a Pharisee, there is no better place to start looking at his view of the world
(who God is, what God was going to do for Israel, and where the world was headed) than Daniel
7:13-14. It is a verse that Saul as a Pharisee would have thought about, meditated on, and prayed
about on a regular basis. In these verses, Daniel, the Old Testament prophet, has a vision of the
heavenly courtroom. Daniel saw someone called the son of man come to be presented before God
and then God giving Him a throne next to Him. The son of man was seated next to Him in order for
him to rule over heaven and earth. The Jews hoped that one day God would establish a king over
the whole world – a king that would be a Jew from the line of King David. It’s a picture of a
courtroom where not only does the son of man receive His throne, but at the same time the
courtroom also rules in favor of God’s people.
The Jews wanted to be freed from their oppression by the Romans and they believed it would
happen only when God would send a king that would defeat their oppressors and establish God’s
rule over them. But as a Pharisee, Saul believed that God wouldn’t send a king as long as they
weren’t following the Law to the utmost letter. If disobedience of the law got them in the mess they
were in, then the solution, in their minds, would be to fully and radically obey the law. That’s why
the word Pharisee means “sharp” or “accurate” (sharp and accurate concerning the interpretation
and application of the Law).
Many Christians know that the Pharisees were committed to following the Law. However, we
typically say that they followed the Law because they felt they could earn their way into heaven.
However, their strict adherence to the Law wasn’t self-righteousness, it was to get God to bring
heaven down to earth. That was the hope of all Jews – that God’s rule would be established on
earth as it is in heaven. Think of Jesus’s prayer – thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as
it is in heaven. That was the desire of every Jew in Jesus’s day.
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They wanted to see it come to pass and Christians, they believed, were a threat to it coming to
pass. In the story of Stephen as we will see, Stephen will tell them, “You’re waiting for the son of
man to be seated. I see that He is already seated. And it’s Jesus Himself.”
Acts 7:54 – A young man named Saul approved of the killing of the first Christian – Stephen. Saul
was a witness, and by his approval, a participant in the first ever Christian martyr. This is our first
introduction to Paul (Saul). Luke who wrote the book of Acts believed that Paul (Saul) should be
understood through the first murder of a Christian and the subsequent extreme persecution of the
church that immediately follows.
Acts 6:7-14 - A large number of priests became “obedient to the faith”. To see priests believe in
the message of Jesus and being obedient to the faith is a major threat to the purity of Israel as a
nation. This concern caused some to create false charges against Stephen who God was using to
do amazing signs and miracles. As Stephen is brought up on charges, he explains that Israel’s
leaders have a long history of consistently rejecting God’s plan in one way or another – mostly in
ways they didn’t even realize. Stephen starts by taking them back to Joseph when his brothers
sold him into slavery only for Joseph to turn out to be the one who saves his family and thereby the
entire future of Israel. Stephen then turns to the great moment of God’s amazing deliverance of the
Jewish people from slavery in Egypt only to remind them that even at their deliverance they reject
God, create an idol – a golden calf, and worship other gods. He takes them through Israel’s history
to say that time and again those who are entrusted with shepherding Israel, the religious leaders,
were always saying “no” to God and saying “yes” to other ways.
Acts 7:51-54 - Like your ancestors who killed the prophets who spoke of the coming One, you now
killed the One when He arrives. If your forefathers killed the prophets who spoke of the coming of
Jesus, it is of no surprise that you killed Jesus when He came. Once the religious leaders hear
this, they go into fit of rage. They gnash their teeth at him.
Acts 7:55-56 - Stephen goes into one of the most extraordinary testimonies in all of scripture. We
often miss the meaning of what Stephen says, but it so explosive it gets him killed. “I see heaven
open and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God.” In this, he goes right to the heart of
their hopes and expectations as Jews. It’s the fulfillment of Daniel 7, which these religious leaders
knew very well because it was their hope that one day God would establish a new king over the
whole world. Stephen sees with his eyes the heavenly courtroom, and Jesus is the One ruling as
Lord over the world. Jesus is the son of man in Daniel 7 and Stephen now sees it with his own

2 | LakewoodChurch.com

JUNE 10, 2019

Characters of the Bible – Apostle Paul (Page 3)
eyes. Jesus is ruling from the right hand of the Father. Stephen is saying “I see the heavenly
courtroom. Court is in session. You, who have brought me to this court, have caused the court of
heaven to be in session.” Not only do I see that the son of man has taken His throne, I see Him in
action. He is not seated next to God. He is standing next to God.”
This means that the way these men stand here bringing false testimony against me, the son of man
is now standing next to the Father (not seated) and He’s bringing testimony to my defense. He’s
acting on my behalf. He’s at work on my behalf finding favor for me in the heavenly courts. He will
vindicate me, prove me to be in the right, and find you guilty in the courtroom of heaven. Not a
good place to be guilty, by the way. Imagine Jesus sitting on His throne and then rising from His
seat to stand in defense of Stephen before the court and heaven and God Himself. It should be
said that this is what God does for any follower of Jesus.
Jesus will stand up for you, the heavenly court will be in session when false accusations are
brought against you. Because you are part of the people of God, Jesus will stand before the
heavenly court and before God the Father and testify to your behalf so that God will grant you favor
in the courts of heaven and vindicate you for the wrong that has been done to you. Christians
throughout the generations have looked at Jesus’ defense of Stephen as an example to every
believer when they are wrongly accused. How do these religious leaders respond to this testimony
from Stephen?
Acts 7:57-8:1 - Those words hit their ears and make them so mad they kill him. Why did it make
them so mad? Pharisees believed that the son of man would receive His throne and the people of
God would be freed from their oppressors. Who were “the people of God” for the Pharisees? They
believed it was those Jews who strictly followed Torah and the Law. In Daniel 7, who did the
Pharisees believe were the oppressors that would be punished by God? Rome. But Stephen turns
their understanding of Daniel 7 on its head. And by saying what he said about the son of man
standing next to God, Stephen is declaring 3 things: 1. Jesus is the son of man on the throne. 2.
The people of God are the church of Jesus Christ. They will be vindicated from their enemies by
God. But if the church is the people who will be released from their oppressors, then who are the
oppressors? 3.The Jewish religious leaders are the real oppressors. They are the enemies of
God, and the people of God, and they will be punished for it. So their rejection of Jesus, and their
persecution of Stephen, can only mean that they are being disloyal to God and are actually God’s
enemies. Though they truly believe in their heart they are the one loyal to God, Stephen is saying
otherwise.
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We see time and again in the New Testament where religious leaders are arguing with Jesus or
arguing with the disciples about the issue of what does it mean to be loyal to God. The religious
leaders believe that loyalty to God is demonstrated by obedience to the Law. The disciples believe
that loyalty to God is demonstrated by obedience Jesus – the One in Whom God made King.
The leaders who killed Stephen believed in their heart they were honoring God by removing Jesus
‘followers through killing them. In a strange sense, for them, it was an act of obedience and a
demonstration of their commitment to God. We shouldn’t be surprised by this though. Jesus
Himself said in John 16:2 to his disciples about the religious leaders that “They will put you out of
the synagogue; in fact, the time is coming when anyone who kills you will think they are offering a
service to God.”
Saul believed it wasn’t just his job to keep himself pure, but to purify the nation by any means
necessary. So, immediately after Stephen was killed, he launched a massive campaign of
persecution of the church.
Acts 8:1-2 - Great persecution broke out against the church. All Christians left except the apostles.
That must have been very severe persecution if everyone but the apostles left town. Saul is the
architect of the mass persecution against the church. He went from house to house looking for
Christians and then dragging them to prison. Later in Acts Paul as he gives his testimony of
becoming a follower of Jesus he says that not only did he go from house to house, but from
synagogue to synagogue to capture Christians and have them beaten mercilessly. Saul believed it
was his duty to clean Israel from the pollution of these Christians and he did it with “zeal” (violence)
as an act of worship to God. But, it doesn’t end on a sad note. Notice what happens as a result of
Saul launching his campaign. And this is the point Luke it trying to make. In verse 4, those who
were scattered “preached the word whenever they went.” Here is the result, and the thing that will
carry the story further. God uses the persecution that scattered the church as a means by which
the gospel would reach outside the walls of Jerusalem. Saul thought he was going to silence the
church, but it only caused it to expand. This idea of persecution and growth is a theme that will
continue on for the rest of the book of Acts. The more the church is persecuted, the more God
causes it to grow.
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