
developed his theological understanding of the gospel. For one thing, he became 
persuaded that uncircumcised gentiles could be put right with God through 
faith in Christ without first becoming Jews. It was this conviction that brought 
him back to Jerusalem after fourteen years to have “a private meeting” with 
leaders of the church. He shared the gospel that he was proclaiming among 
gentiles, and Peter, James, John, and others gave him their support. Sometime 
after this, however, a controversy erupted in Antioch, focused on whether gen-
tile and Jewish believers could share table fellowship together (see box 16.5). 
Paul took one view, but Peter, Barnabas (Paul’s coworker), and “people from 
James” took a different view.

The book of Acts also contains some information regarding these interim 
years of Paul’s life: we read of his time in Damascus (9:19b–25), of a visit to 
Jerusalem (9:26–30), and of time spent in Tarsus and Antioch (9:30; 11:19–30). 
The information provided in these narratives goes beyond what Paul says in his 
letters, however, and sometimes seems to be in tension with Paul’s own account. 
For example, in Acts, Paul seems to become well known among the believers in 
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Box 12.2

Paul’s “Conversion”: A Change of Heart and Mind
Although Paul continued to regard himself as a loyal Jew and Pharisee after his encounter with 

the risen Christ, he does seem to have changed his thinking about some matters.

•	Jesus. Paul had considered Jesus to be a false messiah; after his encounter he viewed Jesus 

as the true Messiah and, indeed, the Son of God (2 Cor. 1:19; Gal. 2:20).

•	 The last days. Paul had believed that God’s Messiah would put an end to the old age of evil 

and initiate a new age of righteousness; after, he decided that this would occur in stages: the 

new age (ripe with possibility) had begun with the resurrection of Jesus, but the old age (with all 

its attendant problems) would continue until Jesus returned (Rom. 16:25; 1 Cor. 10:11; Gal. 1:4).

•	The cross. Paul had considered death by crucifixion to be a shameful sign that one was 

cursed by God (Gal. 3:13); after, he understood the crucifixion of Jesus as a voluntary sacri-

fice that reconciled sinners with God (Rom. 5:6–10; Phil. 2:8).

•	The law. Paul had believed that the law (Jewish Torah) kept people in a right standing with 

God (Gal. 2:16; 3:12); after, he decided that the law only reveals the extent of people’s en-

slavement to the power of sin—a power that must be broken by Christ (Rom. 3:20b; 7:7–12).

•	Gentiles. Paul had believed that gentiles were outside the covenant that God had made 

with Israel; after, he believed that gentiles and Jews were united as the people of God in 

Christ Jesus (Gal. 3:28).

•	Circumcision. Paul had believed that circumcision was the rite through which people be-

came part of Israel, an exclusive community of God’s chosen people (Phil. 3:3–5); after, he 

believed that baptism was the rite through which people became part of the church, an 

inclusive community of Jews and gentiles put right with God through faith (Rom. 6:4).

•	Persecution. Paul had considered his violent persecution of the church to be an indication 

of zeal for his religion (Phil. 3:6); after, he viewed Jewish hostility toward the church as sinful 

opposition that would incur God’s wrath (1 Thess. 2:14–16).
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