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Foreword

			 

			Apart, of course, from the Lord Jesus Christ Himself, one figure above all others towers over the amazing spread of the Christian gospel throughout the Mediterranean world in the first century AD.  Yet Saul of Tarsus may initially seem an unlikely choice to become the apostle of the Gentiles, bringing God’s good news to those outside the religion of Judaism. We might have thought that his impressive Jewish credentials ideally equipped him to minister primarily to his own people. But God had another plan for Paul. Certainly, his outstanding Damascus Road encounter with the ascended Lord placed him – unlike any other apostle – on a par with all believers of this age, people who never knew the Lord in the flesh but trusted Him as a risen, glorified Saviour. In this sense Paul becomes the reliable model of what believers ought to be: 

			Be ye imitators of me, even as I also am of Christ. (1 Cor 11.1, RV)

			In all things I gave you an example, how that so labouring ye ought to help the weak, and to remember the words of the Lord Jesus, how he himself said, It is more blessed to give than to receive. (Acts 20.35, RV)

			Brethren, be ye imitators together of me, and mark them which so walk even as ye have us for an ensample. (Phil 3.17, RV)

			The Lord’s incisive summary of His purpose for Saul is striking both for its priority and its honesty:

			He is a chosen vessel unto me, to bear my name before the Gentiles, and kings, and the children of Israel: For I will shew him how great things he must suffer for my name’s sake. (Acts 9.15-16)

			Unexpectedly, Gentiles are listed first, while personal suffering forms the pinnacle of the divine programme for Saul, for the arch-persecutor of the Jerusalem church would himself become the persistent target of violent Jewish hostility. 

			We are indebted to Jeremy Singer for providing us in this book with an informative, readable and compelling account of a remarkable man and his unique service for the Lord. His biographical study of Paul is first of all accurate, drawing the reader’s attention to the Spirit-inspired details of the New Testament text in its fascinating account of the apostle’s life and service. This is no slip-shod passing glance at its topic but a well-researched, thoughtfully serious consideration of the biblical data in the Acts and the Epistles. On the other hand, unlike an academic textbook, often discouragingly opaque because of its technicality, the writing style is winsomely accessible. This means that the youngest believer with a heart for God’s word will find himself easily enticed into the story through the author’s skilful use of selective anecdote, apt quotation and illustrative metaphor. Finally – and without this, even the best teaching may fail to ignite a response – it is appetizing, offering, for example, regular pauses in which the reader is directly challenged with practical applications.  Like nourishing food, the truth of God’s word has always to be assimilated into our souls to build up our spiritual mind and our spiritual muscles.

			Unique as he is in his conversion and his call, Paul nevertheless stands as a timeless pattern for all God’s people. We can learn so much from the apostle who is the great example of the self-supporting servant of God, thoroughly dedicated to the establishment and upbuilding of self-supporting local assemblies. May we seek to emulate his devotion to the Saviour and his love for the saints.

			David Newell

		

	
		

		
			
Introduction

			 

			Of all the characters in the Bible, Paul’s life stands out as one of the more dramatic and exciting. With the sole exception of the Lord Jesus, Paul is the most frequently mentioned person in the New Testament. He was undoubtedly the most well-travelled Bible character, clocking up more than ten thousand miles over his missionary journeys. The only biblical places I’ve visited are Athens and Syracuse. Standing on top of Mars Hill, I marvelled at the thought of Paul confronting pagan philosophers on that very spot. I also walked along the harbour front at Syracuse, imagining the apostle passing through this bustling port on his way to face Caesar in Rome. Paul was an amazing man who lived an amazing life and served an even more amazing Master.

			Some brief editorial notes follow. I have tried to use the name “Saul” to refer to the man before his conversion, and “Paul” afterwards. I might not have been entirely consistent, for which I apologise. In terms of tenses, I have attempted to write in the past tense when describing events in Paul’s life, and in the present tense when referring to doctrinal truth in his letters.

			When writing Bible biographies it is always difficult to steer clear of speculation. I have endeavoured to base all my comments on scripture, seeking to avoid any temptation to flights of fancy. In order to keep this character study relevant, I have highlighted a number of practical pointers at the end of each chapter. I have greatly enjoyed my survey of Paul’s life, and I hope some of that enjoyment comes across in this book.

			I am obliged to mention a few kind people, without whom this volume would never have been produced. I record my gratitude to Bill Stevely who encouraged me to start writing, to Alison Banks who encouraged me to continue, and to Brian Chalmers who helped me to finish. Fraser Munro was a thorough and thoughtful proof reader. Jeremy Gibson and Stewart Rollo generously allowed me to reproduce in this volume their maps of Paul’s journeys.

			I record my thanks to the Glasgow University Library for enabling me to track down some of the more obscure books and articles I needed. Climbing the stairs to the theology section on the tenth floor of the library has kept me in trim.

			I am immensely grateful to my dear friend and brother, David Newell, who read my drafts so carefully and provided such constructive comments. I am also delighted that he consented to write the foreword for this book. Finally, I express sincere thanks to my longsuffering family. They have to live alongside so many books; some are stacked neatly in bookcases, but for the past year or two the most useful reference books on Paul have been scattered untidily around our house.

			Paul’s earnest desire throughout his life was that “Christ shall be magnified in my body” (Phil 1.20). My prayer is that this book will accomplish the same purpose.

			Not I, but Christ, be honoured, loved, exalted,
Not I, but Christ, be seen, be known, be heard;
Not I, but Christ, in every look and action,
Not I, but Christ, in every thought and word.

			          (by Ada Anne Fitzgerald Whiddington)
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Chapter 1 

			
From the Beginning

			  

			My manner of life from my youth, which was at the first among mine own nation at Jerusalem, know all the Jews; which knew me from the beginning … (Acts 26.4-5)

			 

			No Mean City

			Imagine the scene: aggressive crowds push forward, jeering at a man they hate. See a harried Roman army captain as he begins an impromptu interrogation, shouting to make himself heard above the hostile background noise: “Who are you? Where are you from?”

			A dishevelled little man draws himself up to his full, yet still diminutive, height. He replies to the soldier: “I am … a Jew of Tarsus, a city in Cilicia, a citizen of no mean city” (Acts 21.39). So the apostle Paul describes himself and his birthplace.

			In terms of modern day geography, Tarsus is located in Southern Turkey, a few miles from the Mediterranean coast. The city is ancient; its history stretches back thousands of years. It was part of both the Assyrian and Persian Empires. Tarsus had been visited by notable historical celebrities including Alexander the Great, Pompey, Cicero, Mark Anthony, and Cleopatra. However, even though Saul may be the most famous son of Tarsus, he commenced his life in obscurity.

			In 67 BC, Tarsus was absorbed into the Roman administrative province of Cilicia, becoming its capital city. With an estimated population of 100,000 in the first century AD, Tarsus had a justifiable claim to be a mega-city in the Roman empire1.

			

			On the banks of the river Cydnus, this was a bustling and prosperous trading port. The city was also well connected to the Roman road network, with a major trading route running directly through Tarsus. As such, the city was a real melting pot of cultures: soldiers and sailors, philosophers and pirates, not forgetting at least one family of tentmakers. It seems entirely reasonable that the most cosmopolitan New Testament believer, a man able to be ‘all things to all men’ (1 Cor 9.22), should have emerged from multi-cultural Tarsus.

			In common with many urban centres in the Roman empire, there must have been a sizable Jewish community in Tarsus. Jews from the diaspora would have been attracted to the city since it was a regional hub of commerce2.

			 

			Tentmaking

			The animal commonly associated with the region of Cilicia is the long-haired goat; many Cilician coins feature pictures of such goats. This goat hair was woven into rough cloth used for various purposes including the manufacture of tents. “[Cilicia] was famous for the weaving of goat hair into tent cloth. The name is perpetuated today in the French term cilice for hair cloth.”3

			It is likely that the tents Paul made (which we read about in Acts 18.3) were fabricated with this Cilician material. The coarse cloth was ideal because of its durability and waterproof nature. Another possibility, favoured by some historians, is that Paul was a leather worker. If so, his tent canvas may have been made from animal hides. A great deal hinges on the meaning of skēnopoios, the Greek term used in Acts 18.3 to describe Paul’s day job, which most translate as ‘tentmaker’.

			Tentmaking (if so it was) was a skilled craftsman’s trade, almost certainly passed down to Saul from his father. Every Jewish boy needed to learn a manual trade; this was particularly important for a potential rabbi in the making. Edersheim4 quotes rabbinical lore which states: “Let a man always teach his son a cleanly and a light trade.”

			Paul, with his profession of tentmaking, was accustomed to forming a definite shape from the flat fabric. Watchman Nee5 detects a metaphor regarding Paul’s later ministry: if Peter sees the revelation of the sheet (Acts 10.11) with its contents representing Gentile believers, then Paul has to take that sheet and fashion it into a tent, a tabernacle, a dwelling place for God (Eph 2.22). The fulness of church doctrine, with Jew and Gentile united together, is revealed to Paul through the Holy Spirit. Nee’s argument may appear somewhat fanciful; on the other hand, it is not difficult to presume from Paul’s working life that he must have possessed an eye for practical detail, along with a clear vision for the potential of raw material.

			 

			Family Background

			A Jew

			In terms of Saul’s family background, we don’t know either of his parents’ names, or anything substantive about them. We infer they were both Jewish since Paul describes himself as being “of the stock of Israel … an Hebrew of the Hebrews” (Phil 3.5). There is an intriguing mention of Paul’s sister and nephew, who were resident in Jerusalem (Acts 23.16). We may reasonably presume that other New Testament references to siblings and a mother (e.g. Rom 16.13) are spiritual family relations, rather than natural ones.

			 

			A Benjamite

			Saul belonged to the tribe of Benjamin (Rom 11.1, Phil 3.5). This small tribe has many associations in scripture. We consider some of these below.

			
					Benjamin is associated with royalty, since Israel’s first king, also named Saul, was from this tribe.

					The tribe of Benjamin was noted for its loyalty; along with Judah, Benjamin was the only other tribe to remain faithful to the Davidic dynasty when Jeroboam incited the rebellion that led to the split of the kingdom.

					Benjamite warriors were particularly renowned for their fighting skill, such as the 700 left-handed slingers who could split hairs and never miss (Judges 20.16).

					When Jacob pronounced a blessing on his sons, he identified ferocity and zeal as characteristics of Benjamin (Gen 49.27).

					Despite the fact that Benjamin was Jacob’s final son, his late arrival did not prevent him from enjoying the fulness of sonship privileges.

			

			Saul shares these Benjamite character traits. God takes the best of this inherent natural ability, and breathes on it through His Holy Spirit, kindling the sparks into a mighty flame.

			 

			Name Meaning

			The name Saul itself is a Hebrew name, which the man from Tarsus shares with the son of Kish, Israel’s first king. Saul means “asked for” or “request”. Perhaps the mother of Saul, like Hannah from centuries gone by, had prayed deliberately and carefully for a baby boy. If so, the Lord granted her petition. Maybe that was why Saul was devoted to rabbinical service in Jerusalem, as a celebration of maternal gratitude to the Lord.

			Unlike his royal namesake, Saul of Tarsus was not perceived to be the answer to his nation’s needs and aspirations. Although he prioritized the Jews in his evangelism, so often they rejected him. However, Saul was frequently the answer to Gentile longings. Think of the Antioch believers’ need for pastoring, which drove Barnabas to plead for assistance from Saul. Recall also the nocturnal request from the unidentified Macedonian man – “Come over … and help us” (Acts 16.9).

			 

			A Pharisee

			At a boisterous Sanhedrin hearing in Jerusalem, Paul describes himself as “a Pharisee, the son of a Pharisee” (Acts 23.6). This clearly indicates the religious affiliation of Saul’s father, an affiliation which was consistently observed by Saul himself.

			The root meaning of the Hebrew word “Pharisee” is “separated”. During the time of the Lord Jesus, Phariseeism was an elitist Jewish sect, known for its showy religious observance. However, the original Pharisee movement began with the noblest of intentions – to preserve the Hebrew scriptures and a literal interpretation of their meaning. This was in the context of the second century BC, amid general departure and prevailing liberal attitudes in Judea. By the first century AD, the Pharisee party had descended into farce as they added complex layers of artificial rulings on top of the original God-given law. These “commandments of men” (Mt 15.9) gave rise to much outward show, enabling Pharisees to make ostentatious declarations of adherence to the law. Inevitably this resulted in personal hypocrisy. The Lord described them as paying lip service, “but their heart is far from me” (Mt 15.8). When we are beguiled with formalism, it’s so easy to forget our original love for the Lord Himself.

			Saul was apparently born into this fervent, fundamentalist atmosphere at Tarsus. It appears he chose to remain as a member of this religiously conservative community group well into his early adult life. In this way, he followed the “straitest sect of our religion” (Acts 26.5), earnestly but mistakenly thinking he was “serving God” (Acts 26.7). Throughout his life, it was ever Paul’s intention to please God. The problem was that he did not know how to, until the day he encountered the risen Lord. This genuine but erroneous lifestyle in his youth ensured that throughout his Christian career Paul would remain sympathetic to Jewish people. He summarises his attitude in Romans 10.2: “They have a zeal of God, but not according to knowledge.”

			 

			A Roman

			The most surprising fact about Paul’s family is their claim to Roman citizenship. Several times Paul declares himself to be a Roman (e.g. Acts 16.37; 22.25). In Jerusalem he admits to the chief captain, “I was free born”(Acts 22.28), a statement which implies Paul’s father was similarly a Roman citizen.

			Scripture is silent regarding the reasons for Paul’s family’s link with Rome, but speculation is rife among the commentators. It is certainly the case that Roman influence in Tarsus was strong. It was there that Pompey defeated the Levantine pirates in 67 BC. One possibility is that Paul’s tentmaking forebears had provided kit for Roman soldiers, thus earning imperial gratitude and reward in terms of citizenship.

			Paul’s Roman citizen status is never called into question at any point in his journeys. Sherwin-White6 describes how Romans had physical proof of their citizenship, in the form of a passport. “The Roman citizen was required to register the birth of his children within thirty days before a Roman official, and he received a wooden diptych recording the declaration, which acted as a certificate of citizenship for the child for the rest of his life.” Presumably Paul travelled everywhere with this certificate.

			Rather than speculating as to the reasons for his citizenship, we should observe that this exclusive status opened doors of opportunity for Paul in later life. The apostle fearlessly took advantage of everything he possessed in order to prosecute his gospel endeavours.

			 

			Early years

			We estimate Saul of Tarsus was born in the first or early in the second decade of the first century AD. He was still only a “young man” (Acts 7.58) at Stephen’s martyrdom in the mid 30s AD.

			In childhood, Saul was “circumcised the eighth day” (Phil 3.5), as prescribed in Jewish law (Lev 12.3). This was in precise obedience to God’s original instructions to Abraham (Gen 17.12). In this symbolic way, Saul’s parents marked him out as a child of both the Abrahamic and Mosaic covenants.

			Saul must have grown up considering himself to be an inheritor of God’s promises to his earthly people; although as he matured and learned more about first century geopolitics, the young Jew would have puzzled about the covenant. First, it seemed that the promises of Jehovah were in abeyance; Saul might have uncovered Old Testament passages which indicated that the Mosaic covenant was conditional upon the obedience of the people (Deut 28.15-29.29). Owing to their disobedience, as catalogued extensively by the Old Testament prophets, Israel had apparently forfeited divine blessing. Second, a careful reading of prophecy indicated that Israel’s original covenant relationship would be superceded by a new covenant, promised although not yet in effect (Jer 31.31-34). In some contemporary Jewish schools of thought, the new covenant was linked directly with Israel’s Messianic hope. The Dead Sea scrolls, discovered at Qumran, certainly hint at this connection.

			Throughout his childhood, the young Saul must have struggled with these theological tensions. They may have become the earliest “goads” that eventually led him to his confrontation with Christ on the road to Damascus.

			 

			Exposure to Scripture

			The library at Tarsus held one of the best stocked collections in the ancient world, estimated at 200,000 books. Perhaps Saul was a regular at the Tarsus lending library; certainly he was sufficiently familiar with Greek literature to quote a pair of classical poets, Epimenides and Aratus, in his address at the Areopagus (Acts 17.28). Nevertheless, the principal reading material for young Saul was the Bible.

			Like every boy in a devout Jewish family, Saul would have been constantly exposed to Old Testament scripture. The combination of an agile student’s mind with diligent teachers led to near-perfect memorization of the sacred writings. Educational psychologists confirm the benefit of rote learning for children of primary school age. Such knowledge lodges in our long term memory, and is available for instant recall in later life. Do you still know your seven times table? Or how many lines can you recite from Wordsworth’s “I wandered lonely as a cloud”? A more challenging query is: how many “memory verses” can we dredge up from our childhood recollection?

			At the synagogue Saul attended there would have been a regular scripture education programme. His father must also have passed on spiritual instruction, following the advice of Moses: “when thy son asketh thee” (Deut 6.20). Perhaps Saul also learned the scriptures from his mother, as Timothy did from Eunice. This might explain the tenderness with which Paul writes about Timothy’s maternal scripture training (2 Tim 3.14-15).

			The positive outcome of this valuable education is apparent in the apostle’s later preaching and writing career. In his letters, Paul employs almost 100 direct quotations from Old Testament scripture; these quotations are drawn from seventeen of the thirty nine books, distributed evenly between the three major divisions of the Hebrew scriptures (Law, Psalms and Prophets). Paul’s most frequent sources for his quotations are:

			
					Genesis, the seedplot of scripture (15 passages quoted),

					Psalms, the Hebrew hymnbook (20 passages quoted), and

					Isaiah, the evangelical prophet (24 passages quoted).

			

			In addition to regular attendance at the weekly Sabbath day synagogue service in Tarsus, Saul presumably accompanied his family to Jerusalem for the annual festivals. As a devout Hebrew, he should have been on pilgrimage from the age of twelve for Passover, Pentecost and Tabernacles (Deut 16.16).

			At some point in his early life, Saul stayed behind in Jerusalem, enrolling as a student in Gamaliel’s school. But we will explore this phase of Saul’s experience in the next chapter.

			

			 

			Practical Pointers

			As we consider the origins and early life of the man who became the apostle Paul, we can draw three practical conclusions.

			First, God plucks nobodies out of obscurity. He raises “the beggar from the dunghill” (1 Sam 2.8). Tarsus may have been a relative backwater in the Roman Empire, and Saul may have come from anonymous parentage, but God in His sovereignty is pleased to choose and use whom He pleases. As Paul later reminds the Corinthians, their earthly unimportance was necessary, so “that no flesh should glory in his presence” (1 Cor 1.29).

			Second, God orders the circumstances of our lives to shape us. The young Saul would have been completely familiar with the prophetic metaphor of the potter and the clay (Is 64.8, Jer 18.6). The divine artisan moulds people according to His purpose. Paul uses the same analogy in his writings (Rom 9.21), describing divine sovereignty in salvation.

			Third, there is immense value in exposing young people to the word of God. As a devout Jew and an adherent to Pharisaism, Saul of Tarsus would have been immersed in the study of the Hebrew scriptures, “taking heed thereto according to thy word” (Ps 119.9). Although he did not realise it at the time, he was gaining biblical knowledge that would eventually make him “wise unto salvation” (2 Tim 3.15).

			Let no man think that sudden in a minute
All is accomplished and the work is done;
Though with thine earliest dawn thou shouldst begin it
Scarce were it ended in thy setting sun.
                                        (Saint Paul by Frederic W.H. Myers)

			
				
						1Christian History Magazine, issue 124. https://christianhistoryinstitute.org/magazine/article/citizens-of-no-mean-cities


						2Tarsus entry in the Jewish Encyclopaedia. http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/14255-tarsus


						3The use of goat hair: an introductory historical review. Michael Ryder. Anthropozoologica, 1993. http://sciencepress.mnhn.fr/sites/default/files/articles/pdf/az1993n17a5.pdf


						4A Edersheim. Sketches of Jewish Social Life. https://www.blueletterbible.org/Comm/edersheim_alfred/sketches/sketches11.cfm


						5What shall this man do? Watchman Nee. Victory Press. 1961.


						6AN Sherwin-White. The Roman Citizenship. Oxford. 1939.


				

			

		

	
		

		
			
Chapter 2 

			
Hebrew of the Hebrews

			 

			Circumcised the eighth day, of the stock of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, an Hebrew of the Hebrews; as touching the law, a Pharisee … (Phil 3.5)

			 

			In purely natural terms, Saul spent his formative years in the city of Jerusalem. Here he completed his education, after which he commenced his career in Jewish politics and religion.

			It is difficult to appreciate the immense significance of Jerusalem in the mindset of a devout Jew like Saul. Through centuries of history, this city had accumulated overwhelming importance in Israel’s national life. Mount Zion, the original hill-fortress of King David at the heart of the capital, was known as the “city of the great king” (Ps 48.2). The ancient conurbation included the temple site on Mount Moriah, where Solomon built “an house for the Lord God of Israel” (1 Chr 22.6). In this place God chose to set His name. Here, God’s Shekinah glory had been resident for centuries until it departed as witnessed by Ezekiel. Even the Jews in exile by the rivers of Babylon remembered Jerusalem with nostalgic pride, (Ps 137.1) and longed to return home.
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