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THE LIFE OF PAUL 
Week 1: Before Paul’s Conversion 

 
 I. INTRODUCTION 

Paul sort of jumps on to the pages of the New Testament at Acts 7:57b–58, “They all rushed 
at him [Stephen], dragged him out of the city and began to stone him. Meanwhile, the 
witnesses laid their clothes at the feet of a young man named Saul.” We have no biography of 
Paul and no account of his life before he appears as a fully mature man at the stoning of 
Stephen. 

 
 II. THE EARLY LIFE OF PAUL 

A. Paul’s Birthplace — The City of Tarsus 

Acts 22:3, “I am a Jew, born in Tarsus of Cilicia,…” 
Acts 21:39, “Paul answered, “I am a Jew, from Tarsus in Cilicia, a citizen of no ordinary 
city.” 
 

1. Paul was born and spent his earliest days in the Diaspora, the dispersion of the Jews 
outside the borders of the Holy Land. Paul took pride in being from an important city: 
a. Tarsus was one of the larger cities in the Mediterranean world. 
 
b. Tarsus was a center of trade and commerce — It was a port city with a well-

protected harbor on the Cydnus River, about ten miles north of the coast. The 
northern side was protected by the Taurus Mountains, passable through a narrow 
gorge called the Cilician Gates. Since Tarsus was near this passage, it controlled 
traffic leading through the gates to the interior plain of Asia Minor. It also 
controlled traffic leading from the Gates to the east into Mesopotamia and Syria; 
consequently, Tarsus grew to be a prosperous commercial city. It traded in 
minerals and timber from the Tarsus Mountains, 25 miles to the north. 

 
c. Tarsus was important politically — It was the capital city of the Roman province 

of Cilicia-Syria. From 25 B.C.–A.D. 72, Cilicia and Syria were viewed as one 
province with co-capitals, Tarsus and Antioch. 

 
d. Tarsus was an important university city — In Paul’s day it surpassed even Athens 

and Alexandria. 
 

2. We do not know exactly when Paul was born in Tarsus. The only information is found 
in Acts 7:58, where Paul is described as a “young man” (but the term can describe 
someone from about 24 to 40), and Philemon 9, where he calls himself “an old man,” a 
term indicating someone at least 50. By the time of Stephen’s stoning, Paul appears to 
have some leadership role in the Jewish community. In Acts 8:3 he is leading the 
Jewish persecution against Christians. In Acts 9 he is sent on a mission from the High 
Priest to persecute Christians in Damascus. 
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B. Paul the Roman Citizen 
Acts 16:37, “But Paul said to the officers: ‘They beat us publicly without a trial, even 
though we are Roman citizens, and threw us into prison.’” 
Acts 22:25, “As they stretched him out to flog him, Paul said to the centurion standing 
there, ‘Is it legal for you to flog a Roman citizen who hasn’t even been found guilty?’” 
Acts 22:28, “Then the commander said, ‘I had to pay a big price for my citizenship.’ ‘But 
I was born a citizen,’ Paul replied.” 
 

1. Paul grew up as a Jew in the Diaspora, what we now call the Graeco-Roman world: 
Greek in language and culture, but Roman in government. Although citizens were 
expected to know Latin, many did not, especially in the eastern part of the Empire. 
Paul’s knowledge of Latin was probably minimal, if any at all. 

 
2. Most of the Roman Empire was divided into provinces that were of two kinds: 

senatorial and imperial. The peaceful and civilized provinces where no legions had to 
be stationed, about ten in number, were called senatorial provinces. They were 
administered by the senate and ruled by proconsuls, appointed by the senate. The 
restless frontier provinces, called imperial provinces, were under the direct control of 
the emperor, and governed by imperial legates of the senatorial class. These legates 
were generally military men who had legions at their disposal. Smaller provinces like 
Judea were governed by members of the equestrian class called prefects, later called 
procurators (after the time of emperor Claudius). In addition, there were client 
kingdoms, ethnic districts that were permitted to remain semi-independent under their 
own rulers, “kings” like Herod the Great. 

 
3. Most people who live outside of Italy in the provinces were not Roman citizens, but 

Paul was born a Roman citizen. 
 

4. At this time Roman citizenship was a highly prized right conferred only on those of 
high social or governmental standing, those who had done some exceptional service 
for Rome, or those able to bribe some imperial or provincial administrator to have 
their names included on a list of candidates who were to be admitted as citizens. 

 
5. New citizens received a certificate (called a diploma civitatis Romanae or 

instrumentum), and their names were recorded on one of the thirty-five tribal lists at 
Rome and also on their local municipal register. 

 
6. Papers validating citizenship were kept in family archives and not usually carried on 

one’s person. The verbal claim to Roman citizenship was accepted at face value; 
penalties for falsifying documents and making false claims of citizenship were 
exceedingly stiff, usually death. 

 
7. We do not know how Paul’s family acquired Roman citizenship. 
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8. Roman citizens were exempt from examination under torture. Cicero said: “It is a 
crime to put a Roman citizen in chains, it is an enormity to flog one, sheer murder to 
slay one: what, then, shall I say of crucifixion? It is impossible to find the word for 
such abomination” (In Verrem 2.5.170). 

 
9. Every Roman citizen had three names or tria nomina, consisting of a praenómen 

(forename), nómen (family name) and cognómen (personal name). For example, the 
famous orator, statesman, and philosopher we call Cicero (106–43 B.C.) was actually 
Marcus Tullius Cicero. The most famous Roman of all was Gaius Julius Caesar (100–
44 B.C.). No Roman in the New Testament is given his full tria nomina. 

 
10. Paul also had another name, a signum or supernomen— Saul, a Hebrew name. The 

use of a Gentile name in addition to a Jewish name, particularly one more or less like 
sounding, was by New Testament times a well-established practice among Hellenistic 
Jews whether or not they were Roman citizens. Cf. Acts 12:25—“John , also called 
Mark”; Acts 13:1—“Simeon called Niger”; Col 4:11—“Jesus who is called Justus.” 

 
C. Paul the Jew 

1. Jews in Paul’s days could be divided into two broad categories. Some Jews, especially 
those who lived in the Diaspora, the dispersion of the Jews outside the borders of the 
Holy Land, adopted the Graeco-Roman culture of the day and were not as strict about 
keeping the Jewish Law and tradition, and spoke mainly Greek. They were said to be 
“hellenized” (from the Greek verb meaning “to make Greek”) and were called 
Hellenistic Jews. Others, especially those who lived in the Holy Land, who strived to 
maintain a stricter lifestyle, were called Hebraic Jews and spoke mainly 
Hebrew/Aramaic. Cf. Acts 6:1, “In those days when the number of disciples was 
increasing, the Grecian Jews among them complained against the Hebraic Jews 
because their widows were being overlooked in the daily distribution of food.” 

 
2. Judaism in Paul’s day, after the return of Israel from captivity, had become a religion 

that strongly emphasized the Law. New offices and institutions developed. 
a. Rabbis (lit. “my great one”) had arisen as a lay order to be teachers of the Law, 

displacing the traditional role of the priests. 
 

b Scribes (or “lawyers”) had arisen to be copiers and professional scholars of the 
Mosaic Law. Like the rabbis, they did not exist before the captivity. 

 
c. Synagogues had developed during and after the captivity as places primarily 

devoted to the study of the Law. 
 

D. Paul the Pharisee 
Phil 3:5–6, “circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of 
Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; in regard to the law, a Pharisee; as for zeal, persecuting 
the church; as for legalistic righteousness, faultless.” (also Acts 23:6; 26:5) 

 



Community Bible Church Instructor: Bill Combs 
 

 4 

1. The Judaism of Paul’s day was divided into different sects. The two major ones were 
the Pharisees and the Sadducees. 
a. The name of the Pharisees literally means “separated ones.” Their roots go back to 

the movement of Hasidim (pious ones), who, with the Maccabees, opposed 
attempts to introduce Hellenism into Jewish culture in the second century B.C. The 
Pharisees were mostly laymen, but their leaders were primarily scribes, who 
interpreted the Scriptures according to the oral law, “tradition of the elders,” or 
Halakah, which they held was as ancient as the written Law. 

 
b. The Sadducees were so named because they claimed to be descended from Zadok 

(Greek Saddouk), the high priest at the time of King David and King Solomon. 
The Sadducees were mainly priests, concerned with the temple worship practices. 
They mainly consisted of the wealthy aristocratic families who controlled the 
office of high priest, were more open to certain Hellenistic influences, and were 
politically oriented. They rejected belief in angels and the resurrection (Josephus 
said they believed the soul perishes with the body, Ant. 18.1.4). 

 
2. Paul was born in Tarsus but according to Acts he was “brought up” in Jerusalem. 

Acts 22:3, “I am a Jew, born in Tarsus of Cilicia, but brought up in this city. Under 
Gamaliel I was thoroughly trained in the law of our fathers and was just as zealous for 
God as any of you are today.” 
 
a. This verse indicates that Paul came to Jerusalem at an early age to begin his 

training under Gamaliel. When Paul came to Jerusalem is not certain, but it was 
probably about the time of his bar mizvah (lit. “son of the commandment”), when 
a thirteen-year-old boy took upon himself the full obligation of the Law and the 
more promising boys were directed into rabbinic schools. 

 
b. Gamaliel, under whom Paul studied, was the most famous rabbi of his day, a 

Pharisee (Acts 5:34), and leader of the school of Hillel. In Paul’s day, there were 
two main schools for rabbis in Jerusalem—one started by Rabbi Shammai and the 
other by Rabbi Hillel, both in the first century B.C. 

 
3. Paul was apparently one of the leading figures in the Jewish world of his day. 

Gal 1:13–14, “For you have heard of my previous way of life in Judaism, how 
intensely I persecuted the church of God and tried to destroy it. I was advancing in 
Judaism beyond many Jews of my own age and was extremely zealous for the 
traditions of my fathers.” 
 
a. By the time we first meet Paul in Acts 7:58 at the stoning of Stephen, he was a 

trained rabbi, devoted to the Pharisaic interpretation of Judaism. The fact that 
those stoning Stephen laid their robes at Paul’s feet suggests that Paul had a 
responsible role (cf. Acts 22:20, “And when the blood of your martyr Stephen was 
shed, I stood there giving my approval and guarding the clothes of those who were 
killing him.”). 
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b. After this, Paul was the leader in the persecution of Christians: 

Acts 8:1–3, “And Saul was there, giving approval to his death. On that day a great 
persecution broke out against the church at Jerusalem, and all except the apostles 
were scattered throughout Judea and Samaria. Godly men buried Stephen and 
mourned deeply for him. But Saul began to destroy the church. Going from house 
to house, he dragged off men and women and put them in prison.” 
 

c. Paul planned to continue his inquisition by hunting down Christians in Damascus, 
Syria: 
Acts 9:1–2, “Meanwhile, Saul was still breathing out murderous threats against the 
Lord’s disciples. He went to the high priest and asked him for letters to the 
synagogues in Damascus, so that if he found any there who belonged to the Way, 
whether men or women, he might take them as prisoners to Jerusalem.” 

 
d. Paul may have been a member of the Sanhedrin himself for he says when 

Christians were being put to death, he “cast [his] vote against them” (Acts 26:10). 
The particular language used, “cast down a pebble against them,” was the 
terminology used for official votes in Judaism. Casting a vote for capital 
punishment required membership in the Sanhedrin. 


