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“Graced to Serve” A sermon by Lee Ireland 
Cathedral City Community Presbyterian Church 
September 15, 2019, Fourteenth Sunday after Pentecost 
1 Timothy 1:12-17 
 
Let us pray together: Open our eyes to see your Spirit in our life. Open our hearts to 
receive the blessings you send each day. Guide us with your wisdom so that through us 
Christ may walk on the earth once again. Amen. 
 
Do any of you watch those daytime and nighttime talk shows like Dr. Phill where 
someone bears their soul?  Guests tell all and the audience just eats it up.  How do you 
think Paul with his confession that I just read would do on one of those shows?  Paul 
admits in this text that he was a blasphemer, a persecutor and a man of violence.  
Would that get him time on the air?  Paul entered the homes of Christ-followers, took 
them from their homes and put them in jail and on trial.  Paul is even said to have 
approved of the killing of one of Jesus’ followers.  Paul was, by our standards, not a 
nice guy!   
 
Today, Paul would most likely be classified as a terrorist.  You might just compare him 
to a member of the Taliban who kills people when they don’t follow the beliefs of the 
Taliban.  But, of course, Paul wasn’t a terrorist in the eyes of those who supported his 
behavior so that the Jewish religion could be kept ‘pure.’  Christianity was a sect, an 
offshoot, of Judaism and Paul believed it had to be destroyed and those folks brought 
back into the fold.  Does that sound familiar in today’s world?  Paul was not a nice guy! 
 
So, how would Paul fair on that talk show?  I think he’d never be allowed to come on the 
show if his violent past was all he was revealing to the TV audience.  What might get 
Paul TV exposure is that Paul did a turn around.  He went from persecuting Christ-
followers to becoming a Christ-follower.  He travelled the then known world telling 
everyone about the life of Jesus Christ.  Paul became a nice guy.  Well, a nice guy in 
general terms.  He did show his emotions and write some pretty critical letters.  But 
that’s better than persecuting people and throwing them in jail. 
 
Paul did a turn around after his encounter with Jesus Christ.  Most of you know the 
story.  Paul was traveling to another city with the intent of persecuting more Christ-
followers when he encountered the living Christ in the form of a blinding light.  Paul tells 
the story that Christ knocked him off his horse and asked Paul why he was persecuting 
Christ-followers.  Paul was temporarily blinded by the light and had to be led into the 
next town and cared for by others.  As a result of this encounter with Christ, Paul turned 
around and started to serve Jesus Christ. 
 
In our text for today Paul explains his turn around.  But I received mercy because I 
had acted ignorantly in unbelief, and the grace of our Lord overflowed for me with 
the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus.  Paul writes that grace resulted in Christ 
making me (Paul) an example to those who would come to believe in him (Christ) 
for eternal life.  Will these two statements result in Paul being selected for that TV talk 
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show.  I doubt it.  Taking about your faith on a national network show isn’t something we 
hear too often.   
 
If Paul’s story won’t sell on national TV, then what are we to make of it.  A lot.  I hope.  
Paul’s story provides each of us with a great example of what can happen when we 
encounter Jesus Christ in our lives, turn around and listen to Jesus.  When we receive 
the grace of our Lord as Paul calls it. 
 
Paul considered himself a sinner.  You’ve heard it before: Christ Jesus came into the 
world to save sinners.  Sometimes I wonder if people even believe there is such a 
thing as sin.  It’s not a popular concept today and just mentioning sin would be another 
reason that would keep Paul out of the nation spotlight on TV.   
 
Paul says he was a sinner and not just any run of the mill sinner, but as he states in the 
text: of whom I am the foremost.  Paul is admitting that he is the foremost sinner.  
He’s more of a sinner than anyone else in the world!  So, the forgiveness he received 
from Jesus really meant a lot to him – so much he started working for God, spreading 
the story of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection.  
 
Let’s stop for a moment and consider sin.  I promise this will be short.  Sin in the Bible 
means to miss the mark.  The mark for Christians is to live as Jesus lived.  Are you 
missing that mark?  Though it’s important to keep certain moral laws and breaking them 
is a sin because you are not living as Jesus lived, what’s more important is to conduct 
yourself as Jesus did, following Jesus’ example in caring for the poor and the outcasts.  
I can’t pass up the opportunity to remind you that Jesus said to love God and love your 
neighbor as yourself.  Ok, enough on sin. 
 
But there’s good news and Paul shares it in this text: But I received mercy . . . and the 
grace of our Lord overflowed for me with the faith and love that are in Christ 
Jesus.  Paul accepted God’s grace and moved on to serve God.  God’s grace erases 
our sins – just as though you’d never sinned - and you become as the psalm and song 
says, white as snow. 
 
Using Paul as an example, we can see that God gives us grace.  I like an illustration 
from Philip Yancy.  He states he doesn’t even try to define grace but provides this 
example. 
I remember once getting stuck in Los Angeles traffic and arriving 58 minutes late at the 
Hertz car rental desk. I walked up in kind of a bad mood, put the keys down and said, 
“How much do I owe?” 
The woman says, “Nothing. You’re all clear.”  
 “I said I was late.” and she smiled, “Yes, but there’s a one-hour grace period.” 
 So, I asked, “Oh really, what is grace?” 
 And she said, “I don’t know … I guess what it means is that even though you’re 
supposed to pay, you don’t have to.” 
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That’s a pretty good definition of grace, isn’t it? “Even though you’re supposed to pay, 
you don’t have to.”  Yancy accepted that grace.  He didn’t try to force the lady to come 
up with an amount for that 58 minutes.  He accepted the grace and went on with his life 
serving Christ. 
 
Paul – and you and I – receive God’s grace and forgiveness.  We, too, only need to 
accept it. 
 
What did Paul do with that grace, that forgiveness?  After accepting it, he began to 
serve God and Jesus.  He became an example, as he says, an example to those who 
would come to believe in him (Jesus) for eternal life.  Paul served God by writing 
letters, traveling all over the world by boat, on a donkey in an ox cart or on foot.  He 
stopped in all major cities of the known world to share his example.  He spoke to 
thousands of people, rich and poor, kings and commoners.  He started many churches.  
And don’t forget he got to spend time in jail on numerous occasions. 
 
Paul’s example is good news for us.  Perhaps you can see in his life, your life.  We may 
have done some bad things that we struggle with.  We all sin as I said earlier.  There’s 
nothing we can do to earn God’s forgiveness.  We can’t earn our way to God’s grace.  
It’s free.  Accept it. 
 
We may never be considered for an appearance on a TV reality show – or at least I 
hope not!  God doesn’t necessarily want big, splashy stories of sinners who accept 
God’s grace, God’s forgiveness and turne to serve God.  We don’t need millions of 
Pauls in this world today.  But we do need millions of Christ-followers who use their 
God-given talents and abilities to love God and their neighbor spreading the story of 
Jesus’ life, death and resurrection. 
 
I believe that God sees more in us than we see in ourselves.  We just need to accept 
that fact and then act as Paul did to serve God with the talents and abilities that God 
has given each of us.   
 
Our past doesn’t dictate our future.  And most likely we won’t be asked like Paul to 
travel the world, speak to thousands and spend time in jail.  Thank God!  That was 
Paul’s job.  So, what’s your job?  How are you to serve? 
 
Spend time this week thinking about that question.  How are you to serve?  Let me 
know next week what you discovered. 
 
May God bless your every effort. 


