
The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Pentecost 17 (Proper 19), Year C
1 Timothy 1:12-17

It is probably just as well Jesus is the key person in our congregation, the one who is in total control. If one of us was in total control we might have a different approach to some things. For example, what sort of people would we want to fill our church every Sunday? Would we want to fill it with people like ourselves, who like the same style of worship that we do? Would we want to fill it with people of good Lutheran pedigree or who give generously when the offering plate is passed around?  We might feel comfortable with them. We might even be related! They would be easy to welcome. In fact we might sometimes feel those people ought to be here. We might feel, “If everyone was like us, how much better the Church would be!”

Thankfully, Jesus has a totally different approach! When the early Christian Church is small and struggling to survive, and Jesus needs someone to become a strong and loyal leader who will go out and spread the Good News to the world, whom does Jesus choose?

Jesus picks out Saul – his own worst enemy! Saul was a ruthless enemy of the Christians. Nobody did more damage to the early Christian congregations than Saul. He sniffed Christians out like a tracker dog, had them arrested and put in gaol as people who were danger to society. Saul started young. He was like this already as a young lad. In Acts 7 we read how Stephen was the first follower of Jesus to be stoned to death. The men took off their coats to get on with the stoning and left their coats with young Saul to guard them as they killed Stephen. The name ‘Saul’ came to mean danger and evil, prison and even death among the Christian congregations. If ever God should use his power to eliminate someone it was Saul. One doesn’t show mercy to a person like Saul! We read where he says in verse 13, “I hunted down his [Jesus’] people, harming them in every way I could.” The Christians would have applauded God if he had eliminated Saul from the face of the earth.

Jesus chose Saul! He chose him to become a key leader of the Christian Church, perhaps THE most important leader of all time after Jesus himself. Jesus showed how deep the grace of God reaches. Jesus paid for every sin of Saul: every drop of blood, every thought word and deed. Of all the people the Christians would have nominated to be the mission leader of their Church, Saul would have been the last one.

It is this same Saul who changed his name to Paul and wrote in a letter:

“This is a true saying, and everyone should believe it: Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners – and I was the worst of them all. But that is why God had mercy on me, so that Christ Jesus could use me as a prime example of his great patience with even the worst sinners. Then others will realise that they, too, can believe in him and receive eternal life.”

Jesus poured his Spirit into the evil person Saul, and he became Saint Paul, the greatest missionary for Jesus Christ the world has ever seen. Only the Spirit of God could do that! Now it was Paul’s turn to be persecuted, and he spent time in gaol. He wrote some of his letters from gaol to encourage Christians to honour God with their lives. We still read his letters out in Christian Churches throughout the world today.

Who would have dreamed that would ever be possible? Only God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit!

The depth of the grace of God is a wonderful comfort for each one of us. There can be moments when we might feel we have let Jesus down – times when we might feel we are not worthy of being a follower of Jesus. On the outside we can put on a good show, but deep down inside we might feel unworthy of Jesus. Then we need to look again at the depth of the grace of Jesus to us. We are people of God because of God’s marvellous grace. Jesus assures us that he chose us out of mercy. He can use you and me. He can change you and me. He fills us with his Spirit of love and faith. He knows we need him and his forgiveness. He wants to share his grace with sinners like us.
Jesus doesn’t promise that the life of a Christian is a bed of roses. It could be a prison cell, and a prison mattress! But to live in his deep grace – what a way to live! This account of the change in Saul to Saint Paul is a wonderful example for us of the people we could invite into this congregation. Since Jesus is the key person, can you think of anyone we would exclude? Is there anyone we should not invite? I can’t think of one!

Sometimes there are people who act tough and mock the Church. There are people who take a delight in baiting Christians as though it is a game or a sport. We tend to steer clear of these folk. We think we would be wasting our time on them. But persistence can pay off as this true story demonstrates. 

There was a man named Alex. In the lunch break at work when people were sitting round talking about the footy finals and women and whatever else normal men talk about, Alex loved to bait the Christians. It was like a game for him. He loved to suggest it was a waste of time believing in a god who didn’t exist.  Maybe you know someone like that. One day one of the Christians simply said to him, “Alex, why do you waste so much of your time arguing against God, if God doesn’t exist? Why bother?” For once Alex didn’t have a smart answer. It set him thinking. He struggled to find an answer and couldn’t. Alex became a Christian, filled with faith in Jesus. He went on to be a youth worker in the Lutheran Church.
When Jesus looks for people to become his followers and leaders in the Church, he sometimes seeks out people we might not bother to spend any time on. It is just as well Jesus is the key person in our Church! What might happen if we thought more like Jesus, who spends his time out looking for the lost sheep?

If someone suggests change, do we get defensive and say things like, “I’ve been a member here for 7 years – or 25 years, or maybe 50 or more years – and no one is going to change me?” It might be better to say something like, “Yes, I belong here by the sheer grace of God. I don’t deserve to be one of God’s family. I am a selfish person, but God’s grace is even greater than my selfishness. I live in God’s grace every day.”

The grace of God reaches so deep it can bring eternal life to the most unlikely people we might know. If we could tell people only one thing about our congregation, wouldn’t it be great to be able to tell them about the wonderful grace of God to each one of us? St Paul assures us today that Jesus has “great patience with even the worst of sinners”.

Have a look around at the others who are here today, who like us, are here because of the wonderful grace of God and rejoice in one another’s company even more! Thanks be to Jesus, and his patience with us, and his deep grace.

And the peace of God, which surpasses all human understanding, guard our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.
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