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So, today I want to talk about Paul.  More often than not, conversations about Paul tend to be 

about his teachings – what he said and wrote and what those things mean to the life of the 21st 

century Christian.  But, today I’m more interested in the person – Paul’s character.  I want to 

spend a little time looking at the life that he lived, and the person that he was – and I want to 

look at what that says about the life of the 21st century Christian. 

 

As some of you may know, in the Aramaic speaking communities of which he was a part, Paul 

was originally known as Saul.  It was not until later in his life, when his mission was going to 

have him more integrated into the Roman world, that he became known as Paul.  So, it can get a 

little confusing.  For the sake of avoiding any confusion, then, we’ll stick with calling Paul 

throughout this message.  And I’ll ask that you forgive me a little history as we dig in.  

 

Paul was born in a town called Tarsus in the province of Cilicia.  What this means is that Paul 

grew up in the middle of what was known as the Diaspora (or the ‘dispersion’) – these were 

areas of Roman tradition and influence to which the Jews had ‘dispersed’ when they were chased 

out of Jerusalem.  He was born a Jew, but lived in areas heavily influenced by Roman culture 

and authority – which meant he was also born a Roman citizen, so he held a dual identity as a 

Jew and as a Roman.  During his childhood, Paul studied in Jerusalem under a teacher name 

Gamaliel, and his studies and service led him to a place of leadership in the Jewish power 

structure.  After studying under Gamaliel and making his mark in the sect of the Pharisees, Paul 

quickly rose to prominence in the Jewish leadership.  Best estimates are that he would have been 

about 15 years younger than Jesus, making him a teenager during the time of Jesus’ ministry and 

death.  So, he was the perfect age to rise into power during the earliest years of the budding 

Christian faith.  And, he achieved that rise to power, primarily, by persecuting the earliest 

followers of Christ. 

 

In our reading earlier, Paul tells us, specifically, that he felt driven to persecute and punish early 

Christians, and in the story of Stephen we see that first-hand.  In Acts 7 we hear the story of the 

stoning of the Apostle Stephen, and then we hear these words: 
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1 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. 2 Godly men buried Stephen and mourned deeply for him. 3 But Saul 

began to destroy the church. Going from house to house, he dragged off men and women 

and put them in prison. 

 

So, you see, what we have in Paul is a man whose rise to notoriety was driven by the ruthless 

persecution of the earliest Christians.  What we have in Paul is someone so zealous, so driven, so 

convinced of his tradition that he oppressed, chased down, persecuted, and killed those who 

proclaimed the Lordship of Jesus, the Christ.  But, then, in that remarkable conversion moment, 

his zealotry took a whole new tack. 

 

In our reading from Acts earlier Paul recapped the story that is told in Acts 9.  In that story Paul 

starts by going to the High Priest and asking for letters that he can take to synagogues in 

Damascus, letters that would give him the authority to arrest and imprison anyone he found to be 

a follower of Jesus.  On his way towards Damascus however, with his brutal persecution of 

Stephen and others behind him in Jerusalem, and his vision of further persecutions in Damascus 

in front of him, Paul is suddenly engulfed by a heavenly light and the voice of Jesus asking ‘Why 

do you persecute me?’ 

 

The story goes on from there as Paul is blinded with scales covering his eyes, he is led to 

Damascus to the home of Ananias.  Ananias lays his hands on Paul, the scales fall from Paul’s 

eyes, his sight is restored, he sees the truth of Jesus, and he is baptized.  And, that is the moment 

I really want to focus on today!  

 

That is the moment in which the Paul we’ve been talking about, the man who had persecuted and 

oppressed the earliest Christians, the man who stood over and approved of Stephen’s death, the 

man who dedicated his life to fighting against the way of the Lord – that is the moment that man 

became the one who would teach, preach, heal, and spread the Gospel in more profound ways 

than anyone else in the history of our faith.  Even under arrest and facing trial and possible 

execution, when Paul comes before Herod Agrippa, the leader of the Jewish world, what does 

Paul do?  He tries to convert Herod Agrippa right then and there – in the midst of his own trial 

and in the face of his own possible death he stands up for his faith and seeks to convert the leader 

of the Jewish world.   

 

There are countless reasons I love this story about Paul.  But, this week, as I considered what we 

would look at amidst the Memorial Day remembrance that surrounds this weekend, it was one 

particular part of Paul’s character that stood out to me.  Among the many traits Paul had, both 

admirable and not, one of the most consistent and remarkable aspects of his personality was that 

this was a man of profound conviction. 

 

Now, the trick with Paul, of course, is that the conviction was not always channeled in the best 

ways.  Paul’s zealotry, both for and against the Christian faith, was born in his conviction that 

what he was doing was the right thing.  And, obviously, in time, he came to understand that he 

wasn’t always right.  But, that didn’t change his fundamental conviction and his willingness to 
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put his life on the line, eventually to the point of death, for the sake of what he believed was right 

– and that’s really all I want to focus on today. 

 

One of the many challenges with days like Memorial Day in the life of the church, is that we 

don’t all feel the same way about the foreign policy decisions of our government – especially 

when it comes to the military.  I know that there are people in this room who are polar opposites 

when it comes to perspectives on the activities of our military today.  And, I know that those 

same distinctions would apply to any of a number of past conflicts and wars that have given us 

the heroes that we remember on Memorial Day.  But, where the common ground immerges 

amidst all of those who might look at these wars and conflicts through different lenses is, I 

suggest, the same trait we see exemplified in Paul!   

 

Memorial Day is a day devoted to remembrance.  It’s a day devoted to remembering those who 

stepped forward to serve something greater than themselves, to commit to something in which 

they believed and put their lives on the line to do it.  When I think of those people who have died 

in service I have a plethora of thoughts that rush through my mind.   

 I am saddened to consider their family and friends who are forced to move forward in life 

without their loved ones.   

 I’m disheartened, at times, that such warring exists in the first place.   

 I’m troubled to consider the self-serving motivations that lead to some of the conflicts.   

All this, and so much more, rushes through my mind every time I consider the loss of life that we 

see in war.   

 

But, I am also amazed at the commitment and conviction of so many of those who are lost – the 

sacrificial heart that drove them to put their lives on the line in the first place.  And, celebrating 

that conviction, remembering that devotion to one’s beliefs, is the common ground on which we 

can all dwell in faith – regardless of how we feel about a given conflict at any particular time. 

 

For some, these sacrifices were driven by a conviction of faith.  For some, they were driven by a 

conviction of patriotism.  And, yes, for some there are circumstances that led to service that may 

have been less than ideal.  But, what it boils down to, for me, is that Memorial Day is about 

remembering so many who were willing to do precisely what we are called to do in faith – to put 

their lives on the line for the sake of that which they claim to hold as the cornerstone of their life.  

And, what I want to suggest today, simply, is that that is the very essence of discipleship. 

 

Jesus says, in that familiar story of the rich man, that ‘this night your very life is being demanded 

of you.’  That’s the call of faithful living.  We’re not called to write a check, sit in on a meeting 

or roll out of bed in time for worship once a week.  We’re called to put our life on the line for the 

sake of our faith.  Now, I’m not saying we’re called to martyrdom.  I’m not saying we’re called 

to militant action or physical death.  But, we are called to understand exactly that which Paul 

displayed and our fallen heroes exemplified – that when you truly believe in something, when 

something truly stands as the cornerstone of your life, then your entire life will be shaped and 

guided by it.   

 

What we see in Paul’s conversion is that true faith not only changes what you believe, but 

changes the very life you live as the person that you are.  The remarkable thing about Paul is that 
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his conversion didn’t change his gifts, but instead allowed his gifts, his zealotry, to be used in 

new ways but with the same fervor as before – and that’s a reflection of the fact that Paul 

invested himself fully in what he believed.   

 But, what we see in that conversion is that everything about his convictions and his life 

shifted when he ‘saw the light.’   

 What we see in that conversion is that everything about our lives should be guided by the 

faith we express.   

 What we see in that conversion is that in faith our very life is being demanded of us.   

 

As we come to Memorial Day we remember those who were willing to put their lives on the line 

for what they believed in.  In Paul we see a man who was willing to give everything, including 

his life, for the sake of the faith.  So, as we reflect on both of these things we are challenged to 

ask ourselves what we’re willing do, and how far we’re willing to go, to live for the faith we 

claim as our own. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


