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1Re-introduction to theme
Intro to Paul’s life as a study for questions that I will 
re-ask at the end.
Part of the brilliance of the show This is Your Life is that it gives 
perspective on a person’s whole life. It highlights the good 
times and accomplishments, while never shying away from 
the difficult moments, even naming how those hard times 
in life were instrumental to a person’s life and even some-
times directly connected to their success. Bringing back key 
figures from a person’s life, it becomes evident that no one is 
an island.
Life is full of ups and downs. Bad things happen. 
Circumstances change. Joy enters from out of the blue. 
People disappoint us. We disappoint people. Redemption is 
found. And in all of this God is present, community grounds 
us, and our response in these good and bad times makes a 
difference.
Two weeks ago Pastor Pam looked at the life of Rahab, whose 
name literally means “prostitute.” But she was a hero for Israel, 
appears in the Genealogy of Jesus, and is known as a saint 
for her faith. Then last week, we celebrated Remembrance 
Sunday, a time of honoring those in our congregation who 
have died in the past year. As the bells harmonized, we 
remembered how each one of them touched our lives. As we 
continue This is Your Life, today we look at Paul of Tarsus.
First, let’s look at a key moment in the life of Paul, at a time 
when he was known by the name Saul.

Acts 7.54–8.1a
When they heard these things, they became enraged and ground 
their teeth at Stephen. But filled with the Holy Spirit, he gazed into 
heaven and saw the glory of God and Jesus standing at the right 
hand of God. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘I see the heavens opened and the Son 
of Man standing at the right hand of God!’ But they covered their 
ears, and with a loud shout all rushed together against him. Then 
they dragged him out of the city and began to stone him; and the 
witnesses laid their coats at the feet of a young man named Saul. 



2 While they were stoning Stephen, he prayed, ‘Lord Jesus, re-
ceive my spirit.’ Then he knelt down and cried out in a loud 
voice, ‘Lord, do not hold this sin against them.’ When he had 

said this, he died. And Saul approved of their killing him.

And now Paul of Tarsus…This is your life.
You were born “Saul” to a devout Jewish family in Tarsus 
around the same time that Jesus was born. It is here in Tarsus 
that you probably learned an appreciation for cultures from 
around the world since Tarsus was one of the biggest centers 
of trade in the Mediterranean. But you were Jewish first, and 
you were taught in the ways of the Hebrew Bible from an 
early age.

FATHER: I remember teaching you your daily lessons. My 
greatest wish was that you would grow up to be a person of 
deep faith, rooted in the ways of your ancestors.
Why Paul, that is dear old dad. Your father was a Pharisee. 
You began learning at home at an early age the scriptures 
and the ways of your Jewish religious community. You were 
raised to be proud of your Jewish heritage, and following all 
of the Jewish laws, as your father would have seen fit.
You were also born as a Roman Citizen. Most scholars think 
that probably meant that your father or another ancestor had 
done something special for the Roman government to earn 
that citizenship. This entitled you to political and social status 
and protections that many of your religious peers would not 
have had. So Paul, though you were steadfast in your faith, 
you also straddled two worlds: the religious and the secular.
From these roots you grew up to be a prominent figure in 
your own religious community. You were a rabbi and part of 
the Pharisee movement. You took this calling very seriously. 
And you believed that all of your religious kin should have 
taken it as seriously as you did. To this end, you were willing 
to be a protector of the faith, even to the point that you were 
an enforcer of the Truth.



3STEPHEN: When they came for me—you were there, 
Saul—urging them forward. As a leader you approved 
of them capturing me, then killing me. But I still for-
give you my brother, just as I forgave you then. And I’m so 
proud of who you came to be.
Yes Paul, you oversaw the persecution of the first Christians. 
That was Stephen. When they stoned Stephen you were there.  
In fact, they laid their coats at your feet so they could better 
raise the stones that would crush his skull. And as Stephen 
prayed his last prayer and drew his last breath, you approved 
of his punishment. That very same day you sought authori-
zation to go from house to house, raiding people’s homes, 
dragging followers of this Jesus’ Way to jail, women and men 
alike.
But then, you had a moment that would define your life, and 
the world, in many ways. While still “breathing threats and 
murder,” you petitioned your higher ups to expand the reach 
of your inquisition, to travel to Damascus to bring all Jesus’ 
people to account for their blasphemy. It was on this road to 
Damascus that you had an encounter with none other than 
the Lord himself, Jesus.
A blinding light flashed. You fell to the ground and that voice 
came “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” And so, as 
instructed by the Lord, you went to Damascus blind and met 
a man called Ananias.
Ananias: Paul, the Lord came to me as well and told me to 
meet you on the street which is called “straight.” Oh I pro-
tested. I knew who you were and what you’d done. But the 
Lord told me to go, and I went. When I laid hands on you, by 
the power of God the scales of dead flesh fell from your eyes, 
and you could see.
From this point on you gave your life to Jesus and his way. 
It is soon after this that people began calling you solely by 
your Greek name Paul, rather than your Hebrew name Saul. 
That’s because you spent most of your time traveling the 
Mediterranean preaching the good news of Jesus, the one 



4 who saved your life. You knew that God did not care 
whether someone was born Jewish or Pagan, rich or 
poor, citizen or slave, speaking Hebrew or Greek. You 

established communities of Christians across barriers of lan-
guage, previous religious experience, race and nationality. 
You raised money to be shared for the growth of the faith, you 
mentored leaders for the future, you wrote letters that live on 
today as part of the Biblical cannon. And you preached this 
good news until you yourself were martyred by your very 
own government. And you are now known as Saint Paul.
This is your life Paul. What a life it was.

What is it that we learn from Paul?
We learn a lot from the life of Paul. But here are a few for 
today.
1— Religious, political, national Extremism is dangerous. 

Whether you are talking Saul and the mob of religious 
extremists who killed Stephen in the scripture, or about 
Boko Haram in Nigeria, or about the Taliban in Afghanistan, 
or about white nationalists today in this country.

2— Our words matter. The shooter who killed 11 people at 
the Tree of Life Synagogue in Pittsburgh was whipped 
up by online hate speech and racist conspiracy theories. 
When we speak, even online, our words matter-we have a 
responsibility to speak and speak carefully.
But lest we think that out of an abundance of caution 
silence is an option…each of us has the responsibility to 
name hatred, to end intolerance.

3— That grace and love are real. That we are more than our 
worst mistake, and that God’s forgiveness is real, and 
dramatic human transformation is possible. Paul was an 
accomplice to murder. He persecuted people for their reli-
gious beliefs. He broke down doors and separated families. 
He was hateful and cruel. Then Jesus broke into his life. 
And with the help of God and others he was transformed.



51 Timothy 1.12–14
I am grateful to Christ Jesus our Lord, who has strengthened 
me, because he judged me faithful and appointed me to his 
service, even though I was formerly a blasphemer, a persecutor, and 
a man of violence. But I received mercy because I had acted igno-
rantly in unbelief, and the grace of our Lord overflowed for me with 
the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus.

THIS IS. YOUR. LIFE.
But today, I want to ask this question. What if we lived our 
lives as though we knew we were going to appear on an epi-
sode of This is Your Life? Would we think about things dif-
ferently? Would we make different decisions about how we 
spend our time, or money? Would we treat people differently? 
Would we take more risks, or fewer risks? What would we do 
differently in our relationships? Would we set more goals? 
Would we seek help to slay that dragon of codependence, or 
addiction, or hate that may rule our lives?  Would we be more 
loving, more patient, more gentle, more grateful. Have more 
fun? Would we invite God in more? This is your life. What are 
you going to do with it?

This is your life. This is.
Meaning right here, right now. What do these questions 
prompt for you?

This is your life. Your.
It is your life to live. It is not anyone else’s and no one can live 
it for you. This may sound too individually focused.

This is your life. 
Life. What a gift. Life can come from the ashes. Even when 
things seem bleak…




