September 15, 2019

1 Timothy 1:12-17

From Worst to First
[bookmark: _GoBack]
Grace was given to Paul not because he was the best, but because he was the worst.  

AT A GLANCE: 
After starting with a list of the worst U.S. presidents, the material moves to the worst leaders of all time. Then, shifting to the text, the apostle Paul comes under severe scrutiny. His past is checkered with violent policies and misdeeds. Yet in the text, he’s speaking of the grace and mercy of God. The sermon then moves to a discussion of the kind of grace that can transform the worst into the first.

EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “Parked in Dopey,” September 12, 2004. 

In a Sienna College ranking of U.S. presidents, you might be surprised by who is first. Not Theodore Roosevelt, Abraham Lincoln or George Washington. No, they are in second, third and fourth places.
The best of the best: Franklin D. Roosevelt.
FDR is well known for his “New Deal” which created Social Security and reformed the banking system. He gets high marks for party leadership, communication and his handling of the economy and foreign policy.
And who was the worst of the presidents? Andrew Johnson.
Johnson is best known for being impeached for dismissing his Secretary of War, as well as for the terrible strife in his administration after the Civil War. Among his worst qualities were party leadership, communication, relations with Congress and court appointments.
Franklin D. Roosevelt to Andrew Johnson.
From first to worst.
But as bad as Andrew Johnson might have been, he was a rookie compared to the worst leaders of all time. According to The Atlantic magazine, this list includes:
Jefferson Davis, president of the Confederate States of America. Author Matthew Karp says, “He embraced America’s deadliest conflict over the right to own people as property, and by the end of it, he had earned the hatred of almost everyone involved.”
Neville Chamberlain. This prime minister of the United Kingdom made concessions to Adolf Hitler and spoke of “peace for our time.” But his approach led to World War II and millions of civilian and military casualties.
Nicholas II, the last emperor of Russia. According to Ahmad Alsaleh, Nicholas “took a reasonably functioning country and left it vulnerable to radical revolutionaries.”
Also on this list are Pol Pot, Idi Amin and Adolf Hitler. These three were under a “diabolical influence,” says Chris Cuomo of CNN. They gave in to the temptations of the evil power which is always “disconnecting people from the basic love of one another.”

Where is the apostle Paul on this list?
But how about the apostle Paul? How would we rate him as a person? Worst? First? Bad guy? Good guy? Somewhere in between?
He admitted to his younger colleague Timothy that he was “a blasphemer, a persecutor and a man of violence” (v. 13).
That’s right. Paul was a blasphemer — insulting or showing contempt for God or things that are sacred. In his younger days, he was convinced that he “ought to do many things against the name of Jesus of Nazareth” (Acts 26:9).
Paul was a persecutor, locking up many of the Christian saints in prison, and pursuing them “even to foreign cities” (Acts 26:10, 11). 
And Paul was a man of violence, casting votes against Christians “when they were being condemned to death” (Acts 26:10). When Stephen was stoned for giving a strong statement of his Christian faith, Paul “approved of their killing him” (Acts 8:1). Soon after, Paul “was ravaging the church by entering house after house; dragging off both men and women” (Acts 8:3).

Think for a moment of the violence and invasiveness of this scene: “Entering house after house.” Can we picture this? Hear the pounding at the door. Christians inside are hiding, perhaps in a closet. Saul and his henchmen have the house surrounded. More pounding and shouting. Accusations fill the air. 
	Then there’s a breach. Saul and his men are inside. They fan out to find the occupants. They’re hiding on the rooftop, in a basket or under the bed. But they are all found and dragged screaming from their hiding places. Listen to the screams. Saul shows no mercy. He orders his men to “drag” them out of the house and onto the street. These early Christians are then no doubt thrown into an oxcart and trundled off to a prison where their fate will be determined.
	A chilling scene in the 2009 movie Inglourious Basterds — perhaps its most memorable one — comes close to capturing Saul’s work in hunting down Christians. The movie, which garnered eight Academy Award nominations, introduces the main antagonist, Col. Hans Landa (played by Christoph Waltz — who won the Oscar for Best Supporting Actor), in a scene in which he visits the farmhouse of Perrier LaPadite to search the residence for any hiding Jews. 
He enters the house; his men stay outside. He sits at the kitchen table and asks for a glass of milk — a reasonable request since LaPadite operates a dairy farm. Landa then asks to switch to English (so that any hiding Jews in the house would not know what they’re saying). LaPadite, obviously nervous, asks for permission to light his pipe and Landa agrees. It’s the Frenchman’s house, after all. 
Landa asks LaPadite if he knows anything about the Dreyfus family, such as their names and ages, which LaPadite gives him. Landa asks for another glass of milk before he leaves, and then begins to talk about how he loves his nickname, “The Jew Hunter.” He explains to LaPadite that the Jews are similar to rats, and that he doesn’t consider it an insult. He goes on to elaborate on his statement before coming to the conclusion that his ability to find Jews is far more advanced than that of regular German soldiers, and that he is aware of what “human beings are capable of once they’ve abandoned dignity.”
At this point, Landa suddenly asks for permission to smoke his pipe. He pulls out a huge Sherlock Holmes-like pipe. He then starts to tell LaPadite that in order to cross his name off the list, he would have to have his men search his house. However, he tells LaPadite that any information that would make his job a lot easier would not be met with punishment. Quite the contrary, it would be met with reward. His family would no longer be harassed in any way by the Germans during the Occupation. 
Visibly convinced, LaPadite confirms to Landa that the Dreyfuses are under the floor of his house. Landa asks him if they don’t speak English, since he hasn't heard any noises during the conversation.
LaPadite confirms his suspicions and Landa asks him to return to French and continue the masquerade. Hans Landa thanks him in French for the hospitality and for the milk and says that they’re now finished. He exits the door, calls his men and points out the place where they need to shoot. As he bids everyone “Adieu,” his men shoot through the floor, killing the Jews. 
This is Saul, who became Paul. Blasphemer. Persecutor. Man of violence. 
	Not good. 

“I received mercy”
And yet, Paul told Timothy, “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” (vv. 13-14). Paul was saved from a life of violence and evil by the unexpected mercy that God showed hm. The grace of God was not doled out in small measures, but it absolutely “overflowed” for him. Divine mercy and grace made it possible for the persecutor Saul — the Christian hunter — to become the apostle Paul, and arguably the world’s greatest for the Christian faith. 
From worst to first.

What is grace?
But what is transformative grace, exactly? 
Christian writer Philip Yancey was asked to give a definition of grace, and he answered, “I don’t even try.” 
But he did tell a story. “I remember once getting stuck in Los Angeles traffic and arriving 58 minutes late at the Hertz 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.’”  
That’s a pretty good definition of grace, isn’t it? “Even though you’re supposed to pay, you don’t have to.” 
· Paul was supposed to pay for being a blasphemer, but he didn’t have to. 
· He was supposed to pay for being a persecutor, but he didn’t have to. 
· He was supposed to pay for being a man of violence, but he didn’t have to. 
Instead, the grace of our Lord overflowed for him with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus. Paul received mercy and went on to become the number-one leader of the first-century church.
Grace doesn’t make a lot of sense if people get off the hook and then return to their bad behavior. But more often than not, the opposite is true. People who receive mercy and grace are usually so grateful that they turn their lives around and do everything they can to show grace and mercy to others.
Chuck Colson was President Richard Nixon’s “hatchet man,” and he went to prison for his role in the Watergate scandal. But after receiving the gift of grace, he went on to create a ministry called Prison Fellowship and to take the message of Jesus to prisoners around the world. 
Dorothy Day was a journalist and activist with a tumultuous personal life. But after receiving the gift of grace, she went on to help start the Catholic Worker movement, which included special homes to help people in need.
Grace doesn’t just free us — it elevates us. It moves us from worst to first.

Grace available to all
The best part about grace is that it is a central part of God’s plan, and it is available to each of us. “The saying is sure and worthy of full acceptance,” said Paul to Timothy, “that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners — of whom I am the foremost” (v. 15). Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners — not just Paul, Chuck and Dorothy, but each one of us. Although we are supposed to pay for our sins, we don’t have to, because of Jesus. Each of us is let off the hook, because Christ Jesus came into the world to save us. All we have to do is trust in him and let him move us up the ladder from worst to first.
When we put our faith in Jesus, we discover that we become part of God’s plan to save the world. Paul discovered this, which is why he said that Jesus chose him precisely because he was the worst. “For that very reason I received mercy,” he wrote, “so that in me, as the foremost [sinner], Jesus Christ might display the utmost patience, making me an example to those who would come to believe in him for eternal life” (v. 16). Paul was not shown mercy because he deserved it, but precisely because he did not deserve it. It came as a pure gift, one that was given to him to reveal to the people of the world that Christ loves to save sinners.
Paul was grateful for this mercy and grace, and he responded by becoming one of the greatest leaders of the church. As he said to Timothy, “I am grateful to Christ Jesus our Lord, who has strengthened me, because he judged me faithful and appointed me to his service” (v. 12). This former blasphemer, persecutor and man of violence showed his gratitude by turning his life around and serving the very same Christians he had hurt.

Grace must be received
A similar transformation can be experienced by us, when we receive the grace of Jesus. Even though we’re supposed to pay, we don’t have to — Jesus pays the price for all of our sins. Even though we feel badly about ourselves, Jesus loves us so much that he wants to save us. Grace is not about us, but about God’s plan for the world.
It doesn’t matter if you feel like you are the worst friend, worst husband, worst wife, worst neighbor, worst parent, worst child, worst employee. Maybe you are a violent person. A criminal. A person with a tumultuous personal life. Maybe you’d be a president even more awful than Andrew Johnson or Jefferson Davis.
No matter who you are or what you have done, the grace of our Lord overflows for you with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus. Our Lord wants to move you from the bottom to the top and show you how to live a life that will reveal Christ to the world. Like the apostle Paul, you can become “an example to those who would come to believe in [Jesus] for eternal life.”
That’s a big shift, for sure. From worst to first. But it is possible for anyone who believes, because of the mercy and grace of Jesus Christ.
Henry G. Brinton, Kristin Galle, Scott D. Nowack, Ron Scates, Michael Umbenhaur, Connie Ury and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Possible Preaching Themes:
· Being judged faithful by Christ
· The mission of Jesus: saving sinners
· Giving honor and glory to the King of the ages
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THE OTHER TEXTS
SEPTEMBER 15, 2019, Cycle C
	
Jeremiah 4:11-12, 22-28
What Does the Text Say?
Today’s reading is part of a larger oracle of judgment against “the people of Judah” and “the inhabitants of Jerusalem” (v. 3; cf. vv. 5, 10, 11, 16) concerning their “abominations” (v. 1) and their lack of truth, justice and uprightness (v. 2). The oracle predicts the almost complete destruction of the southern kingdom of Judah and its capital, Jerusalem. The first image the prophet uses is the “hot wind” ordinarily used for winnowing grain (v. 11). In this case, the hot wind is the king of Babylon, who comes to the chosen people neither to winnow nor to cleanse, but to destroy as an agent of divine punishment (vv. 13-18). The reason for the divinely sanctioned destruction is that the chosen people have become “skilled in doing evil” (v. 22). The result is a cataclysmic upheaval of the natural order. The earth becomes “waste and void” (v. 23), using the same expression found in Genesis 1:1 (“formless void”) to describe the pre-creation chaos from which the habitable world was divinely made. Whatever the agency, the result is catastrophic for an agricultural society such as Judah. Today’s reading ends on a faint note of hope:  The destruction will be widespread and profound, but it will not be absolute: “yet I will not make a full end” (v. 27). A remnant of survivors will remain to rebuild, replant and restore.

Matthias Chosen to Replace JudasWhat Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
Basic Skills in Goodness 101. Verse 22 has some interesting words which are all related to cognitive activity. They are: foolish, stupid, understanding, skilled and know. What would you think of a parent who said this about her kids? — “My kids? They’re a bunch of stupid, foolish delinquents who do nothing but cause trouble, and you know what? I’m done with them.” These children do have skills, but they’re skilled at doing the wrong things. “They are skilled in doing evil.” Their basic problem is that “they do not know how to do good.” So, is doing goodness something that can be taught? And if so, what would a course in goodness cover? The sermon, then, is a syllabus for Basic Skills in Goodness 101.

Psalm 14
What Does the Text Say?
“Fools say in their hearts [emphasis added], ‘There is no God.’” This is an atheism of convenience, referring to ungodly behavior (vv. 1b, 3-4), rather than deficient theology. Fools (the Hebrew word, in context, means worthless, good-for-nothing, senseless, immoral, godless people) believe they can act with impunity, as though behavior won’t be noticed or punished by God. Psalm 53 has much in common with Psalm 14, sharing abundant verbatim language. Psalm 10:13 says, “Why do the wicked renounce God, and say in their hearts, ‘You will not call us to account’?” In verses 2-3, God looks  over all the earth to find even one person who is wise, who seeks after God, but all have “gone astray…; there is no one who does good, no, not one” (see Romans 3:9-12, 18). God is like the Greek philosopher Diogenes, who was carrying a lamp even in the daytime, looking for one honest man. See Zephaniah 1:12: “At that time I [the LORD] will search Jerusalem with lamps, and I will punish the people who … say in their hearts, ‘The LORD will not do good, nor will he do harm.’” But God does notice; God does punish. Verse 7 implies that it is foolish Israel who is suffering the consequences of “practical atheism”; yet Israel or the psalmist wistfully asks God to deliver and restore, anticipating the joy that will come. God invites fools to seek him and to live wisely; he responds favorably to those who do (see Jeremiah 29:13-14). 

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
Basic Skills in Goodness 201. (For Basic Skills in Goodness 101, see above.) Like the Jeremiah text for today’s RCL readings, this psalm excoriates those who believe they can behave wickedly and get away with it. Evidently, they do not believe that there is a God who will call for an accounting. The situation is dire: virtually no one is doing good. So this second-level course in Goodness stresses accountability and responsibility. Those who oppress the poor should remember that the Lord is the refuge of the poor, and that God is with the “company of the righteous.” 
*Homiletics has treated this text twice. Select Psalm in the Scripture Index drop down menu and click GO.

Luke 15:1-10
What Does the Text Say?
The setting of “this parable” (v. 3) describes two groups: tax collectors and sinners (v. 1) and Pharisees and scribes (v. 2). The second group is “grumbling” or muttering that Jesus “welcomes sinners and eats with them” (v. 2). By telling these parables in 15:1-10, Jesus re-emphasizes that the accusation that he eats with sinners is no accusation at all; in fact, this is a true statement, which is at the heart of Jesus’ ministry. As Luke narrates it, Jesus’ purpose in this setting is to show the Pharisees and scribes that they, too, should listen to his parables and thus welcome sinners in table fellowship (v. 2), accepting them. Both scenes of the parable, the man who has 100 sheep and the woman who has 10 coins, have much in common. The format is the same: A person notices that something is gone, sacrifices time and energy to pursue and find what is lost, restores what is lost to its rightful place, and rejoices with others when what was lost has now been found. Finally, each narrative concludes with a comment about sinners and repentance which locates both sayings strongly in the context of this debate with the Pharisees and the scribes. Both narratives have two groups delineated in them: those that are lost (sheep, coin), and those that are found. The conclusion is that the one who is lost is finally restored to wholeness by a “seeker” who purposefully pursues that which is lost. 

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
Procedures and Protocols. The coin and the sheep are missing. Keep in mind that the coin at one time was in the purse, and the sheep was in the fold. Then — they weren’t. What happened? Mistakes were made. Procedures and protocols were not followed. So now, a search ensues for the coin and the sheep, and both are eventually recovered. Great! But this still does not address the problem: How was it that the coin and the sheep went missing in the first place? The church’s mission certainly involves recovering those who are missing and have lost their way. But the church must also provide a place of safety for those within its fold. Do some people approach the church and find that the doors are closed to them? Do some find that they’re not welcome and are driven from the church feeling unwanted? Does the church adequately address the needs of all of its constituents? This parable challenges the church to reevaluate how it’s taking care of its coins and sheep. 
*Homiletics has treated this text six times. Select Luke in the Scripture Index drop down menu and click GO.

Animating Illustrations

Suggestions: Amazing Grace by Jonathan Kozol; The Shaking of the Foundations (contains sermon, “You Are Accepted”) by Paul Tillich. There is an old “Schoolhouse Rock” song called “My Hero, Zero.” Sermon title could be “From Zero to Hero.”
—Rev. Scott D. Nowack, New Braunfels Presbyterian Church, New Braunfels, Texas. 

##

Discuss the difference between grace and fairness. Most people say they want a God who is fair. But fair means we get what we deserve. Fortunately, God is not fair; God is gracious. Grace means we do not get what we deserve, but rather what we do not deserve. 
—Rev. Ron Scates, Christ of the Hills Presbyterian Church, Boerne, Texas.

##

The discussion of grace and its unmerited application is a reminder of our need to extend grace to others. Added to this discussion could be unmerited grace for the mother of one of the Columbine High School shooters who failed to identify his depression. For example: “Sue Klebold recalls what her son Dylan was like at home: Part 2,” youtube.com. If she can receive unmerited grace, there is grace for many of us who fail as parents (or leaders) of families. We don’t set out to miss the cues our children emit in their behavior and online presence; we are just unaware of the precautions we need to take to protect them.
—Rev. Connie Ury, Retired, United Methodist Church.

##

Worst leader of all time? …
Kaiser Wilhelm II, whose decision to back Austria-Hungary against Serbia led to World War I, which in turn led to World War II, which then led to the atomic and hydrogen bombs and the Cold War.
—Michael J. Nighan, “Who is the worst leader of all time?” The Atlantic, January/February 2017, 100.

##

A joke was told about the Russian emperor. It begins with a man yelling in the street, “Nicholas is a moron!” 
He is taken away by the police on charges of insulting the monarch. 
He tells the policeman, “Please let me go; I meant another Nicholas!” 
The police chief replies, “Do not lie. If you said ‘moron,’ you most certainly meant the emperor!”

##

The New Zealand prime minister [Jacinda Ardern] has reacted to the Christchurch shootings with steel, compassion and absolute clarity. And she has given us a vision of a better world. …
She has communicated quickly and immediately, giving New Zealanders as much information as she could. She has given them a language in which to talk about the unspeakable, to vocalize the shock and sadness. “They are us,” she said simply of the dead and wounded. The “othering” of Muslims as separate, as somehow different, as not quite belonging, was felled in one swoop. “They are us.” New Zealand had been chosen because it was safe, because it was no place for hatred or racism. “Because we represent diversity, kindness, compassion, home for those who share our values. Refuge for those who need it.”
These values would not be shaken by the murders. To the killer, she said with absolute clarity: “You may have chosen us — we utterly reject and condemn you.”
—Suzanne Moore, “Jacinda Ardern is showing the world what real leadership is: sympathy, love and integrity,” The Guardian, March 18, 2019, theguardian.com.

##

When we think of mercy, we should be thinking first and foremost of a bond, an infallible link of love that holds the created and uncreated realms together. The mercy of God does not come and go, granted to some and refused to others. Why? Because it is unconditional — always there, underlying everything. It is literally the force that holds everything in existence, the gravitational field in which “we live and move and have our being” (Acts 17:28). Just like that little fish swimming desperately in search of water, we, too “swim in mercy as in an endless sea.” Mercy is God’s innermost being turned outward to sustain the visible and created world in unbreakable love.
—Cynthia Bourgeault, Mystical Hope: Trusting in the Mercy of God (Cowley, 2001), 25.

##

	When we manage a flash of mercy for someone we don’t like, especially a truly awful person, including ourselves, we experience a great spiritual moment, a new point of view that can make us gasp. It gives us the chance to rediscover something both old and original, the sweet child in us who, all evidence to the contrary, was not killed off, but just put in the drawer. I realize now how desperately, how grievously, I have needed the necessary mercy to experience self-respect. It is what a lot of us were so frantic for all along, and we never knew it. We’ve tried almost suicidally for our whole lives to shake it from the boughs of the material world’s trees. But it comes from within, from love, from the flow of the universe; from inside the cluttered drawer.
—Anne Lamott, Hallelujah Anyway: Rediscovering Mercy (Penguin, 2017).

##

	Why Paul in iniquity first? Recall Saul to mind, and you will find out. You are thinking of Paul, you have forgotten Saul; you are thinking of the shepherd, you have forgotten the wolf. Is it not he, whom one hand sufficed not for stoning Stephen, and who kept the clothes of the others? Is it not he, who was persecuting the Church everywhere? Is it not he, who had received letters from the Chief of the Priests? Because it was not enough for him to persecute the Christians, who were in Jerusalem; but he wished to go to other places, where he might find them, and bind them and bring them to be punished. Was he not, when on his journey he was breathing and panting after slaughter, struck from heaven, and thunderstruck heard he not the Voice of the Lord unto salvation? Whilst he is walking, he is thrown to the ground: he is struck blind, that he may see. He then who was the first persecutor, there was not a worse than he.
—Augustine of Hippo, Sermons on Selected Lessons of the New Testament, Vol. 2, Sermon CXXV (Oxford, 1845), 901-02.

##

The ship that took my mother to Ellis Island
eighty-three years ago was named “The Mercy.”
She remembers trying to eat a banana
without first peeling it and seeing her first orange
in the hands of a young Scot, a seaman
who gave her a bite and wiped her mouth for her
with a red bandana and taught her the word,
“orange,” saying it patiently over and over. ...

She prayed in Russian and Yiddish
to find her family in New York, prayers
unheard or misunderstood or perhaps ignored
by all the powers that swept the waves of darkness
before she woke, that kept “The Mercy” afloat
while smallpox raged among the passengers
and crew until the dead were buried at sea
with strange prayers in a tongue she could not fathom. ...

A nine-year-old girl travels
all night by train with one suitcase and an orange.
She learns that mercy is something you can eat
again and again while the juice spills over
your chin, you can wipe it away with the back
of your hands and you can never get enough.
— Philip Levine, from “The Mercy,” in The Mercy: Poems (Knopf, 2000). Full text available here: poemhunter.com. Retrieved March 27, 2019.

##

	The thing which stands out in this passage is Paul’s insistence upon remembering his own sin. He heaps up a very climax of words to show what he did to Christ and the Church. He was an insulter of the Church; he had flung hot and angry words at the Christians, accusing them of crimes against God. He was a persecutor; he had taken every means open to him under the Jewish law to annihilate the Christian Church. Then comes a terrible word; he had been a man of insolent and brutal violence. The word in Greek is hubristēs. It indicates a kind of arrogant sadism; it describes the man who is out to inflict pain for the sheer joy of inflicting it. The corresponding abstract noun is hubris which Aristotle defines: “Hubris means to hurt and to grieve people, in such a way that shame comes to the man who is hurt and grieved, and that not that the person who inflicts the hurt and injury may gain anything else in addition to what he already possesses, but simply that he may find delight in his own cruelty and in the suffering of the other person.”
	That is what Paul was once like in regard to the Christian Church. Not content with words of insult, he went to the limit of legal persecution. Not content with legal persecution, he went to the limit of sadistic brutality in his attempt to stamp out the Christian faith. He remembered that; and to the end of the day he regarded himself as the chief of sinners. It is not that he was the chief of sinners; he still is.
—William Barclay, The Letters to Timothy, Titus and Philemon (Westminster John Knox, 1975), 46.

##

Consider this,
That in the course of justice none of us
Should see salvation; we do pray for mercy;
And that same prayer doth teach us all to render
The deeds of mercy.
— William Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice, Act IV.1.196.

Commentary
1 Timothy 1:12-17
Like the other pastoral epistles (2 Timothy and Titus), the genuine Pauline authorship of 1 Timothy has come into question among NT scholars. Because of its use of unusual vocabulary, a focus on church structures, and a less fraught relationship with the world, 1 Timothy, along with the other pastoral epistles, has been suspect as a genuine Pauline epistle. Nonetheless, even if 1 Timothy was not authored by Paul, the author of the epistle is positioning the letter within the Pauline tradition, and thus, for the sake of ease, the author shall be referred to as “Paul” here. 
This passage in 1:12-17 appears as a bit of an oddity compared to similar sections in the Pauline epistles. At this point in the epistle of 1 Timothy, one might expect Paul to provide a thanksgiving section in which he gives thanks for the work of the group to whom he is writing or to God as the actor who impels that work. However, this text in 1:12-17 instead provides an autobiographical glimpse into the life of the author and serves as a thanksgiving for that life. Paul paints a picture of his former life in starkly negative terms: he was a blasphemer, a persecutor and a man of violence (v. 13). However, the reader has already been prepared to recognize that this state of affairs is a past reality that is no longer reflective of Paul’s life as already in verse 12 Paul commented that he has been judged faithful for service. Indeed, despite the substantial amount of autobiographical material here, as the opening of verse 12 makes clear, Paul’s focus is on the in-breaking work of Christ in his life. The word that Paul uses here for “strengthen” () is a relatively rare word in the Pauline corpus, but where it does appear (Romans 4:20; Ephesians 6:10; Philippians 4:13; cf. 2 Timothy 2:1; 4:17), it is always clear that the party responsible for the strengthening that is described is not the human recipient but the divine agent. Even where this is not stated explicitly, the use of passive verbal forms suggests divine agency. 
The statement that Paul has been judged “faithful” (v. 12) is noteworthy in that it is the first of several uses of words from the -Greek word family. The use of the adjective in verse 12 is followed by nouns (“unbelief,” ; “faith,” ) in verses 13 and 14, another adjectival use in verse 15 (“sure,” ), and finally the verb (“to believe,” ). While the translation in the NRSV conceals the linguistic relationship here, the Greek vocabulary serves to hold this section together through the repeated use of related words. Furthermore, this repetition serves the purpose of highlighting the paradox between Paul’s own faithlessness (v. 13) and the faith of Christ (v. 14) which nonetheless reckons him as faithful for service (v. 12). Indeed, it is the faith of and in Christ that is the point of this section. Because Christ’s faith and love overflow with grace (v. 14), Paul expects that others will come to have faith (v. 16), perhaps in the same way that he has experienced. 
One of the key marks of Paul’s experience as he narrates it here is that he has been the recipient of mercy (vv. 13, 16). The repetition of this claim at the beginning and end of this section serves to emphasize the importance of mercy in this process. Furthermore, the passive use of the verb implies a separate and, in all likelihood, a divine actor who supplies this mercy. Thus, just as strengthening occurred because of divine action (v. 12), so too does the pouring out of mercy only take place due to the action of God in Christ. 
Verse 15 marks the first of three times throughout this epistle when Paul will introduce a claim with the phrase “the saying is sure” (1:15; 3:1; 4:9; cf. 2 Timothy 2:11; Titus 3:8). The saying in question here is a statement of Christ’s salvific purpose. Paul illustrates the truth of this assertion by pointing to himself as an example. This tactic is a classic example of the qal wahomer technique of arguing seen in later rabbinic literature. This approach argues from the point of lesser importance to that of greater importance. In this case, then, the argument proceeds from the position that if even Paul, the self-proclaimed foremost among sinners, can be saved in Christ, how much more so can others who are about to believe also experience salvation? 
The line of argumentation in verse 15 raises a question concerning the understanding of verse 16. The NRSV’s translation “making me an example” departs from other translations (e.g. the NIV, ESV and NASB among others) by making the decision to identify Paul as the content of the example. The Greek, however, is more ambiguous and may be literally rendered “as an example.” The difference between this translation and that of the NRSV depends on what is viewed as the concept which the example illustrates. That is, by the NRSV’s translation, the focus is on Paul and Paul’s own experience of receiving mercy. By a more literal translation, the focus is rather on the action of Christ who makes use of Paul to demonstrate the depth of his patience and mercy. The autobiographical thrust of this passage could be evidence in favor of the former position, while the focus on God as the primary actor in this autobiography could be amassed as evidence for the latter. Either way, however, the story of Paul’s radical transformation which was due to the work of God is meant, as a whole, to serve as a prototype for similar conversions in others.
This passage closes in verse 17 with a doxology that is perhaps even more beautiful in the Greek than it is in the lovely English translation as it makes use of extensive alliteration with words beginning with the Greek letter “alpha.” The lofty theology and stunning vocabulary may be a clue that Paul is borrowing here from ancient liturgical traditions which might have included all or part of this verse. Whether he is borrowing or not, however, this verse provides a fitting end to this extended paean of thanksgiving to God for the mercy that Christ has shown in the life of Paul.
*Go to Scripture Index for additional commentaries on this text.

Conversation with the Children:	1 Timothy 1:12-17
Ask two of the children to tell you how tall they are. After they answer, say that they might be right, but you are not sure about their answers. See if the children have any ideas about how you can find out the truth about their height. Pull out a tape measure and use it to check the height of the two children, and report the results to the group. Say that we sometimes have to check the truth of what people say, and sometimes this is difficult. Report to them what the apostle Paul said to his younger friend Timothy, “The saying is sure and worthy of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners” (v. 15). Hold up your tape measure, and ask if you can use it to check the truth of Paul’s words. No, of course not. Then say that we can look at Paul himself, and see what Jesus did for him. Report to the children that Paul “received mercy” from Jesus, even though he used to be a “man of violence” (vv. 16, 13). Explain that Jesus forgave Paul for his sins, and then made Paul a great leader of the church. Ask the children if there are any things they say or do that they feel badly about, and that they want Jesus to forgive them for saying or doing. Assure them that the life of Paul proves one thing is absolutely true: “Jesus came into the world to save sinners” — to help people who need forgiveness, like each and every one of us.
								
Worship Resources
Invocations — General
As we gather for worship, let us spend just a moment in quiet, stilling our hearts, remembering why we are here.
(Pause) 
May you, O God, be with us in our singing, the prayers we offer and our understanding.
May our thoughts be on others rather than self, and our hearts stirred to service as we leave this place.
O God, overflowing with mercy and compassion, you lead back to yourself all those who go astray. Preserve your people in your loving care, that we may reject whatever is contrary to you and may follow all things that sustain our life in your Son, Jesus Christ, our Savior and Lord. Amen.
—Adapted from John Birch, and posted on the Faith and Worship website, faithandworship.com; and Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA) Worship Repository, Year C 2018/2019, elca.org. 

Calls to Worship — General
Come, Lord God, to receive our worship. Come, Lord Jesus, to receive our praise. Come, Holy Spirit, to receive our thanks. Come, eternal three-in-one God, come where we are gathered to celebrate our unity as your body, the church. 
We share one faith and are of one soul and one mind, which belong solely and wholly to you. 
We are baptized with one baptism, eat of one bread and drink of one cup. 
We confess one name above all other names. 
We are obedient to one Lord, who frees us from the tyranny and hatefulness of the world. 
We share one hope, one comfort, one goal. 
We are one people, united — despite any noticeable differences — by our faith in you, Lord Jesus. 
We are one people, united by your love and mercy to stand against any power that would try to tear us apart. 
We are one people, united in blessing and in suffering, united in joy and in sorrow, united in strength and in weakness. 
Receive our praise! 
—Lisa Vander Wal, posted on website of Presbyterian Church USA, pcusa.org. 

Affirmations of Faith — General
We believe in God — the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, who gathers, protects and cares for the church. 
We believe the church is one worldwide communion of saints, called from the entire human family. 
We believe the church is the single community of believers, reconciled with God and with one another. 
We believe that through the working of God’s Spirit, unity is a binding force and also that we must seek this unity, which must become visible to the world. 
We believe that the sin of division, separation and hatred between people and groups has been conquered by Christ. 
We commit ourselves to protecting the unity of the church universal. We pledge to make this unity active in all of our words, thoughts and deeds.
—Barbara Hedges-Goettl. From Article 1 and the beginning of Article 2 of the Confession of Belhar. posted on website of Presbyterian Church USA, pcusa.org.

Benedictions — General
Let us tell the Good News: this world is not God-forsaken, abandoned to futility and destruction. God has not failed: This world will become the realm of God.
Let us live the Good News: care for the sick and suffering, feed the hungry, clothe the naked, struggle against injustice, care for the earth, so that others will see the Word taking flesh, taste and see that God is good and believe the Good News.
—Lawrence Moore, Worship Words, worshipwords.co.uk.

Hymns
To God Be the Glory
For the Healing of the Nations
Take My Life

Worship and Praise 
Antiphonal Praise (Green)
More Love, More Power (Hierro)
As the Deer (Nystrom)
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
Fourteenth Sunday after Pentecost, Cycle C
Jeremiah 4:11-12, 22-28
Psalm 14*
1 Timothy 1:12-17*
Luke 15:1-10*
*Go to Scripture Index for additional treatments of these texts.




