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God Puts on Quite the Demonstration

1.  He picks the worst

2.  He gives them his best

3.  He puts them to work


When I read Paul’s words to Timothy this morning, I was instantly drawn to the idea of Pygmalion—the play by George Bernard Shaw which was adapted in the movie My Fair Lady which in turn was adapted into the movie Pretty Woman.  The story line is simple.  A man of high standing in society takes a woman of low standing in society and makes her into a lady—the cream of the crop.  The story line has been used again and again.  But we see this story line still in lives of everyday people.    

The good teacher selects the worst student on day one and focuses on that student more than any other.  She knows that if she can teach this kid, if she can make it through to him, then she can teach any student.  The worse the kid is, the more her skills as a teacher are highlighted when the student is won over.  

The man who restores Studebakers refuses to touch any but the most hideously rusted and ravaged.  He keeps a photograph of the before so that he can brag about the photograph of the after.  Only a true expert with refined skills could take such buckets of bolts and turn them into showpieces.  

The project—whether human or mechanical—is an opportunity for the person who is in charge of the project to put on a demonstration of their abilities.  And what a demonstration God put on in the case of Paul.  At the heart of this text are the words 15Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners—of whom I am the worst. 16But for that very reason I was shown mercy so that in me, the worst of sinners, Christ Jesus might display his unlimited patience as an example for those who would believe on him and receive eternal life.

When Jesus picked a person to prove his point—that he came for sinners—he picked the worst.  He picked Saul, a zealous, driven Pharisee.  He picked a man who wasn’t just neutral about Jesus the Christ.  He picked a man who hated him and his followers with a particular passion.  Paul himself admits, I was once a blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent man… Paul had slandered the name of Christ.  He had said horrible and untrue things about Jesus in order to lead other people away from him.  He had hunted down Christians.  He had run as quickly as possible to whatever pocket of Christianity might exist so that he could wipe it out.  He hurt and mistreated these people with such a sick pleasure in his heart.  His violence was calculated specifically to publicly insult and humiliate the person he was persecuting and he had enjoyed every last minute of it.  

Jesus himself picked Saul out of every other human enemy of his Church because he was the worst.  Only in the worst of sinners could the true definition of grace, mercy and patience be displayed.  Grace is a love which shows itself in opposites.  It loves the one who hates.  It runs after the one who runs away.  Mercy is the love of that which is so pitifully wrecked and helpless.  Mercy is a love which takes something that should just be destroyed and rather than destroying it, mercy fixes it.  It treats something better than it deserves.   Patience is literally long-suffering.  How long do you put up with someone who not only annoys you, but physically taunts you and desires to hurt you?  When does patience run out.  

Jesus chose Paul because in Paul he could put on quite the demonstration of his grace, mercy and patience.  He picked the worst and gave him his best.   Paul writes, The grace of our Lord was poured out on me abundantly, along with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus.  When it came to hatred and viciousness, Paul was a cup overflowing.  But when it came to loving God and trusting in the promises of God in Jesus, Paul was completely empty.  And so God didn’t just fill him up with grace and faith and love, he poured to the point of overflowing.  Paul didn’t deserve any of this and he certainly didn’t ask for it.  It was God who picked him, God who filled him with his best, God who gave Paul everything he needed for this world and the next.  


He gave him all of this for a very specific reason—so that he could use it.  Paul wrote, 12I thank Christ Jesus our Lord, who has given me strength, that he considered me faithful, appointing me to his service. Paul’s résumé contained nothing that would prompt God to give him a job.  In fact, it only contained things that should arouse God’s righteous wrath.  A bank does not give the job of a teller to a convicted thief.   A school does not give a job to the convicted child molester.  And yet God considered Paul FAITHFUL!  He chose him and placed him into service.  

We look at the career of Paul and we marvel.  What a useful and faithful tool he was in service of his King.  How far he went, how much he endured, how beautiful the letters that the Holy Spirit inspired him to write.  But at the heart of it all, God put Paul to work as a prototype.  
15Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners—of whom I am the worst. 16But for that very reason I was shown mercy so that in me, the worst of sinners, Christ Jesus might display his unlimited patience as an example for those who would believe on him and receive eternal life.

Jesus Christ stopped Paul on the way to his hunt for Christians in Damascus so that we could see the extent of God’s mercy, grace and patience toward sinners.  A prototype is the example.  We look at the prototypes for new cars rolling off the assembly lines and anticipation builds for the exciting possibilities of the future. 


We look at Paul and say, “No sinner is too bad.  No person in the greater Sacramento area is not an opportunity for God to display his grace, mercy and patience—not the crazy bum downtown, not the materialistic diva driving the Lexus in Folsom.  God is greater than any sinner.  


But we’ve missed the point altogether this morning if we think that when Paul says, 15Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners—of whom I am the worst that we are supposed to nod our heads along with Paul and say, “Yup I agree, Paul.  You are the worst one.  I can’t believe you used to kill Christians!”  No, the statement is supposed to be agreed to when we put ourselves in the “I” position.  I am the worst.  


Too often we are the pig farmer who thinks that his barn doesn’t stink because he lives in it every day and can no longer smell the foulness.  Too often we smell the offenses of those around us very quickly, but just can’t imagine that we stink even worse.  These words of Paul should create a contest of one-up-manship in our hearts.  We should want to beg to differ with Paul here when he makes the statement that he is the worst.

Paul, you might think you have me because of your zealous Christian killing days, but I have you because of the days of abused grace, because I didn’t act in ignorance like you did.  I willingly chose the wrong path.  I have not killed a single Christian and yet I have hated my brothers and sisters in the faith to the point of distraction, of never wanting to see their faces again.  I have never slandered your name out loud to deceive people and lead them away from you, but my daily life is an embarrassment to you.  By acting like the world around me, I have allowed others to look at me and, because I wear the name Christian, say, “If that’s a Christian I don’t want to be one.”  Paul, look at what you accomplished after the road to Damascus!  Look how you shared the faith in the face of emperors and held firm even to the point of losing your life for the faith.  And I don’t even have the courage to talk to my unbelieving relatives about you.  .No Paul, I deserve God’s wrath more than you.  No Paul, I am the worst of sinners.


And when we have finally come to that realization, when we see ourselves as we truly are, then we are ready to hear Paul’s words again--. 16But for that very reason I was shown mercy so that in me, the worst of sinners, Christ Jesus might display his unlimited patience as an example for those who would believe on him and receive eternal life.

For this very reason I was shown mercy.  I am proof of God’s unlimited patience.  I am the definition of God’s grace—because I know that there was and is nothing in my by nature that God could love and yet he does.  I am deserving of hell and yet God treats me better because he pities such a wretch as me.  He has mercy on me.  
We are walking demonstrations of God’s all-encompassing grace and mercy and his long-suffering patience.  The fact that the human race continues at all after Adam and Eve, after all of the sin that has been passed down from generation to generation, is an ongoing demonstration put on by God for the world.  You are a demonstration.  Your children are a demonstration.  God says to the world, “Watch this.”  He takes us—the worst—and fills us with his best.  He clothes us with his sweet perfection.  Outside of God’s mercy in Christ, we are empty.  We have nothing to offer.  We bring nothing to the table.  We are nothing.  But had has filled us—not just filled us—but filled us to overflowing!  More than we need, more than we can contain, that is what God pours into us.  We do not trust God and so he fills us with that trust from outside of ourselves by keeping his promises.  He promises us the opposite of what he should promise us and then he makes good on every last promise.  We do not love God and so he fills us up with that kind of love that is rare in the world and only truly understood in him.  

Our faith is not useless, it does something.  It results in eternal life—eternal life for you and for all who believe the message that you proclaim with your words and with your life.  That’s the kicker, that’s the last and ultimate celebration of what God has done.  Heaven will be filled with people who don’t deserve to be there and most certainly deserve to be suffering hell.  But heaven is centered around the one who flipped everything on it’s head and allowed a just God to show mercy to problem-child sinners by not showing mercy to his perfect Son.


We can be so unthankful.  We look at God like spoiled little brats and demand of him that he give us more and more and more and more stuff and that he ensure our health as well as wealth.  And yet Paul is thankful that God considered him trustworthy and gave him a job.  We are most thankful when we have been treated not as we deserve, but better than we deserve.  There is a simple servant’s thankfulness that should be the source of our gratefulness every day as we begin our tasks in His kingdom—the tasks of being parents and being children, being employers and being employees, being leaders and being helpers.  In view of everything that God has demonstrated to us in Christ, in view of his mind-boggling love and ridiculous patience, we serve him every moment of our day with thanksgiving.  May Christ Jesus our Lord give us the strength to do this—because only in him are all these things possible.

AMEN.  
17Now to the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory for ever and ever. Amen.

