Graduates, Be Grateful for God’s Grace!
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1 thank Christ Jesus our Lord, who has given me strength, that he considered me trustworthy,
appointing me to his service. Even though I was once a blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent man, 1
was shown mercy because I acted in ignorance and unbelief. The grace of our Lord was poured out on me
abundantly, along with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus.

Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to save
sinners—of whom I am the worst. But for that very reason I was shown mercy so that in me, the worst of
sinners, Christ Jesus might display his immense patience as an example for those who would believe in him
and receive eternal life. Now to the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory for
ever and ever. Amen. (1 Tim. 1:12-17 NIV)

Dear friends, fellow servants in the service of God our Savior, Christ Jesus:

“Tis the season for graduations! Over the past few weeks, there have been college
graduations and high school graduations, grade school and even kindergarten graduations. Today
our church is honoring four members who have graduated: Allison and Maddie from college, and
Brayden and Presley from high school. Those who graduate look forward to a new phase of life,
perhaps a new career, or further schooling. I’m sure you graduates are grateful for the education
you’ve received to equip you for the future.

In today’s text, Paul was very grateful to Christ Jesus: “I thank Christ Jesus our Lord, who
has given me strength, that he considered me trustworthy, appointing me to his service.” By the
time Paul wrote this letter to Timothy, it had been over thirty years since he had “graduated,” so to
speak, appointed by God as a missionary to the Gentiles. In a certain sense, every Christian can call
themselves a “graduate,” for when we are called to faith, we are also called to a new phase of life, to
serve the Lord in various ways in his kingdom. Let us learn from Paul, fellow Graduates, Be
Grateful for God’s Grace!

When the senior receives his diploma, when the college grad gets a degree, he or she might
think, “I studied and worked hard for this. I deserve to get this.” It might sound like Paul was
saying he deserved to be an apostle when God considered him “trustworthy.” But in the next
statement Paul spoke of how he hadn’t earned that at all. “I was once a blasphemer and a persecutor
and a violent man.” As a young man, Saul (as Paul was known then) was a ringleader of those who
persecuted the fledgling church of Christians, chasing them down like rabbits to haul Christians into
prison and attempting to execute their leaders. He was a violent man indeed. Paul labeled himself
the “worst of sinners,” more literally, “foremost,” number one on the list of sinners.

Who’s the foremost of sinners today? Before we think of radical terrorists, mass murderers
and pedophiles, each of us should look in the mirror. What sins have we done? Is it pride about
ourselves, envy and coveting of others? Or a huge sinful deed we’ve done that still causes us
shame? Maybe it’s the failure to do what God has told us to do, when we don’t fear, love and trust
in God above ourselves, and when we fail to love our neighbor as ourselves.



“Chief of sinners though I be, Jesus shed his blood for me,” as we just sang. Listen again to
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Paul’s “trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance”: “Christ Jesus came into the world to save
sinners—of whom I am the worst.” Paul the persecutor didn’t deserve it, but Jesus showed him
mercy and stopped him from persecuting Christians and called him as an apostle. Fearful Moses, in
exile for killing an Egyptian, didn’t deserve to be called as Israel’s leader, but the Lord chose him
anyway. Matthew the tax collector didn’t deserve it, but Jesus called him to follow him. You and I
don’t deserve it, but God had mercy on us, took pity on us in our sinfulness and the Son suffered
death in our place to rescue us. God forgave us all our sins for Jesus’ sake.

That’s why we’re so grateful for God’s grace. Grace is God’s gift of undeserved love, his
mercy that calls us sinners to belong to God and leave our life of sin and serve him instead. With
Paul we too can say, “I thank Christ Jesus our Lord, who has given me strength.” The strength and
ability to live for the Lord and serve him come from Christ, not from ourselves. Thank the Lord
always for his undeserved love!

Grace means free gifts to us by God’s love. At their graduations, graduates usually receive
various gifts from family and friends: Gift cards, checks, perhaps something that will help them for
the future. Our Lord is very generous in giving us graduates abundant gifts. Paul mentions a few
here: “The grace of our Lord was poured out on me abundantly, along with the faith and love that
are in Christ Jesus.” Faith is a gift from God, as Paul wrote to the Ephesians (2:8): “It is by grace
you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God.” Faith is the
priceless gift of the Holy Spirit, a gift that attaches us to Christ and all of his saving work. And love
is a gift. This is God’s special, selfless love that leads us to love him and love one another. “We
love because he first loved us,” as John wrote (1 Jn. 4:19). What generous gifts of grace those are!

Grace means God gives us gifts to help others. Paul realized why God had shown mercy on
him: “But for that very reason I was shown mercy so that in me, the worst of sinners, Christ Jesus
might display his immense patience as an example for those who would believe in him and receive
eternal life.” You can imagine Paul relating his past life as Saul the persecutor and Christ appearing
to him on the way to Damascus. Paul would tell Gentiles and Jews alike, “If God could have such
patience and love on a sinner like me, he can have grace on you too!” Couldn’t we say the same
thing? The grace of God in our lives will lead us to share this message of Christ with others. Let
them know, whatever bad thing we’ve done, God still has mercy on us; if Jesus could love sinners
like us, he can love them too!

And look at where God’s grace leads to: That they may “receive eternal life”! That’s the
ultimate gift, isn’t it? Heaven, the place of eternal bliss, no more suffering, pain or death, all sin
wiped away—Dby grace that precious prize is given to us, a most abundant gift of life!

Paul’s gratitude for God’s grace led him spontaneously to gratify him with a doxology:
“Now to the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory for ever and ever.”
Indeed, Christ is the King who rules; he is eternal, without beginning and end; immortal, who has
conquered death; with the Father and the Holy Spirit he is the one and only true, invisible God. As
by grace he has called us “graduates” to serve, may our lives as well as our lips, our service as well
as our songs, gratify him and give him all honor, glory and praise, for ever and ever! To this we
add: So shall it be! Amen!



