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People we meet for the first time ask us, “What is it that you do?” In our 

children’s message today I asked the kids, “What do you want to be when you 

grow up?”  

Work – Job – Career – Occupation – Profession -- Love it or hate it, most 

people spend at least a third of their waking hours working for someone else. Our 

resume or curriculum vitae might list all or a portion of the jobs we’ve ever had; 

the position, title, the importance of the job, the skills and abilities we have to 

successfully do those jobs. So, we write down our qualifications and our 

experience level. What we put on our personal resume hopefully tells a prospective 

employer how wonderful we are; that we’re the one for that really good job.  

But, our personal life is not put on the resume. No one ever lists that they 

are a Christian so how do we catch the employer’s attention? Here are some 

humorous items people have put on resumes: 

“I’m wholly responsible for two (2) failed financial institutions.” 

“Reason for leaving last job: maturity leave.” 

“It’s best for employers that I not work with people.” 

“I was working for my mom until she decided to move.” 

“I have an excellent track record, although I am not a horse.” 

Robert Speer was an American church leader in both the Presbyterian Church and 

foreign missionary work from the end of the 19th century until 1947. He joined the 
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Student Volunteer Movement while an undergraduate at Princeton and in 1889, 

after graduation, he became their traveling secretary. The Student Volunteer 

Movement recruited missionaries from colleges in America and England. In his 

first year over 1100 students volunteered, and within a few years 3,200 students 

had responded to join the missionary movement. 

Due to this success, Robert Speer was recruited by the Board of Foreign 

Missions of the Presbyterian Church in 1891. He worked for the Board of Foreign 

Missions for 46 years, as a layperson, all the while volunteering for the Student 

Volunteer Movement. Speer was highly respected and revered throughout his 

career. He wrote seventy books, many biblical studies for the encouragement of 

others. His name adorns the library at Princeton Seminary. Speer was called both, 

“A Man from God” and a “Prophet of the American Church” in two biographical 

books of his life. But he didn’t like labels. He said once, “I want no label but 

Christian.” 

We hear in today’s passage that the Apostle Paul has a job; Christ Jesus has, 

“Appointed me to his service” (v. 12). This job allows Paul to be with all kinds of 

people, to travel to places all over the world, including major cities and the seat of 

the Roman Empire, to establish friendships and teach others, and ultimately be 

persecuted.  
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He speaks to thousands of people, as an ambassador for Christ, speaking to 

the poor as well as the rich, to the humble, as well as the proud, and to servants as 

well as to kings. He visits homes, synagogues and palaces. He spends time in jail 

and prisons. Through it all, he is “judged [to be] faithful” as he tells everyone 

about the good news, that “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners” (v. 

15). 

Yet it wasn’t always that way. The apostle didn’t get this job because he was 

always so faithful and full of Christian character. Paul was the last guy in the world 

his Jewish buddies would have predicted to have a career embracing the radical 

teachings of a controversial Jewish subversive who was crucified by the Romans. 

Robert Speer lost his mother at age nine and a sister one year later. He was 

raised by his father with four other siblings near Huntingdon, Penn. He was a 

country boy who learned to hike, hunt and fish at an early age. After marriage he 

and wife Emma lost a 3-year-old daughter and then an adult son who was 

murdered while headmaster of a private school. 

In the first two verses of Psalm 14, the psalmist writes, “The fool says in his 

heart, “There is no God…” The Lord looks down from heaven…to see if there are 

any…that seek after God” (Ps. 14:1-2). Speer had reason to say, “There is no 

God,” but in his grief, he always turned to God, saying “We do not find fault with 



Sermon, No Label but Christian, 1 Timothy 1:12-17  4
   

Rev. Paul K. Phillips  September 23. 2018 

God. We discover the blindness of our best vision and the folly of our confidence 

in everything but the Sovereign Will and Love of God.”  

Before his conversion, Saul was not a candidate for exemplary follower of 

Jesus Christ. If Saul were among many applicants for the job of being an “example 

to those who would come to believe in [Jesus] for eternal life” (v. 16), he would be 

least likely to get the job. He frankly admits as much: I was a “blasphemer, a 

persecutor and a man of violence” (v. 13). Would you hire him? 

A quick glance at Saul’s resume tells us that shortly after Christ’s death and 

resurrection, he galvanized supporters who would help him with activities such as 

the murder of Christians, the torture of disciples and the slaughter of innocents. He 

was brilliant at follow-through; his rampage against Christians went from village 

to village. People trembled at the mention of his name. His goal was to destroy the 

hopes and dreams of early Christians. If Saul had gotten a job interview and was 

asked to describe himself in a few words, he would have freely said, “I am your 

worst nightmare. I am a man of violence.” 

When considering whom to call to be an example of Christ’s compassion 

and caring, a promoter of peace and justice, Saul would not come to mind. If the 

personnel department of Christian evangelism were looking for a candidate to 

carry forth the message of grace, love and duty that defined Jesus’ ministry, Saul’s 

resume would not make the cut. 
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And yet – here he is, preaching the gospel and somehow “judged…faithful 

and appointed” to the service of Jesus Christ. When seeking a devoted disciple, 

God saw more in Paul than simply his past. God did not define Paul by his 

resume and did not pass over him because he was a blasphemer, persecutor and 

man of violence. His past was not his future! God, who can make all things new, 

opened up the door to new life and invited Paul to enter in. 

That is what Jesus does for us; he invites us into his fold and as we follow 

Jesus our lives are transformed. If God can transform a Saul to a Paul, if God can 

“appoint to his service” a mean-spirited, blaspheming man of violence like Saul – 

then God can transform anyone into a servant of the Lord. 

Paul freely says that he is a follower of Jesus not because of his upstanding 

behavior in the past but because of God’s mercy and grace. God understands that 

Paul “acted ignorantly in unbelief” (v. 13) but is now ready to receive God’s 

forgiveness. Ironically, it is Paul’s experience with sin and turning away from God 

that makes him appreciate the gifts of God’s mercy and kindness even more. 

He knows he’s done some bad things for which he wants God’s forgiveness. 

He knows what it means to “fall short of the glory of God” (Romans 3:23). He has 

not led a life that has earned God’s trust. He has not acted like a disciple, follower 

or believer of Jesus – in fact, exactly the opposite is true. Yet Saul is called by 

God. This is mercy – to be forgiven not because of any human action but because 
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God chooses to. This is grace – God’s seeing more in Saul than he can see in 

himself. Subsequently, it is Paul who is in a unique position to talk about the value 

of God’s forgiveness and mercy. This is good news for us. Let us keep the fires 

burning and not dismiss our chances to be “judged faithful.”  

This is good news for the person who finds it easier to talk about his or her 

faults than strengths.  

This is good news for those around us whom we have already decided are 

hopeless cases. 

This is good news for those who feel like giving up. 

This is good news for those who feel they don’t know enough about the 

Bible to be a committed follower of Jesus. 

Our past does not have to dictate our future. Because of God’s mercy, we 

are not victims of our resumes. We may have done stuff that is totally contrary to 

what God wants. God reminds us that our past does not have the final word. God 

can create something new out of us. We have been appointed to serve. It’s our job 

to discover exactly what is the nature of that service. We are called to have No 

Label but Christian. Amen. 

 


