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By the Grace of God I Am what I Am! 

By Al Felder 

“1Moreover, brethren, I declare unto you the gospel which I preached unto you, which also ye 

have received, and wherein ye stand; 2By which also ye are saved, if ye keep in memory what I 

preached unto you, unless ye have believed in vain. 3For I delivered unto you first of all that 

which I also received, how that Christ died for our sins according to the scriptures; 4And that he 

was buried, and that he rose again the third day according to the scriptures: 5And that he was 

seen of Cephas, then of the twelve: 6After that, he was seen above five hundred brethren at 

once; of whom the greater part remain unto this present, but some are fallen asleep. 7After 

that, he was seen of James; then all of the apostles. 8And last of all he was seen of me also, as of 

one born out of due time. 9For I am the least of the apostles, that am not meet to be called an 

apostle, because I persecuted the church of God. 10But by the grace of God I am what I am: and 

his grace which was bestowed upon me was not in vain; but I labored more abundantly than 

they all: yet not I, but the grace of God which was with me.” (1 Corinthians 15:1-10) 

 Other than our Lord’s, we know more about the life of the Apostle Paul than any of his 

contemporaries.  Like those whom we read about in the Old Testament, the life of the Apostle 

Paul is put on display for us as an example.  His life was truly dedicated to serving Christ and it 

provides a great example of the life that each of us should strive to live.  Most importantly, he 

lived a life in which he acknowledged all that he had become was because of the grace of God.  

For just a little while, we would like to examine the life of the Apostle Paul that we too may join 

with him in saying, “By the grace of God I am what I am.” 

 It is believed that the Apostle Paul was born around the same time as Jesus.  He was 

converted around 34 A.D. while he was in his early thirties and his death was around 67 A.D. at 

Rome.  Paul’s life and labors as a Christian spanned some thirty-three years, but before we 

consider this period of his life let’s consider his life prior to becoming a Christian. 

 Paul was born in Tarsus of Cilicia.  Cilicia was a Roman province in modern day Turkey.  

Paul was born to Hebrew parents from the tribe of Benjamin.  He was also born a Roman 

citizen.  His father was a Pharisee and Paul too became a strict follower of this way.  He was 

trained in Jerusalem by Gamaliel and he excelled above his contemporaries.  

 When we are first introduced to Paul in the scriptures, we read that he was a witness to 

the stoning of Stephen who was the first Christian martyr.  “And cast him out of the city, and 

stoned him: and the witnesses laid down their clothes at a young man’s feet, whose name was 

Saul.” (Acts 7:58)  Saul, as we are first introduced to him, persecuted the Lord’s Church 

relentlessly.  He pursued the Lord’s people even unto foreign cities and once he had caught 

them he had them beat, imprisoned, and sometimes put them to death.  Saul was probably the 

last person that first century Christians expected to be converted. 
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 Paul sincerely believed that he was doing the will of God by persecuting the Church.  “I 

verily thought with myself, that I ought to do many things contrary to the name of Jesus of 

Nazareth.” (Acts 26:9)  At this time, he was ignorant of the true teachings of the Law of Moses 

concerning the Messiah and His kingdom.  He had a zeal for God, but it was not according to 

knowledge.  There is a very important point here that all can learn from the life of the Apostle 

Paul.  Just because we feel right, it doesn’t mean that we are right.  Our only sure guide is the 

Word of God.  It is by His word that we learn of Him, what one must do in order to be saved, 

how to worship Him, and how to live a life that professes godliness.  The fact of the matter is 

that we don’t have to depend upon what we feel, we can be assured by the teachings of God’s 

word. 

 Paul sought and received permission to travel to Damascus in order to capture any 

Christians he found.  While on this journey he had an unexpected experience.  The Bible 

teaches us that while on his journey to Damascus, Paul saw a bright light shining from heaven.  

He fell to the earth and heard the voice of Jesus.   

 There is a very important point that needs to be made at this time.  Jesus appeared unto 

Paul so that he would be qualified to be an Apostle.  When the disciples were selecting 

someone to replace Judas we read that he had to be a witness of the resurrection of Jesus.  

“21Wherefore of these men which have companied with us all the time that the Lord Jesus went 

in and out among us, 22Beginning from the baptism of John, unto that same day that he was 

taken up from us, must one be ordained to be a witness with us of his resurrection.” (Acts 1:21, 

22)  In our opening text we read where Paul referenced his experience on the road to Damascus 

where he saw the resurrected Jesus.  This made him a witness of Jesus and qualified him to be 

an Apostle. 

 It is interesting to note that Jesus did not tell Paul what he must do in order to be saved.  

“And he trembling and astonished said, Lord, what wilt thou have me to do? And the Lord said 

unto him, Arise, and go into the city, and it shall be told thee what thou must do.” (Acts 9:6)  

Paul’s experience, as we have pointed out, qualified him to be an apostle.  Paul’s conversion, 

however, was the same as every person who has obeyed the gospel of Christ.   

 Paul went to Damascus where he came in contact with a man by the name of Ananias.  

Ananias was sent to Paul by God in order to preach unto him the gospel.  Upon doing so he told 

Paul what he must do in order to be saved.  “And now why tarriest thou? Arise, and be 

baptized, and wash away thy sins, calling on the name of the Lord.” (Acts 22:16)  Just like every 

other person who has become a Christian, Paul heard the word, repented of his sins, confessed 

Christ as the Son of God, and was baptized into Christ.  Paul was still guilty of sin prior to 

obeying the command to be baptized.  The Bible confirms as it does in every case of conversion 

that by being baptized into Christ Paul was cleansed of his sins. 

 After Paul’s conversion he briefly preached Jesus to the Jews in Damascus.  Then, he 

went into Arabia for a three year period of time.  “Neither went I up to Jerusalem to them which 
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were apostles before me; but I went into Arabia, and returned unto Damascus.” (Galatians 1:17)  

Absolutely nothing is known about this period of time in the Apostle Paul’s life other than its 

mention here in the Bible.  It is believed that it was a possible time of meditation, preparation, 

and communication with Jesus.  It would appear by the way that Paul mentions it in this text 

that it was a time that prepared him for his Apostleship without having to go and learn from the 

other Apostles. 

 Paul returned unto Damascus after this period of time and he had to flee the city 

because of a plot by the Jews to take his life.  It was then that Paul went to Jerusalem.  While 

there he stayed with Peter for fifteen days.  He also met James the brother of Jesus. 

 Paul’s persecution of the Church haunted him for the rest of his life.  “And when Saul 

was come to Jerusalem, he assayed to join himself to the disciples: but they were all afraid of 

him, and believed not that he was a disciple.” (Acts 9:26)  For several years after his obedience 

of the gospel, the early Church was literally afraid of Paul.  With good reason, they did not trust 

him and thought that any encounter with him was a possible trap.  He had persecuted many of 

them and was responsible for the death of some of their loved ones. 

 Barnabas befriended Paul when he came to Jerusalem and it was because of his 

influence that many Christians began to trust the Apostle.  Despite his gradual acceptance by 

the Lord’s people, Paul often thought of himself as unworthy and often mentioned his crimes 

against the Church.  “For ye have heard of my conversation in time past in the Jews’ religion, 

how that beyond measure I persecuted the church of God and wasted it.” (Galatians 1:13)  Paul 

did not let these feelings stop him from doing the Lord’s work.  He determined that just as 

fearlessly as he persecuted the Church, he was going to do even more to build it up. 

 The Apostle Paul labored tirelessly for the cause of Christ.  “Therefore watch, and 

remember, that by the space of three years I ceased not to warn everyone night and day with 

tears.” (Acts 20:31)  In all he made three trips to preach the gospel among the gentiles.  It is 

estimated that Paul traveled some twelve thousand miles with a considerable portion of it 

being on foot.  He visited approximately fifty cities in his endeavors to spread the gospel. 

 As we read in the New Testament about the Apostle Paul and all of his efforts to spread 

the gospel, his selflessness stands out as an example to us all.  “I am a debtor both to the 

Greeks, and to the Barbarians; both to the wise, and to the unwise.” (Romans 1:14)  He looked 

at preaching the gospel as a personal debt.  Paul realized all that he had become was because 

of the grace of God.  Because of the fact that God had been so gracious to him, Paul realized his 

obligation to preach the gospel to his fellow man. 

 Paul was in debt to all men without respect of rank, station, or nationality.  It did not 

matter if the person was a Greek or Barbarian, wise or unwise.  Paul preached the gospel to 

whoever wherever he could.  Some of his listeners were cultured, well-educated, and high on 

the social ladder.  Some of his listeners were primitive, uneducated, and low on the social 

ladder.  Such factors did not matter to Paul because he realized that Christ came to save the 



4 | P a g e  
 

lost and that group included him prior to obeying the gospel.  Who was he to deny anyone the 

grace of God that is so freely given? 

 In his endeavors to preach the gospel Paul made himself a servant to all men.  “For 

though I be free from all men, yet have I made myself servant unto all, that I might gain the 

more.” (1 Corinthians 9:19)  Paul was not personally indebted to man, he was indebted to God.  

Because of the great love and mercy of God the Apostle made himself a servant to all. 

 Paul’s actions were not motivated by money or prestige.  He preached to save lost souls.  

It did not matter whether he was paid or not, or praised or persecuted.  His true reward was 

serving his Lord and witnessing a sinner being made whole through the obedience of the 

gospel. 

 There was no sacrifice that Paul was unwilling to make for the sake of the gospel.  He 

became all things to all people, but he was always under law to Christ.  Paul did not look at 

certain things as rights which he could not be denied.  If he realized that denying himself a 

privilege could aid in the spreading of the gospel, he gladly denied himself.  Nor did he allow his 

personality to get in the way of spreading the gospel.  He literally placed aside all thought of 

self and sought to do that which was best for the spreading of the gospel. 

 Paul not only felt this obligation to the lost, he felt an even greater obligation to those of 

the body of Christ.  “Therefore I endure all things for the elect’s sakes, that they may also obtain 

the salvation which is in Christ Jesus with eternal glory.” (2 Timothy 2:10)  Paul serves as a 

tremendous example of giving of oneself for the good of the Church.  He endured many 

heartaches, trials, and tribulation so that his brothers and sisters in Christ could gain from his 

loss. 

 As much as Paul persecuted the Church prior to becoming a Christian, he was 

persecuted for the sake of the Church after becoming a part of it.  Within the Bible we read that 

he was beaten, stoned, and placed in prison.  He often traveled at his own expense for the sake 

of the Church.  There were times that he found himself thirsty and hungry.  He often found 

himself in dangerous situations as he stood against false teachers.  Those who Paul rebuked 

told lies about him and set traps for him.  Yet, through it all, there was nothing that the Apostle 

Paul was unwilling to suffer for the good of the Church. 

 For Paul, Christianity was not something that could be conveniently placed aside.  It was 

a way of life.  “I am crucified with Christ: nevertheless I live; yet not I, but Christ liveth in me: and 

the life which I now live in the flesh I live by the faith of the Son of God, who loved me, and gave 

himself form me.” (Galatians 2:20)  When Paul came up from the waters of baptism he emerged 

a new man having been cleansed by the blood of Christ.  The old man was dead and now his 

will, personality, and life were merged with Christ’s.   

 Paul’s new life was vastly different from his old life.  As a Christian he lived a life that 

was dominated by his trust in and obedience to Christ.  He strove daily to place aside all 
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thought of self that he may follow Christ.  His ability to do this was due to his recognition of 

what Christ had done for him.  This is the key both to dedication to Christ and lack of it.  Only 

when we realize all that Christ has done for us can we realize the life that we are to live. 

 The evidence of Paul’s dedication to Christ could be seen in him.  “From henceforth let 

no man trouble me: for I bear in my body the marks of the Lord Jesus.” (Galatians 6:17)  Paul’s 

body bore the scars of persecution.  The evidence was overwhelming within his own body that 

he was not a fake.  He bore the marks of his service to Jesus. 

 It is interesting that the word translated as “marks” in this verse is the Greek word 

stigmata.  It is the word from which we derive the English word stigma.  Today we think of a 

stigma as something negative.  A stigma is the extreme disproval of a person or group based 

upon characteristics that serve to distinguish them from the other members of society.  The 

original Greek word has reference to a mark worn by slaves that indicated to whom they 

belonged.1  Brothers and sisters there may be many stigmas for which we should be ashamed, 

but let us never be ashamed to bear the stigma of Christ! 

 Paul gave all for the sake of the gospel, even his life.  “10And as we tarried there many 

days, there came down from Judea a certain prophet, named Agabus. 11And when he was come 

unto us, he took Paul’s girdle, and bound his own hands and feet, and said, Thus saith the Holy 

Ghost, So shall the Jews at Jerusalem bind the man that owneth this girdle, and shall deliver him 

into the hands of the Gentiles.” (Acts 21:10, 11)  His companions were saddened by the news of 

the prophet and they begged him and pleaded with him not to go to Jerusalem.  Paul would not 

have it any other way.  He was prepared to die for Christ and those who were with him finally 

conceded and realized it was the Lord’s will. 

 Paul went to Jerusalem and he was indeed imprisoned.  He went through a series of 

trials by which he was able to declare the gospel unto several rulers.  After each trial he was 

sent further along on his journey.  Finally, after quite some time he was sent to Rome where he 

strengthened the members of the Church and preached the gospel to those of Caesar’s house.   

 Paul lost his life for the cause of Christ in Rome.  He was executed by the Roman 

Emperor Nero.  Near the time of his death he wrote unto his beloved son in the faith, Timothy.  

“I have fought a good fight, I have finished my course, I have kept the faith.” (2 Timothy 4:7)  

Paul had given thirty something years for the spreading of the gospel and now it was time for 

him to lay down his life.   

 In closing, Paul never sought to draw people unto himself he only sought to draw them 

to Christ.  “Be ye followers of me, even as I also am of Christ.” (1 Corinthians 11:1)  He did not 

want people to lift him up or think that he was great, but he did live a life that he could point to 

                                                           
1 Vine, W. E. 1996. Vine's Complete Expository Dictionary of Old and New Testament Words. Nashville, TN : Thomas 
Nelson, Inc., 1996. p. 393. 
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and say do as I do.  Follow my example as I follow Christ.  Can we make that same statement 

today?  If others follow your example, will they be following Christ?   

 If you are not a Christian, why don’t you become one just like the Apostle Paul did?  You 

have heard the word, come forth believing it, repenting of your sins, confessing Christ as the 

Son of God, and be baptized into Christ for the remission of your sins.  “And now why tarriest 

thou? Arise, and be baptized, and wash away thy sins, calling on the name of the Lord.” (Acts 

22:16) 

 

  

 


