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The Chief of Sinners 
1 Timothy 1:12-17 

After hearing Paul’s story no one can rightly believe they are too sinful or out of the 
reach of Christ’s transformative super-abounding grace.  

LTS: Psalm 103 

      The repeated testimony of Scripture is that God is in the business of transforming 
lives. (The demon Possessed man of Gadera; The blind man; Mary Magdaline; Zacheaus; 
Peter…) 

Read 1 Tim. 1:12-17  

     At the core of this text is the message that no matter who you are or what you have 
done, God has the power to bring about radical change in your life. In fact, what this 
passage teaches us is that after hearing the testimony of the apostle Paul no one can 
rightly say that they are too far gone or out of the reach of Christ’s transformative super-
abounding grace. Whether you are a stranger to Christ or have known Him for many 
years, you can change, because God can change you! 

       As we let the text speak for itself, I think we will see three things that the H.S. will 
use to drive home this point: 

• The Honor of Paul’s Apostolic Ministry: 
• The Disgrace of Paul’s Scandalous History: 
• The Glory of God’s Transformative Grace: 

I. The Honor of Paul's Apostolic Ministry: (12) 
Read 1:12 

1. Paul here is pointing back to the beginning of his ministry as an apostle. After coming 
to know Christ (Acts. 9) he began preaching Jesus in the synagogues which made him a 
target for assassination. He managed to escape from Damascus by being lowered over the 
wall of the city in a basket. From there the Christian brothers sent him to his home town 
of Tarsus where he apparently remained for over 13 years.  

2. Now we don’t know much about Paul’s life and ministry during those years but 
apparently he studied the Scriptures and faithfully preached the gospel of Jesus as the 
Lord gave Him opportunity. I think that is what Paul is pointing to when he says (12), 
that “Christ judged me faithful, appointing me to this service.” That service began in 
earnest when in Antioch the HS told the church to set aside Barnabas and Saul as the first 
cross-cultural missionary church-planters.  



3. Paul was given an amazing assignment in his service to Christ. He was called to be the 
apostle to the Gentiles. And He was called NOT by any human mission board or group of 
church elders, but by Christ Himself. We see this all the way back in verse one of this 
chapter where he calls himself “an apostle of Christ Jesus by the Command of God.” 

4. If you have read the book of Acts you know what how powerfully God used this man. 
By the time he and Barnabas completed their first missionary journey they had 
successfully planted church all over Asia-Minor (modern Turkey). Along the way he 
performed many miracles to authenticate God’s new message of salvation in Jesus to all 
who believe. He was inspired by the Spirit of God to write 13 books of the NT. So I think 
it is no overstatement to say that through the ministry of the Apostle Paul God turned the 
world up-side-down.  

5. Nevertheless, Paul would remind us here in 1 Tim. 1, that He had not always been the 
paragon of spiritual maturity and power. And that brings us to the second thing Paul 
wants us to remember about Him. If our appraisal of this man reminds us only of The 
Honor of his Apostolic Ministry we will miss the whole point of the passage before 
us. He would also have us remember… 

II. The Disgrace of Paul's Scandalous History: (13; 9-10; 15) 

Read v. 13 

1. What Paul wants us to remember about him is that in his early years – fresh out of 
seminary – the very mention of his name brought terror and dread to the hearts of the 
early Christians. Not only was He a false teacher preaching a gospel of works-
righteousness, he had been given authority by the Jewish authorities to hunt down 
Christians wherever they could be found, warn them, threaten them, imprison them, and 
if necessary kill them.  

A. Galatians (1:13-14),  
For you have heard of my former life in Judaism, how I persecuted the church of 
God violently and tried to destroy it. 14 And I was advancing in Judaism beyond 
many of my own age among my people, so extremely zealous was I for the 
traditions of my fathers.     

B. Acts 22 Paul recounts speaking to the Lord Himself  confessing that,  
…in one synagogue after another I used to imprison and beat those who believed 
in You. 20And when the blood of Your witness Stephen was being shed, I also 
was standing by approving and watching out for the coats of those who were 
slaying him. 

2. You see, Paul’s story isn’t only about his great accomplishments as the commissioned-
by-God apostle to the gentiles. Before all of that he had another life. As Saul of Tarsus he 
was the greatest single threat to the existence and continuation of the church that the body 
of Christ had ever experienced in the early days of her existence. Paul was literally a 
religious Terrorist. In fact, as far as Christian persecution is concerned, He was the 
leading terrorist of his day. So as far as the church was concerned he was Public enemy 



Number One! He was at the top of the FBI most wanted list! You would have seen his 
photograph in every post-office in the Christian world.  

3. Here in 1 Tim. 1:13 Paul spells out the magnitude of his sins with three words:  

A. Blasphemer: one who is slanderous, or one who pronounces a defaming 
judgment (2 Pet. 2:11). Here it has reference to God and the things of God. The 
most helpful passage is Acts 26:9-11, where Paul explains “I tried to force them 
to blaspheme…”     

B. Persecutor: This is the Lord’s primary accusation against Paul on the Damascus 
road – “Why are you persecuting ME?” (Cf. Acts 9:4-5; 22:7-8; 26:14-15).       

C. Insolent opponent or (NAS) Violent Aggressor:  an outrageous disregard of 
other men’s rights (Knight, 95). 

4. So what happened? How did such a notorious blasphemer become the great apostle to 
the gentiles whom God used to turn the world up-side-down? Answer: God’s 
Transforming Mercy.  

5. We’ve see The Honor of Paul’s Apostolic Ministry;  
The Disgrace of Paul’s Scandalous History, and finally… 

III. The Glory of God’s Transformative Grace: 
Read v. 14 

1. After reminding us of what a notorious mobster and hit-man he had been he speaks of 
his transformation with four marvelous words (13), “But I received mercy.” Then again 
(16) “But I received mercy.” 

2. The conjunction “but” is adversative. It indicates a stark contrast. A contrast between 
what? The contrast between what he deserved from God and what he received. What did 
he deserve? Judgment. What did he receive? Mercy. By definition “mercy” is the 
withholding of righteous judgment. 

3. Remember, Saul of Tarsus was on his way to Damascus to smoke out the Christians 
when he suddenly met Jesus. And it would have been a holy act of divine judgment if He 
had capped Paul with a lightning bold right in the middle of the road. But He didn’t. God 
Almighty withheld the judgment Paul had notoriously earned. “But I received mercy.” 
“Why? “Because I had acted ignorantly in unbelief.” 

4. Now it’s important for us to understand that Paul’s not saying “God showed me mercy 
because I was ignorant.” He is not explaining the reason or ground of his being shown 
mercy. If you say to the policeman, “But officer, I didn’t realize it was a 35-mile-per-hour 
speed limit here!” He will respond with, “Ignorance is no excuse for the law. Seventy 
Nine in a 35-miles-an-our is not ignorance! It’s a reckless disregard of the law.”  Paul 
isn’t saying, “I didn’t know so God forgave me.” He’s not saying “I deserved mercy  (If 



you deserve it, it’s NOT mercy!). No, he is simply saying that God took into account that 
I truly thought I was serving God and that I really didn’t understand that Jesus was the 
promised Messiah.  

5. I think also that Paul is confessing that while he once thought He was the brightest, 
smartest, most spiritual man in Israel he now realized that all along he had been nothing 
but an ignorant unbeliever. In reality, he had been little different than the false teachers he 
had commanded Timothy to correct earlier in chapter one. 

6. But it wasn’t merely Mercy that transformed the terrible Saul of Tarsus into the 
amazing apostle Paul. It was also the powerful grace of God. Paul says (13) “But I 
received mercy because I acted ignorantly in unbelief (14) and the grace of our Lord 
overflowed for me with faith and love that are in Christ Jesus.”  

7. The important thing to catch here is that the transformation of Saul of Tarsus into Paul 
the apostle was not an independent act of self help and personal improvement. No! Paul 
received mercy, and Paul received grace, and Paul received faith, and Paul received the 
capacity to love IN JESUS CHRIST; that is, in Union with Christ.  

8. What does that mean? It means that every aspect of the transformation of Paul was a 
gift of God. It came to him from outside of him and NOT from within.  

9. And this is how true transformation of the inner man takes place. This is always the 
root of real and lasting change. It’s not our willpower. It’s not our resolution. It’s the 
powerful grace of God that so transforms our hearts that where there was once nothing 
but selfishness and unbelief, there is now a pure heart, a good conscience, and a sincere 
faith that together bear the fruit of genuine love for God and one another.  

10. You say, how can I have such transformation? I mean, my life’s mess and no matter 
what I do I just can seem to change! How can I be transformed? Well, because this kind 
of transformation is received rather than achieved, all you can do is ask. Jesus said, “Ask 
and your will… receive, seek and you will find. Knock and the door will be opened to 
you. For everyone who asks receives…” So ask God for it. But be sure you ask in faith.  

11. In chapter1 of 1 Tim. Paul mentions “Faith” six times. Why an emphasis on faith? 
Because, if you don’t believe that Jesus Christ has the power to change you there is no 
point in asking. You have to come in faith.  

12. And there is one more thing you need to know before you ask. You need to 
understand what the true problem is. It’s not a self-esteem problem. It’s not a 
codependency problem. Its not a will-power problem. The problem that if fixed will bring 
about the radical transformation you need is your SIN problem. You see, just like Saul of 
Tarsus all of us are born with a heart that is naturally hard-wired to rebel against God. 
When Jesus appeared to Saul, he immediately understood the condition of his own heart. 
He thought he was probably one of the most righteous men in all Israel, but now he saw 
with crystal clarity that he was nothing but an ignorant rebel against God.  



13. Paul makes this abundantly clear in verse 15; “The saying is trustworthy and 
deserving full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom 
I am chief.” 

14. Now this is evidence of true transformation. Self-righteous Saul now sees himself for 
what he really is, an undeserving sinners. In fact, the deeper Paul grew into this 
relationship with Christ the more humbled he became.  

A. 1 Cor. 15:9  “Least of the apostles.” 

B. Eph. 3:8  “Least of all saints [i.e. Christians].” 

C. 1 Tim. 1:15 “Chief of sinners.” 

15. This isn’t some kind of religious self-abasement. This is stunned amazement over the 
recurring realization of how kind God had been to one who was so undeserving. For the 
rest of his life, even while he was accomplishing great things for God by the power of His 
Spirit, Paul’s constant refrain was, “I am nothing – Christ is all!” 

16. And then we come to the magnificent point that Paul does not want us to miss. In 
verse16 he lets us in on the mind of God regarding why Christ would rescue and 
transform this notorious terrorist into the great apostle. He explains (Read 16). 

17.  Why did Christ save Saul of Tarsus? He did it to reveal to the world the glory of his 
perfect patience toward sinners. Do you see it? God takes NO delight in judging sinners! 
He is patient! He is merciful! He is gracious to all who come in faith, humbled by their 
sin, desiring to be reconciled to God. And it doesn’t matter how wicked a sinner you may 
have been! 

18. Earlier in this chapter Paul was correcting the false teachers on their use of the law. 
And he was saying, the law is not for the righteous but for the unrighteous! (Read 9-10).  

19. Paul is saying, “I realize that my name belongs on that list! I am was not different in 
the eyes of God from the unholy, profane, murders, sexually immoral, homosexuals, 
enslavers, liars, or whatever other kind of sinner you can name! BUT GOD!  

20. So message is this: After hearing Paul’s story no one can rightly believe they are too 
sinful or out of the reach of Christ’s transformative super-abounding grace. If Jesus could 
forgive and transform Saul of Tarsus he can forgive and transform you – no matter who 
you are or what you have done.  

21. Charles Spurgeon says it like this: 
The sinner is the gospel’s reason for existence. You, my friend, to whom this 
word now comes, if you are undeserving, ill-deserving, hell-deserving, you are 
the sort of person for whom the gospel is ordained, and arranged, and 
proclaimed. God justifies the ungodly.

Conclusion: 



1. If you are not a follower of Jesus Christ this passage of Scripture is for you. Perhaps 
you have always thought that you would have to clean up your life before you could ever 
come to God. No, my friend. Only Jesus’ finished work on the cross can cleanse you. And 
if you are willing to come to Him He is willing to be merciful to you and pour out His 
transforming grace upon you. You need by to ask in faith. Why ask Him this very day? 

2. If you already know belong to Christ you may be concerned that there are still parts of 
your soul that have yet to be transformed. I want you to know that the same power of 
God that brings salvation is that power that can transform the specific areas of struggle 
against sin in your life as a believer. It is a trustworthy statement worthy of full 
acceptance that Christ Jesus came into the world to save you from bondage to sin. You 
have the Spirit and the Word and you have the body of Christ. This is warefare and we 
are all in the battle against sin in our lives, so don’t be embarrassed to ask for help. It was 
never intended that you would go into battle alone. And God is more committed to your 
sanctification that you will ever be. Phil 1:6 says, “He who began a good work in you 
will be faithful to complete it until the Day of Jesus Christ.”  

3. To help you worship the Lord on your own this week, consider how and when God has 
been merciful to you. That is, upon what parts of your life can you look back and say, 
“God mercifully withheld from me what I deserved.” Additionally, how has God been 
gracious to give you what you don’t deserve, and How has he demonstrated His perfect 
patience. As you consider these things and how good God has been to you, you may just 
find yourself spontaneously worshipping God as Paul did in verse 17 – “To the king of 
the ages, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory forever and ever. Amen! 


