PAUL
You may be surprised to learn that Paul’s life teaches us that how we end is more important than how we begin. Did you know that God gave advance notice to Paul that he would suffer much for the sake of the gospel? It is not well known, but Paul had practical multicultural experience and perhaps even received cross-cultural communication lessons when he was a child, growing up in a home with both Roman and Jewish influences.

Paul is arguably the most prominent person in the Bible outside of Jesus Christ. His influence on centuries of European thought and Western civilization is profound. He wrote more of the New Testament than any other; his writings impacted world history and still affect all of Christendom.

In this chapter we will examine both the life of Paul and his writings. His actions speak to us today, and his letters clarify his ministry-related lessons.

Paul Teaches Us that What We Finish Is More Important than What We Begin

By human temperament Paul was choleric. A person with a choleric personality is often a doer and a leader. Cholerics have ambition, energy, and passion, and they attempt to instill those qualities in others. They can dominate people of other temperaments. Many strong charismatic military and political figures were cholerics. The negative side of a choleric is that he or she can become easily angered or bad-tempered. Paul fits all of these criteria.

Paul was passionately motivated. First he strongly opposed the Church. After his dynamic conversion he planted churches in a wide area. It’s a good thing this strongly motivated high achiever and hard driver was on the right team. But that was not always so.

“Saul began to destroy the church. Going from house to house, he dragged off both men and women and put them in prison” (Acts 8:3). The good news is that he did not complete this project; he changed. Few of us are totally happy about how we began life, where we have traveled, or everything that has happened thus far with our lives. None of us had any control over where, when, or how we were born. If we focus our attention on our past, we become discouraged because we can do nothing about it.

But all of us can do something about what we do from now on. We can set goals, redefine objectives, and determine where to go from here and how we will end. It is far better to develop constructive plans to finish well than to lament our mistaken beginnings. Later in life Paul wisely said, “But one thing I do: forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead” (Philippians 3:13).
Paul Knew the Difference between Opposition and a Closed Door

Is the fact that a door is open enough reason to walk through it? No. Some “opportunities” seem right because the door is open, but they are distractions from God’s plan for our lives. In addition to the “open door,” we need the witness and impulse of the Spirit to know if we should walk through it.

On the other hand, is the fact that a door is closed enough reason to not pray that it will be opened? No again. Some doors that seem to be closed need to be prayed open. Some barriers need to be overcome. The witness of the Spirit that we should persevere until the door opens is, in such a case, a great gift.

So how do we interpret open doors and closed ones? Let’s take a lesson from Paul’s experience in Ephesus. Paul spoke of a great door of opportunity, yet in the same sentence he said there were many who opposed him. Some people are inclined to say that, though they had thought they had an opportunity for ministry, when opposition arose, the door must be closed. That is too bad. 

Paul said he had an opportunity and there was opposition. He did not interpret opposition to mean the door was closed. “I will stay on at Ephesus until Pentecost, because a great door for effective work has opened to me, and there are many who oppose me” (1 Corinthians 16:8–9).

We now know that a great and strong church was eventually established at Ephesus. Look what happened in that place where Paul had many who opposed him: 

A number who had practiced sorcery brought their scrolls together and burned them publicly. When they calculated the value of the scrolls, the total came to fifty thousand drachmas. In this way the word of the Lord spread widely and grew in power. (Acts 19:19–20) 

The book of Ephesians, a letter written to the believers in Ephesus, is the only book Paul wrote that did not address local problems. Instead Paul moved from grand subject to great theme. The maturity level of the believers in Ephesus, where at one time there were many who opposed him, is a testimony of the openness of what might have seemed like an impossible ministry situation.

Isaiah understood open and closed doors and that God was the door-opener and the door-closer. He wrote of His servant Eliakim, “I will place on his shoulder the key to the house of David; what he opens no one can shut, and what he shuts no one can open” (Isaiah 22:22).

John also understood open and closed doors. In Revelation God told him, “To the angel of the church in Philadelphia write: These are the words of him who is holy and true, who holds the key of David. What he opens no one can shut, and what he shuts no one can open. I know your deeds. See, I have placed before you an open door that no one can shut” (Revelation 3:7–8). 

When God opens a door, no one can hinder His purpose. Yet determining the will of God, discerning what is a truly open door and what is not, isn’t simple. Discerning God’s will is not as easy as not proceeding when a door is closed or walking through when the door is open. In addition to apparent circumstances in the natural realm, we must know spiritually that the open door is to be walked through or the closed door is to be accepted.

Some “open” doors are veiled distractions. If we go through the wrong doors, we will not be where God wants us. Some “closed” doors need to be pried open by strong intercession and spiritual warfare as Paul did in Ephesus. Rather than walking glibly through every open door or stopping at every closed one, we need to have the Spirit of God interpret to us whether the barrier is to be overcome or accepted, and whether the opportunity is to be followed or not. 

Paul knew the difference between the two. Even though he faced opposition, he referred to Ephesus as an “open door.” Let’s take a lesson from Paul and learn to interpret opportunities and barriers based on more than just circumstances. We may miss some chances on the other side of what we first thought was an obstacle. Or we may carelessly proceed into what seemed like an open door only to find we should not have. 

Paul Connected the Great Themes of Faith and Righteousness

Habakkuk connected these themes centuries before, but Paul understood them more perfectly and emphasized them more clearly. Habakkuk said, “See, he is puffed up; his desires are not upright—but the righteous will live by their faithfulness” (Habakkuk 2:4).

Based on Habakkuk, Paul taught, “For in the gospel the righteousness of God is revealed—a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written: ‘The righteous will live by faith’” (Romans 1:17).

Moses wrote, “Abram believed the Lord, and he credited it to him as righteousness” (Genesis 15:6). Centuries later Paul referred to that, saying, “What does Scripture say? ‘Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness’” (Romans 4:3).
Paul further emphasized the need to trust God: “However, to anyone who does not work but trusts God who justifies the ungodly, their faith is credited as righteousness” (Romans 4:5).

Paul said, “David says the same thing when he speaks of the blessedness of those to whom God credits righteousness apart from works” (Romans 4:6). Here is what David had said: “Blessed are those whose transgressions are forgiven, whose sins are covered. Blessed are those whose sin the Lord does not count against them and in whose spirit is no deceit” (Psalm 32:1–2). Paul quoted it almost exactly as David wrote it. 

Paul argued that righteousness by faith applies equally to non-Jewish people. “This righteousness is given through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference between Jew and Gentile” (Romans 3:22). “Is this blessedness only for the circumcised, or also for the uncircumcised? We have been saying that Abraham’s faith was credited to him as righteousness. . . . And he received circumcision as a sign, a seal of the righteousness that he had by faith while he was still uncircumcised. So then, he is the father of all who believe but have not been circumcised, in order that righteousness might be credited to them” (Romans 4:9, 11, emphasis mine).
We believers today are included in this promise. “It was not through the law that Abraham and his offspring received the promise that he would be heir of the world, but through the righteousness that comes by faith. . . . This is why ‘it was credited to him as righteousness’ . . . but also for us, to whom God will credit righteousness—for us who believe in him who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead” (Romans 4:13, 22, 24).

If righteousness by faith is applied to Abraham, how much more does it apply to those who put their faith in Jesus? “For if, by the trespass of the one man, death reigned through that one man, how much more will those who receive God’s abundant provision of grace and of the gift of righteousness reign in life through the one man, Jesus Christ! . . . so that, just as sin reigned in death, so also grace might reign through righteousness to bring eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord” (Romans 5:17, 21).
People labored under the yoke of attempting to earn their salvation through keeping the law for many centuries. Today we understand that we could never earn our salvation that way. As we each grow in our understanding of God’s ways, we gradually get that wonderful message deeper into our thankful hearts. But in Paul’s day it was an important new truth that he wanted to pass on to his generation.

Old Testament scholar that he was, Paul quoted and referenced stories of Abraham written by Moses, statements by the poet David, and prophetic insight given by Habakkuk. Paul was no less a luminary in the history of the Church than Martin Luther, who tried desperately in vain for many years to please God, but who joyfully experienced salvation when he found that righteousness comes by faith, not works. Luther is considered to be one of the first leaders of the Protestant Reformation five hundred years ago. That reformation led Christians of Europe away from a false doctrine of dead works into the light of salvation by grace through faith. Righteousness by faith is one of the grandest themes in the New Testament.

Paul Understood and Experienced Suffering

We understand the role of suffering in the Christian life better because of the teachings of Paul on the subject. We also understand it better because it was illustrated so dramatically in Paul’s own life. Paul suffered more than any other apostle, received more direct revelation from God than any other apostle, understood the Old Testament better than any other New Testament writer, and wrote more of the New Testament than any other, some of which he penned while in prison. God used Paul mightily, and his suffering evidently played a part in his development and his writings. Perhaps it was allowed so that Paul would not become puffed up.

Just what did Paul believe and teach about suffering? The following are the Pauline verses we observed in the chapter on Job. In that place we reserved all comment. Here we make short observations that will help illustrate how useful to all Christians Paul’s theology of suffering is. Both Job and Paul teach us that our suffering is neither aimless nor purposeless.
1. We should not be ashamed of suffering, but rather look for the good it produces. “Not only so, but we also glory in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance” (Romans 5:3).
2. Suffering is one of the ways we share in the life of Jesus, and it is somehow related to the way we will share in His glory. “If we are children, then we are heirs—heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ, if indeed we share in his sufferings in order that we may also share in his glory. I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us” (Romans 8:17–18). Evidently the eternal rewards of the faithful will be greater than their temporary sufferings.
3. The process of suffering and receiving comfort qualifies us to pass comfort and endurance on to others. “For just as we share abundantly in the sufferings of Christ, so also our comfort abounds through Christ. If we are distressed, it is for your comfort and salvation; if we are comforted, it is for your comfort, which produces in you patient endurance of the same sufferings we suffer. And our hope for you is firm, because we know that just as you share in our sufferings, so also you share in our comfort” (2 Corinthians 1:5–7).
4. We can glory in suffering. It is no disgrace, but rather a sign of identifying closely with Christ. “I ask you, therefore, not to be discouraged because of my sufferings for you, which are your glory” (Ephesians 3:13).
5. Suffering is one way we participate in following Jesus. “I want to know Christ—yes, to know the power of his resurrection and participation in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death” (Philippians 3:10).
6. Suffering is necessary where we are extending the kingdom of God and building His church, because there is still great opposition to the gospel. “Now I rejoice in what I am suffering for you, and I fill up in my flesh what is still lacking in regard to Christ’s afflictions, for the sake of his body, which is the church” (Colossians 1:24).
7. If our attitude toward suffering is correct, Christians can suffer joyfully as the Holy Spirit assists us. “You became imitators of us and of the Lord, for you welcomed the message in the midst of severe suffering with the joy given by the Holy Spirit” (1 Thessalonians 1:6).
8. Our suffering is one way we can be counted worthy of the kingdom. “All this is evidence that God’s judgment is right, and as a result you will be counted worthy of the kingdom of God, for which you are suffering” (2 Thessalonians 1:5).
9. Paul invited others to participate in suffering. “Do not be ashamed of the testimony about our Lord or of me his prisoner. But join with me in suffering for the gospel, by the power of God” (2 Timothy 1:8).
10. Paul knew that the reason for his suffering was his appointment: “I was appointed as a herald and an apostle and a teacher. That is why I am suffering as I am. Yet this is no cause for shame, because I know whom I have believed, and am convinced that he is able to guard what I have entrusted to him until that day” (2 Timothy 1:11–12).
11. Good soldiers suffer. “Join with me in suffering, like a good soldier of Christ Jesus” (2 Timothy 2:3).
12. Paul suffered for the gospel. “This is my gospel, for which I am suffering even to the point of being chained like a criminal. But God’s word is not chained” (2 Timothy 2:8–9).
13. Every Christian will suffer and be delivered. “. . . persecutions, sufferings—what kinds of things happened to me in Antioch, Iconium and Lystra, the persecutions I endured. Yet the Lord rescued me from all of them. In fact, everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted” (2 Timothy 3:11–12).
Paul’s character and teachings in the New Testament combine to create a rich tapestry of human experience by which we identify closely with the Lord Jesus Christ, whom we love and whose example we want to follow. “Son though he was, he learned obedience from what he suffered” (Hebrews 5:8). Suffering can be positive, personally beneficial, and God-glorifying. It serves an eternal purpose.

Paul Interpreted the Jewish Message to the Non-Jewish World

Jesus was the Jewish Messiah, and the first believers were Jewish. Today people of many cultures all over the world believe in Jesus. Some of them—Jewish Christians and some Arab believers, for example—are not called Christians. But being called a Christian is not a requirement of believers.

Most believers in the Jewish Messiah around the world are called Christians. But if our belief system had not grown beyond its Jewish roots, we could be just a segment of Judaism; our religion’s name might be Messiahism, and we might be called Messiahists. But our religion’s name is Christianity, and we follow Jesus the Christ, using the Greek words Iesous and Christos rather than the Hebrew words Yeshua and Mashiach. How did this happen?

Barnabus, a Jewish believer, went to Saul’s home town to bring him to Antioch to serve with him there. “Barnabas went to Tarsus to look for Saul, and when he found him, he brought him to Antioch. So for a whole year Barnabas and Saul met with the church and taught great numbers of people. The disciples were called Christians first at Antioch” (Acts 11:25–26). It may not be a coincidence that Paul was active in ministry in the very city where believers were first called “Christians” during the first year after he arrived.

This development may point out the effectiveness of Paul’s ability to express faith in the Jewish Messiah in ways the Hellenistic (Greek-oriented) non-Jewish people could understand it. Paul was the apostle to the Gentiles, he contextualized Jewish theology in the Hellenistic culture, and he was the most proactive Christian missionary of the early church. Other missionaries of that time seem to have traveled only secondarily; Philip fled persecution in Jerusalem and Peter responded to invitations to places such as Caesarea. But Paul deliberately went out.

Paul tailored his message at Athens to the Athenian mind and context. He referred to the Athenians’ own cultural matters. “For as I walked around and looked carefully at your objects of worship, I even found an altar with this inscription: TO AN UNKNOWN GOD. So you are ignorant of the very thing you worship—and this is what I am going to proclaim to you” (Acts 17:23).

Later he quoted their own poet. “‘For in him we live and move and have our being.’ As some of your own poets have said, ‘We are his offspring’” (Acts 17:28).
Paul’s speech at Athens is a demonstration of his attempt to bridge the cultural gap between the Jewish and Hellenist worlds. The eventual success of these efforts in the growth of the church in Europe in the centuries that followed speaks for itself. Paul helped contextualize the message, and in doing so, taught thinking Christians all over the world that we must keep the core message of the gospel the same. However, just as important for the sake of communication and acceptance, it should be expressed in culturally sensitive and innovative ways. As we learned in the chapter on Philip, receptor-oriented communicators can help us become more effective cross-cultural workers.

It is regrettable that Jewish people over the centuries lost the Jewishness of belief in “Yeshua the Mashiach” (the Hebrew name for Jesus the Messiah). In recent decades, thankfully, we have seen a resurgence of Messianic Jews and a wider acceptance of them by the Jewish community in the world. 
Much to Paul’s credit, the widespread belief in Jesus from his time forward was not limited to the Jewish people; it was shared in multiple cultural contexts throughout the entire world. This is the principle way and Paul was the leading personality by which the whole world is blessed through Abraham’s offspring.

Paul Did Not Abandon His Jewish Roots

Having considered Paul’s success as apostle to the Gentiles, let us briefly ponder Paul’s Jewish side. How did Paul perceive himself? Even though he was the apostle to non-Jews, he never lost sight of his own Jewishness or lost his deep respect for his traditions and his people. Paul, son of a Roman citizen from Tarsus, was also the son of a Jewish mother. He had sat at the feet of the best Hebrew scholar in Jerusalem in his day: Gamaliel. Paul probably knew the Law and the Prophets (the Old Testament) better than any other follower of Jesus.
Four times in the early chapters of Romans, Paul refers to his own people as a priority:

I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God that brings salvation to everyone who believes: first to the Jew, then to the Gentile. (Romans 1:16)
There will be trouble and distress for every human being who does evil: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile. (Romans 2:9)


Glory, honor and peace for everyone who does good: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile. (Romans 2:10)


First of all, the Jews have been entrusted with the very words of God. (Romans 3:2)
Successful apostle to the Gentiles though he was, as he traveled, Paul always went to Jewish synagogues first. In city after city, only after the Jewish people refused to receive his message did he turn to the Gentiles.

Paul wrote three masterly crafted chapters in Romans, chapters 9 through 11, showing that God was not finished with the Jews. Here are some samples of his expression of love for the Jewish people: 

Brothers and sisters, my heart’s desire and prayer to God for the Israelites is that they may be saved. For I can testify about them that they are zealous for God, but their zeal is not based on knowledge. Since they did not know the righteousness of God and sought to establish their own, they did not submit to God’s righteousness. (Romans 10:1–3)

I ask then: Did God reject his people? By no means! I am an Israelite myself, a descendant of Abraham, from the tribe of Benjamin. God did not reject his people, whom he foreknew. (Romans 11:1–2)

I do not want you to be ignorant of this mystery, brothers and sisters, so that you may not think you are superior: Israel has experienced a hardening in part until the full number of the Gentiles has come in, and in this way all Israel will be saved. As it is written: “The deliverer will come from Zion; he will turn godlessness away from Jacob. And this is my covenant with them when I take away their sins.” (Romans 11:25–27)

No one knows who wrote the book of Hebrews. The author did not disclose his or her identity. It is possible that Apollos or even Pricilla, the knowledgeable female teacher who worked with Paul at Corinth in tent-making as well as gospel work, wrote it. It is also possible (and even likely) that Paul wrote it. If so, the reason he kept his identity secret was probably in order to make the book acceptable to the Jewish people who misunderstood and hated him. He was more concerned that the message be received than he was in getting credit for writing the masterpiece.

Hebrews has a long, beautiful theological section showing Christ in the tabernacle, the sacrificial system, and Melchizedek’s priesthood. That is followed by a practical section, just as in other books written by Paul. Hebrews refers to Timothy in much the same way Paul’s books do. Paul was a brilliant Old Testament scholar. It is doubtful that anyone besides Paul in the Christian Church at that time had the knowledge and intellect to write such a work of genius as the book of Hebrews.

Paul Had a Radical Desire for His People to Know God

I speak the truth in Christ—I am not lying, my conscience confirms it through the Holy Spirit—I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart. For I could wish that I myself were cursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my people, those of my own race. (Romans 9:1–3)

Moses expressed a similar sentiment: “But now, please forgive their sin—but if not, then blot me out of the book you have written” (Exodus 32:32).
It is beyond human explanation how great men with fine minds like Moses and Paul could make such a radical statement that they would be willing to be eternally away from God for the sake of others. Jesus, after He was crucified, went to hell in our place, knowing that he would be resurrected, that He was not going to remain there for eternity. The passion that would have had to burn in the hearts of these giants of the faith for them to say what they did certainly communicates that the noble heart’s desire for all people to know God totally possessed these two godly men.

Paul’s Church-Planting Mission Team Was Mobile and Autonomous

When the church at Antioch sent Barnabus and Saul, and later Paul and Silas, they released them to be led by the Holy Spirit. The team did not have to report back at every juncture and obtain permission to move as the Holy Spirit led them. This is illustrated throughout Paul’s journeys, but nowhere more clearly than in the momentous transition from Troas to Macedonia. This story represents the movement of the gospel team from Asia into Europe, a change that has had profound effect on the history of Europe, North America, and Christian missions throughout the world.

Paul and his companions traveled throughout the region of Phrygia and Galatia, having been kept by the Holy Spirit from preaching the word in the province of Asia. When they came to the border of Mysia, they tried to enter Bithynia, but the Spirit of Jesus would not allow them to. So they passed by Mysia and went down to Troas. During the night Paul had a vision of a man of Macedonia standing and begging him, “Come over to Macedonia and help us.” After Paul had seen the vision, we got ready at once to leave for Macedonia, concluding that God had called us to preach the gospel to them. (Acts 16:6–10)

Paul’s team had the autonomy and liberty they needed to respond obediently to the Holy Spirit. As a result, they did not preach the word in the province of Asia. They obeyed again when the Spirit stopped them from entering Bithynia. And they had the liberty to go on from Troas by sea to Macedonia in response to the vision of the Lord to move into Europe.

For missionaries who are young and inexperienced, missionary administrators may need to provide some safety nets. However, the Christian church should grant experienced missionaries on the field the liberty to follow the Paul model. They need the freedom to listen to and obey the leading of the Holy Spirit. If we don’t trust certain missionary candidates, it would be better not to send them than to give them responsibility without the authority to execute those responsibilities. Let’s trust those we send. 
Paul Knew Who He Was

Once safely on shore, we found out that the island was called Malta. The islanders showed us unusual kindness. They built a fire and welcomed us all because it was raining and cold. Paul gathered a pile of brushwood and, as he put it on the fire, a viper, driven out by the heat, fastened itself on his hand. When the islanders saw the snake hanging from his hand, they said to each other, “This man must be a murderer, for though he escaped from the sea, Justice has not allowed him to live.” But Paul shook the snake off into the fire and suffered no ill effects. The people expected him to swell up or suddenly fall dead, but after waiting a long time and seeing nothing unusual happen to him, they changed their minds and said he was a god. (Acts 28:1–6)

The islanders thought Paul was a murderer and said so. How do you think he reacted to this gross misunderstanding? He was not likely to think, Oh, no, my ministry is ruined. How will I ever be able to influence them to believe in Jesus? I will never be successful in Rome now. They think I am a murderer. My reputation is ruined!
It is doubtful that Paul internalized the critical opinion the islanders expressed or allowed their misjudgment to affect his peace of mind. Paul knew who he was, and we know from his writings what Paul thought: 

I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I now live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me. (Galatians 2:20) 

Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners—of whom I am the worst. (1 Timothy 1:15) 

Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. (Romans 8:1) 

I can do all this through him who gives me strength. (Philippians 4:13) 

People can be very unkind, even to those appointed to be their spiritual leaders. “Our preacher can’t preach. His sermons are boring. When he prays for the sick, they get worse and die. He has no faith. And when he sings, he can’t stay on the right tune.” 

How do you react when people speak ill of you? Can you remember who you are in Christ and say the same things Paul did? 
As the people of the island watched Paul, they noticed that he did not die or even get sick as a result of the snake bite. He was fine. “After waiting a long time and seeing nothing unusual happen to him, they changed their minds and said he was a god” (Acts 28:6). In the brief span of a few moments, the islanders’ opinion of Paul shifted from believing he was a murderer to thinking he was a god.

How did Paul react now? Did he say to himself, Ah, at last! Now my day has come. People recognize what a gift I am to the human race. Now my success will really begin. They think I am a god. Just you wait until we get to Rome. I will be a great success there too?

No. Paul still believed the same things he did before: 

I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I now live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me. (Galatians 2:20) 

Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners—of whom I am the worst. (1 Timothy 1:15) 

Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. (Romans 8:1) 

I can do all this through him who gives me strength. (Philippians 4:13) 

What will you do when people say, “Our Christian friend has the voice of an angel. When he sings a song, it sounds like a choir of angels. When he speaks in public, his words are like the combined messages of a hundred prophets from the Bible. And when he prays, I feel like I am in heaven and Jesus is interceding for me before the Father’s throne.” What will you say? How will you think about yourself? Will you be able to stay on an even keel, hold steady, and say what Paul said? 
How much do we allow people’s opinions to affect our self-appraisal? How much should others’ opinions be considered as we formulate our opinions of ourselves? 

We are all thankful for mothers who unconditionally believe the best about us. Their belief in us encourages us enormously and bolsters our self-confidence. But we are also grateful for honest friends who tell us when we are wrong. Proverbs 27:6 says, “Wounds from a friend can be trusted.” Most of us would rather develop in our character than stumble along through life ignorantly happy with the mediocre. 

The issue raised by the islanders’ repeated misunderstanding of Paul forces us to address the question of how we handle people’s opinions, bad or good. How do we resist becoming discouraged by negative opinions? When other people think more highly of us than we deserve, how do we resist pride?

The Bible tells us who we are in the Lord. We should be self-confident, but our self-confidence must come from the presence of Christ in us. Paul knew that, and we need to know that.

If we allow the Word of God to be our personal evaluation plumb line, we will not be swayed, discouraged, or ego-inflated by the opinions of others. “Anyone who listens to the word but does not do what it says is like a man who looks at his face in a mirror and, after looking at himself, goes away and immediately forgets what he looks like” (James 1:23). Paul allowed the Word of God, not people’s opinions, to tell him who he was. 

God will allow people into our lives to keep us humbly trusting him, and He will use others to encourage us. That helps us keep humility and self-confidence balanced. We are able to do what we do through Christ who strengthens us, and this is possible only through Him. The Bible provides appropriate push and pull between dependence on Christ and awareness of His strength within us. We are not as good as certain people say. And we are not as bad as some other people say. 

Human opinions are better used as an encourager than as a discourager. No weapon formed against God’s children will prevail (Isaiah 54:17). If you lean toward being critical of other Christians, remember what God has promised them. Don’t unwittingly become a weapon formed against any of God’s children. If you want things to go well for you, be an encourager. 

For Further Thought

· How will you harmonize what you’ve learned about God opening doors for Philip and the lesson from Paul about persevering through what might seem to be closed doors?
· Have you ever had an experience in which you rejoiced that your faith, not your works, provided your righteousness in God’s eyes? If so, describe it.
· Can you follow Paul’s example and make the Christian message relevant to the specific people to whom God has sent you?
· Can you remain comfortable in your own cultural background even while you minister to others in another cultural setting?
· What is your opinion of Paul’s radical statement about being willing to be accursed for the sake of the salvation of the Jews?
· Do you give autonomy to those to whom you delegate a missionary responsibility? If you have not done so in the past, how will your views and actions change?
· What assistance to your own self-worth do you derive from knowing who you are? How do you avoid allowing the opinions of others affect your self-image?
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