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Life Changing Grace 

1 Corinthians 15:9-11 

Caleb Hoal 

 Good morning everybody! It is great to see you all today. I know that 

this is something that most of us are excited for. It is a time to see what once 

was dead spring to life again. Spring is an opportunity for new life for nature 

as well as us. 

 Speaking of new life, I want to start off describing three different 

people who have all experienced new life. 

 Person A is an intelligent, hard working human who considers 

themselves to be the best at what he does amongst his peers. However, he 

puts his skills to use by overseeing the execution of a prominent Christian, as 

well as leading the persecution against Christians in part of the middle east. 

Person A was directly responsible for dragging early believers, men and 

women, from their homes and putting them in jail. By dictionary definition, 

Person A is a terrorist. 

 Person B is considerably just as despicable. A known drunk with a 

mouth worse than a sailor, he joined the British Navy then deserted after a 

disagreement with his captain. Person B soon found himself onboard a slave 

ship, becoming, by his own admission, a ruthless and cruel slaver. Even after 

the point of his salvation, he continued to participate in the Slave trade, by 

both physical and financial means.  

 Person C is your average American. Hard worker does right by others, 

and always tries to do the right thing. What Person C might not realize is that 

before receiving new life, they are counted just as evil as Person A and B in 

the eyes of God. All three people are considered Guilty before the Lord’s 

judgement and would be punished equally. Oh, I forgot to mention, person 

C? That’s you and I, we are Person C, before new life, we are just as evil as 

Person A and B in the eyes of God.  

 So, what is this Life Changing Power? Often times it is something that 

we relegate to just the forgiveness of sins. We do not realize the power that is 

found in this gift from God. So, what allows one of the first Persecutors of 
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Christianity, a Cruel Slave Trader, and You and I to experience a new life? It 

is the Grace of God. 

 God’s Grace is a powerful life Changing gift. While many of us limit 

grace to the forgiveness of sin, today we are going to look at two people who 

did not let God’s grace stop there but instead, let his Grace flow into every 

part of their lives so that they could do awesome and powerful things, for 

God according to His will. If you don’t believe me just ask Person A and 

person B, who are also known as Saul of Tarsus, New Testament Author and 

Missionary Paul, and John Newton, Anglican Priest and renowned Hymnist, 

the Author of Amazing Grace. 

 Please turn with me to 1 Corinthians 15:9-11 

 “For I am the least of the apostles and do not even deserve to be called 

an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God. But by the grace of God 

I am what I am, and his grace to me was not without effect. No, I worked 

harder than all of them—yet not I, but the grace of God that was with me. 

Whether then, it was I or they, this is what we preach, and this is what you 

believed.” 

Please Pray With Me 

 The one speaking is Paul, who eludes to the same persecution which I 

talked about earlier. So, what is Paul’s story? Most of us know him as the 

Apostle and Author of 13 letters found in the New Testament, but what we 

don’t always remember about him is that he was once called Saul.  

 Born as Saul of Tarsus, he grew up in a middle-class family by today’s 

standards. However, his hard work ethic made him one of the best students 

in the Synagogue, which is where young Jewish boys went to be educated. 

His knowledge of the Old Testament is what led him to be one of the brightest 

religious elites, or Pharisee, of his Day.  Saul was a very zealous man for God’s 

law. 

 It was this zeal that made him feared amongst early believers. In Acts 

we read about Saul who was the one that gave the consent for Stephens 

stoning and it is this same Saul who we read about going from town to town, 

house to house and physically dragging men and women from their houses 

because they believed in Jesus as the Son of God.  
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 Sometimes we hear about this kind of persecution in today’s world. We 

hear about this evil all throughout the world and it is hard to imagine 

someone like that, one who physically persecutes Christians, becoming a 

believer and changing their life around.  

Would you believe that story today of the person you pictured? 

“Breaking News: Well known Murder and persecutor of Christians now 

claims to have found Jesus and is preaching Grace and Love and Forgiveness 

to all who will listen” Would you believe him? Do you believe God could do 

that today? 

 That kind of life change is only possible through the Grace of God and 

that is the power of Grace. It does not just forgive Saul of what he has done, 

but Grace gives him the power to do what Paul will go on and accomplish for 

Christianity. 

 We see Paul (is) telling us this in verse 10 when he says “But by the 

Grace of God I am what I am, and his grace to me was not without effect.” 

God’s grace worked in Paul’s life but that did not mean Paul didn’t need to 

work on his life. Grace is freely given, but we must be disciplined in order to 

grow, this is why the second half of verse 10 says “…No, I worked harder than 

all of them—yet, not I, but the grace of God that was with me.” What Paul 

means is this: God’s grace was given to him because of the sacrifice of Christ 

and the faith Paul had in that sacrifice and in who Christ was. This did not 

mean Paul was free from his past life, but because of the Grace of God, he 

worked harder than all those around him to continue growing from Saul the 

persecutor to Paul the Evangelist. 

 Now Paul is a Titan of the faith, someone that often gets mistakenly put 

onto a pedestal and sometimes lifted up to “Super Christian” Status. So lets 

talk about a more modern day hero, someone who’s struggles are something 

not to far gone from our own nations history.  

 John Newton, or, Person B, from the beginning of the sermon, is our 

hero of the faith for this week, and his life story is very different from Paul’s 

with one thing in common. Newton had a different life than Paul, he did not 

go to a school in a Church, but instead, at the age of 11 he joined his Dad at 

sea. On a ship, surrounded by rough and tough sailors is where John Newton 

spent his teenage years before being pressed into military service. However, 

after a disagreement with the captain, Newton deserted the British Navy, a 
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punishment which carries out a maximum sentence of Death, here in the 

United States.  

 Instead, Newton was made a slave himself to a Queen in Africa. 

However, and ironically, it was a slave Ship from Britain, hired by his dad, 

that saved him. Eventually, Newton would become a lead man on a slave ship 

and participated heavily in the Slave trade for many years.  

Many people know the next part of Newton’s life. A large storm came 

upon him and his crew in 1748, a storm that John Newton thought would be 

the end of him, but Newton prayed to the Christian God he had heard of and 

asked for deliverance. Newton called this the day of his conversion and the 

start of his faith journey. However, like many of us who struggle with sin 

when entering our faith, it is not smooth sailing to get out of the chains that 

bind us. 

 For as much as the slaves Newton was trading were in chains, he 

himself was a slave to the trade and the sea which he grew up on. Even after 

his conversion, John Newton made three more journeys as a slave trader, 

describing himself as a “cruel” one at that.  

 That might sound like you and your walk. You became a Christian your 

life did not change right away like you thought it would. All your sins are still 

there and you are battling them, unable or maybe not even aware of the fight 

you are in. Do not fear though, you must continue to work hard and by the 

Grace of God, chains will be broken.  

 For John Newton, he was not aware, yet, that what he was doing was 

sinful. It wasn’t until 1754, when he suffered a stroke that he decided it was 

time to get off the seas for good. It was giving up this lifelong passion and 

lifestyle that finally got John Newton to reflect on what he had been doing 

with his life. It was at this time that Newton believed God was leading him to 

be an Anglican Priest. This took him 7 years to accomplish, and like Paul said, 

not him but the Grace of God accomplished this.  

 While this in itself would be an amazing transformation, God was not 

done with John Newton yet. While studying the Bible, being disciplined in 

his devotions and preaching the Word of God, John Newton felt called to 

speak out against slavery, the very thing that he spent most of his life 

participating in. Newton became one of the most prominent abolitionists in 
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all of England by 1779. It was during this time that he wrote the world-

renowned Hymn, Amazing Grace.  

 John Newton lived to see the thorn that was in his side become 

abolished in 1807 and then he passed away just a few months later.  

Person A: Paul, went from first terrorizer of Christianity to its most 

prominent supporter. Person B: John Newton, went from Cruel Slave 

Master to Abolitionist Priest. Their lives became more than they could have 

ever imagined all because of the Amazing, Life Changing Grace of God. 

 And this brings us to Person C. You and I. We, believers in Jesus Christ, 

have that same powerful Grace covering our lives. Grace does not just cover 

our past sins; but instead frees us to become who God has created us to be. 

This is the power of Grace. This is why it is so Amazing. Before Grace, we 

were all sinful wretches just as evil as Saul of Tarsus or John Newton the 

Slave Master. But, it is the power of Grace that has given us new life, not just 

freedom from our old life.  

 This is the message that Paul refers to in verse 11 when he says this is 

what they and I have taught you, and this is what you believed. Paul and the 

other apostles taught the Corinthians about Life Changing Grace; this is what 

John Newton wrote about in the Hymn Amazing Grace. It is time that we, as 

Person C, as believers in Jesus Christ let this Life Changing Grace do more 

than just free us from Sin. We must be open to the ways God is going to 

change our lives and willing to let go of things that are holding us back. Saul 

was never going to stop persecuting the Church unless he was humbled, and 

Newton was never going to stop being a slave Master unless the sea was taken 

from him.  

 So, what is it in your life that you are holding onto which is keeping you 

from becoming the person God created you to be? 

 To help figure out what holds us back from allowing Grace to be Life 

Changing in our lives; I want to challenge each and everyone of us here, 

myself included, to remember, every day, the power of God’s Grace. 

Remember where you were without it and where you are now because of it. 

Never take for granted how that Grace came to be, the suffering and the death 

of Christ bought that Grace for us, horrible sinners.  
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John Newton wouldn’t forget that, at the end of his life he said this, 

even as his own personal memory was fading away: “My memory is nearly 

gone; but I will remember two things: That I am a great sinner and that Christ 

is a Great Savior”. 


