Local Arrangement.  Paul - the man and the message.
Opening Prayer.

Lord, this is your day and we come together as the family of God to offer ourselves to you. Be with us as we hear your word, as we bring our prayers to you and as we sing your praises.

May all that we do bring honour and glory to your name. Amen.

Hymn No. 136 Morning has broken.
Introduction. Leader.
Few people, besides Jesus himself, have had such an impact on the church or the Christian faith as the Apostle Paul.
It is to his vision, energy and enthusiasm that we owe the transformation of Christianity from a branch of Judaism to a world-wide faith which still today continues to grow.

Yet few people could have seemed more unlikely candidates for such a job, given Paul’s hatred for anything to do with Jesus, unparalleled in his time.

Admittedly he had many ideally suited gifts which God was able to make use of, but there were equally as many characteristics totally unsuited to the demands of his calling, not least his poor health, his unimposing presence and his so-called ‘thorn in the flesh’, whatever that might have been.

Yet not only was he used uniquely by God in those early days; he continues to speak equally powerfully today, his letters together making up a substantial portion of the New Testament.

Today, then, we stop to consider both the man himself and the message he preached.
What can we learn from the way Jesus changed Paul’s life?

What lessons can we draw from his experiences?

And what does he have to say concerning our own faith and discipleship?

If we are willing to explore such questions we will find the voice of Paul speaking to us here and now and, through that, the voice of God himself.

Prayer.
Sovereign God, we thank you for the way you have spoken across the centuries, the way you have repeatedly changed people and transformed situations in a manner which, to human eyes, looked impossible.

Inspire us today as we reflect upon one such example of your renewing power, and help us through that to understand more clearly everything you are able to do in our own lives and the world today, through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

Reading. Acts 9: 1-9
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Meditation
Jesus? The very name filled me with fury - not just anger but a blind, all-consuming rage.
To think that some were calling him the Messiah, this man who had wilfully flouted the law, desecrated the temple, blasphemed against God himself, and finally suffered the fate due to all his kind, death on a cross - how could anyone look up to a person like that?
Yet there were plenty only too willing, and as if that weren’t enough, they actually claimed he was alive, that somehow he’d cheated death itself and risen from the tomb. Ridiculous!

Well, they could swallow such nonsense if they wanted to, but not me, you could be sure of that.

I knew exactly what I stood for, precisely what I believed, and no one was going to shake me from it, least of all some misguided crank from Galilee.

But if I was secure, others weren’t, and it was my duty to protect them from possible contagion, so I set about his followers with a vengeance, determined to wipe away every last trace of their heresy by whatever means necessary.

Let Jesus show himself now, I sneered!
Only that’s where I came unstuck, for he did, there on the Damascus road - a blinding flash and a voice from heaven: ‘Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?’

It couldn’t be, I thought, surely not?

But it was, the man I believed dead and buried, all too clearly alive!

I expected immediate retribution, to be struck down on the spot as a lesson to all - let’s be clear, I deserved it. But, instead, something very different and completely unexpected - the call to service, to carry his name to the Gentiles, to help build his kingdom. Me! Paul!

I couldn’t believe it, nor anyone else, come to that, the last thing anyone would have imagined possible in their wildest dreams.

Yet that’s how it worked out, the results there to be seen by anyone who cares to question. God, in his mercy, saw fit to use me, the greatest of sinners, the least of disciples, to proclaim the good news of Christ crucified and risen.

I thought I knew just where I stood, that I understood precisely who I was and what I was doing, but I learned that day a truth which still fills me with wonder: the fact that Jesus knew me better than I knew myself, and still loved me, despite it all!
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Prayer. (LEADER)
Gracious God, you are under no illusions about us.

You do not imagine we are better than we really are, nor are you taken in by the mask we wear for the world.

You see us in all our shabbiness and shame, and you reach out in love.

You see us in all our potential and all our weakness, and you find a place in your heart for both.

You see the bad and the good, the worst and the best, and you recognise not only what we are but what we might become through your grace.

Come to us now, as we come to you, and use us for your glory, in the name of Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

Hymn No. 673 Will you come and follow me
Reading. Romans 7: 14-25

Meditation . Have you ever tried turning over a new leaf.

Have you ever tried turning over a new leaf?
I have, again, and again, and again.

Every morning I wake up and say, ‘Today is going to be different!’

And every night I lie down with the knowledge that it wasn’t.

For all my good intentions I make the same mistakes I’ve always made, display the same old weaknesses, succumb to the same old temptations - a constant cycle of failure.

Why does it happen? I just can’t work it out, for I want so much to be faithful -

More than anything else in the world - yet somehow, before I know it, I find I’ve fallen again, unable to do even my own will, let alone God’s.

It’s as though there are two selves at war within me, one intent on good and the other on evil, and you don’t need me to tell you which one emerges the victor.

Can it ever change? I’d like to think so, but I honestly don’t think it will, for though the spirit is willing, the flesh is weak, rushing, like a moth before candle, towards its own destruction.

Do you wonder that I despair sometimes? It’s impossible not to.

Yet I shouldn’t lose heart, because despite it all God still loves me, not for what one day I might be, but for what I am now, with all my sin sticking to me.

That’s why he sent his son into the world - not to save the righteous, but to rescue people like you and me, weak, foolish, faithless, unable to help ourselves.
It doesn’t mean I’ll stop trying, I’ll never do that until my dying day.              
Bu t it does mean, however many times I fail, however often he finds me lying in the gutter, he’ll be there to pick me up and set me on my way again, cleansed, restored, forgiven, the slate wiped clean, ready to start afresh - through his grace, a new creation!

Prayer.  (LEADER)
Merciful God, unlike us you don’t dwell on our failures.

Instead, you invite us to acknowledge them openly before you, to receive your pardon and then to move on.

Teach us to do just that - to accept your offer for what it is and, rather than wallow in our guilt, to rejoice in your mercy.

Help us not simply to talk about new life but to live it joyfully, receiving each moment as your gracious gift; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

Hymn No. 238 Lead us heavenly Father, lead us.
Reading. 1 Corinthians 15:12-22, 35-36, 42-44a, 50-57.

Meditation. ‘What will it be like? They ask me.

‘What will it be like?’ they ask me.

‘What sort of body will we have?’

What sort of clothes? What sort of food?

And then, as if that weren’t enough, ‘When will it be? Where will we go? How will it happen?’ AS IF I SHOULD KNOW!

All right, so maybe I did catch a glimpse of life outside the body, but that doesn’t make me an expert, does it - an authority on the life to come?
Yet admit that to some people and they start to question everything, as though the whole idea of resurrection hinges on our ability to understand it.

I know why they ask, of course I do, for its not easy living with mystery, accepting claims one cannot fathom or even begin to picture; yet is that really anything new when it comes to the things of God?

‘My thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways’-isn’t that what you told us, so why presume they are?
I realised long ago just because we don’t understand something doesn’t mean it isn’t true.

The trouble is we start in the wrong place, looking to what’s yet to be rather than what’s been already, but it’s there that our faith rests - in the wonder of the empty tomb, the folded grave clothes, the risen Lord, in the glorious message of his victory over death, his final triumph over evil.

Isn’t that enough for you? It is for me.                                
I can’t explain how it happened, but I know it’s real, for I’ve met him myself, experienced his presence, died, through his power to the old self and risen to the new.

Take away that and you take away everything.
We’d all like to know more, I accept that, to end, once and for all, the guessing and speculation, but we wouldn’t understand even if it was spelt out for us, for the things God has in store are beyond the human eye to see or heart to conceive.

So no more brooding about the future - what may be, what could be?
Think rather of Christ - what he’s done, what he’s doing and then you will learn to take on trust the things he’s yet to do, and the life which yet shall be.

Prayer.

Sovereign God, you do not ask us to base our faith on what might be but on what has been and what is.

You came to our world in Christ and lived among us, demonstrating your commitment to human kind.

Through him you suffered and died on a cross, but in triumph you rose again, testifying to your victory over death.

And now, through that same Jesus, we experience the daily reality of your presence and the constant wonder of your love.

May all you have done and continue to do inspire us to trust in the future you hold for us, confident that as you are with us now so you shall be for all eternity; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

Hymn No. 347 StF Crown him with many crowns.
Prayers of intercession. (LEADER)  
We have heard many stories Lord, of those you have called to serve you.

You never seemed to mind that they were not always very clever and sometimes not very good.

It didn’t put you off when, like Abraham, they told lies, or even, like Moses when they killed someone. You didn’t take any notice, when like Jeremiah, they made excuses or, like Jonah, they tried to run away. 

It seems that you always have time and space in your love and in your kingdom.

You open your arms to those whom everyone else rejects and you give your promises to those who have wandered far from you.

But Paul was a very clever man, ready to use his mind in your service.

Thank you, Lord, for Paul and the way he reminds us that you expect us to use our minds when we have given our hearts to you.

Paul shows us that following Jesus means we are to use the gifts and skills you have given to us. To think, learn and discover more and more of what it really means to put our trust in you.

And now Lord we pray for people who in different ways spend their lives in the service of others. Those whose work offers us the care, the security, the opportunities and the support that we take for granted in society.
We think of hospitals and hospices, the police, armed forces and emergency services.
Those who volunteer their services or work for charities. Those who work with our young people in schools, colleges and universities. And we think especially for those who work in churches and in the mission field.                               5
Strengthen and encourage them in their work, give them the support, inspiration and resources they need and work through them to express your love for the world.
Lord in your mercy………………………hear our prayer.

Lord, we think about those we know who are ill and we bring then before you now in a few moments silence.

Silence.                                                          
Loving God, give them comfort and healing and may they sense your reassuring presence and know that you are there with them.
Lord in your mercy………………………..hear our prayer.

And we pray for ourselves.

Loving God, save us from simply serving our own ends, from merely doing what we enjoy doing and leaving the rest to others.

Save us from acting out of necessity or routine, but teach us instead to respond from the heart, dedicating all of our life to you, remembering that Jesus died for the sake of the world. Amen.
The Lord’s Prayer.

Our Father, who art in heaven. Hallowed by thy name, Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. 

Give us this day our daily bread, and forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us.
And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. For Thine is the kingdom, the power and the glory. For ever and ever.Amen.

Hymn No. 345 StF And can it be that I should gain. (Set Tune)
Lord, we thank you for our time of worship together; for our fellowship and the opportunity to listen to you word. Help us to take what we have learnt about you today and use it for your glory in the coming week. 
And as we leave this place bless the gifts we leave behind to be used in the work of this your church.
The Grace.
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