
The Apostle Paul 

We are beginning of a year-long look at the life and letters of the Apostle Paul. The early church 
began and grew in a culture that in many ways resembles our culture today. The church began in 
Israel which was a nothing country and was virtually insignificant in the Roman world. It was 
viewed as out of step with the real world and looked down upon by the sophisticated Romans 
and Greeks. Today we hear too often that the church is out of date, a relic of the past, out of 
touch with the real world. There is little difference from Paul’s day. 

The church began and grew in a world saturated with religion. Every significant city made it 
obvious religion abounded. Polytheism was the essence of the religious life in the day the church 
was born and grew. There were temples to multiple national deities and an almost endless list of 
local gods and philosophies. Everyone had a smorgasbord of religious ideas to choose from. 
Today we seek to grow the church in a culture of pluralism. We constantly hear that whatever 
you believe is acceptable so long as you truly believe it. 

The church began in a culture that was deeply divided along racial, economic and ethnic lines. 
Our culture is basically the same. We have the rich and the poor, the elite who run things and the 
rest of us who seemingly have less and less say. Our response to these challenges is, in part, the 
same response the church gave through Paul to the Roman world. Read what Paul wrote to the 
newly organized church in Corinth in I Corinthians 1:18-27.  

Read how Paul dealt with the challenge of polytheism of his day in Romans 1:14-16. Paul dealt 
with virtually all of the ethical issues we still struggle with in our society.  

In I Corinthians alone Paul dealt with divisions that separate churches, lawsuits, marriage, sexual 
promiscuity, pride etc. He urged the early Christians, as we are urged today, to remain true to the 
standards of daily life God as set forth for us. And Paul urged the early church to maintain a 
positive witness in the world the same way we are to do that, by living and acting in the context 
of love for without love our witness will fall on deaf ears. 

He was the man the Jews called Saul and the Greeks called Paul. Acts 21 tells us that some Jews 
attempted to kill Paul because of his message that Jesus was the Messiah. They were dragging 
him out of the city to stone him to death when the mob was stopped by a contingency of Roman 
soldiers. Paul asked to speak. They granted him permission. Paul declared, according to Acts 
21:39, “I am a Jew, from Tarsus in Cilicia, a citizen of no ordinary city.” 

Paul was born in Tarsus which was a perfect place for God to produce in him all that is necessary 
to enable him to accomplish what God wanted to accomplish through him. Both the city and 
family he was born in played a vital role in preparing him for God’s ministry.  

Paul told the Roman soldiers that Tarsus was no ordinary city, probably putting that mildly. 
Tarsus was the most important city in the fertile plain of Cilicia in southwest Asia Minor or 
known today as Turkey. Over a period of a couple of hundred years before Paul just about every 
major civilization occupied Tarsus and left its cultural impact there. There could not have been a 
place more suited to prepare anyone for a cross-cultural ministry. The city was a host to multiple 



languages and thought patterns. Paul spoke Greek in the community and Aramaic, a dialect of 
Hebrew, in the home.  

Paul was born into an influential Jewish family. He was the name Saul, literally “asked for.” His 
parents prayed for a child or perhaps he was named after King Saul. The Jewish community, in 
Tarsus for well over 100 years, was of significant size to provide opportunities to study the faith 
and be involved in Jewish celebration. 

His family was influential in Tarsus. His father was a Roman citizen, a privilege not many born 
outside of Rome enjoyed. Tarsus was also a center of education, with its own university. Paul, as 
a strict Jew, would not have studied under any of them but undoubtedly was exposed to the 
philosophical thinking of that community. 

Read Philippians 3:4-6 where Paul detailed what his life was like during those early years. Note 
especially that he was a Pharisee and faultless when it came to Jewish legalism aimed at being 
righteous. His Jewish heritage, lived in a multi-cultural community, impacted everything he did.  

At some point Paul learned from his father the trade of tent making. Tarsus was known for tents 
made from rare black sheep that were raised in the mountains near there. Those tents were 
considered the best in the world. Later in life he would be able to use those skills to earn a living 
as he established fledgling churches across the Roman Empire. 

As a good Jew Paul would have been sent to the local synagogue school to learn the Hebrew 
language, the history of Israel and the Scriptures, which were just the Old Testament.  

At some point, probably around the age of 14 or 15, he traveled to Jerusalem where he studied 
under of one the great Jewish teachers of all time. At the feet of Gamaliel Paul mastered the 
Scriptures and the skills of debating. Some have described his education as a combination of 
rabbi and lawyer. He could defend the Scriptures and present a case for their acceptance. 

At some point he returned to Jerusalem where he served as a member of the Sanhedrin, the 70 
elder council that made or applied the rules of Judaism. It was an extremely important position 
and serves as a reminder of the future it appeared he had in Judaism. 

The first biblical reference to Paul is found in Acts 8:1, The background was that Stephen was 
arrested by the members of a local synagogue and found guilty, in their view, of blasphemy 
because he declared he saw Jesus seated in glory. They took Stephen out of the city and stoned 
him to death. Acts 8:1 simply says “And Saul approved of their killing him.”  

Even this quick look at Paul’s background is sufficient to tell us that everything about his 
upbringing prepared him for the ministry God had for him. He was born with an incredible mind 
and had every opportunity to develop it. He was raised in a strict Jewish home where the study of 
the Scriptures was vital. He lived in a community that enabled him to interact with and 
understand a variety of cultural settings. He inherited Roman citizenship, which was so 
important during several of his missionary trips. His family had the financial resources to send 
him to Jerusalem and support him as he studied under one of the truly great teachers of his day. 
God always prepares His servants to accomplish what He has for them to do. 



Bottom line, God uniquely designs each of us to accomplish what He wants to accomplish 
through us. He has put us in the places where we can have the experiences and opportunities He 
knows we need to be what He asks us to be. None of us were born into a family by chance or 
into a community by accident. The experiences we have had were sent by God to equip us for the 
ministry He has for us. 

In the year ahead we will face opportunities and challenges to share our faith or serve God in one 
way or another. Satan would love to convince us that no one in our culture really wants to hear 
about Jesus. I am sure Paul heard that often but the church was not only born, it grew in a 
fantastic way because the church has something to offer that no one else has and the world needs 
desperately. 

Satan will try to convince us that we are not the ones to do it. We have not been properly trained 
or don’t have the ability. God has prepared and equipped us to accomplish all He asks us to do. 

Paul wrote in I Corinthians 4:16 “I urge you to imitate me.” We cannot imitate the background 
Paul grew up in but we can imitate the way he used the opportunities he was raised with and the 
experience God gave him to accomplish what God called him to do. That we can and should 
imitate.  


