
  
My Sermon from Sunday January 28, ‘The Conversion of St. Paul’  ~  “The Secret Life of Paul” 

 
In the written word and through the spoken word may we behold the Living Word, 

our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.  Amen. 
 

The words that I just prayed is the prayer that our Bishop Anne uses at the beginning of her sermons.  
I find this prayer to be moving and provocative.  I hope you do too. 
 
It’s that time of year again ~ the Sunday closest to the Holy Day for The Conversion of St. Paul the 
Apostle.  That day is always January 25 and Paul’s Holy Day marks the traditional end of the week of 
prayer for Christian unity. 
   
I find paul to be a Christian missionary larger than life and I find it challenging to preach on the legacy 
of such a great man.  I thought that I would preach on the 10 most interesting facts about Paul, but I 
eventually decided to preach on “The Secret Life Of Paul,” on “The Unknown Paul.” 
 
When I was channel surfing last week, I came upon a new TV show called Game of Games.  The MC is 
Ellen DeGeneres.  The program consists of a series of games.  Usually a contestant is asked a question 
and if they don’t know the answer they might be dropped into a large vat of mashed potatoes and 
gravy or dropped into the unknown.  When I watched part of the program  ~  yes, I will confess that I 
did watch a good 20 minutes, the 2 contestants were asked to name bones in the body.  They could 
each list several bones and then it got much harder. 
 
I wonder how many facts from the Bible you could name about our Patron Saint, Paul.  3? 5? 10?  
[Think for a moment and list some facts about Paul out loud at home before you read further.] 
 
Here’s 15 facts from the New Testament that we know:  

1. Paul was Jewish 
2. Paul was not one of the 12 Disciples 
3. Paul was born in Tarsus (‘Asia Minor’ then, southeast Turkey now) 
4. Paul was a Roman citizen 
5. Paul’s father was a religious leader ~ a Pharisee 
6. Paul was taught by a great Jewish teacher named Gamaliel 
7. Paul was a tentmaker 
8. Paul wrote more than half of the 27 books in the New Testament 
9. Paul suffered from a “thorn in the flesh” 
10. Paul was present at the stoning of Stephen in Jerusalem 
11. Paul had a vision of the risen Christ on the road to Damascus 
12. Paul was a strong leader 
13. Paul had at least one sister and a nephew (Acts 23:16) 
14. Paul has a vision of heaven 
15. Paul’s missionary journeys were filled with danger and suffering. He was imprisoned, 
 beaten, shipwrecked, and bitten by a poisonous snake. 

 
I’m sure you can think of more.  
 
The ultimate legacy of God’s servant Paul is that through his travels and preaching, Paul caused the 
light of the Gospel to shine throughout the world.  Paul’s indomitable courage led him to be a Christ-
bearer at all times and in all places. 
  
I want to focus this morning on what we don’t know, on the unknown Paul, on the secret life of Paul. 
 
What questions do you have about Paul?  Here are some of mine . . . 
 
After Paul’s conversion, Paul writes that he went away to Arabia for 3 years.  What did he do during 
that time?  Pray?  Preach?  Evangelize?  No one knows. 
 
After Paul has been away for 3 years, he returns to Jerusalem where only Peter and James (not the 
disciple James, but the brother of Jesus James) agree to see him.  Remember, this is the man who 
was known for his zeal in persecuting Christians. 
 
Then Paul returns to his hometown of Tarsus for 14 years.  What did Paul do during those 14 years?  



We have no idea what he did. 
   
Was Paul married?  Paul never mentions in his letters that he was married.  He also never mentions 
any children.  However, Jewish religious leaders, especially Pharisees, were all encouraged to marry 
and to marry before they were out of their teens.  It is possible that Paul was married.  Then what 
happened?  A wife never travelled with him and he never mentioned a wife.  If he was married, here’s 
some possibilities.  Remember this is just speculation . . .  

• His wife may have died during his 14 years back in Tarsus.   
• Paul may have been divorced because his wife was a devout Jew and did not approve of 
 Paul following the teachings of Jesus. 

 
We know that Barnabus was sent to Tarsus to bring Paul to Antioch where both were ordained through 
the laying on of hands.  What did Barnabus say that convinced Paul to leave Asia Minor and to go on 
tour as a missionary? 
 
Here’s something else we don’t know.  What was Paul’s “thorn in the flesh” ?  We know that Paul 
prayed 3 times to have it removed but that did not happen.  Theologians have speculated for 
centuries as to what the thorn was.  One interpretation is the guilt Paul had about his part in the 
persecutions before his conversion.  Others believe that it might have been epilepsy or recurring 
episodes of malaria or vision challenges or saying words that deeply hurt those he loved. 
 
We know that Paul and his good friend and travelling companion Barnabus had a severe clash so that 
they parted company.  Did Paul and Barnabus ever reconcile?  We think and hope they did, as Paul 
writes favourably about Barnabus in his letters. 
 
We know that both Paul and Peter were in Rome in the early 60’s.  What we don’t know is how much 
contact they had, if any. 
   
We are not absolutely certain when Paul died.  Probably in the mid 60’s in Rome.  We believe that he 
was beheaded by a sword and not crucified because he was a Roman citizen. 
   
We are absolutely blessed as Christians to have Paul’s letters in our canon of the New Testament.  
Paul’s greatest message was to encourage love and unity among all people.  May you and I do the 
same.  In the name of Jesus Christ the Lord.  Amen. 
 
Archdeacon Deborah+ 

 


