
 

“He Preaches the Faith He Once Tried to Destroy” 
(Galatians 1:13-24) 

 
 
 

Introduction:  Is grace visible or invisible?  That is, is there any way that you can tell whether 
you, or someone else, has grace in your heart?  Can you know whether or not you are a 
Christian?  Does grace produce any visible signs in the life of those who have it?  When I was 
in college, one of my Bible instructors quoted with approval a poll that said 90% of all 
Americans claim to be born-again.  He thought that this was true.  Obviously, he did not 
believe that grace changes the life.  But can it be that a vast majority of Americans are truly 
converted?  Shouldn’t  we expect that those who are truly born again will live differently than 
those who are dead in trespass and sin?   
 Now obviously we need to exercise caution in this area.  We must remember that God 
alone can see the heart.  He is the only One who knows with certainty whether or not someone 
is His child.  After all, He is the One who made the choice, and He is the One who actually 
saves all who are saved.  The lessons of history should also teach us against making rash 
judgments.  During the Great Awakening there were those who believed that everyone who 
opposed the revival were unconverted.  If that one in opposition happened to be a minister, then 
they taught that true believers ought to leave that congregation and join one with a regenerate 
minister.  Sometimes the evaluations of men, even of those well-meaning, may be wrong.  
They base their judgments on the wrong kind of evidence.  They fail to evaluate accurately what 
they see.  Some say that we shouldn’t even try to make such a judgment.  We should simply 
accept whatever a person professes.  But Jesus tells us that this should not always be the case.  
There are times in which we need to make such an evaluation.  For instance, in the matter of 
church membership.  The elders of the church must do all that they can to make sure that false 
professors do not enter into the communion of the church, and thus pollute its purity.  But how 
can they do this?  God has not put a special window in the heart and soul of man, or an indicator 
light, that can show us whether or not grace is there, has He?  No.  God has not given the elders 
a special spiritual faculty to make this judgment, which no laymen possesses, has He?  No.  But 
He has given us eyes to see and ears to hear.  He has given us a mind to perceive and evaluate 
what we do see and hear.  It is true that we cannot see their hearts, but we can see the fruits of 
their hearts; we can see their actions, what they do.  Jesus said concerning the false prophets, 
“You will know them by their fruits.  Grapes are not gathered from thorn bushes, nor figs 
from thistles, are they?  Even so, every good tree bears good fruit; but the bad tree bears 
bad fruit.  A good tree cannot produce bad fruit, nor can a bad tree produce good fruit” 
(Matt. 7:16-18).  If a false prophet may be known by his fruits, then why not others as well?  
The heart is only visible to God, but a man’s words, attitudes and actions are visible for all to 
see.  If the heart of a man is bad, then his life will bring forth bad fruit in all these areas.  But if 
his heart is good, by the grace of God, then he will bear good fruit in all these areas for everyone 
to see.   
 Our text this morning gives us an important example of this very thing.  It tells us 
something of the conversion of the apostle Paul and of his movements just after that work of 
grace.  Now his main purpose in giving us this information is to prove what he has already said 
in verses 12-13, that he did not receive the Gospel from man, but through a revelation of Jesus 
Christ.  He was not tutored or schooled by anyone, but he received his teaching directly from 
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Christ.  But this account also tells us of the remarkable change that he underwent after he 
received the grace of God.  It tells us of one who went from being a hater of Christ to a lover of 
Christ, from being a destroyer of the church to its primary builder, from being a servant of sin to 
a servant of righteousness.  It tells us that the grace of Christ does make a difference in the life 
of its possessors, so that we should expect to see remarkable differences between those who are 
spiritually alive, and those who are spiritually dead.  What it tells us is that,  
 
 The grace of God powerfully transforms the hearts and lives of those who receive it, so 
much so that it can be seen by others.   
 
I.  First, I Want You to Remember What Paul Was Like Before He Received the Grace of God.   

A.  He Says, “For you have heard of my former manner of life in Judaism, how I used to 
persecute the church of God beyond measure, and tried to destroy it” (v. 13).   
1.  Paul, in his unconverted state, was an enemy of Christ.     

a.  He did everything that he could to destroy the church.  He said, “And I persecuted 
this Way to the death, binding and putting both men and women into prisons, 
as also the high priest and all the Council of the elders can testify.  From them I 
also received letters to the brethren, and started off for Damascus in order to 
bring even those who were there to Jerusalem as prisoners to be punished” 
(Acts 22:4-5).   

b.  He persecuted the church because he hated Christ.  When Paul was before Agrippa, 
he said, “So then, I thought to myself that I had to do many things hostile to the 
name of Jesus of Nazareth.  And this is just what I did in Jerusalem; not only 
did I lock up many of the saints in prisons, having received authority from the 
chief priests, but also when they were being put to death I cast my vote against 
them.  And as I punished them often in all the synagogues, I tried to force them 
to blaspheme; and being furiously enraged at them, I kept pursuing them even 
to foreign cities” (Acts 26:9-11).   

c.  Paul’s heart, before the grace of God, was wicked, and this wickedness showed 
itself in his words, attitudes and actions.   

 
2  The natural man, the man who is a stranger to the grace of God, has an innate, inborn 

enmity against the things of the Lord.  He hates them.   
a.  Jesus said, “For everyone who does evil hates the light, and does not come to the 

light, lest his deeds should be exposed” (John 3:20).   
b.  He does not have a taste for true moral purity.  He does not have a taste for 

holiness.   He loves the darkness, and so he lives in it.   
c.  If he ever ventures out of his gloomy cave toward the light, it is only to try and put 

out its brilliance, for its brightness pains his immoral heart.   
d.  Paul says that the unbeliever tries to “suppress the truth in unrighteousness” 

(Rom. 1:18).   
e.  Can this hatred of the light be seen outwardly in the way that a man lives?   

(i)  We have to be careful here.  Sometimes the ungodly can fool you by their 
outward conformity to God’s Law.  They look like they are doing the right 
things, but they are doing them for the wrong reasons.   

(ii)  But even so, all of their darkness cannot be hidden.  It will eventually become 
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evident if you look closely and long enough.  A tree is known by its fruits.   
 

B.  Now This Does Not Mean that An Unregenerate Person Cannot Be a Religious Person.  
Paul, when He yet Unconverted, Was Very Religious.  He Says, “And I was advancing 
in Judaism beyond many of my contemporaries among my countrymen, being more 
extremely zealous for my ancestral traditions” (v. 14).   
1.  Paul was “a Pharisee, a son of Pharisees” (Acts 23:6).  He said, “I lived as a 

Pharisee according to the strictest sect of our religion” (26:5).   
a.  He was a zealot.  He jealously pursued the path of Judaism.   
b.  He devoted his life to becoming the very best Pharisee that he could become.   
c.  He went far beyond many of his peers in his zeal for the traditions of the fathers.   
d.  He especially led the way in the persecution of Christianity, a sect which he 

believed overturned many of the things that he held dear.   
 

2.  You can see that his unregenerate heart did not stop him from being very religious.  A 
man can be a child of the devil and still outstrip many in his zeal and devotion for 
religion.     
a.  And here is a point of caution for us: sincerity in religion does not equal conversion.  

Being wholly devoted to a system of religious worship does not mean that you are 
pleasing to God.  A man can give all his possessions to feed the poor and his body 
to be burned, and yet still be destined for perdition (1 Cor. 13:3).   

b.  The fact that a person is a sincere Roman Catholic, Muslim, Mormon, Jehovah’s 
Witness does not mean that he is on his way to heaven.  God has not ordained that 
salvation would come through the works of man.   

c.  As a matter of fact, being raised in the church, being catechized, and confirmed, still 
does not guarantee that there is true grace in the heart.  Many who are in the church 
and who never outwardly renounced or broke the covenant will still be disappointed 
on the day of judgment when they are cast out into the eternal fire.   

d.  Salvation doesn’t come through being born into a covenant household.  It doesn’t 
come from memorizing a catechism.  It doesn’t come through church membership.  
It doesn’t even come through living an outwardly moral life.  It comes through faith 
in the Lord Jesus Christ.   

e.  Paul was born into the covenant.  He knew the Scriptures better than any of us.  He 
never renounced the covenant; he was a member of the covenant community.  His 
works according to the Law were blameless.  His zeal for his faith outstripped just 
about any saint who ever lived, even at this point in his life.  Yet, Paul was 
unconverted and on his way to hell, because he had not closed with Christ, the 
Lord’s Messiah.   

f.  Zeal for religion does not guarantee that a man is saved!   
g.  If that is the case, then how can we know that the life of Christ is in our souls?   
 

II.  Well Secondly,  I Want You to See What Happened to Paul, the Remarkable Change that 
Came Over His Life When He Was Converted.   
A.  He No Longer Tried to Tear Down the Church, But to Build It Up.  The Churches of 

Judea Kept Hearing, “He who once persecuted us is now preaching the faith which he 
once tried to destroy” (v. 23).   
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1.  Before his conversion, he was dragging those who professed Christ off to prison.  
Now, he was doing all in his power to convince men that they should become the 
prisoners of Christ.   

2.  He had been putting Christ’s followers to death.  Now, he was dying to himself and 
seeking to persuade men that they should die to themselves as well, to live for Christ.   

3.  Paul became a zealous advocate of Christianity.  He became an ambassador for Christ.   
4.  He no longer had a blind zeal for the traditions in which he had been raised, thinking 

that through these he was pleasing to the Lord, but now he had a heart set on fire with 
the truth of Christ and of life in His name.   

   
B.  No Longer Was Paul’s Life Antagonistic to the Lord, But Now He Was Giving Cause for 

Others to Praise Him.  “And they were glorifying God because of me” (v. 24).   
1.  Paul’s life so brilliantly shined with the life of Christ, that others could easily see it, 

and glorify God for it.   
a.  Paul’s life was amazingly transformed.   
b.  He became what he preached, “A living and holy sacrifice, acceptable to God” 

(Rom. 12:1).  He met the requirement which Christ demands of all men if they are 
to be His disciples.  Christ said, “If anyone wishes to come after Me, let him deny 
himself, and take up his cross, and follow Me” (Matt. 16:24).   

c.  The change in Paul was not secret; it was not imperceptible.  People did not look at 
him and wonder whether or not he had become a Christian.   

d.  His whole life changed.  “He who once persecuted us is now preaching the faith 
which he once tried to destroy” (v. 23).   

  
2.  The principle of grace in the heart, which the Lord sovereignly bestows through His 

Spirit, is a mighty spring from which arises the holy and sanctified actions of a truly 
godly man.   
a.  You cannot have true grace in your heart and be unaffected by it.   
b.  He gives to us this grace in the first place that our hearts might be stirred up with 

great love and affection for Him, so that we might do what He requires.  Augustine 
wrote, “My whole hope is only in Thy exceeding great mercy. Give what Thou 
commandest, and command what Thou wilt” (Confessions 10:40, p. 280 [Sage]).  
God must first give, and He does, so that we can obey Him.   

c.  We need this grace in our souls, if we are to please Him.  Edwards wrote, “That 
religion which God requires, and will accept, does not consist in weak, dull, and 
lifeless wishes, raising us but a little above a state of indifference: God, in his word, 
greatly insists upon it, that we be in good earnest, “fervent in spirit,” and our hearts 
vigorously engaged in religion: Romans 12:11, “Be ye fervent in spirit, serving the 
Lord.” Deuteronomy 10:12, “And now, Israel, what doth the Lord thy God require of 
thee, but to fear the Lord thy God, to walk in all his ways, and to love him, and to 
serve the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul?” and chap. 6:4, 5, 
“Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God is one Lord: And thou shalt love the Lord thy God 
with all thy heart, and with all thy might.” It is such a fervent vigorous engagedness 
of the heart in religion, that is the fruit of a real circumcision of the heart, or true 
regeneration, and that has the promises of life; Deuteronomy 30:6, “And the Lord thy 
God will circumcise thine heart, and the heart of thy seed, to love the Lord thy God 
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with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, that thou mayest live.”   
  “If we be not in good earnest in religion, and our wills and inclinations be not 

strongly exercised, we are nothing. The things of religion are so great, that there can 
be no suitableness in the exercises of our hearts, to their nature and importance, 
unless they be lively and powerful. In nothing is vigor in the actings of our 
inclinations so requisite, as in religion; and in nothing is lukewarmness so odious” 
(Affections 15-16).   

d.  If the grace of God is in your heart, then your affections for God will move you to 
do His will, even as it did the apostle Paul.   

e.  Even in those who are newly born again, it is unmistakable.  Again, Edwards 
writes, “And though true grace has various degrees, and there are some that are but 
babes in Christ, in whom the exercise of the inclination and will, towards divine and 
heavenly things, is comparatively weak; yet everyone that has the power of godliness 
in his heart, has his inclinations and heart exercised towards God and divine things, 
with such strength and vigor that these holy exercises do prevail in him above all 
carnal or natural affections, and are effectual to overcome them: for every true 
disciple of Christ “loves him above father or mother, wife and children, brethren and 
sisters, houses and lands: yea, than his own life.” From hence it follows, that 
wherever true religion is, there are vigorous exercises of the inclination and will 
towards divine objects” (Affections 16-17 [Sage]).   

g.  The question that you need to ask yourself this morning is:  Is this grace in me?  Is 
my heart stirred up with love to the things of God?  And does my life show that it is 
by the way that I live?   

h.  If you were put on trial in a court of law to determine whether or not you were a 
Christian, would there be enough evidence to convict you?   

i.  The grace of God is powerful.  It produces a radical change in the heart of those 
who possess it.  Has that change taken place in your life?  Are you constantly 
growing more and more in your obedience and dying more and more to your sin?  
Are you seeking to know and do the whole will of God?  Are you striving to find all 
of your secret sins and to put them all to death?  You are, if you are born again here 
this morning.   

j.  But what if upon examination you do not find this grace in your heart?  What then?  
What must you do to be saved?  The Bible says that you must embrace the Lord 
Jesus Christ by faith, and turn from all of your sins.  You must die to yourself, and 
live to Him alone.  You must be born again, if you are to enter into the kingdom of 
God.   

k.  But this is also something which God alone can give.  As Augustine said, “Give 
what Thou commandest, and command what Thou wilt” (Confessions 10:40, p. 280 
[Sage]).  Paul found out that this was true.  It was not until the Lord called him 
through His grace, and revealed His Son in him, that he was fit to be God’s 
instrument.   

l.  And so if you cannot find within yourself the faith that God commands you to have 
in Christ, then you must call out to God, and ask Him to have mercy on you.  Ask 
Him to save you!  You must seek the Lord while He may be found.  You must call 
upon Him while He is near.  He may have mercy on you.   

m.  Isaiah writes, “Let the wicked forsake his way, and the unrighteous man his 
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thoughts; and let him return to the LORD, and He will have compassion on him; and 
to our God, for He will abundantly pardon” (55:6-7).  Amen.   


