
Some of you may remember a quiet little film called Monty Python and the Holy Grail.  Maybe some of you could come up and recite the whole thing, which would be entertaining, but I would like to fast forward to the scene with Dennis and King Arthur.  Arthur demands he answers his question about the castle because he is their king. The Peasant Woman responds: Well, I didn’t vote for you.

“You don’t vote for kings.” King Arthur replies.  Then from the Peasant Woman comes the question that Paul addresses in our passage today, just replacing king with apostle.  “Well, how’d you become king, then?”


This question matters, because it answers where ones authority comes from.  Whether you have the right to speak to the matters at hand.  Do you have the background and experience to add to the conversation? Do you have the right to speak?


We know that all of these things play into whether or not we are going to listen to someone.  I loved my grandma, but her medical advice always came secondary to a licensed physician.  However, I believe that more than one person here today has been asked by a doctor, “What do you want to do?”  It can be a frustrating conversation.  You are told you have a condition that you are still searching on google to find out what it means when you are asked by someone specializing in the disease, “What do you want to do?”  Why are you asking me?  I don't even know how to spell it.  You need to tell me what I have and what my options are, and how likely each of those options are to work before I can even begin to weigh in.  I realize that many doctors do this to help engage us in the process and take ownership, but most of us are aware where we should be weighing in.  It helps to know what we are talking about first.


Paul lets us know that he is experienced in this law life that is being promoted.  He is not just a circumcised Jewish man, he was more than that.  He was at the top of his class and not just resting at the top.  He was actively pursuing any that could threaten the faith.  He knows and understands the thoughts and emotions of the Jewish people.  He is also setting us up for a plot twist that we probably don't catch right away.  He is telling us that he was mixed in with the Jewish leadership.  He was being groomed and aspiring towards the Sanhedrin and the High Priests council and was on track.  So he was not just some lackey.  He was the MIT graduate, had a degree from Harvard Law, interned at the Mayo clinic.  He had the credentials.  He had done the work.


The work is sandwiched between the main point.  All his work did not give him or qualify him for this calling or information.  The top piece of bread in verse 12 says, “rather, I received it by revelation from Jesus Christ.”  The bottom expands in verses 15 and 16, “But when God, who set me apart from birth and called me by his grace, was pleased 16 to reveal his Son in me so that I might preach him among the Gentiles, I did not consult any man.”  Paul's emphasis on not talking to any man is not just showing his dependence on Jesus speaking to him clearly on the Damascus road.  It is showing that he is not working at the behest of any Jewish sect.  He is serving at the instruction of Jesus himself.


Verse 17 reinforces this idea.  Paul has this new information and he doesn't go running to Jerusalem, but instead to Arabia.  He should be heading heading to where Jesus was crucified and the church was established on Pentecost, but instead heads to Arabia.  We are prone to think Saudi Arabia, but would be missing the reference that is probably intended here. Arabia includes the whole swath of desert from Syria and Jordan, down to the Red Sea and borders Egypt.  This includes Mt. Horeb, where first Moses, and then Elijah, met God.  This repeated Echo of God calling his prophets is intentional. For Paul, not only knew the story of Elijah, but if we were to make a modern retelling of Paul's life, he would have posters of Elijah on his bedroom wall.  


Elijah and Paul's stories overlap in so many ways.  Both were zealous for God.  Both fought against threats to the faith of God's people.  Both reached a point where all that they thought they knew was called into question.  Paul, like many of us, may have at first wished to rethink walking in the footsteps of Elijah.  None of us like to have everything we think was right called into question.  We want all of the perks, with out any of the problems our heroes walked through.  Just like we want the freedom, the healing, the divine care of Jesus, we will even take the cross, as long as it means just Jesus on the cross, no us.  We are called to that too however.  We are given the freedom, healing and divine care so that we can have the commitment to the suffering, to serve, to lay down our lives out of love for our brothers and sisters.  A high calling that we will celebrate as a nation tomorrow for Memorial Day.


Chapter 19 in Kings follows Elijah challenging the Prophets of Ba'al, winning through God's power, and then slaughtering all the priests of Ba'al.  He is running away to the desert of Arabia when God changes his course.  The time in the desert helps him process all that is going on and how a course correction is necessary.  The same for Paul.  His time, possibly going to Mount Sinai as well during his three years in the desert shows his need for a course correction.  This is not his mission, it is God's mission.  I don't know if Paul's three years in the desert is where academia decided to have seminary last three years, but a similar process occurs.  I remember going in knowing and loving Jesus as my Lord and Savior.  In my time there, the trajectory and the destination were altered.  It was not just about you or me loving Jesus, it was realizing and participating in the establishment of his Kingdom here on earth.  Being his hands and feet so that every part of our world resembled the ways of the Sermon on the Mount more.  


Paul had gone in thinking that the law was foremost and the way to God's favor.  He came out of his time in the desert realizing that the law showed how much he needed grace.  Even more, that the grace of God he needed was already freely given to him.


Now Paul has made a big claim that the message he has received was direct from God.  The story is told three times in Acts of his vision leaving him blind for awhile.  This claim of independence is helpful to some but could be questioned by others.  Scripture calls for two or more witnesses for a testimony to be valid.  Moving back to King Arthurs claims as the people's King, if you remember that scene, it continues on with something quite similar to what Paul claims.


Arthurs claim to Kingship is, “The Lady of the Lake, her arm clad in the purest shimmering samite, held aloft Excalibur from the bosom of the water, signifying by divine providence that I, Arthur, was to carry Excalibur. That is why I am your king.”  To which Dennis counters, “Listen. Strange women lying in ponds distributing swords is no basis for a system of government. Supreme executive power derives from a mandate from the masses, not from some farcical aquatic ceremony.”


Paul does not leave his authority with the Divine experience.  He would agree with Dennis that the masses need to concur with the experience as well.  So after three years, Paul did go meet with Peter and James in Jerusalem.  He was able to meet only with them, because no one else knew him.  He was not part of the churches there.  He shared his understanding of the Good News that God had given him and it aligned with the Good News the first apostles had experienced and were preaching.  


While this could still be heard as an plutocracy, not quite the mandate of the masses that Dennis describes.  Verse 24 addresses this.  When the masses, or “the churches in Judea that are in Jesus Christ” heard about Paul and what he was doing, they gave thanks to God for transforming Paul in such a way.  From persecutor to preacher.  From problem maker to solution promoter.  This drastic change is part of the story of all of God's people.  Moses and Elijah had to come face to face with God to see clearly what was happening, as did Paul.


We celebrate today that we no longer have to go to Mount Horeb to have this experience.  But the Spirit of God has come and dwells in the middle of us.  While we each come to God in our own way and journey, as we do, we find that we are being led to the same goal, the Kingdom of God where freedom and a quality of live not possible through our own efforts is possible.  One where we are able to lay down our life for others, because we know it is not our own, because of the tremendous grace offered by Jesus of Nazareth through his death and resurrection.  So let our lives and Spirits be led by the Holy Spirit today and evermore.
