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Georgetown Presbyterian Church   How to Be a Hero 
 
Paul’s trials in the final chapters of Acts are as dramatic as an action movie — 
think Robin Hood Prince of Thieves. First, an enraged crowd seizes our hero.  
The crowd is beating him when the Roman military swoops in and throws him 
into prison to protect him from the mob. The crowd wants to kill him and they 
arrange a plan to assassinate him the next time he is transferred from his prison 
cell. Meanwhile, the Roman soldiers torture him to try and get information from 
him. Then Paul is brought before the council of rulers.  And he appears before the 
high priest, Ananias. Paul and Ananias get into a verbal spat and Paul gets hit in 
the face. Paul essentially talks back to Ananias, calling him a whitewashed wall — 
clean on the outside but only a shallow veneer. Paul is displaying his disdain and 
lack of fear for the ruler. Paul knows if you make these people mad you could be 
tortured, like Peter, or killed, like Stephen. Paul knows he is in danger and yet 
makes demonstrative statements about his faith and his loyalties — “I am on trial 
concerning the hope of the resurrection of the dead.” The crowds, divided over 
their beliefs around the resurrection, erupt into violence and chaos. The soldiers 
again usher Paul away and back behind bars.   
 
It is there, in prison, the Lord Jesus appears and gives Paul a pep talk. “Keep up 
your courage! You have testified for me in Jerusalem, so you must bear witness 
also in Rome.” Interestingly, this is not a ‘get out of jail free’ situation. Usually 
when Paul is behind bars the Holy Spirit intercedes and he quickly finds his 
freedom. But not this time — there will be no grand escape or chains 
miraculously falling to the side. This time Jesus simply pays him a pastoral 
prison visit. And then Paul essentially remains in custody in one form or another 
for the rest of the book of Acts. 
 
Scholar Matt Skinner writes,“The same divine care that previously unlocked 
doors and frustrated authorities continues to abide with Paul. This care still 
accompanies Paul’s efforts to bear witness to Jesus, even as he remains under 
guard.” What does it mean that Jesus appeared to Paul when he was behind bars?  
What does it mean for God to accompany humanity in our joys and in our trials?  
For Paul, in this episode, Jesus’ appearance brings him comfort and courage and 
a renewed calling. Maybe what we learn from Paul in his final chapters, maybe 
what we learn from Jesus in Paul’s final chapters, are some of his most important 
lessons? Jesus visits Paul and asks him to be courageous and keep up his witness 
even if that witness will only now be offered in captivity. Jesus is teaching Paul 
about what he expects of this disciple at the end of this life, the end of his public 
ministry — and it is not some superman escape move but it is courageous 
persistence in faithfulness despite his circumstances.   
 
Paul is a hero of the Christian church with his miraculous conversion story, his 
tenacious convictions, and his dogged determination to spread the gospel. And 
yet, Paul does not get a hero’s ending. He is no James Bond who ultimately 
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escapes the bad guys, saves the day, wins the leather-clad supermodel, and enjoys 
a refreshing Heineken.  Paul’s action movie doesn’t end this way and maybe that 
is to remind us that Saint Paul is not actually the star of the show. This ending 
also gives us the opportunity to reflect on Paul’s larger witness and impact on the 
Christian church outside of his brushes with danger and death. In Act’s chapter 
20, Paul says, “I consider my life worth nothing to me; my only aim is to finish 
the race and complete the task the Lord Jesus has given me.”   
 
Paul, like the rest of us, is an actor in God’s larger drama aimed to bring salvation 
to the world. Paul has been called to serve in this mission in a variety of forms 
and at the end of his life, he proves his heroisms by his faithfulness and his ability 
to still inspire others. Paul first inspired men and women like Timothy and Titus 
and Phoebe to become followers of Christ. Then he inspired churches through his 
visits and his letters in Corinth and Ephesus and Rome to become communities 
of faith. Then he inspired generations of new converts to believe they too could be 
welcomed into this faith. And Paul still helps ‘would be’ disciples believe that 
forgiveness from God is possible, and that new lives can begin in Christ, and that 
ordinary people can receive divine callings. Paul became a hero because of the 
faith he inspired in others. 
 
It is the same reason why Fred Rogers has recently been recognized with hero 
status. Not because underneath that cardigan he had a superman costume but 
because by being himself he inspired others to be better. This past week we 
celebrated All Saints Day, the day when we remember and commemorate the 
people in our lives that have died.  Last Sunday, in anticipation of that day we 
sang the hymn, For All the Saints. And that hymn has a powerful way of evoking 
strong memories, and occasional tears, throughout the congregation. As we sing 
it, we remember the people, ‘who from their labors rest,’ but who inspired us in 
their own lives and by their witness continue to shape our lives of faith. These 
people become hero’s in the faith — not hero’s usually for grand and mighty acts 
but hero’s for the influence they play upon our lives.   
 
Matt Skinner, in reflecting on Paul’s heroism writes, “A hero, then, isn’t a person 
who can do things no one else can do. It’s someone whose endurance, faith, and 
love shakes the rest of us out of our lethargy just enough to imagine we’re capable 
of doing similar things and thus also capable of experiencing God’s presence in 
life-altering ways.”   
 
That’s a great definition — a hero helps us to experience God’s presence. It’s not 
the traditional definition where you need to have outstanding achievements or 
wield great power or have noble qualities. But maybe by God’s standard, to be a 
hero you don’t have to climb walls or wear capes or fly through the air – you just 
need to be able to provide inspiration and illumination for others. That means 
you can still be a hero if you are behind bars. It means you can still be a hero if 
you have faced failures and setbacks. It means you can still be a hero if you are 
old or if you are young. It means you can still be a hero if you are quiet or humble 
or poor.   
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Christian author and theologian, Henri Nouwen wrote about his friendship with a 
severely disabled man named Adam who he met when he had been called away 
from the ivy tower of the university and into the L’Arche Community for the 
severely disabled. Adam could do very little for himself and needed almost 
constant care throughout the day. And yet somehow Adam was able to help this 
great professor of religion see God in new ways, experience God’s love on deeper 
levels, and come to believe in his own inner self-worth because of the impact of 
Adam on his life. Adam without a degree or a dollar to his name brought a man of 
vast intellect and privilege closer to God. Because Adam didn’t love Henri for the 
books he wrote or the titles he carried or the speeches he gave, Adam’s love was 
given simply because he was Henri. And finally Henri Nouwen understood how 
God saw him.   
 
Remember our definition: “A hero, then, isn’t a person who can do things no one 
else can do. It’s someone whose endurance, faith, and love shakes the rest of us 
out of our lethargy just enough to imagine we’re capable of doing similar things 
and thus also capable of experiencing God’s presence in life-altering ways.”  
Adam was a hero.   
 
A hero can be a grandmother who reads the Bible to you. Or a parent who forces 
you to go to church. Or an author who helps you to understand the mysteries of 
faith. A friend who stands beside you in times of darkness. A teacher, a coach, a 
colleague anyone who makes you believe that their faith, hope, and love are real 
and possible for you. These people become our hero’s as they point us in the right 
direction and help us to believe in our callings and in abiding God’s love for us. 
 
Paul was a hero but not because he fought in the streets and spent time behind 
bars. Paul is a hero because of his faithfulness to Jesus and the ways he has 
pointed others to God. Jesus told Paul to have courage and to continue to witness 
— even in the midst of his trials. There is a lesson there for all of us — that even 
when life is hard or you feel less than heroic you are still being called to serve the 
kingdom. You are still called to bear witness. You are still called to remain 
faithful.  
 
A friend and mentor of mine, Blair Monie, was the pastor of Preston Hollow 
Presbyterian Church in Texas and professor at Austin Seminary. He died this last 
week after a short battle with cancer. Blair was a total hero — he could preach 
with conviction, he could laugh with gusto, he could drink martinis with the best 
of them. Blair used to help me craft sermons at our Princeton board meetings and 
he never failed to amaze me with how this stuff just oozed out of him: faith, and 
experiences of God, and encouragement for others. I am sure in his final year, 
when Blair felt trapped must like Paul, Jesus appeared to him and said, “Be of 
good courage, you have been my disciple and you still bear witness to my name.”  
And so he did and even to the end he pointed others towards God. That is our 
common calling — in our words, in our actions, and in our own quiet faithfulness 
we point others towards the light of God and the love of Christ.  That is what it 
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means to be a hero — not in the world, but in the church, and in the lives of those 
you inspire. 
 
I would like to leave you today with the benediction Blair gave to his congregation 
every time he concluded a worship service. Hear these words as a blessing — a 
blessing of encouragement for wherever you are that you too might have courage 
and continue to bear witness to Jesus Christ, and point others towards God. 
 
Now as you leave this place, may the living Lord go with you.  
May he go behind you to encourage you, 
Beside you to befriend you in obedient ministry,  
Above you to watch over you, 
Beneath you to lift you from your sorrows, 
Within you to give you the gifts of faith, hope, and love, 
And always before you to show you the way. 
 
Amen. 


