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Second Sunday after Pentecost

June 6, 2010
Galatians 1: 1-10 (11-24)
In my opinion, the Book of Galatians is the biggest “little” book in all of Scripture.   I say this because within its brief six chapters, Galatians clearly defines the true Christian faith.  What I mean is, if you want to learn what the Christian faith is all about, Galatians provides a nice, neat synopsis.  In this epistle, Paul clarifies the true meaning of the Gospel and he does so in no uncertain terms, without equivocations and with no apologize. For Paul, there is one gospel message and that message is that Christ Jesus gave himself to death for our sins to rescue us from this present evil age.  Every Christian everywhere would do well to study the Book of Galatians more often.  We’d probably get in less trouble as the church of Jesus Christ if we did and if the cross of Jesus Christ once again became the focus of our faith and preaching.
Unfortunately for the Galatians though, this letter was written because they already were in trouble regarding the gospel.  Now, I know the reading on the back of the bulletin begins with verse 11 of chapter 1.  However, we need to go back to the beginning of Paul’s letter to really understand the seriousness of the Galatian problem because when we do, we will see that St. Paul is more than just concerned.  He’s angry with them and by beginning here with verse 11, you just don’t catch that.   
Now, how can you tell he is angry?  Well, the first thing you notice with Galatians is that Paul begins his letter without his customary, warm and friendly greeting.  Instead, his greeting is quite terse. “Paul, an apostle – sent not from men nor my man, but by Jesus Christ and God the Father, who raised him from the dead– and all the brothers with me, To the churches of Galatia.”  Normally, Paul would begin with his salutation, acknowledging who he was.  He would then always following with some sort of thanksgiving for the recipients of the letter.  For example, to the Corinthian church Paul, after his salutation, wrote, “I always thank God for you because of his grace given you in Christ Jesus.  For in him you have been enriched in every way – in all your speaking and in all your knowledge–.”  

By contrast, there is none of that here with the Galatian church.   Paul is not thankful for them in any way, shape, or form.  So, coming out of the gate we know that the issue at hand is very serious.  Paul is not the least bit conciliatory toward them and it is not an understatement to say that overall tone of Paul’s letter to the Galatians is stinging and severe.  There is no sense of politeness, there is no hint of concern that he might be hurting someone’s feelings and there is certainly no indication of political correctness.  Paul was, plainly and simply, mad when he wrote this letter.   But why?  Well, it all boils down to the definition of the Gospel. Paul saw that the Galatian church had actually corrupted the very Gospel itself.  In fact, he calls what they are now believing “a different gospel.”  They were becoming steeped in false doctrine, following a path of teaching which neither Paul nor his companions taught them.  Worse, this gospel which was not the gospel threatened their very salvation and that is not an overstatement.  Now, I know that living in a day and age when we seem to accept a lot of false teaching within the ranks of Christianity, Paul getting upset may strike us as a bit extreme.  When we hear of disputes over correct doctrine we tend to find the whole thing picayune. “Oh, what’s the big deal? Aren’t we just splitting theological hairs? So what if they believe differently? Is it really all that important?  Shouldn’t we just try to get along?”   Paul, however, shows us that he has no tolerance for false teaching; none whatsoever because he knew that corrupting the gospel endangered people’s salvation.  My dear friends in Christ, here is the issue:  although one may label something “the gospel,” although they may refer to what they teach as “the gospel” if it does not proclaim the full and free forgiveness of sins won by the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ that is granted to us freely with no contribution on our part, then it is no gospel at all.  That is exactly the point Paul tries to make in his opening verses. 

So, what specifically was the issue at hand?  Well, in Lutheran terms, the Galatians were confusing Law and Gospel so much so that the true Gospel was being replaced by the Law. You see, a group of men called Judaizers made a habit of following Paul around.  After Paul would establish a church in a region, the Judaizers would come in and literally subvert what Paul and his companions taught the people.  First, these men would tell the church that Paul was not an “authentic” apostle.  Paul, according to them, was inferior because he was not one of the original twelve and that all he was trying to do was please men with his message. That’s why in our reading for today, Paul states that the gospel he proclaims did not come from any man but directly from the Lord himself.  He is defending the authority of the word he preached.

 Second, regarding Paul’s teachings concerning Christ, Paul’s critics said that Paul didn’t tell them the whole story.  According to the Judaizers, Paul only told them the good things but left off the undesirable aspect of Christianity.  They were there to set things straight.  So, they taught the people that believing in Jesus and trusting in his death and resurrection for your salvation was not enough in and of itself.  That was only the beginning.  Jesus, so to speak, brought you into the race but finishing the race was up to you.  Baptism into Christ made one only a novice.  If you wanted to advance in your faith and assure yourself of salvation, you had to keep the Mosaic laws; all of them.  So, for example, you would need to be circumcised and obey the Sabbath and keep all the dietary laws.  It was up to you to complete your salvation and this you did through your obedience.  To put this in theological terms, justification by faith was to be followed by justification by works.

The problem with this, as Paul recognized (and hopefully you do to) is that it guts the Gospel of its power completely.  My dear friends in Christ, let me be explicitly clear on this:  one cannot add to the Gospel.  Either Jesus saves you one hundred percent or you save yourself.  Either Jesus saves you by his works, or you save yourself by yours.  There is no in between.  There is no commingling of Law and Gospel.  Like oil and water, the two cannot be mixed.  The Gospel tells us that the fullness of our salvation was completed when Jesus died on the cross.  If I now believe that my works are necessary to complete the process, if I have to add them to the cross, then I am saying that Jesus’ suffering and death on the cross didn’t do it all.  It is looking at Jesus whose dying words on the cross were, “It is finished,” and saying, “No it’s not! There’s still more for me to do!” 

This is not only a grave insult to our crucified Lord but completely contradicts the Scriptures.  Think of this in a mathematical sense.  To say that our salvation is Jesus plus anything is to say that it is not Jesus alone.  By adding our works into the mix we are by necessity saying that Jesus’ death and resurrection were less than one hundred percent and that we must make up the difference.  Even if the percentage we are to contribute is small, let’s say 2%, we are still relying on ourselves to complete our salvation.  That is actually a denial of God’s complete and total grace.  In truth, adding anything to the true gospel actually reduces its saving power and your assurance of salvation.  It is placing our trust not on Jesus fully and completely, but placing our trust in myself.  And here is the worse part, when I begin to rely on my imperfect works rather than Jesus’ perfect work, I throw myself into doubt.

This was the Galatian error and guess what?  This error is still very much alive in the church today.  I can guarantee you that if you turn on Christian radio and listen to it for awhile, nine out ten sermons will be focused one hundred percent on your life and what you are doing instead of focusing in on Jesus Christ and what he has done.  Now, the message comes in various forms, some will say, “Jesus saved you, but now you must be obedient.” Or, you will hear, “Jesus is your Savior.  But, is he Lord of your life.”  However, the implication is the same:  you, like the Galatians, must complete you salvation through obedience to the Law.  This places the burden back on you when, ironically, Christ came to set us free from the burden of the Law.

I am not alone in this observation.  A while back, I purchased a book entitled, “The Gospel Solution.”  It was written by a pastor named, Tom Weaver.  He grew up in a tradition which taught that the focus of your faith was on your obedience.  It was only after discovering the distinction between Law and Gospel as an adult that he truly came to understand the fullness of the Gospel.  Listen to what he wrote about his life before he truly understood the Gospel:

The most basic problem troubling me was my concern over how someone becomes a Christian.  I heard different answers on salvation, depending on whom I listened to.  For example, many teach that a Christian is someone who receives the Lord Jesus in faith, has his sins washed away in the blood of Christ and then keeps the Ten Commandments as the principle of his Christian life.  This can be summarized in the formula: Grace is God’s response to us, and Law is our response to God.

That view sounds reasonable, but I was unable to keep the Ten Commandments before I knew the Lord, and I was still unable after becoming a believer.  I wanted to obey, but I just couldn’t do it.  I might give lip-service to following those laws in order to convince myself that I was obeying, but whenever I became serious in my attempts, I would immediately become frustrated with how far I fell short.
Weaver goes on and comes to this conclusion, “When Christians try to live by his teachings, they place themselves in bondage to a new form of Christian legalism that can only lead to frustration.”  Paul would put it differently; it is “no gospel at all,” which could lead to damnation.
My dear friends in Christ, many Christians, after coming to salvation find themselves in the same dilemma as Pastor Weaver.  Maybe even some of you here today continue to burden yourselves with the Law, doubting that Jesus’ death on the cross was really all sufficient and that just being saved isn’t good enough.  Do you still believe that there is still something more you must do?  Do you still believe that your salvation depends upon your obedience to the Law?  To be blunt, if you believe that, it is simply another form of works righteousness.  You are ultimately relying upon yourself and not Jesus.  And, an emphasis on obedience forces you to look at yourself for the proof of your salvation instead of to Jesus.  But, here’s the problem, if you are looking at your life for proof, you will never find it.  You will always, like Pastor Weaver, fall short of the glory of God.  I can guarantee that for every time you love your neighbor, I can find a dozen times when you neglected him.  I can guarantee you that for every time you do a good deed for church, there are dozens of times when you did nothing.  Don’t get me wrong, good works are important in the life of every Christian, but, they play no role whatsoever in our salvation.  Our works and our obedience follow our salvation, they do not precede it or affect it.

And, my dear friends in Christ, this is the good news of the gospel.  The peace and freedom which comes to us through Gospel is there exactly because our works do not play a role.  Jesus has taken our works completely out of the formula.  The Good News is that Jesus has done it all.  His death on the cross was no halfway attempt at our salvation.  It was full and complete.  Paul makes that clear in verse 3 and 4 of our text,, “Jesus gave himself for our sins to rescue us from the present evil age according to the will of God.”  Notice who is driving the verbs here: Jesus gave, Jesus rescued.  The Gospel, the true Gospel, is all about what Jesus did for us.  He knew that burden of the Law was too much for us to carry, so he carried it for us.  He knew the price was too large for us to pay, so he paid it for us.  And he knew we could never do it, so he did it and he did it perfectly for us.  Therefore, there is nothing more for us to do except to live in the freedom of the Gospel.

And that is exactly where Jesus wants us to live.  We live knowing that even if we fail, and we will fail, the Gospel still covers our sins.  We know that even when we disappoint God, and we sadly will disappoint him, for Jesus’ sake, his love for us still continues.  We know this because Jesus has done it all, he has saved us and he has done so perfectly.  And that is where we find our assurance ---- we look to Jesus always and to ourselves never.  This is the gospel of our Lord and, my dear friends in Christ, there is no other Gospel.  We are saved by Jesus and Jesus alone.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen.

