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Introduction and Acknowledgments:

After taking about 2 months to teach through the book of Galatians at Destiny Christian Fellowship, I decided it might be worthwhile to take a few extra hours to lightly edit the messages and convert them into a rough manuscript. 
I am grateful to Julie Sumwalt for reading through the unedited sermons and correcting my most glaring grammatical errors and insisting on at least a few commas! In case you didn’t pick up on the subtle “lightly edit” and “rough manuscript”, let me explain that my instructions to Julie were to keep the preachy feel and only edit where absolutely necessary. The end product I hope will translate similarly to a “live” music CD, where only the most painful of squeals and missed notes are subsequently re-recorded in the studio. If I understand correctly most bands do this to try to maintain the live, raw and passionate side of what they are doing and accept the loss of a little quality in the process. Hopefully, I have succeeded in doing the same; however, if you are a grammar expert I apologize ahead of time!

The main text of Galatians has been both indented and italicized to make it easier for you to locate a specific passage. The Blessings at the end of each chapter replace the closing prayer, song and benediction that concluded our services at Destiny. 

I hope these messages are a blessing to you.

Pete Scheller 

August 31, 2007

Galatians 1:1-9 There is only one gospel
What is the gospel? How do we go about following Jesus?

I know these are basic questions but they are questions which come up over and over again. We need to be very familiar with the authentic to spot the counterfeits all around us.
Gal 1:1-9 Paul, an apostle-- sent not from men nor by man, but by Jesus Christ and God the Father, who raised him from the dead—2 and all the brothers with me, To the churches in Galatia: 

Can I just begin by exposing a popular myth?

As far as we know God did not change Saul’s name from Saul to Paul – at least not in the same way that Jacob became Israel or Simon became Peter. Saul goes by the name Paul because his ministry is not primarily to the Jews but the Gentiles. If I moved to Mexico I would probably go by the name Pedro or if I lived in Italy by the name Pietro not because I ceased to be Pete but because that is how you say Pete in those countries.
I’m not saying there is no significance to this but there is no evidence to suggest it was a dramatic naming changing encounter with God, like the examples I just mentioned.

Anyway, notice how Paul describes himself: An apostle.

There is a lot of debate today over what an apostle was and whether there are any apostles today. But the most basic meaning is summed up in Paul’s expanded description. An apostle is someone who was sent by God. In that sense, genuine missionaries could legitimately be called apostles – sent ones.

The concept may have been drawn from the Jewish “shaliach” which was a person who had legal authority to act and speak on behalf of the one who had commissioned him, similar to an ambassador or perhaps some who has power of attorney. The one thing a shaliach could not do was appoint a successor. In other words you couldn’t just pass this ministry on to whoever you chose. In the same way the church cannot call someone into a ministry – it only has the authority to recognize the call that God has already made. That seems to tie in with what Paul says next:

“sent not from men nor by man, but by Jesus Christ and God the Father who raised him from the dead…”

Of course anyone can say “God has called me to be an apostle, pastor, teacher, missionary, prophet etc…” That’s why the church’s recognition is so important – even if sometimes it is only given in hindsight. Perhaps in a small way Paul acknowledges that here when he speaks of “all the brothers with me…” Ultimately, I believe Paul’s main point is: “What I am about to say is not just my opinion – it is a message from God!”

3 Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ, 4 who gave himself for our sins to rescue us from the present evil age, according to the will of our God and Father, 5 to whom be glory for ever and ever. Amen.
Grace and Peace. 

We tend to assign minimal meanings to these words like “unmerited favor” and “absence of conflict”. But the Biblical definitions are actually much greater than that. Grace encompasses forgiveness of sin and the ability to abstain from sin as well as spiritual gifts which are literally gifts of grace and much more besides.
“On the personal level, peace means fulfillment; to “die in peace” is to have lived a fulfilled life, to have achieved all God planned. Peace is well-being and freedom from anxiety. In relationships, it is goodwill and harmony, the opposite of war. Towards God, it is the full realization of his favor.” (The Prophecy of Isaiah by J. Alec Motyer p103)
Perhaps Paul wishes the Galatians God’s grace and peace because they will need them to be able to cope with what he is about to say. In opening, Paul also wants to remind them that Jesus gave Himself for their sins and to rescue them from the power of sin, in the here and now. And because of that glory is due to God.

Now he gets right to the point. In fact, Galatians is unusual because Paul does not begin with words of praise or a prayer of thanksgiving for this church – He immediately goes for the jugular! I believe that is an indication of how serious an error they are falling into, though it may also be because this was the first letter he wrote and he was still maturing as an apostle.

6 I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one who called you by the grace of Christ and are turning to a different gospel—7 which is really no gospel at all.
Paul is shocked. Astonished is a strong word. It is the same word used by Jesus when he was amazed at the faith of the Roman centurion in Matt 8:10 or used of the disciples when they were astounded as Jesus calmed the storm on the seas of Galilee. 

Why is he so shocked? Because the Galatians are so quickly deserting Jesus. “So quickly” may refer to how quickly they are becoming convinced of this new message or how soon after their initial conversion to Christ these events are taking place. Perhaps Paul is making a comparison with Israel’s behavior in the past.
Exod 32:1-8 When the people saw that Moses was so long in coming down from the mountain, they gathered around Aaron and said, "Come, make us gods who will go before us. As for this fellow Moses who brought us up out of Egypt, we don't know what has happened to him." 2 Aaron answered them, "Take off the gold earrings that your wives, your sons and your daughters are wearing, and bring them to me." 3 So all the people took off their earrings and brought them to Aaron. 4 He took what they handed him and made it into an idol cast in the shape of a calf, fashioning it with a tool. Then they said, "These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of Egypt." 5 When Aaron saw this, he built an altar in front of the calf and announced, "Tomorrow there will be a festival to the LORD." 6 So the next day the people rose early and sacrificed burnt offerings and presented fellowship offerings. Afterward they sat down to eat and drink and got up to indulge in revelry. 7 Then the LORD said to Moses, "Go down, because your people, whom you brought up out of Egypt, have become corrupt. 8 They have been quick to turn away from what I commanded them and have made themselves an idol cast in the shape of a calf. They have bowed down to it and sacrificed to it and have said, 'These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of Egypt.'

The Israelites abandon the Lord very soon after witnessing His miracles to bring them out of slavery. But if you read this passage carefully you will notice that they do not fully realize that they are in the process of deserting Him.
· They think they have made an image to the ones who brought them out of Egypt, 
· They think they are offering sacrifices to the Lord and 
· They think they are celebrating a festival to Him.

Listen as Donald McCullough explains in his book The Trivialization of God, The Dangerous Illusion of a Manageable Deity p15:
Those who turn from God have nothing but gods of their own making, and these false gods inevitably take concrete form in human life. Idolatry externalizes a false image of the divine. 

Even as Moses was on the mountain receiving (the Ten) commandments, the people turned from God. They lost patience. Where was the One who had led them into such a godforsaken wilderness? They wanted a god who would stay put, a god who would be useful as they journeyed toward whatever the future held. 

So they imagined a different deity, and making their imagination concrete, they fashioned a golden calf. They did not think they had abandoned the God who had saved them (These are your gods, O Israel,” Aaron said, “who brought you up out of the land of Egypt”). But they re-fashioned God to fit their expectations and to service their desires. They reduced God to a more manageable deity; they exchanged the saving God for a trivial god. 

It is worth noting that God gave the commandment against other gods not to pagans but to Israel, the very people of God. Being saved never guarantees worship of the true God.

This is no less of a problem today. Many people think they worship Jesus but in fact have rejected the Biblical Jesus for a more accommodating version. If you asked, “Do you worship Jesus?” They would no doubt say “Yes, of course we do!” But this Jesus is unlike the real one in various ways which make Him more acceptable to us and the culture around us.

These passages remind us that we do not need to make a conscious, deliberate effort to desert Jesus, we just need to substitute something else into first place and the effect will be the same. 

When Paul talks about desertion he uses a word that is related to military or political defection or to a change in religion, philosophy and morals. It is not a subtle word – he is saying he has caught them in the act of desertion. And notice that they are not just deserting the concept of grace but the person of Christ.

Paul reminds them of how they were brought to God in the first place: not by works of the law but by grace. If you read the rest of this letter it is obvious that the subject of grace and the contrast between grace and law is Paul’s central theme.

But how is it that the Galatians are deserting Jesus? They are deserting Him by turning to a different gospel, a different message. 
So how is it different? It is different not so much in the facts presented but in the application of those facts. Paul says, “This is a different gospel - no more accurately it is not the gospel at all! It is a counterfeit, a fake.” You see, we don’t get to choose from a variety of gospels and decide which one suits us best. There is only one gospel. Our only choice is to accept it or reject it.

By gospel, I don’t mean the books of the Bible written about the life of Jesus, but the message of salvation by grace. The reformers used to say, “Salvation is by grace alone, through faith alone, in Christ alone!” We do as much damage by adding to it as we do by taking away from it.

Evidently some people are throwing you into confusion and are trying to pervert the gospel of Christ. 
False teachers have come and have brought confusion with them. Not all confusion is a result of false teaching, but false teaching almost always brings confusion with it. The Galatians are confused about how they are to go about following Jesus. Are they saved by grace or by law?

The false teachers say law or a mixture of grace and law (which ultimately means law!) but Paul says, no, it is just by grace. And Paul implies that the false teachers have done this on purpose. They are trying to pervert, warp or distort the message. In fact, in this case they are turning the gospel into its opposite. The word here for pervert or change is the same one used in Acts 2:20 where we are told that “the sun will be turned to darkness”.

Sometimes I have heard people say. “A little bit of legalism is a good thing.” Perhaps they think legalism will guard you from certain sins but Paul and more importantly Jesus do not share that thinking.

Matt 16:6-12 "Be careful," Jesus said to them. "Be on your guard against the yeast of the Pharisees and Sadducees." 7 They discussed this among themselves and said, "It is because we didn't bring any bread." 8 Aware of their discussion, Jesus asked, "You of little faith, why are you talking among yourselves about having no bread? 9 Do you still not understand? Don't you remember the five loaves for the five thousand, and how many basketfuls you gathered? 10 Or the seven loaves for the four thousand, and how many basketfuls you gathered? 11 How is it you don't understand that I was not talking to you about bread? But be on your guard against the yeast of the Pharisees and Sadducees." 12 Then they understood that he was not telling them to guard against the yeast used in bread, but against the teaching of the Pharisees and Sadducees.

I don’t think a dose of legalism will steer you away from many sins but even if it does it will lead you into others like pride, judgment of others and hypocrisy.

8 But even if we or an angel from heaven should preach a gospel other than the one we preached to you, let him be eternally condemned! 9 As we have already said, so now I say again: If anybody is preaching to you a gospel other than what you accepted, let him be eternally condemned!

Paul is making it clear that the message is far more important than the messenger. Neither Paul nor anyone else has the authority or permission to change it. That’s true even if an angel is the messenger. Think about that in relation to the messages of Islam and Mormonism. Both of their leaders claim to have been given their messages directly by angels!
“If somebody preaches a different gospel,” says Paul, “let him be handed over to the wrath of God!” I know the message you heard to begin with is true because I was one of the ones who preached it to you. This message was not only preached by Paul but accepted by the Galatians. What was that message?
1 Cor 15:3-5 For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance: that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, 4 that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, 5 and that he appeared to Peter, and then to the Twelve.

Jesus died for our sins, was buried and rose again.

· Any message that says our sins are dealt with some other way is not the gospel.

· Any message that says Jesus did not rise again is not the gospel.

There is more to the gospel than this but certainly not less!

But why is Paul so harsh? Surely, everyone is entitled to their opinion! Why does he wish the false teachers would go to hell? Because salvation is at stake, because the glory of Jesus Christ is at stake.

Later in chapter 2:21 he says, “I do not set aside the grace of God, for if righteousness could be gained through the law, Christ died for nothing!”

Intentionally or not, the false teachers are making Jesus death meaningless. That fires Paul up. Remember he had given his life to knowing God through the works of the law and knows full well this is a dead end street. He does not want to see anyone waste time going down this path.

Now there are many distortions of the gospel, including the opposite of this one – that you can worship God but live anyway you please. But this one, “seeking to be made right and kept right with God through keeping some or all of the Old Testament law” never seems to go away.

But the sequence of events is very clear throughout the scriptures, as Paul says in Eph 2:8-10 For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith-- and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—9 not by works, so that no one can boast. 10 For we are God's workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.

We are saved by grace not works, in order to do good works. Salvation comes first – good works are how we say, “Thank You” and demonstrate that our faith is real.

Blessing:
May God lead you to the one true gospel, May He keep you by His grace and May your life overflow with good works to the glory of God.

God’s Redeeming Work
Do you ever wonder why you go through certain things in life? 

Do you ever think to yourself, “I’m too messed up, too broken, too sinful for God to ever use me?”

There are times when I ask those questions, think those thoughts.

Normally when that happens I want to go back to some previous time before… you complete the sentence.

· Before I made a bad decision

· Before I experienced a painful loss

· Before I was sinned against or wounded by another

But friends, God doesn’t go back – He goes forward!

Gal 1:10-24 Am I now trying to win the approval of men, or of God? Or am I trying to please men? If I were still trying to please men, I would not be a servant of Christ. 

Perhaps someone has accused Paul of lowering the bar by saying that gentiles who come to faith in Christ do not need to be circumcised. They appear to be arguing that he has reached that conclusion simply to be more popular.

· Simply to win approval.

· Simply to please people.

But Paul says, “If my objective was to please people, I could not be serving God.” This echoes the words of Jesus Himself found in John 5:44 where He asks “How can you believe if you accept praise from one another, yet make no effort to obtain the praise that comes from the only God?”
For many of us this is an incredibly hard choice. We love to be loved and accepted by other people. We do not like conflict and the temptation to avoid taking unpopular stands is great. But ultimately, friends, if we are to truly follow Jesus we should expect to be despised and disliked at least some of the time. That is a hard truth to swallow but an extremely important one for us to grasp all the same.

11 I want you to know, brothers, that the gospel I preached is not something that man made up. 12 I did not receive it from any man, nor was I taught it; rather, I received it by revelation from Jesus Christ. 

“Listen,” says Paul “the gospel I preach is not man made.”

Let’s face it, the gospel does not naturally appeal to us – it is awkward and offensive, even foolish and it always has been. Listen to the words Paul wrote later in his ministry, recorded in 1 Cor 1:17-24 “For Christ did not send me to baptize, but to preach the gospel-- not with words of human wisdom, lest the cross of Christ be emptied of its power. 18 For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God. 19 For it is written: "I will destroy the wisdom of the wise; the intelligence of the intelligent I will frustrate." 20 Where is the wise man? Where is the scholar? Where is the philosopher of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? 21 For since in the wisdom of God the world through its wisdom did not know him, God was pleased through the foolishness of what was preached to save those who believe. 22 Jews demand miraculous signs and Greeks look for wisdom, 23 but we preach Christ crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, 24 but to those whom God has called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God.”

· The message of the cross is foolishness.

· The message of a crucified messiah is offensive to Jews and ridiculous to gentiles.

Nothing much has changed. Tell a religious person that they must be born again, that Christ died as their substitute and they are offended. Tell a non-religious person that salvation is found in Christ alone through His death on the cross and they will say (or at least think), “That’s stupid. Why would God’s Son have to die – surely there must be another way to put things right.”

· Only those whose eyes God opens can see the gospel for what it is: “the power of God.”

· Only those whose eyes God opens can see Jesus for who He is.

And Paul has had such a revelation. In fact, as we know, his revelation was far more drastic than just hearing someone preach and becoming convinced of the truth. Here is how it happened:

Acts 9:1-6 Meanwhile, Saul was still breathing out murderous threats against the Lord's disciples. He went to the high priest 2 and asked him for letters to the synagogues in Damascus, so that if he found any there who belonged to the Way, whether men or women, he might take them as prisoners to Jerusalem. 3 As he neared Damascus on his journey, suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him. 4 He fell to the ground and heard a voice say to him, "Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?" 5 "Who are you, Lord?" Saul asked. "I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting," he replied. 6 "Now get up and go into the city, and you will be told what you must do." 

And this is what Paul comments on next.

13 For you have heard of my previous way of life in Judaism, how intensely I persecuted the church of God and tried to destroy it. 

Perhaps Paul is asking them, “How do you account for the sudden and dramatic change that took place in me? One day I was persecuting Christ and trying to destroy His church, the next I was proclaiming Christ and trying to bring people to faith in Him!”

14 I was advancing in Judaism beyond many Jews of my own age and was extremely zealous for the traditions of my fathers. 

Again Paul explains his religious background in more detail elsewhere. Phil 3:3-6 For it is we who are the circumcision, we who worship by the Spirit of God, who glory in Christ Jesus, and who put no confidence in the flesh—4 though I myself have reasons for such confidence. If anyone else thinks he has reasons to put confidence in the flesh, I have more: 5 circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; in regard to the law, a Pharisee; 6 as for zeal, persecuting the church; as for legalistic righteousness, faultless. 

In other words, “Listen folks, if tradition saved you, if religion saved you then I would know because you could not follow tradition any more closely than I did, you could not practice the law more closely than I did.”

15 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, 17 nor did I go up to Jerusalem to see those who were apostles before I was, but I went immediately into Arabia and later returned to Damascus. 18 Then after three years, I went up to Jerusalem to get acquainted with Peter and stayed with him fifteen days. 19 I saw none of the other apostles-- only James, the Lord's brother. 20 I assure you before God that what I am writing you is no lie. 

But when God… That’s our story isn’t it? I was busy (fill in the blank) but when God… everything changed. When that happens there is a lot we still don’t know but like the man who was born blind that Jesus healed in John 9 – we can say, “One thing I do know. I was blind but now I see!” (v25)

You really cannot argue with a testimony. Oh we may not join all the dots up correctly but one or two things are so obvious that they are almost impossible to miss.

Lately, I have been captivated by this theme of redemption. The way God takes whatever happens to us and finds a way to use it redemptively. Paul’s story was one of extreme tradition and religious zeal, so when God needed a man who could stand up against religious forces and argue for the purity of the gospel he chose Paul.

Now Paul’s past was put to work for the gospel. No one could outmaneuver him or outrank him when it came to matters of the law or matters of tradition – he understood them as well as any man. He knew where they came from and where they led. He had heard all the arguments, memorized them and taught them himself. Now he would poke holes in them.

God does this throughout the Bible. He even takes people’s mistakes and the result of their sins and uses them for good. He does not inspire the sin and there are still consequences to the sin but somehow God weaves in a redemptive aspect too.

That’s Joseph sold into slavery by his brothers who ends up saving them from certain death. That’s Solomon who was born to David and Bathsheba even though they began their relationship in the shadiest of ways. That’s their story and it’s our story too.

Exod 6:6-7 “Therefore, say to the Israelites: ‘I am the LORD, and I will bring you out from under the yoke of the Egyptians. I will free you from being slaves to them, and I will redeem you with an outstretched arm and with mighty acts of judgment. 7 I will take you as my own people, and I will be your God.’”
God redeemed them and He redeems us too. To redeem means to buy something back. God has redeemed us and bought us back. And He will find ways to redeem our past as we cooperate with Him.

Jer 18:1-6 This is the word that came to Jeremiah from the LORD: 2 "Go down to the potter's house, and there I will give you my message." 3 So I went down to the potter's house, and I saw him working at the wheel. 4 But the pot he was shaping from the clay was marred in his hands; so the potter formed it into another pot, shaping it as seemed best to him. 5 Then the word of the LORD came to me: 6 "O house of Israel, can I not do with you as this potter does?" declares the LORD. "Like clay in the hand of the potter, so are you in my hand, O house of Israel. 

You and I are that clay. And God may begin to shape us into something only for us to make a mess of it but He will start over and make us into something new. There is never any question of Him tossing the clay aside and giving up.

I read a brilliant illustration recently in a novel called Absolute Truths by Susan Howatch.

This book is a part of her Starbridge or Church of England series which I am enjoying immensely but I will warn you: They are not for the faint hearted, they are like case studies of the traps and temptations of ministry so if you like your Christianity neat, tidy (and unreal) don’t read them because you will find them offensive. They do contain some salty language and do not dodge sexual issues.
Anyway, let me set the scene for this excerpt.

The main character in this book is Charles Ashworth, who is the bishop of Starbridge. He has problems getting along with the Dean of the cathedral whose name is Neville or Stephen Asygarth. Anyway, he has just been invited to the workshop of Harriet March, an artist and friend of Asygarth to view a piece of her work.

Listen to their dialogue: (p338-340)

“That’s what I wanted to show you.” Harriet switched on the electric kettle and joined me. “Come and look.”

I followed her over to the plinth, and when she pulled away the cloth I found myself staring at a pair of ugly hands which had been modeled with such skill that the result was a work which manifested both extreme delicacy and extreme power. In fact so struck was I by the innate ugliness of the object and its transformation into a creation which radiated both beauty and truth, that I could only gaze at the hands in silence.


“Recognize them?” said Harriet at last.


“No.” Then the light dawned. “Good heavens!” I exclaimed stupefied. “Asygarth!”


“Yes.” She touched the clay with a sensuous gesture which implied satisfaction physical in its intensity, and not for the first time I thought how strange artists were. With their capacity to seal themselves away in a private world and retreat deep into a forest of mental forms which no ordinary person could penetrate, they seemed almost inhuman as they slaved constantly to explore humanity. Harriet caressed her work like a mother; I suspected it would always mean more to her than any infant of flesh and blood, and that it was probably no accident that she was childless. Yet I felt that she must know more about the deepest emotions of maternity than some mothers, and I saw then that she was obviously capable of profound passion, every ounce of it was poured into her work…

“It must be very good,” I said as I continued to gaze at Asygarth’s broad, gnarled hands clasped in prayer, “because I find it disturbing as well as moving.”


This was evidently the right thing to say. She decided to confide in me. “I always wanted to do those hands of his,” she said, “but I could never see the right way to present them. Then about a year ago they began to haunt me. I dreamed about them, thought of them night and day – until finally I saw how they had to be done.”


“And after that did everything go smoothly?”


“Good God, no!” Quite the reverse.” She sighed before adding: “Creation has to be the greatest pleasure in the universe, but it can be pretty damned harrowing when the work’s in process.”


I gestured towards the hands. “You never thought of giving up?”


“Don’t be ridiculous! When things go wrong I don’t chuck in the towel,” she said, caressing the hands again with her forefinger. “I just slave harder than ever to make everything come right.” She ran her forefinger down the back of the left hand and around into the hidden area at the base of the palm. “Making everything come right,” she said. “That’s what it’s all about. No mater how many disasters happen, no matter how many difficulties I encounter, I can’t rest until I’ve brought order out of chaos and made everything come right.” She moved dreamily around the plinth. The caressing hand seemed almost to impart life. I half-expected the sculpted hands to unclasp themselves in response to her touch.

“Of course I made a lot of mistakes,” she was saying. “I turned down various blind alleys and had to rework everything to get back on course. But that’s normal. You can’t create without waste and mess and sheer undiluted slog – you can’t create without pain. It’s all part of the process. It’s in the nature of things…”


“And don’t throw Mozart at me,” she added as an afterthought. “I know he claimed his creative process was no more than a form of automatic writing, but the truth was he sweated and slaved and died young giving birth to all that music. He poured himself out and he suffered. That’s the way it is. That’s creation.”


Suddenly she swiveled to face me. “You theologians talk a lot about creation,” she said, “but as far as I can see none of you know the first damn thing about it. God didn’t create the world in seven days and then sit back and say: ‘Gee-whiz, that’s great!’ He created the first outlines of his project to end all projects and he said: ‘Yes, that’s got a lot of potential but how the hell do I realize it without making a first class balls-up? And then the real work began.”


“And still continues. Theologians don’t believe God withdrew from the world after the first creative blast and forgot about it.”


“Of course he couldn’t forget! No creator can forget! If the blast-offs successful you’re hooked, and once you’re hooked you’re inside the work as well as outside it, it’s part of you, you’re welded to it, you’re enslaved, and that’s why it’s such bloody hell when things go adrift. But no matter how much the mess and distortion make you wanted to despair, you can’t abandon the work because you’re chained to the bloody thing, it’s absolutely woven into your soul and you know you can never rest until you’ve brought truth out of all the distortion and beauty out of all the mess – but it’s agony, agony, agony – while simultaneously being the most wonderful and rewarding experience in the world – and that’s the creative process which so few people understand. It involves an indestructible sort of fidelity, an insane sort of hope, an indescribable sort of … well, it’s love, isn’t it? There’s no other word for it. You love the work and you suffer with it and always – always – you’re slaving away against all the odds to make everything come right…”


“And when the work’s finally finished,” I said, “does every step of the creation make sense? All the pain and slog and waste and mess – how do you reconcile yourself to that? Is every disaster justified?”


“Every step I take – every bit of clay I ever touch – they’re all there in the final work. If they hadn’t happened, then this” – she gestured to the sculpture – “wouldn’t exist. In fact they had to happen for the work to emerge as it is. So in the end every major disaster, every tiny error, every wrong turning, every fragment of discarded clay, all the blood, sweat and tears – everything has meaning. I give it meaning. I reuse, reshape, recast all that goes wrong so that in the end nothing is wasted and nothing is without significance and nothing ceases to be precious to me.”

“So you’re saying that the creative process includes a very strong doctrine of redemption.”

Friends, God may rework us, reform us but He doesn’t give up with us. “Nothing is wasted.”

21 Later I went to Syria and Cilicia. 22 I was personally unknown to the churches of Judea that are in Christ. 23 They only heard the report: "The man who formerly persecuted us is now preaching the faith he once tried to destroy." 24 And they praised God because of me.

And when God acts to redeem us it impacts other people in positive ways too. The church praises God for His intervention. So friends here’s my question to you:

Regardless of the past, regardless of what you have done and what has happened to you will you look for God’s redemptive purpose in it all?

Oh, I know it is easy to get stuck asking questions like:

· Why did this have to happen? 

· Why did you let me make that stupid decision? 

· Why did you let that person hurt me?
But that is just a dead end street – we cannot make time go backwards and reverse the past. Instead let us look to God for a new beginning, for His redemptive purpose, for the opportunity to bless others and bring glory to God. He is the potter and He will find a way to work with us despite our sins and mistakes and the things which have been done to us.

What is it that causes you pain or suffering or distress? That is the very thing in which God wants to work His redemptive purpose. Can you dare to believe in God’s redeeming power; in His steadfast love for you and me, His creation?

Can you dare to believe in the words of Harriet March that:

· Our Creator can never rest until He has brought truth out of all the distortion and beauty out of all the mess?

· And that He has an indestructible sort of fidelity, an insane sort of hope, an indescribable sort of love towards each one of us?

Blessing:
May you rest in the knowledge that Your Creator, will complete His work in your life taking every event: good, bad or indifferent and using it to make you more like His Son.
An Unpopular Truth

How sure are you of what you have believed? How willing are you to stand up for the truth when it is unpopular?

Gal 2:1-21 Fourteen years later I went up again to Jerusalem, this time with Barnabas. I took Titus along also. 

Just for those of you who like to be able to join up the dots… Some people believe that this visit to Jerusalem parallels Acts 15. Acts 15 records a visit of Paul and Barnabas to Jerusalem because their teaching of the gospel was being challenged by those who taught that you had to be circumcised and follow the Jewish laws and traditions to be saved. Because the subject under discussion is similar to the subject at hand here in Galatians they argue that Galatians 2 = Acts 15.

However, I do not believe this to be the case. Here’s why:

· Acts 15 describes a public gathering, whereas Galatians 2 describes a private one.

· The chronology of Galatians fits better with Acts 11:30 and 12:25 than Acts 15.

· If it had taken place already, surely Paul would have mentioned the council’s decision and that it fully supported his argument.

· The main issue in Galatians 2 and Acts 11:30 and 12:25 is the relief of the poor, whereas in Acts it is a theological debate.

· Peter was far less likely to react the way he does later in this chapter if the Acts 15 meeting had not yet happened

2 I went in response to a revelation and set before them the gospel that I preach among the Gentiles. But I did this privately to those who seemed to be leaders, for fear that I was running or had run my race in vain. 

Quite possibly Paul’s revelation came through the prophecy of Agabus recorded in Acts 11:28-30 “One of them, named Agabus, stood up and through the Spirit predicted that a severe famine would spread over the entire Roman world. (This happened during the reign of Claudius.) 29 The disciples, each according to his ability, decided to provide help for the brothers living in Judea. 30 This they did, sending their gift to the elders by Barnabas and Saul.”

It seems that Paul frequently acted upon revelations given to him by the Holy Spirit. There are another 10 or so instances recorded in Acts where he is directed through dreams and visions, ecstatic trances, inward convictions or prophetic people. We should be open to God speaking to us in these ways but also realize as Paul did that they must be tested. On at least one occasion (Acts 21) Paul decided not to follow the application of the prophecy given by a prophet. 

I find it very encouraging that even Paul is extremely confident of his message and ministry on the one hand and rather nervous about it on the other. Some people might say that makes Paul double-minded but I think it just makes him human like the rest of us. 
Can you imagine meeting with the apostles who knew Jesus intimately during His ministry and heard His teaching and witnessed His miracles and resurrection first hand? It would be arrogance, not confidence, to meet with them without having some knots in your stomach.

3 Yet not even Titus, who was with me, was compelled to be circumcised, even though he was a Greek. 

Titus becomes something of a test case. And Paul says that what happened to Titus validates his point. If the Jerusalem Apostles believed that circumcision was necessary for salvation then surely they would have told Titus to be circumcised.

Why did this issue come up?

4 [This matter arose] because some false brothers had infiltrated our ranks to spy on the freedom we have in Christ Jesus and to make us slaves. 

False brothers, who were on the same page with the false teachers currently teaching in Galatia, turned up. And just as in Galatia, they attempted to infiltrate the church and change the message from freedom in Christ to slavish obedience to the law.

5 We did not give in to them for a moment, so that the truth of the gospel might remain with you. 

Again, Paul underlines that there are 2 messages:

· One true, one false

· One that leads to freedom, one that leads to slavery

He is forcing his readers to recognize that the 2 messages are not complimentary; they are opposites and have opposite effects on those who embrace them. And neither he nor the Jerusalem apostles are about to give in to this pressure to change the message.

Friends, how do we respond under the same kind of pressure? If someone were to ask you about the Dalai Lama (who visited Madison this week) would you be able to say, “There are 2 messages: 

· One of salvation through Christ, one of enlightenment through works 

· One is true, the other is false

· One leads to freedom, the other to slavery

That’s not popular is it?

Many people aren’t interested in discussing whether the claims of Christ are true; they are hung up on the fact that they are exclusive. The Bible does not teach that other religions are wrong in their entirety. There are truths in all religions. What the Bible does teach however, is that there is no salvation outside of Christ.

Speaking of Jesus in Acts 4:12 Peter says: “Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved.”

Listen, popularity, or lack of it, is not and never has been a test of truth.

6 As for those who seemed to be important-- whatever they were makes no difference to me; God does not judge by external appearance-- those men added nothing to my message. 7 On the contrary, they saw that I had been entrusted with the task of preaching the gospel to the Gentiles, just as Peter had been to the Jews. 8 For God, who was at work in the ministry of Peter as an apostle to the Jews, was also at work in my ministry as an apostle to the Gentiles. 9 James, Peter and John, those reputed to be pillars, gave me and Barnabas the right hand of fellowship when they recognized the grace given to me. They agreed that we should go to the Gentiles, and they to the Jews. 

In chapter one Paul argued that his message, the gospel, did not come from man – it was independent of the Jerusalem Apostles. In chapter two Paul says, “But they confirmed that it was valid and that it was complete.”

That the other apostles added nothing is important because the false teachers most likely argued that Paul’s message was great “as far as it goes” but that it was incomplete. And not only do they confirm Paul’s message, they recognize his ministry and receive him into fellowship. There are 2 different callings and 2 different audiences but there is only one message.

10 All they asked was that we should continue to remember the poor, the very thing I was eager to do.

The poor here are the poor in the Jerusalem area, the people who were the main purpose of Paul’s visit in the first place.

11 When Peter came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face, because he was clearly in the wrong. 12 Before certain men came from James, he used to eat with the Gentiles. But when they arrived, he began to draw back and separate himself from the Gentiles because he was afraid of those who belonged to the circumcision group. 13 The other Jews joined him in his hypocrisy, so that by their hypocrisy even Barnabas was led astray. 

Acts does not mention this visit by Peter. But again it seems extremely unlikely that it took place after the meeting of the church council mentioned in Acts 15 when this issue of a Christian’s relationship to the law was settled. Paul challenges Peter because he has sent a mixed message to the Gentile Christians. Paul states that Peter is clearly in the wrong and goes on to explain why.

In passing let me point out that this passage shoots down the idea that an apostle was infallible. Peter here is making a mistake. If Peter was the first Pope (which he wasn’t) then this shoots down the idea of Papal infallibility as well. Anyway, because of Peter’s prominence he influences many others, including Barnabas.

14 When I saw that they were not acting in line with the truth of the gospel, I said to Peter in front of them all, 

I wonder if Paul spoke with Peter privately first? Or whether he believed that the sin was public and so needed to be corrected publicly. That was what he later taught Timothy.

1 Tim 5:19-20
 Do not entertain an accusation against an elder unless it is brought by two or three witnesses. 20 Those who sin are to be rebuked publicly, so that the others may take warning. 

"You are a Jew, yet you live like a Gentile and not like a Jew. How is it, then, that you force Gentiles to follow Jewish customs? 15 "We who are Jews by birth and not 'Gentile sinners' 16 know that a man is not justified by observing the law, but by faith in Jesus Christ. So we, too, have put our faith in Christ Jesus that we may be justified by faith in Christ and not by observing the law, because by observing the law no one will be justified. 

Paul is making a sarcastic remark when he says, “We are Jews not Gentile sinners.” He is rebuking Peter’s self-righteous behavior. Peter knows that all men, whether Jew or Gentile are sinners. Paul says, “Listen, Peter you know that you don’t follow all the little rules and Jewish customs because you don’t believe that you are justified (declared not guilty) by them. You know and believe that you are justified by faith in Jesus.”

17 "If, while we seek to be justified in Christ, it becomes evident that we ourselves are sinners, does that mean that Christ promotes sin? Absolutely not! 

Paul’s point here is that in order for us to seek to be put right with God through Jesus we must begin by acknowledging that we are sinners (e.g. not right with God) to begin with.

Does that mean that Jesus promotes and encourages sin? No not at all. Not unless you have entirely the wrong idea about what it means to be put right with God and how you should live afterwards.

18 If I rebuild what I destroyed, I prove that I am a lawbreaker. 19 For through the law I died to the law so that I might live for God. 

Paul says, “I’m not going back to seeking justification through keeping the law. I died to the law so I could live for God!”

20 I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me. 21 I do not set aside the grace of God, for if righteousness could be gained through the law, Christ died for nothing!"

God, not the law, has become the controlling principle of Paul’s life. He now lives under God’s control and for God’s honor. He is passionate about this because to say that righteousness could be gained through keeping the law would mean that Jesus’ death was pointless.

Blessing:
May the love of Christ become the controlling principle of your life. May you no longer try to earn from God what Christ death alone achieved but, instead, live for His glory and His honor.

Continuing in Grace

How do we live out the Christian life? What exactly is our relationship to the Law? And what was the purpose of the Law in the first place?

Paul stated his argument: We are declared not guilty before God by faith alone in the second half of chapter 2. Now he will go on to back up that argument in a couple of different ways. His first supporting argument is the Galatians’ own experience.

Gal 3:1-29 You foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you? Before your very eyes Jesus Christ was clearly portrayed as crucified. 

“You stupid people – use your brains!” says Paul. “Who has put a spell on you that you can miss this obvious truth? Don’t you remember that Jesus was openly pictured as crucified for you?”

The image here is one of Paul posting a public notice or putting a sign on a billboard for all to see.

2 Cor 4:4 The god of this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers, so that they cannot see the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God.

2 I would like to learn just one thing from you: Did you receive the Spirit by observing the law, or by believing what you heard? 

“Let me ask you just one question,” he says. Paul is willing to rest his entire case on this one item of evidence. “Did you receive the Holy Spirit because you practiced the demands of the law or because you believed?”

3 Are you so foolish? After beginning with the Spirit, are you now trying to attain your goal by human effort? 

“Hello, what makes you think that the rules changed? You started your life in God by faith. Who told you that you could complete it by your own effort, your own works?” 

There is something inherently uncomfortable about simply trusting in God’s goodness and grace isn’t there? We have such a hard time not adding a little Hamburger Helper. We think, “Yes, I came to God by faith but surely now I have to do something to stay in His good books!” It can’t just be grace forever…

But friend, what is your own experience with this? Have you ever tried to relate to God based on something other than faith in His goodness and grace? I have. Did it work or did you become frustrated, proud, confused…?

God is not against all human effort on every occasion for every reason, He is against us thinking that human effort can put us right with Him or keep us right with Him.

4 Have you suffered so much for nothing-- if it really was for nothing? 

Paul says, “You’ve suffered as Christians haven’t you?” Perhaps, they suffered ridicule – the joking, teasing, not being part of the in crowd stuff that we’ve all had to deal with. Perhaps they suffered loss of relationships, loss of money or opportunities. Perhaps they were actively persecuted by those who said you had to be circumcised to be put right with God. 
But this word “suffered” may also have a broader meaning, more like “experienced.” Have you experienced so much for nothing? They had heard the gospel in very direct terms from Paul, they had seen miracles, they had received the Holy Spirit.

What about you? What have you suffered and experienced as a Christian? What are the pains and the troubles you have endured? What are the experiences with God that you have had? Will you throw them all away?

Perhaps for us the reason we might throw them away has nothing to do with turning to religious rules and rituals. But the question is still the same: Will you waste all that you’ve been through?

5 Does God give you his Spirit and work miracles among you because you observe the law, or because you believe what you heard? 

Paul comes back to his question again: “How does this work? Do you receive the Spirit and His gifts and works among you by gritting your teeth and observing religious rituals or by simply believing?”

Now he turns to his next supporting argument: Abraham’s experience.

6 Consider Abraham: "He believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness." 7 Understand, then, that those who believe are children of Abraham. 

Perhaps Paul has turned to Abraham because the false teachers were trying to use Abraham to support their teaching. In any case, Abraham’s experience is just like ours in that he believed in God’s promise and trusted that God could raise the dead. “Children of Abraham” indicates a certain maturity and the rights that come with it.

8 The Scripture foresaw that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, and announced the gospel in advance to Abraham: "All nations will be blessed through you." 9 So those who have faith are blessed along with Abraham, the man of faith. 10 All who rely on observing the law are under a curse, for it is written: "Cursed is everyone who does not continue to do everything written in the Book of the Law." 

Paul tells the Galatians, “You have a choice: You can follow in Abraham’s footsteps, have faith and be blessed or you can rely on the law and end up cursed.” We only have to break one point of the law to be lawbreakers.

11 Clearly no one is justified before God by the law, because, "The righteous will live by faith." 12 The law is not based on faith; on the contrary, "The man who does these things will live by them." 

Paul reminds them that even in the Old Testament, God’s people were told that the righteous will live by faith not by works of the law.

13 Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us, for it is written: "Cursed is everyone who is hung on a tree." 14 He redeemed us in order that the blessing given to Abraham might come to the Gentiles through Christ Jesus, so that by faith we might receive the promise of the Spirit. 

By His death Jesus took the curse away and opened up the way for the promise to be fulfilled.

15 Brothers, let me take an example from everyday life. Just as no one can set aside or add to a human covenant that has been duly established, so it is in this case. 16 The promises were spoken to Abraham and to his seed. The Scripture does not say "and to seeds," meaning many people, but "and to your seed," meaning one person, who is Christ. 17 What I mean is this: The law, introduced 430 years later, does not set aside the covenant previously established by God and thus do away with the promise. 18 For if the inheritance depends on the law, then it no longer depends on a promise; but God in his grace gave it to Abraham through a promise. 

I know this is a little tricky, but what Paul is saying here is that God’s promise, God’s covenant with Abraham still stands – the Law did not render the promise null and void.

19 What, then, was the purpose of the law? 

This is a massive source of confusion for Christians – so listen carefully.

It was added because of transgressions until the Seed to whom the promise referred had come. 

“Because of transgressions” might mean:

· To bring about a knowledge of sin

· To evoke or increase sin

· To awaken a conviction of sin and guilt

· To point out that the law has to do with transgression and not with making anyone righteous

· To provide a remedy for sin through sacrifices

But that is not the important part of the verse. The key word in this verse is “until”. It was added UNTIL Jesus came. The law is no longer in effect after the arrival of Jesus.

Rom 7:1-4 Do you not know, brothers-- for I am speaking to men who know the law-- that the law has authority over a man only as long as he lives? 2 For example, by law a married woman is bound to her husband as long as he is alive, but if her husband dies, she is released from the law of marriage. 3 So then, if she marries another man while her husband is still alive, she is called an adulteress. But if her husband dies, she is released from that law and is not an adulteress, even though she marries another man. 4 So, my brothers, you also died to the law through the body of Christ, that you might belong to another, to him who was raised from the dead, in order that we might bear fruit to God.

We are not bound to the law but to Jesus. The law has no right over us anymore because all rights have been handed over to Jesus.

The law was put into effect through angels by a mediator. 20 A mediator, however, does not represent just one party; but God is one. 21 Is the law, therefore, opposed to the promises of God? Absolutely not! For if a law had been given that could impart life, then righteousness would certainly have come by the law. 

Paul is not arguing that the Law is against the Promise but that it is inferior to the Promise and serves the Promise.

22 But the Scripture declares that the whole world is a prisoner of sin, so that what was promised, being given through faith in Jesus Christ, might be given to those who believe. 23 Before this faith came, we were held prisoners by the law, locked up until faith should be revealed. 24 So the law was put in charge to lead us to Christ that we might be justified by faith. 

The purpose of the Law was to point out the fact that we are all guilty and therefore that we need the promise. It locks everyone in, giving no way of escape from its implications. But it also protects us from harm.

Even in our society where personal freedom is deified we still have laws which protect us from harm.  The Law leads us to Christ. Paul uses the image of a governess or head slave whose job was to supervise and discipline the young children. The role was not of a tutor or teacher but more of a glorified babysitter responsible for escorting the children to and from school.

25 Now that faith has come, we are no longer under the supervision of the law. 

The Galatians have received the Holy Spirit who writes the laws on their hearts and enables them to live by them. They are no longer children but adults who no longer need the Law to discipline and supervise them.

Saint Augustine said, “Love God and do whatever you want!” Meaning, if you love God your desires will be purified and anything you do will be OK.

26 You are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus, 27 for all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. 28 There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus. 29 If you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham's seed, and heirs according to the promise. 

When Paul uses sons here – it is not a sexist statement – adult sons in that culture had additional rights and privileges and he is pointing out that ALL believers are like adult sons. And that, as regards salvation, there is no difference between Jews and Greeks, Slaves and Freemen, Men and Women. God treats everyone the same. Everyone is an heir of the promise.

· So have you wandered away from the promise back to works?

· Are you tempted to give up despite all the things of God you have experienced?

· Are you still trying to live under the law or will you allow the Spirit of Christ to guide and control you?

Blessing:

May God’s grace sustain when you are tempted to throw in the towel and may you return to faith in God’s promise and life in the Spirit. 

Diverted by Religion

How does someone become diverted from their faith in Jesus and their relationship with Him? How does God get them back on track? What is God’s ultimate purpose in our lives?

Gal 4:1-20 What I am saying is that as long as the heir is a child, he is no different from a slave, although he owns the whole estate. 2 He is subject to guardians and trustees until the time set by his father. 

What Paul is saying here is that as a loving Father, God has an inheritance prepared for His children but as a wise Father, He left it in trust until the right time. And in the meantime, the son or daughter does not have access to anything. The child is subject to his guardians and his assets are looked after by trustees. 

But only UNTIL the time set by his father. Then everything changes.

3 So also, when we were children, we were in slavery under the basic principles of the world. 

When Paul says, “we” he is referring to all Christians whether from a Jewish or Gentile background. A religious or non-churched background. He says, in some shape or form we’ve all been in slavery.

· Jews to the law.

· Gentiles to idolatry.

4 But when the time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under law, 5 to redeem those under law, that we might receive the full rights of sons. 

But when the time had fully come… Imagine a teenager who knows that when she reaches 18 she will receive a huge inheritance. Imagine if that teenager has really strict guardians, who don’t even give her an allowance. Can you feel her longing? “If I can just make it to my 18th birthday everything will change.”

At the right time God sent Jesus to redeem us, to buy us back, so that we could receive the inheritance.

And here is the evidence that we really are God’s kids.

6 Because you are sons, God sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, the Spirit who calls out, "Abba, Father." 

We are marked out by the Holy Spirit. The Spirit who cries out within us for intimacy with the Father. My Daddy, my Papa. Do you ever notice that cry? How sometimes you find yourself just longing for God, longing for Dad?

7 So you are no longer a slave, but a son; and since you are a son, God has made you also an heir. 

Notice that Paul emphasizes his point here by switching to the singular: You are no longer a slave but a son; you are no longer a slave but a daughter. And God has made you an heir.

8 Formerly, when you did not know God, you were slaves to those who by nature are not gods. 

Before you came to know God you were slaves to idols… Isn’t that in essence our story? Think about it, what did you chase after before coming to know God? What were you a slave to?

· Pleasure

· Knowledge

· Career

· Money

· Reputation

We’re all different, but we are all the same. As sophisticated 21st Century Americans we may have a different set of idols than 1st Century European pagans, but idols are never in short supply! They and we were enslaved to something which by nature was and is not God.

9 But now that you know God-- or rather are known by God-- how is it that you are turning back to those weak and miserable principles? Do you wish to be enslaved by them all over again?

BUT now that you know God. To know God here points to intimacy with Him, not just facts about Him. We are called to know God and experience Him in an intimate and personal, even emotional, way not just in an intellectual way. But it isn’t just that we know Him. He knows us. In Psalm 139 David writes:

O LORD, you have searched me and you know me. 2 You know when I sit and when I rise; you perceive my thoughts from afar. 3 You discern my going out and my lying down; you are familiar with all my ways. 4 Before a word is on my tongue you know it completely, O LORD. 5 You hem me in-- behind and before; you have laid your hand upon me. 6 Such knowledge is too wonderful for me, too lofty for me to attain. 7 Where can I go from your Spirit? Where can I flee from your presence? 8 If I go up to the heavens, you are there; if I make my bed in the depths, you are there. 9 If I rise on the wings of the dawn, if I settle on the far side of the sea, 10 even there your hand will guide me, your right hand will hold me fast. 11 If I say, "Surely the darkness will hide me and the light become night around me," 12 even the darkness will not be dark to you; the night will shine like the day, for darkness is as light to you. 13 For you created my inmost being; you knit me together in my mother's womb. 14 I praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made; your works are wonderful, I know that full well. 15 My frame was not hidden from you when I was made in the secret place. When I was woven together in the depths of the earth, 16 your eyes saw my unformed body. All the days ordained for me were written in your book before one of them came to be. 17 How precious to me are your thoughts, O God! How vast is the sum of them! 18 Were I to count them, they would outnumber the grains of sand. When I awake, I am still with you.

And Paul is pointing out not only that the Galatians have come to know God and that God knows them but that the reason the Galatians know God is because God took the initiative.

Richard N. Longenecker comments: “Relationship with God does not have its basis in man’s seeking (in other words mysticism) or doing (in other word’s legalism) or knowing (in other words Gnosticism), but it originates with God himself and is carried on always by divine grace.” 
When it comes to our relationship with God He always, always, always takes the initiative.

· We seek Him because He first sought us.

· We know Him because He first knew us.

· We love Him because He first loved us.

“Given all of this,” says Paul “how can you return to the things that used to enslave you? Now that you have your inheritance, now that you have your freedom how can you possibly want to go back to slavery again?”
Sometimes you hear about someone who has been in prison so long that they become institutionalized. They don’t know how to live as a free man or a free woman so once they have served their sentence and are freed they commit another crime just to go back to prison again.

That’s what Paul is getting at. He’s asking them:

· “How can you prefer slavery to freedom?” 

· “How can you prefer waiting for your inheritance to actually receiving it?”

· “How can you prefer idols to the living God?’

· “How can you prefer religion to relationship?”

For examples Paul says:
10 You are observing special days and months and seasons and years! 

Given the context that Paul is addressing – Gentile Christians being pressured to submit to the Old Testament laws, these “special days and months and seasons and years” would be from the Jewish calendar. They would be the Sabbath and the feasts.

Now, I don’t think Paul’s point is that it is wrong to take a day of rest and worship God or to recall the history of God’s acts on behalf of His people as celebrated in the feasts. If it is then we are all in trouble because we are here today, in church, doing just that! No, Paul’s point is that they are observing them slavishly, religiously, because they have to – not because they want to, practicing them as a way of earning God’s favor.
Paul is making a radical statement: He is saying, “I don’t care whether you are returning to Gentile idolatry and paganism or Jewish legalism. They are both demonically empowered substitutes for faith in and relationship with God through Jesus Christ.”

Religion in its negative sense gets in the way of knowing and loving God every bit as much as idolatry and worldliness and perhaps even more. Religious people are generally the most offended when they are told they are sinners who need to be put right with God through Jesus’ death. And religious people often have the most trouble continuing in the faith after coming to know God because they have a lot to unlearn.

But God loves religious people every bit as much as pagans.

11 I fear for you, that somehow I have wasted my efforts on you. 

In chapter 3 Paul tells them, “Don’t let all your experiences and suffering go to waste…” Now He tells them, “And don’t let my efforts go to waste either.”

12 I plead with you, brothers, become like me, for I became like you.

I set aside my legalistic religious observances to become like you – now you do the same!

You have done me no wrong. 

It isn’t clear exactly what Paul is getting at here but most likely he is saying, “You did not offend me by not becoming circumcised when you accepted the gospel.”

13 As you know, it was because of an illness that I first preached the gospel to you. 14 Even though my illness was a trial to you, you did not treat me with contempt or scorn. Instead, you welcomed me as if I were an angel of God, as if I were Christ Jesus himself. 15 What has happened to all your joy? 

Paul reminds them of the time when he first visited them and shared the message of the gospel. He did so because of illness, from the sound of it a severe one at that. But they welcomed him anyway. They were not offended by his weakness but received Paul and the message he brought with great joy.

I can testify that, if you could have done so, you would have torn out your eyes and given them to me.

Probably his illness was related to his eyes in some way and that was why he says this. Some people have suggested that this eye condition was what he called a “thorn in the flesh” in 2 Cor 12 but that’s just speculation. However, if you read Paul’s letters carefully, especially 2 Corinthians, you will discover that he does not fit our idea of what a Christian leader should be like. He had many weaknesses and didn’t appear too inspiring!

In 2 Cor 10:10 He writes, “For some say, "His letters are weighty and forceful, but in person he is unimpressive and his speaking amounts to nothing."”

16 Have I now become your enemy by telling you the truth? 

“You received me with joy before, now will you reject me because I speak the truth?” Let’s face it, the truth is often offensive to us, we frequently prefer our fantasies from reality. But Jesus Himself taught that it is the truth that sets us free (John 8:31-32)

One of the biggest temptations in our culture relates to truth, to reality: Will we conform to the truth, to reality, to the way things actually are or will distort the truth so that it conforms to us?

Much of the rage here in MAD City comes from being angry and frustrated with the truth and not wanting to deal with reality but being unable to force reality to conform to us. In short, we are offended by God and the limits He has set and therefore also by any and all authority who might dare to try to enforce them!

17 Those people are zealous to win you over, but for no good. What they want is to alienate you [from us], so that you may be zealous for them. 

The false teachers are trying to woo you over to their side and to alienate you from us.

18 It is fine to be zealous, provided the purpose is good, and to be so always and not just when I am with you. 

It is fine to be zealous, to strive, to be passionate for good reasons but that’s not what’s happening here.

19 My dear children, for whom I am again in the pains of childbirth until Christ is formed in you, 20 how I wish I could be with you now and change my tone, because I am perplexed about you!

Paul is overwhelmed. He is like a mother in childbirth, agonizing over her child. And notice his goal, his desire: Until Christ is formed in you. He is praying and interceding along the lines of the words he later wrote in Rom 8:28-29 that God would yet work this experience for their good and make them more like Jesus.

Maintaining Freedom

How do we maintain our freedom as Christians and yet ensure we live good and godly lives? Is it by embracing a small dose of legalism to keep us on the straight and narrow? If you are a Christian, you want to live a life that is pleasing to God. You want to live a holy life. That is why we are attracted to false teaching, because it offers itself as a way to be pleasing to God, to live the way He wants us to.

Gal 4:21-31 Tell me, you who want to be under the law, are you not aware of what the law says? 

“OK,” says Paul “seeing as you want to be under the law, let me remind you of what the law says.” When Paul speaks of the law he is referring to the Torah, the first 5 books of the Bible. 

Now let’s look at the illustration he gives. It is quite hard to understand so I am going to read it and then try to interpret it for you.

22 For it is written that Abraham had two sons, one by the slave woman and the other by the free woman. 23 His son by the slave woman was born in the ordinary way; but his son by the free woman was born as the result of a promise. 24 These things may be taken figuratively, for the women represent two covenants. One covenant is from Mount Sinai and bears children who are to be slaves: This is Hagar. 25 Now Hagar stands for Mount Sinai in Arabia and corresponds to the present city of Jerusalem, because she is in slavery with her children. 26 But the Jerusalem that is above is free, and she is our mother. 

Everyone understand this? I didn’t until I referred to one of my Bible commentaries. Paul contrasts 2 women (Hagar with Sarah), 2 sons (Ishmael with Isaac) and 2 covenants (Mount Sinai or earthly Jerusalem with heavenly Jerusalem)

It seems he does this because the false teachers had used this analogy to undermine Paul’s message and strengthen their own. I suspect this because Paul does not explain the story in detail; he assumes they already know it well, which would have been unusual for a Gentile audience unless someone had explained it to them already.

So how have the false teachers, the Judaizers (those who want Christians to live under the law) used this argument? Well, perhaps their version went something like this:

· Ishmael came first just like Paul’s message.

· Isaac came second just like our more complete message.

Conclusion: To be true sons of Abraham one must be related through Isaac and the Jewish nation by circumcision and following the law, not by Paul’s non-Jewish way.

Here is Paul’s response:

· Hagar was a slave and is connected with Sinai, where her descendents live, so she represents bondage under the law.

· Her son, Ishmael, was born first, but he was born through human effort and scheming.

· Sarah, on the other hand, is the free woman, connected with Heaven.

· Her son, Isaac, was born by Divine fulfillment of a promise, not human effort.

Conclusion: To be true sons of Abraham you must receive the promise (the gospel of grace) rather than strive by human effort (the bondage of the law). It has nothing to do with which message you heard first; it is human effort which marks out the false way and the fulfilled promise that marks out the true way.

27 For it is written: "Be glad, O barren woman, who bears no children; break forth and cry aloud, you who have no labor pains; because more are the children of the desolate woman than of her who has a husband." 

The children born of the promise will outnumber those born in the normal way. The church will be more fruitful than Judaism.

28 Now you, brothers, like Isaac, are children of promise.

Listen to how John 1:12-13 describes Christians:

Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God-- children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband's will, but born of God.

This is true of the Galatians and Paul wants to remind them about it.

29 At that time the son born in the ordinary way persecuted the son born by the power of the Spirit. It is the same now. 

Legalists always persecute those who live by grace. It was that way with Ishmael and Isaac, with Jesus and the Pharisees, with Paul and the false teachers and it is still that way today. When you attempt to live in freedom through grace you will be persecuted by those who are religious and legalistic. The Apostle Peter also comments on this dynamic.

1 Pet 4:12-14 Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you. 13 But rejoice that you participate in the sufferings of Christ, so that you may be overjoyed when his glory is revealed. 14 If you are insulted because of the name of Christ, you are blessed, for the Spirit of glory and of God rests on you.

So what is the solution?

30 But what does the Scripture say? "Get rid of the slave woman and her son, for the slave woman's son will never share in the inheritance with the free woman's son." 31 Therefore, brothers, we are not children of the slave woman, but of the free woman.

Throw out those who teach a false message. Why? Because legalistic bondage and spiritual freedom cannot coexist. You cannot mix these messages together. Either we are saved by grace through faith in a promise or by human effort through following the law. It cannot be a little bit of both. They have different origins and different destinations.

“But,” says Paul, “you and I are called to be free!”

Gal 5:1-12 It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery.

Christ set us free so we could stay free! Not so we could sell ourselves into slavery again.

Rob Bell explains in his book Velvet Elvis (p47):
Different rabbis had different sets of rules, which were really different lists of what they forbade and what they permitted. A rabbi’s set of rules and lists, which was really that rabbi’s interpretation of how to live the Torah, was called that rabbi’s yoke. When you followed a certain rabbi, you were following him because you believed that rabbi’s set of interpretations were the closest to what God intended through the Scriptures. And when you followed that rabbi, you were taking up that rabbi’s yoke.
So Paul is saying that their yoke will lead you back into slavery again. Do not take it on.

2 Mark my words! I, Paul, tell you that if you let yourselves be circumcised, Christ will be of no value to you at all. 3 Again I declare to every man who lets himself be circumcised that he is obligated to obey the whole law.

Paul keeps on emphasizing the contrast: You are being offered 2 paths to God. One is by grace through faith in God’s promise, fulfilled by the death of Jesus. The other is by human effort trying to fulfill the law. They do not compliment each other – they are opposites.

Because I am a Swiss citizen as well as a British one I get something called the Swiss Review in the mail. It is a small magazine that keeps me up to date with happenings in Switzerland. 

One of the big political debates in Switzerland over the last decade has been how Switzerland should relate to the European Union and specifically whether it should become a member? Economically, it would benefit the Swiss to join, but, of course Switzerland has a long history of neutrality of which it is very proud. Anyway, during this debate I was fascinated to see an article in the Swiss Review about “Diluted Neutrality,” essentially arguing that Switzerland could join the EU and still be neutral.

It amazes me the nonsense that some people can trot out. How do you dilute neutrality? That’s like adding a packet of Kool Aid to water and calling it diluted water!

If you add a small helping of works, of human effort to the gospel, you no longer have the gospel. Either we trust in God’s promise or we trust in circumcision or some other religious ritual or practice.

4 You who are trying to be justified by law have been alienated from Christ; you have fallen away from grace.

Circumcision does not enable you to complete your commitment to Christ; it causes you to depart from your commitment to Him. 

5 But by faith we eagerly await through the Spirit the righteousness for which we hope.

Instead, by faith we trust God for salvation.

6 For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision has any value. The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love.

Circumcision is not the issue – it makes no difference whether you have been circumcised or not. What counts is faith expressing itself through love.

What a summary statement – “faith expressing itself through love…” Faith in God should result in living a life of love for Him and toward others. Paul wants to underline that living a life of freedom in grace does not mean being immoral. We can live free and express faith through love at the same time.

7 You were running a good race. Who cut in on you and kept you from obeying the truth?

Who tripped you up and put obstacles in your way?

8 That kind of persuasion does not come from the one who calls you. 

Those people weren’t sent by God.

9 "A little yeast works through the whole batch of dough." 

If you embrace just a little of this teaching, it will impact your whole life. Again, I’ve heard Christians say, “A little bit of legalism is a good thing!” Well, neither Paul nor Jesus Himself thought so. According to them, a little bit of legalism will wreak havoc in a person’s life or a church’s life.

10 I am confident in the Lord that you will take no other view. The one who is throwing you into confusion will pay the penalty, whoever he may be. 

Paul is still confident that:

· God will open the Galatians’ eyes and they will see sense
· The confusion they feel because of the false teaching will be dispersed by hearing the truth in this letter
· God will judge the false teachers.

11 Brothers, if I am still preaching circumcision, why am I still being persecuted? In that case the offense of the cross has been abolished. 

If I added circumcision to my message then I would not be persecuted because it is salvation through Christ’s death on the cross that is offensive.

12 As for those agitators, I wish they would go the whole way and emasculate themselves!

Rather bluntly Paul ends this section by saying, “These people are so hung up on circumcision I wish they would chop the whole thing off!”

So how do we maintain our freedom and yet live lives that are pleasing to God? By living by grace and expressing faith through love, not by adding a dose of legalism or human effort.

Blessing:

May you use your freedom to live life to the full by pleasing God, living in Hos grace and expressing your faith through acts of love.

Freedom and Growth in the Spirit

How should a Christian exercise his or her freedom? If embracing the law won’t help us to avoid a sinful life, what will?

Gal 5:13-26 You, my brothers, were called to be free. But do not use your freedom to indulge the sinful nature; rather, serve one another in love. 

This statement is one we badly need to hear. Our culture increasing defines freedom in terms of self-indulgence. To many people freedom means, “you don’t have the right to tell me what I can and cannot do.” But when we use our freedom in this way, we quickly end up becoming slaves again. In fact, this verse uses military imagery: “do not let your freedom become a base of operations for the sinful nature”.

2 Pet 2:10, 19 says “This is especially true of those who follow the corrupt desire of the sinful nature and despise authority… 19 They promise them freedom, while they themselves are slaves of depravity-- for a man is a slave to whatever has mastered him.”

Up until now Paul has been talking about slavery under the law but now he broadens the scope to include the slavery of self-indulgence. I don’t think he completely leaves behind the law because, more literally translated, “But do not use your freedom to indulge the sinful nature” would be “but do not use your freedom to indulge the flesh.” This seems to point back to circumcision and the slavery of trying to earn God’s pleasure by our own efforts under the law as well as the slavery of sinful living and the self-indulgent life.

Perhaps Paul is tying together the Galatians’ old life before Christ and the supposed “new life” they are being offered under the law and again urging them not to trade one type of slavery for another. Instead of these 2 lifestyles, Paul offers a third: A life of loving service.

Then in verse 14 he reminds them:

14 The entire law is summed up in a single command: "Love your neighbor as yourself." 

In other words, if you make love your goal then you will fulfill the Law by default. On the other hand:

15 If you keep on biting and devouring each other, watch out or you will be destroyed by each other. 

We might say, “If you keep fighting like cats and dogs…” Paul points here to one of the automatic results of embracing the Law as a means to get right with and please God: Becoming critical of others, wounding their souls and wearing them down.

16 So I say, live by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the sinful nature. 

God’s solution on how to avoid appeasing the sinful nature is not by living under the law but by living in the Spirit. You see, God hasn’t called us to some sort of balancing act between legalism and self-indulgence but to a different pathway altogether: Life and freedom in the Spirit.

It is freedom not to revel in ourselves but to revel in the Spirit! Not to be self-serving but to be Spirit-serving! Not trying to appease God through the law but being able to please God through the Spirit!

17 For the sinful nature desires what is contrary to the Spirit, and the Spirit what is contrary to the sinful nature. They are in conflict with each other, so that you do not do what you want

For years I read that verse negatively. I read it like this – the Spirit and my sinful nature are at war and I don’t get to do what I want because the sinful nature wins. What utter garbage! If I got to do what I wanted that would be the sinful nature winning – but I don’t because the Spirit wins and I do what He wants!

I know this might be the exact opposite of what you’ve heard before, but do you seriously think that in a war between your sinful nature and the Spirit of Almighty God that your sinful nature wins? Oh sure your sinful nature might win a few skirmishes here and there… but the Spirit wins in the end.

It is no coincidence that Romans 7 is followed by Romans 8. And, yes, I know that there are many different interpretations of Romans 7 but bear with me for a moment.

Rom 7:18-25 says, “I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature. For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out. 19 For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do-- this I keep on doing. 20 Now if I do what I do not want to do, it is no longer I who do it, but it is sin living in me that does it. 21 So I find this law at work: When I want to do good, evil is right there with me. 22 For in my inner being I delight in God's law; 23 but I see another law at work in the members of my body, waging war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work within my members. 24 What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? 25 Thanks be to God-- through Jesus Christ our Lord!” 

But listen to these words from Romans 8 and a couple of other passages:

Rom 8:28-39 And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose. 29 For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers. 30 And those he predestined, he also called; those he called, he also justified; those he justified, he also glorified. 31 What, then, shall we say in response to this? If God is for us, who can be against us? 32 He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all-- how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things? 33 Who will bring any charge against those whom God has chosen? It is God who justifies. 34 Who is he that condemns? Christ Jesus, who died-- more than that, who was raised to life-- is at the right hand of God and is also interceding for us. 35 Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? 36 As it is written: "For your sake we face death all day long; we are considered as sheep to be slaughtered." 37 No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. 38 For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, 39 neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

2 Cor 3:17-18 Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom. 18 And we, who with unveiled faces all reflect the Lord's glory, are being transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit.

I Jn 3:1-2 How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called children of God! And that is what we are! The reason the world does not know us is that it did not know him. 2 Dear friends, now we are children of God, and what we will be has not yet been made known. But we know that when he appears, we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is.

When you’ve lost a few in a row don’t ever forget that God has long ago decided the final outcome. When this life is all over we will look like Jesus and our sinful nature will be permanently defeated – no ands, ifs or buts about it! And in the meantime God takes the good, the bad and the ugly things that go on in our lives and somehow uses them to make us look more like Jesus in the here and now!

18 But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under law. 

If you are led by the Spirit you are not under the law of sin or under the Old Testament laws.

19 The acts of the sinful nature are obvious: sexual immorality, impurity and debauchery; 20 idolatry and witchcraft; hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions 21 and envy; drunkenness, orgies, and the like. I warn you, as I did before, that those who live like this will not inherit the kingdom of God. 

Ultimately, there must be a lifestyle change for someone who has handed their life over to God. Our lives cannot be filled with these kinds of actions. They are the works of the flesh or the acts of the sinful nature and it is not fitting for those who belong to the Kingdom of God to practice them.

Notice that the list is more or less evenly split between actions coming from self-indulgence and attitudes coming from a religious and legalistic life. We have sexual sins and drunkenness but we also have discord and dissension, selfish ambition and factions.

22 But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 23 gentleness and self-control. Against such things there is no law. 

Too much has been made of the fact that fruit here is a singular. Fruit is a collective singular – we do not say a bowl of fruits even if it contains more than one fruit. Anyway, what is significant is the shift from works (something we do) to fruit (something that the Spirit causes to grow in us).

24 Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the sinful nature with its passions and desires. 

Notice again that the whole tone of this passage is positive. It is not the helplessness of the believer against the sinful nature, though we are helpless if we fight in our own strength. It is the power of the Spirit of God working in our lives.

25 Since we live by the Spirit, let us keep in step with the Spirit. 

“Keeping in step” is also translated elsewhere as “walking in the footsteps of another.” A life of grace does not void a call to discipleship.
26 Let us not become conceited, provoking and envying each other.

Paul concludes this chapter by reminding us not to become proud or make a competition out of pursuing life in the Spirit. He anticipates that even when we have a good end in mind we can still get sidetracked by developing wrong attitudes about it. 
So, friends, will you: 
· Use your freedom to love God and serve others?

· Keep in step with the Spirit by walking in Jesus’ footsteps?

· Give the Spirit free rein to grow His fruit in your life?

Life in the Spirit means Loving in Community

What is the hallmark of a spiritual life? How will we live if we keep in step with the Spirit?

Gal 6:1-18 Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently. 

The hallmark of a spiritual life is loving others in a community. One of its primary aspects is the desire to see others restored, to see those who are trapped in a sin released.

When he speaks of being caught or, more literally, “overtaken” by a sin, Paul probably has in mind the works of the flesh he listed in 5:19-20. Several different words are used in the Bible to convey the concept of sin. The word he uses here means “a false step” or “a slip off to the side”, whether unintentional or deliberate. A false step into sin contrasts with keeping in step with the Spirit, which he encouraged us to do in 5:25.

This word “restore” is an interesting one it means “to return something to its original condition.” It is used of:

· Setting a fractured or dislocated bone

· Mending a fishing net

· Perfecting or completing someone’s faith 

· Morally restoring someone to their former good state

No wonder we are encouraged to do so gently. When I was in my teens I dislocated one of my fingers. It was one of the most painful things I have ever experienced. I’m sure it is nothing compared to childbirth but nevertheless at the time it was agony.

Anyway, after waiting in the Emergency Room for ages, the first doctor I saw said, “Does this hurt?” and then attempted to pull the knuckle back into place. I nearly punched him with my good hand! Later, after giving me an anesthetic they tried again – much more successfully. So I understand the difference between trying to restore someone or something gently and trying to restore someone quickly!

But watch yourself, or you also may be tempted. 

Not only do we need to be gentle – we also need to recognize that we are not very different from the person we are trying to help. Given the context of a church battling with becoming proud and legalistic, this is especially important. When we begin to go down those pathways we tend to become particularly judgmental and vulnerable. Perhaps not to the exact same sin but to others which are just as bad.

2 Carry each other's burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ. 

Carry each other’s burdens. The burdens here are the really heavy ones, the ones too heavy for someone to bear on his or her own. If you do that, says Paul, you will be fulfilling the law of Christ. This is not a new set of Laws replacing the Old Testament Law as legalistically interpreted by the religious, but simply acting out “loving your neighbor as yourself,” which Paul said in 5:14 summed up the entire law.

An example of what the word “fulfill” means is to “fill up a ditch,” which seems especially appropriate when we are trying to help others not to slip of the path.

3 If anyone thinks he is something when he is nothing, he deceives himself. 

In other words, if I am so self-deceived that I think I am not vulnerable to sin then I have no business helping others! “That could never happen to me!” are famous last words. 
1 Cor 10:12 says, “So, if you think you are standing firm, be careful that you don't fall!”
4 Each one should test his own actions. Then he can take pride in himself, without comparing himself to somebody else, 

The challenge here is to examine ourselves rather than comparing ourselves with other people. Comparing ourselves with others inevitably leads to either depression or pride – neither of which are helpful in our walk with God.

5 for each one should carry his own load. 

At first glance this looks like a contradiction to v2 but actually it isn’t. The word translated “load” is different from the one translated as “burden”. The word “load” here refers to a soldier’s kit or a traveler’s pack. It is the things in life we are all expected to carry by ourselves. We might say, “Everyone needs to pull their weight!”

We should not carry these loads for other people because by doing so we enable and prolong their immaturity. This can be a big temptation for parents and leaders and anyone who is compassionate but it must be avoided.

I remember realizing this when Selena was little. Naturally she wanted to do everything that Micah could do, but, of course, he was also a bit bigger and stronger than she was. So when we would go to the park, he’d climb up the steps and come down the slide and Selena would want to do the same but she couldn’t climb the steps. Initially Ali and I would pick her up and help her get to the top of the slide but we realized that sooner or later she would have to learn to overcome the step and get there herself. It took a little while and caused Selena quite a lot of frustration but she was determined, and sooner than we expected conquered the steps.

Of course we could have carried on lifting her up to the top of the slide for another 6 months, but…

Not only should we carry our own load – we WILL carry it – in the sense that when we stand before God to give account of our lives we will not be able to blame others for not doing what we should have done ourselves.

6 Anyone who receives instruction in the word must share all good things with his instructor. 

Paul is referring here to a minister’s right to earn a living from ministry. He probably does so because he often did not exercise that right and instead supported himself. So he wants to make it clear that it is OK and in many cases advisable for the minister to be supported by those to whom he ministers.

7 Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man reaps what he sows. 8 The one who sows to please his sinful nature, from that nature will reap destruction; the one who sows to please the Spirit, from the Spirit will reap eternal life. 

You cannot fool God and you cannot mock Him and get away with it. We will reap what we sow, or as people say today, “What goes around comes around!” This really isn’t an earth shattering concept is it? If a farmer sows wheat in his field he will get a crop of wheat – What could be more straightforward than that? But somehow we don’t expect it to work that way in other areas of life.

If we sow those “works of the flesh” we will reap what they bring, which is destruction. But if we sow those fruit of the Spirit we will reap what they bring which is life. That doesn’t mean we earn eternal life but that when we practice them we experience something of the eternal life to which we are called.

9 Let us not become weary in doing good, for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up. 

What a verse! I have probably reflected on this verse as much as any in the Bible over the past few years. To become weary or to grow faint means to become fatigued. It means to become like an unstrung bow or a worn out pair of shoes. It reminds me of that line in the Lord of the Rings when Bilbo Baggins says he feels “thin, like butter spread over too much bread.” 
Most of us have been here; several of us are probably living here right now. It is hard not to grow weary and give up. That is especially true because it is obvious that one of the devil’s favorite tactics in our time is to wear us down and wear us out by making us permanently busy.

Speaking of the antichrist figure in Daniel 7:25, we read “And he will speak out against the Most High and wear down the saints of the Highest One…” (NAS)

This is a particularly effective technique because not only does it tire a person out, it also stops them from loving others.

Listen to this excerpt from The Tipping Point by Malcolm Gladwell, p163-166:
Some years ago two Princeton University psychologists, John Darley and Daniel Batson, decided to conduct a study inspired by the biblical story of the Good Samaritan…
Darley and Batson met with a group of seminarians, individually, and asked each one to prepare a short, extemporaneous talk on a given biblical theme, then walk over to a nearby building to present it. Along the way to the presentation, each student ran into a man slumped in an alley, head down, eyes closed, coughing and groaning. The question was, who would stop and help? Darley and Batson introduced three variables into the experiment, to make its results more meaningful. First, before the experiment even started, they gave the students a questionnaire about why they had chosen to study theology. Did they see religion as a means for personal and spiritual fulfillment? Or were they looking for a practical tool for finding meaning in everyday life? Then they varied the subject of the theme the students were asked to talk about. Some were asked to speak on the relevance of the professional clergy to the religious vocation. Others were given the parable of the Good Samaritan. Finally, the instructions given to each student varied as well. In some of the cases, as he sent the students on their way, the experimenter would look at his watch and say, “Oh, you’re late. They were expecting you a few minutes ago. We’d better get moving.” In other cases, he would say, “It will be a few minutes before they’re ready for you, but you might as well head over now.”
If you ask people to predict which seminarians played the Good Samaritan their answers are highly consistent. They almost all say that the students who entered the ministry to help people and those reminded of the importance of compassion by having just read the parable of the Good Samaritan will be the most likely to stop…In fact, neither of these factors made any difference… “Indeed, on several occasions, a seminary student going to give a talk on the parable of the Good Samaritan literally stepped over the victim as he hurried on his way.” The only thing that really mattered was whether the student was in a rush. Of the group that was, 10 percent stopped to help. Of the group who knew they had a few minutes to spare, 63 percent stopped.

What this study is suggesting, in other words, is that the convictions of your heart and the actual contents of your thoughts are less important, in the end, in guiding your actions than the immediate context of your behavior. The words “Oh, you’re late” had the effect of making someone who was ordinarily compassionate into someone who was indifferent to suffering – of turning someone, in that particular moment, into a different person. 

When I first read that I wanted to argue with the findings but as time has gone on I realize that I am all too similar to the men and women in the study. All too often I either genuinely do not have the time to care properly for others or I am unwilling to give the time I do have. 

But Paul reminds us if we keep on sowing those acts of kindness and caring, ultimately there will be a harvest. If not before, it will come when we reach Heaven itself. But usually God sees fit to allow us to experience a sample or two here and now.

Last week I was amazed when I received emails from two different people, thousands of miles apart, both quoting something I had said to them years earlier that was now bearing fruit in their lives.

Listen. It all counts, every little good thing we do counts.

In Matt 10:41-42 Jesus said, “Anyone who receives a prophet because he is a prophet will receive a prophet's reward, and anyone who receives a righteous man because he is a righteous man will receive a righteous man's reward. 42 And if anyone gives even a cup of cold water to one of these little ones because he is my disciple, I tell you the truth, he will certainly not lose his reward.”

It is not just the big stuff that counts – God counts it all!

10 Therefore, as we have opportunity, let us do good to all people, especially to those who belong to the family of believers. 

And because it all counts, as the opportunities arise, let us do good to everyone, but especially those who are fellow believers in Christ.

11 See what large letters I use as I write to you with my own hand! 

Most likely Paul has been dictating this letter to a scribe but now takes the pen and writes for himself. Perhaps he writes in large letters for emphasis or perhaps he does so because he has bad eyesight as some people speculate due to the reference in 4:15. Then again, perhaps he just had bad handwriting!

12 Those who want to make a good impression outwardly are trying to compel you to be circumcised. The only reason they do this is to avoid being persecuted for the cross of Christ. 13 Not even those who are circumcised obey the law, yet they want you to be circumcised that they may boast about your flesh. 

One of the key marks of a religious person (I’m using religious in the bad sense of the word) is that they are consumed by other people’s opinions of them. You will notice if you read the gospels carefully that the Pharisees often do something or delay doing something because they are motivated by the opinion of the people.

Prov 29:25 says, “Fear of man will prove to be a snare, but whoever trusts in the LORD is kept safe.”
John 5:44 says, “How can you believe if you accept praise from one another, yet make no effort to obtain the praise that comes from the only God?”
I have had quite a few conversations with Tim about the way that becoming self-conscious when preaching or leading worship gets in the way of ministering effectively to others.

The false teachers want to boast about converting others while not living up to their own standards. Perhaps that is not too different from the infamous ministry newsletters we get from some ministries boasting of all kinds of things. Don’t get me wrong - I freely admit I have written a few in my time!

In contrast Paul says:

14 May I never boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, through which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world. 15 Neither circumcision nor uncircumcision means anything; what counts is a new creation. 

It is Paul’s prayer to only boast in an appropriate way about what Jesus has done in him, particularly that he has died to his old way of life. For him that was a religious life, for you and me it might be a worldly life, but that doesn’t matter. What matters is that it has ended and a new life has begun.

16 Peace and mercy to all who follow this rule, even to the Israel of God. 

Peace and mercy to all who live up to this standard. In this context “Israel of God” would mean the church.

17 Finally, let no one cause me trouble, for I bear on my body the marks of Jesus. 

In the culture of Paul’s day, slaves would be tattooed or branded to show who they belonged to and to warn others to treat them appropriately. So Paul is saying, “I have been branded as belonging to Jesus by the beatings and stonings I have received while serving Him.”

We would like God to mark us out by blessing us materially or making us more successful than others, but perhaps He marks us out as being His by the scars we bear in His service - those painful, often unjust experiences when we tried to do the right thing but were misunderstood and abused for it.

18 The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit, brothers. Amen.

Despite their wavering and flirting with religious legalism, Paul still sees them as family and has confidence that they will come through.

Perhaps even more than in his other letters he blesses them with grace – the key theme of his whole letter.

So will you partner with Jesus:

· By seeking to restore others

· By helping carry other people’s oppressive burdens

· And by loving others in the context of community

Blessing:
May you walk with Jesus in the community of faith, restoring others and lifting off their burdens.
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