July 11, 2010                                                              Galatians 3: 1-5, 23-28
Prayer: Dear God, We welcome you into this sanctuary with thanksgiving 
for the blessings you have bestowed upon this church. Please let it be a place 

of healing and of understanding the lasting power of your word. In Jesus’ 

name we pray. Amen.

Following the rules 

Have you ever heard someone say this?  


“My parents had me at church every time the doors opened. Every Sunday morning for Sunday school and church. Every Sunday evening for youth group. Every Wednesday night for Bible study and prayer service. Every Vacation Bible School. Every Sword Drill. Every week-long revival that I swear ran for a month.


“I mean if the church was open, we had to be there.


“The minute I got away to college, I never went to church again.”


I have heard that more times than I can count.


It makes it hard for parents to know what to do. We told our oldest child she had to come to church with the family until she was 14, and after that, she could decide when she wanted to come. We weren’t really happy with how that turned out, so we rescinded the offer for the next two. They weren’t too happy about that.


But we were trying so hard not to forge this link in their minds that Christianity was about having to do this or having to do that. It wasn’t about following rules. It was about a relationship.


That’s what the third chapter of Galatians is all about.


If this week’s sermon title, Following the rules, sounds like last week’s sermon title, Playing by the rules, it’s because that’s what Paul talked about all through this letter to the Galatians. He says repeatedly that obeying rules is not the way to God. 

But it had been in the past, and people were having a hard time making the change.

Let’s read together the beginning of chapter 3. 


Galatians 3: 1-5:

You foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you? It was before your eyes that Jesus Christ was publicly exhibited as crucified! 2The only thing I want to learn from you is this: Did you receive the Spirit by doing the works of the law or by believing what you heard? 3Are you so foolish? Having started with the Spirit, are you now ending with the flesh? 4Did you experience so much for nothing?—if it really was for nothing. 5Well then, does God* supply you with the Spirit and work miracles among you by your doing the works of the law, or by your believing what you heard? 


In our Sunday night services, Jerry Hill from Buncombe Street UMC,  often preaches. And he always reads Scripture from The Message, which is  Eugene Peterson’s New Testament translation in everyday language. I am becoming more and more enamored of how clear The Message makes things.


 Here’s some of that passage we just read:


“You crazy Galatians! Did someone put a hex on you? Have you taken leave of your senses? Something crazy has happened, for it’s obvious that you no longer have the crucified Jesus in clear focus in your lives. His sacrifice on the Cross was certainly set before you clearly enough.


“Let me put this question to you: How did your new life begin? Was it by working your heads off to please God? Or was it by responding to God’s Message to you?”


You get the idea. Paul was using sarcasm and ridicule to make his argument that this new gospel, this different gospel that the Galatians were listening to – that they must be circumcised in order to be saved – was untrue.

 It was preposterous. It was ridiculous. And Paul was mad that he had to deal with it.


We won’t read the middle section of this chapter. Paul gives a complex argument about how the Gentiles were included in the blessing of Abraham from the earliest days. Then he uses an extended metaphor about the law being a disciplinarian, a Greek tutor, if you will, that served until Christ came along. 

From the time that Moses received the law on Mount Sinai to the time Jesus came to earth, the law kept people in line, kept them on the right track.


But Jesus’ life and death and resurrection cancelled all that. Rule- following was not necessary anymore. It simply didn’t work any longer. 

Yet, that didn’t stop people from trying to revert back to the old way.


That’s what made Paul so angry. After he founded the churches in Galatia on the principle of this new freedom in Jesus Christ, someone else had come along, preaching that the new Christians had to be circumcised, had to fall back under the old rules. And the Galatians fell for it.


Paul was furious both at the preachers who preached this doctrine and at the Galatian Christians who believed it.


No, no, no, he screamed throughout this letter. The rules aren’t going to get you anywhere any more. You have freedom now. Christ has freed you.

I remember one time at The Greenville News, the editors decided to free the photographers. They had always been free for some shoots – fires, wrecks, sports events. But for many stories, the reporter was responsible for setting up appointments to have a photographer shoot the subject of his story.


It worked well. A lot of times, a photographer would stay throughout my entire interview, shooting enough so that the subject forgot he was there. From the reporter’s perspective, the arrangement worked fine.


But the editors got the idea that if the photographers set up their own appointments, established their own rapport with the subject without the reporter being in the way, they might tap into more creativity.


The early months of the experiment were pretty chaotic, because you had reporters and photographers both calling the subjects and setting up separate appointments. We were all balking a good bit.


I remember the managing editor saying, “It’s like we’ve opened the prison door and are trying to get the photographers to come out. And they won’t walk out the door.”


That’s the concept Paul was attacking.

People had been given this marvelous new freedom, and they were clinging to the old laws, an old system of rules that told them what to do.


But the best part of this chapter comes at its conclusion. In fact, I think it may hold perhaps THE most important, powerful verse of the entire New Testament. 


Let’s read together Galatians 3: 23-28.
 
23 Now before faith came, we were imprisoned and guarded under the law until faith would be revealed. 24Therefore the law was our disciplinarian until Christ came, so that we might be justified by faith. 25But now that faith has come, we are no longer subject to a disciplinarian, 26for in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith. 27As many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. 28There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus. 

 
“All of you are one in Christ Jesus.”


Or as Eugene Peterson phrases it: “Among us, you all are equal.”


Last week we celebrated the birthday of the United States. The United States was founded as an experiment in equality and democracy that the world had not seen before. 


We didn’t buy into the royalty of Great Britain, from whence we came. Because royalty, by its very nature, calls some people royal and some common.


We didn’t buy into a homogenous culture of one race, one color, one religion, one mindset. A Jewish immigrant named Emma Lazarus wrote the famous poem, The New Colossus, that graces our Statue of Liberty:


               Not like the brazen giant of Greek fame,
With conquering limbs astride from land to land;
Here at our sea-washed, sunset gates shall stand
A mighty woman with a torch, whose flame
Is the imprisoned lightning, and her name
Mother of Exiles. From her beacon-hand
Glows world-wide welcome; her mild eyes command
The air-bridged harbor that twin cities frame.
"Keep ancient lands, your storied pomp!" cries she
With silent lips. "Give me your tired, your poor,
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,
The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me,
I lift my lamp beside the golden door!" 
 


We certainly don’t always live up to those grand words – “Mother of Exiles,” “give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free” – but they are part of our national culture.


In Paul’s day, there was no pretense of that equality.


In the Biblical story, at least, the Jews were God’s chosen people. The Gentiles were dogs.


Population-wise, slaves may have outnumbered free men, but their lifestyles were certainly different. Slavery was an accepted part of ancient culture. Paul would not have conceived of abolition.


And the ancient world was ruled by men. Women and children were property. That’s why stories such as Ruth in the Old Testament and the widow at Nain in the New Testament put such emphasis on the dilemma of widows. With their husbands and sons dead, they were reduced to begging to survive.


And yet, in the midst of that society that made absolutely no pretense of equality, look at what Paul writes:


“There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.”


  Oh, my goodness. Could he write anything more threatening to the cultural norms, anything scarier to the ruling class, anything more radical to the powers that be?


A world where one’s religious background was dismissed?

A world where a slave was equal to his master?


A world where the genders were equal?


What kind of rabble-rousing was this?


Of course, we have moved quite a way from our expressed roots as well. If some future society knew us only by our Statue of Liberty, they might get quite a different impression of us than what really happened. 


They might not realize, for instance, that even as Emma Lazarus was growing up in the 1850s, ships bearing African slaves were landing along the Eastern seaboard.


They might not realize as she wrote her poem in 1883 that the United States Army was shoving Native Americans off their land.


They might not realize that during the 1940s Japanese citizens were forced from their homes and into interment camps. 


They might not realize that in 2010 Hispanic immigrants were forced to carry papers to prove their legitimacy in Arizona.


The Mother of Exiles might not be too pleased.


No one said equality would be easy, especially on the national stage. Life can get hot in the melting pot. 


But we live in a community larger than the nation-state. We live in the Christian community.


In Eugene Peterson’s words, this is what Paul said to the Galatians:


“In Christ’s family, there is no division between Jew and non-Jew, slave and free, male and female. Among us, you all are equal. That is, we are all in a common relationship with Jesus Christ.”


 In Christ’s family…. I like that.


It makes me think of those wonderful old movies from the 1940s and 50s and 60s, where the world worked one way, but inside the house, inside the family, the mother and daughters had every bit as much clout as the father and sons.  


In Christ’s family, there’s no room for the silly one-upmanship of one of us being better than another of us.


In Christ’s family, we all are equal.


In Christ’s family, we are well loved. And no amount of rule-following will cause us to be loved any more. Amen.
