July 4, 2010                                                                      Galatians 2: 15-21
Prayer: Dear God, We are grateful to be invited into your house this morning. And we are grateful to live in a nation where we can worship so freely. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.

Playing by the rules

Over Memorial Day weekend, a young Detroit Tiger pitcher named Armando Galarraga  was pitching a great game against the Cleveland Indians. In fact, he was on track to pitch a perfect game.


Inning after inning, batter after batter, up and down. No hits, no walks, no errors.


The Tigers were getting excited. No one wanted to be the one to make an error that might cost their young pitcher this most rare of statistics. Only 20 perfect games have been recorded.


In the ninth inning, Cleveland hit a long ball, and outfielder Austin Jackson caught it over his shoulder for the first out. Infielder Mike Redmond picked up a routine grounder for the second out.

Then Cleveland’s Jason Donald came up to bat. He was the 27th batter, the only player to stand between Galarraga and history.


Jason Donald hit a routine grounder near the first-base line. The outfielders knew their teammates had it, so they began rushing in for the celebration.  Detroit first baseman Miguel Cabrera went for the ball, and Galarraga scooted over to cover the bag. Cabrera fired it to him, and Galarraga caught it and tagged first, a full step before the runner reached it.


But … that’s not what the umpire saw. Seasoned umpire Jim Joyce called the runner safe.


  Galarraga was denied his perfect game.


 Before the onslaught of technology, news about the heartbreaker might have died by the next day. But we live in the age of instant replay. And the videotape clearly showed Galarraga with his foot on the bag, the ball in his glove – and Jason Donald still lunging for first base.


 In baseball, the rules say you go by the umpire’s call in the midst of the heated action, not by the videotape.


So in this game, the rules said one thing. Truth said another.


There was a lot of sentiment to let truth prevail. The umpire saw the replay and he cried and he apologized profusely – to the public and to Galarraga. Even some major league managers hoped Baseball Commissioner Bud Selig would grant the young pitcher his perfect game. All the way to the White House, people wanted Galarraga to be credited with what he’d earned.


Commissioner Selig was the final voice. “There is no dispute that last night’s game should have ended differently,” he said.


But he let the umpire’s decision stand.


No perfect game for the pitcher who pitched a perfect game.  

Two weeks later, the World Soccer Cup was underway in South Africa. Four teams were assigned to each group, and the teams within each group played each other. Only two teams from each group would advance in the tournament.


Team USA had its first game against England, and tied. The United States played Slovenia next – the smallest country, population-wise, to send a team to the World Cup. As so often happens with the American team, they went down by two goals in the first half. 


But the Americans came out blazing in the second half. Landon Donovan scored quickly with a side-angled kick so hard the Slovenian goalkeeper actually flinched.


In minute 82 of the 90-minute game, the American team attacked again, and Michael Bradley scored.  


So the score was tied 2-2. Slovenia fouled, and Landon Donovan took a free kick that midfielder Maurice Edu then slammed in for a goal. The 3-2 comeback was the first of its kind in World Cup history.


But then referee Koman Coulibaly of Mali called the goal back. No offsides. No foul. No explanation.


The instant replay showed the Slovenian players holding some of the American players in bear hugs. What it didn’t show was an American offsides or an American foul or anything but a perfectly good goal.


 The commentators on ESPN and in Sports Illustrated and all the other networks and magazines agreed it was a good goal. World Cup officials removed the referee from further World Cup officiating.

But the rules of soccer say the referee’s decision – and not the instant replay – stands. The United States was awarded a tie with Slovenia, rather than the win they had earned.


The rules said one thing. Truth said another.



That is the way it is in sports. There have to be rules, even though everyone recognizes that occasionally truth will be thwarted.
 


Some people want that same mentality in other areas of their lives. They want the rules. “Just tell me what to do.”


As we continue our study of Galatians this morning, we’re going to see that this is what Paul was fighting – a follow-the-rules mentality. He didn’t want religious rules thwarting the truth of new life in Jesus Christ.


Last week we looked at chapter one, and talked about how angry Paul was that people had come into Galatia behind him, preaching that the newly converted Christians must be circumcised. In other words, in order to be saved, the new Christians needed to follow the old rules of Jewish law.


Paul was apoplectic over what he called this “different gospel.” His letter to the Galatians is an effort to refute this idea that rule-following of any kind is what the Christian life is about.


He spends half of chapter one and two thirds of chapter two giving some background, establishing his credentials, telling how he’d been touched personally by God in a revelation. 


Telling how he traveled to Jerusalem to see James and Peter and John – “the pillars of the church.” Those three recognized the truth of his preaching and encouraged him to preach to the Gentiles.


Telling how he yelled at Peter because for awhile, Peter ate with uncircumcised Gentile believers just as God told him to. But then he began getting criticized by Jewish Christians and didn’t eat with the Gentile Christians anymore.


After that extended section, we come to our Scripture passage for today. Galatians 2: 15-21:

15 We ourselves are Jews by birth and not Gentile sinners; 16yet we know that a person is justified* not by the works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ.* And we have come to believe in Christ Jesus, so that we might be justified by faith in Christ,* and not by doing the works of the law, because no one will be justified by the works of the law. 17But if, in our effort to be justified in Christ, we ourselves have been found to be sinners, is Christ then a servant of sin? Certainly not! 18But if I build up again the very things that I once tore down, then I demonstrate that I am a transgressor. 19For through the law I died to the law, so that I might live to God. I have been crucified with Christ; 20and it is no longer I who live, but it is Christ who lives in me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God,* who loved me and gave himself for me. 21I do not nullify the grace of God; for if justification* comes through the law, then Christ died for nothing. 

Now this is where we can get bogged down. Justification. Transgressor. Works of the law. We don’t talk like that. And we can glaze over when we hear Paul talk like that.


Eugene Peterson wrote his translation of the New Testament called The Message in order to help us out. Here’s part of that section we just read:
“We know very well that we are not set right with God by rule-keeping but only through personal faith in Jesus Christ. How do we know? We tried it – and we had the best system of rules the world has ever seen! Convinced that no human being can please God by self-improvement, we believed in Jesus as the Messiah so that we might be set right before God by trusting in the Messiah, not by trying to be good.”


I like that line about self-improvement. No human being can please 
God by self-improvement.

          Visit any book store and see how many shelves are devoted to self-improvement. Lose weight! Be a better parent! Be spiritual! Exercise! Make friends! Influence people! Succeed in business! Make money!


Improve yourself!


Paul was convinced that what lay behind this whole circumcision thing that had infiltrated the churches in Galatia was an attempt to seek God’s love through self-improvement. If we can just follow the rules, God will love us.


And the very thought of that made Paul livid. In Peterson’s vernacular, here’s what he was saying: “I tried keeping rules and working my head off to please God, and it didn’t work. So I quit being a ‘law man’ so that I could be God’s man.”


He goes on to talk about how his ego, his inner self, has been replaced with Christ living within him. And then he ends by saying that belief in rule following – whether it be circumcision or church attendance or any other rule we can come with – would make God’s grace meaningless. It would wipe away the greatest gift we’ve ever received. 


“If a living relationship with God could come by rule-keeping,” Paul writes, “then Christ died unnecessarily.”         

There is great comfort in following rules. We don’t have to think so hard, for one. When I was trying very hard to discern if I was being called into the ministry, my prayer for three years was, “If you’ll just let me know what you want me to do, I’ll do it.”


I realize now that wasn’t the right question. I wasn’t taking responsibility for my choice. I was looking for a single career, a single job, a single rule that would tell me what to do. What I needed to do was take responsibility for making a choice to serve God.  

One of the great shifts in Christianity during the 20th century was the decline of mainline churches and the rise of fundamentalist churches. There’s a reason for that. The fundamentalist churches are happy to lay out rules, and that is very comforting to a lot of people.          

I hate football, but I like that the NFL allows its referees to check out an instant replay and then make a ruling. The game goes on forever, but it does seem to be the best of both worlds.


Meanwhile, in baseball and in soccer, instant replay allows us to see very clearly when the rules overrule the truth.


Two thousand years ago, Paul argued that was exactly what was happening in the early church. The rules were getting in the way of the truth.


The truth that Jesus Christ came into the world to save the world. Period. 


Amen.

