June 27, 2010                                                                    Galatians 1
Prayer: Dear Lord, We welcome you into our worship this morning. May our worship and our words be pleasing to you. May your word make a lasting impression upon us.  In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.

A line in the sand

In my summer reading, I’ve come across one of the most devastating books I’ve ever read. It’s called Push and it’s the first novel by the poet Sapphire. Push was made into the movie, Precious.

 I haven’t seen Precious, but from what I’ve read the novel is even more gritty and disturbing than the movie. It is about a young, overweight, illiterate black girl in Harlem named Clariece Precious Jones. Precious was sexually abused by both her father and her mother. Before she was 18, she had two children by her father.


In real life, the writer Sapphire was a remedial reading teacher in Harlem, and she taught girls like Precious. So she tells this story in the ghetto rhythm of their speech. The result is absolutely mesmerizing, absolutely painful, absolutely riveting – partly because of the excellent writing, partly because you know there’s so much truth behind it. There is so much evil behind it. 

When we as Christians, when we as a society, are faced with way-past-ugly situations like the way Precious had to live, there comes a point when we have to say, “Wait a minute. That’s it.


“We’re not going to talk about rehabilitation. We’re not going to talk about parenting classes. We’re not going to talk about what might have happened to her parents to make them that way.”

There comes a point when we say, “No. This is not acceptable. This is not going to happen.”


At Triune, we see a lot of people who have suffered the same kind of abuse as Precious, and it has derailed their lives in all kinds of ways. We may even see people who have inflicted that kind of abuse. We try to help and talk about the healing power of the gospel and the forgiveness available. 


But sometimes there may be things that make their presence here impossible. When someone persists in using drugs on church grounds or screaming at the staff or panhandling from volunteers, we finally say, “No. This is not acceptable. This is not going to happen.”


Sometimes the compromise, the healing, that we value so highly just doesn’t take place. And we have to draw our line in the sand. 


Well, that’s the place where the apostle Paul found himself when he wrote his letter to the Galatians. He was fed up. He was angry. He was not going to compromise or soft-pedal his unhappiness with what was going on in the churches of Galatia. 


We are going to be studying this letter for several weeks this summer because it is a pivotal, important part of the New Testament. In his efforts to fight what was going on in Galatia, Paul provided a sound defense of the gospel of Jesus Christ that can serve us into the 21st century.


So what was going on that had Paul so riled up?


The Galatian churches had fallen prey to a watered-down gospel.


Paul had traveled this region, founding churches, just as he did on all his missionary journeys. But after he moved on, someone else came into Galatia behind him, preaching that the new Christians needed to be circumcised in order to really be Christians.

 And that made Paul furious.


Circumcision happened to be the issue, but it wasn’t really the point. The Galatians could just as well have been requiring church members to wear red hats or bow to the family dog or drink water from communion cups.

 Being circumcised indicated that Christians had to do something, had to follow the law, to be saved. And that was the very antithesis of the gospel Paul preached.


The gospel he preached, the gospel on which the churches of Galatia were founded, was a gospel of radical grace on the part of God. God was the actor in this new gospel, not the people. They didn’t have to work their way into relationship with God. He had already done that by Jesus’ death on the cross.


So any hint, any suggestion, that the new Christians could accept that gift -- but oh yeah, you have to do one more thing, you have to be circumcised -- sent Paul right over the edge.


Either the gospel was free or it was not. Galatians is the place where Paul drew his line in the sand.  


So please turn with me in your Bibles and let’s begin our study of his letter to these people.   

Galatians 1:  
     1Paul an apostle—sent neither by human commission nor from human authorities, but through Jesus Christ and God the Father, who raised him from the dead— 2and all the members of God’s family* who are with me,

To the churches of Galatia: 

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

6 I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one who called you in the grace of Christ and are turning to a different gospel— 7not that there is another gospel, but there are some who are confusing you and want to pervert the gospel of Christ. 8But even if we or an angel* from heaven should proclaim to you a gospel contrary to what we proclaimed to you, let that one be accursed! 9As we have said before, so now I repeat, if anyone proclaims to you a gospel contrary to what you received, let that one be accursed! 

10 Am I now seeking human approval, or God’s approval? Or am I trying to please people? If I were still pleasing people, I would not be a servant* of Christ. 

11 For I want you to know, brothers and sisters,* that the gospel that was proclaimed by me is not of human origin; 12for I did not receive it from a human source, nor was I taught it, but I received it through a revelation of Jesus Christ. 

13 You have heard, no doubt, of my earlier life in Judaism. I was violently persecuting the church of God and was trying to destroy it. 14I advanced in Judaism beyond many among my people of the same age, for I was far more zealous for the traditions of my ancestors. 15But when God, who had set me apart before I was born and called me through his grace, was pleased 16to reveal his Son to me,* so that I might proclaim him among the Gentiles, I did not confer with any human being, 17nor did I go up to Jerusalem to those who were already apostles before me, but I went away at once into Arabia, and afterwards I returned to Damascus. 

18 Then after three years I did go up to Jerusalem to visit Cephas and stayed with him for fifteen days; 19but I did not see any other apostle except James the Lord’s brother. 20In what I am writing to you, before God, I do not lie! 21Then I went into the regions of Syria and Cilicia, 22and I was still unknown by sight to the churches of Judea that are in Christ; 23they only heard it said, ‘The one who formerly was persecuting us is now proclaiming the faith he once tried to destroy.’ 24And they glorified God because of me. 

Now if you just read this passage, you might not recognize Paul’s anger. That flashes more in later chapters when he calls the people “foolish” (3:1) and says he wishes those preaching circumcision would “castrate themselves!” (5: 12)  

But if you compare this opening to Paul’s other letters, you quickly realize something’s going on here.


In Paul’s other letters, he always wrote a prayer of thanksgiving for the people he was addressing. For instance, in Romans, he wrote, “I thank my God through Jesus Christ for all of you, because your faith is being reported all over the world.” (Romans 1: 8)


In II Thessalonians, he said, “We ought always to thank God for you, brothers, and rightly so, because your faith is growing more and more, and the love every one of you has for each other is increasing.” (II Thess. 1: 3)


And to his beloved Philippians, he wrote, “I thank my God every time I remember you.” (Phil. 1: 3)


But here in Galatians, he greeted them then went straight to his point: “I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one who called you in the grace of Christ and are turning to a different gospel -- not that there is another gospel, but there are some who are confusing you and want to pervert the gospel of Christ.”


Ouch. No prayer. No thanksgiving. No praise for their efforts.


Just – bam – you are deserting the one who called you and turning to a different gospel.


As I said, the ceremonial cutting of foreskin known as circumcision was the issue of the moment, but circumcision itself wasn’t bad. Paul was circumcised. Jesus was circumcised. 
What Paul was railing against was the requirement that the new Christians must DO something in order to live as disciples of Christ.


And as Paul says later on in chapter 2, “… a man is not justified by observing the law, but by faith in Jesus Christ.” (Gal. 2: 16)


It should come as no surprise that Galatians was one of the primary books behind the Reformation. In the 16th century, the Catholic Church – which was the only church -- had become corrupt as priests sold off penances for sins. In other words, you could buy things, you could do things, to earn your salvation.


Martin Luther and the other Reformers argued that no, that’s not what Scripture said. And they argued that their new Protestant church would rely on Scripture alone as a guide.                  

Unfortunately, we have found as many reasons to subvert the gospel as the medieval church ever did, as Paul’s opponents ever did.


And the most subversive reason is to gain human approval. To gain popularity. To make people like us.


Paul wrote that if he wanted human approval, he would have stayed where he was, as a respected leader of the Jews. He goes to great lengths to say that his call was not from the ruling church in Jerusalem where all the big apostles were working. He was not hanging out with James or Peter and trying to further his career.


No, his call came directly from God on the road to Damascus.


 “I did not receive it from a human source,” he said, “nor was I taught it, but I received it through a revelation of Jesus Christ.”

 
This business of being an authentic servant of Christ doesn’t carry much approval – then or now. We don’t hear many people urging circumcision on us. But we do hear a great deal of gospel subversion when we try to win friends and influence people.

We in the church, especially in the church, want to be polite. We want to be kind, and we want to be welcoming. That makes sense. We are not going to reach people with God’s love by being impolite and rude and abrasive.


We may find ourselves hearing some odd things in Sunday school and Bible study and saying, “Yes, but….” Because we don’t want to offend anyone. We don’t want to hurt feelings.


Galatians is not a “yes, but…” letter.


It is a “no, this is the way it is” letter.


 This can be a problem in churches. If you’re in a wealthy church, you’re probably not going to hear a lot of preaching against slumlords or the evils of money.


 If you’re in a fundamentalist church, you’re probably not going to hear a lot about the women who followed Jesus or served in the early church.

 If you’re in Ku Klux Klan territory, you’re probably not going to hear a lot about minorities and Jews being in the kingdom of God.


I am more sympathetic to pastors than I once was. Whereas I used to wonder why some of them didn’t make a stronger stand on behalf of the despised, I now understand that if people are so offended by your message that they leave or split the church, what have you done? Have you run people out of the kingdom? Have you fractured the unity of the body?


 As in all things, balance and moderation are key. Or is that just a cowardly excuse for not saying what needs to be said, for not sticking up for the oppressed, for not demanding inclusion?


Sometimes the things we don’t want to hear are the very things we need to hear. 


Sometimes we need to hear that God loves the people we don’t.


I am sure I have offended people. And I am sure I have been silent when I should have spoken up. I don’t pretend to have the courage of Paul. 


But I also urge everyone in this church to have a mature faith. You don’t have to always agree with me or with each other. There is room in a healthy church for disagreement, for differing opinions.


But according to Paul, there is not room for disagreement on this one, core value. God saved us through a radical grace, and a radical grace only. We cannot do anything to achieve salvation by our own merits.


 This gospel of Jesus Christ, the true gospel of Jesus Christ, is not always the most pleasant thing that can come into your life. Properly understood, it requires sacrifice – not of foreskin, but certainly of self.

 For its chief commandments are: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart” and soul and mind and strength. And “Love your neighbor as yourself.”  (Mark 12: 29-31)

Paul will make this point in the fifth chapter: “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. The entire law is summed up in a single command: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ ” (5: 13-14)


We do not live under a Christian law per se. Christ’s death and resurrection freed us from that. 


But our discipleship, our cross-lifting, can and probably will be, costly. For to love our neighbor as ourselves is no easy gospel.


It is the gospel Jesus commanded, and when we decide that we are better than someone else, that we and we alone have the inside track, we are in danger of following another gospel, a different gospel. Everyone is entitled to the same radical grace we are. 

And as Paul so colorfully says, Even if an angel from heaven should proclaim another gospel, let him be cursed.


Amen.

