Fighting for Freedom #2

“The One and Only Gospel”

Galatians 1:3-5

The Gold and Silver Pawn Shop is the home of the television show “Pawn Stars” on The History Channel. Rick Harrison runs the store along with his father, son, and a few other characters. As Rick says at the beginning of each show, “You never know what’s going to walk through that door.” People bring all kinds of interesting finds—usually old and rare—hoping to cash in at the pawn ship.


The bottom line for these folks is, “What is my item worth?” Through the years Rick has connected with a variety of experts in various fields that he calls in to appraise the object being considered. If the piece is authentic and rare, the value is great, and folks leave with lots of cash; if it is a fake, it is usually worthless, and the people walk out of the store with their item. Everything rides on the authenticity of the item.


In Paul’s letter to the Galatians, the apostle is literally fighting for freedom—the freedom of the Galatian Christians he had personally led to the Lord. In doing so he exposes false teachers promoting a false gospel, a teaching that urged them to add to Christ’s saving work in order for them to be a child of God. At the very outset, Paul argues that his gospel is the one and only gospel, and that any teaching different from his should not be trusted.


Last week we examined the opening two verses of the letter, identifying both the author and the audience. This was very typical of letters in the first century Roman Empire to name the author and recipients right up front, usually followed by a greeting or well wishes from the writer. In this letter it appears in verses 3-5,

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


This is much more significant than our usual, “Hi, how are you?” though. In these few verses Paul manages to establish his message and include the whole gospel.
 And, as we will see, this was not be accident. Paul uses this customary greeting as an opportunity to lay a foundation for what the whole letter is about.
The Elements of the True Gospel


Paul begins with what I am calling the elements of the true gospel. Two simple words: “Grace and peace to you…” and yet these terms carry tremendous significance in the apostle’s message. Martin Luther commented, “These two words, grace and peace, include all that belong to Christianity.”


Paul combines two common greetings of his day in these words…sort of. A typical Greek greeting in the first century was charein, meaning “may joy be yours,” not too far off from our “have a nice day.” But Paul alters this by using the Greek term charis, meaning “may grace be yours.”
 The second term is the Greek word eirēnē, which translates as “peace.” This was typically a Jewish greeting, using the term shalom. So Paul takes two common greetings and, with minor alterations, greets the Galatians in a theologically profound manner.


These two words were important to Paul. He uses the word grace 100 times, whereas it occurs in all the rest of the New Testament only 55 times, and he uses peace more than anyone else in the New Testament (43 times, out of 91 in the New Testament; next is Luke with 13).


The combination of Greek and Hebrew greetings is significant in another way, as Howard Vos points out,

One might expect the apostle to the Gentiles to use a Greek greeting, especially when writing to churches of the Greek East. But he links the Greek with the Hebrew greeting, symbolizing the union of Jew and Greek in one body, the middle wall of partition having been broken down in Christ. Gentiles have now been admitted to privileges which had been peculiar to Israel.
 


We sometimes forget that in all the churches Paul planted (with the possible exception of Philippi) there were Jewish Christians and Gentile Christians worshiping together. In this letter as well as Paul’s letters to the Romans, Corinthians, Ephesians, Colossians, and Thessalonians, the apostle had to deal with issues that arose between Christians who had come out of a Jewish background and those who had previously been Gentile pagans. By two simple words Paul seeks to unite these believers together.


Even the order of these terms is significant. Whenever Paul uses these words in a greeting, they are never reserved in their order.
 This is important, as Vos explains,
Grace always precedes peace in these salutations, for the free and unmerited favor of God must be extended before the individual can experience either peace with God or the peace of God.

We can think of grace and peace as related to each other as root and fruit, or cause and effect.
 Grace is the reason we have the gospel, and peace is the result of the Gospel.


So what exactly does Paul mean by “grace” and “peace” here? We’ve touched on it briefly, but let’s look closely at each word.


Grace is simply what God has done for us that we do not deserve. (A similar word, mercy, is what God does not do to us that we do deserve.) I have heard grace defined in the acrostic God’s Riches At Christ’s Expense. Christianity is based on grace; instead of asking man to do, it tells what God has done, and invites men to receive salvation as a free gift.
 Paul writes in Ephesians 2:8, “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God.” We cannot earn God’s favor, we cannot work for it; we can only receive it as a gift from Him. That separates Christianity from all other religions, for they are based on what man does for their god, while we are based on what our God has done for us.


Peace means much more than the absence of conflict. When the Jews used the word shalom, it meant wholeness, wellness, or completion. I like how one resource defines it: “a sense of well-being resulting from a personal relationship with God unaffected by the circumstances of life.”
 Shalom implies peace with God, peace with others, and peace within.
 This is what Christ brings to the one who trusts in Him.


What makes this greeting so relevant to Galatians, though, is that Paul was fighting for their freedom against those who were denying both grace and peace! These false teachers, as we will see throughout the letter, were trying to move these new Christians away from the grace of God and back into a legalism that tried to impress God with what one did or did not do. To choose legalism, Paul tells the Galatians, is to fall from grace, and when they fall from grace, lose the peace with God that was purchased for believers by Christ’s atonement.

The Execution of the True Gospel


This leads us to what I am calling the execution of the true gospel. I confess, I have been afflicted with alliteration for as long as I can remember. I believe it is contagious—I caught it from my dad! I struggled for a while to come up with a word beginning with “e” for this point until I settled on the word “execution,” meaning how the message of the true gospel came about.


But the more I thought about it, the more I think this term is appropriate. For the salvation Paul preached was enacted (another “e” word!) only by an execution. “The wages of sin is death,” we are told in Romans 6:23, so someone had to pay the price. The answer is found in Galatians 1:4, 

…from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ, who gave himself for our sins to rescue us from the present evil age, according to the will of our God and Father.


Salvation is all of God. The Father planned it—“according to the will of our God and Father”—and the Son paid the price—“gave himself for our sins.” This is grace, God providing for us what we cannot do for ourselves.


The goal of our salvation is also mentioned here: “to rescue us from the present evil age.” John Stott comments,

Christianity is, in fact, a rescue religion. The Greek verb in this verse is a strong one (exaireō, in the middle voice). It is used in the Acts of the rescue of the Israelites from their Egyptian slavery (7:34), of the rescue of Peter both from prison and from the hand of Herod the King (12:11), and of the rescue of Paul from an infuriated mob about to lynch him (23:27). This verse in Galatians is the only place where it is used metaphorically of salvation. Christ died to rescue us.

Imagine that you are trapped in a burning building. You have no way of escaping. There is no hope. Then, suddenly, a firefighter appears through the smoke and flames and carries you to safety. You have been rescued.
Now, what did you do (in that imaginary scenario) to save yourself? Nothing. What did you contribute to your rescue? Nothing. What can you brag about regarding your rescue? Nothing.

The same is true about the gospel of Christ. We were trapped, as it were, in the fires of Hell because of our sin. We were helpless to do anything about our situation. But Jesus came, and through His death and resurrection He rescued us. What can we do about our sins? Nothing! All of the doing was done at Calvary. God’s grace is the answer to man’s guilt.

That is precisely Paul’s point. As he would later write in Colossians 1:13-14, 

For he has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.

That is what is meant in Galatians when Paul writes we were rescued “from this present evil age.” Not out of ‘this present evil world’, as the King James Version puts it. God’s purpose is not to take us out of the world, but that we should stay in it and be both “the light of the world” and “the salt of the earth.” But Christ died to rescue us “out of this present age of wickedness” (neb), or, as perhaps it should be rendered, “out of this present age of the wicked one,” since Satan is its lord.
 This verse should be a reminder that God is not interested in merely improving our world, or making people comfortable in it, but in delivering people from it. Our priorities should coincide with His.

The Exaltation of the True Gospel


This leads to the exaltation of the true gospel. Paul ends this paragraph in verse five, speaking of God, “…to whom be glory for ever and ever. Amen.”  When the true Gospel is presented, God the Father is glorified, He is praised. We are only recipients of God’s grace. We have done nothing to deserve praise.
 This is why we sang in our opening hymn, “To God be the glory, great things He has done.”

Such was not the case for the false teachers plaguing the Galatian Christians. They were not ministering for the glory of Christ, but for their own glory, as Paul points out in chapter six.
 This is still true today. If you come across a minister or ministry that exalts a person instead of God, you can be certain that is a false gospel. As we just saw, in the true gospel of Jesus Christ there is no room for human boasting. What can we brag about when Jesus dragged our helpless, hopeless selves out of the fire?

It was typical in those days for Jews to pronounce a bĕrākâ, or “blessing,” after any mention of the divine name. For instance, “The Holy One—blessed be he” is one of the most common blessings used by later Jewish commentators. So here, after the mention of the name of God, it is natural for Paul to add “to whom be the glory for ever and ever.” 

 The last word of verse five is “Amen.” We usually use this word at the end of our prayers…even though I doubt that many people who say it really know what it means. We sometimes hear it used in church, in response to something that is said or done that we want to add our agreement with.

That is, in fact, what the word “amen” is all about. Literally it means “so be it.” When used in public worship, it is a bit like the British saying, “Here, here!” This shows that we are in agreement with what has been said.

When said with emphasis, the term demonstrates how much the speaker agrees with what has just been said. Every now and then a preacher (including this one) might use it as a question—“Amen?”—to which the congregation (hopefully) responds, “Amen!” The preacher is asking if the congregation agrees with what he just said, and he hopes the people respond.

I believe that is, in part, what Paul is doing here. The “amen” here is intended to prompt a congregational response, when the letter is read aloud. The Galatians’ “Amen” is a public statement of affirmation and agreement with Paul’s true version of the gospel, contrasting with the false version described in the following verses.
 If he can get the Galatians to say, “Amen!” to these fundamental elements of the true gospel, then he has set them up to ask, “Then why are you listening to these other guys?”

I realize that much of this message is review to many here tonight. You are aware of the elements of the true gospel—grace and peace; how that was executed through the death of Jesus on our behalf; and that all the praise and glory belongs to God. So why is this important to us?

Because there are many false gospels being preached today, even as there was in the first century. Many of these false teachers are on television or lead large mega-churches all around the globe. But sometimes this false gospel—particularly the legalism that suggests that we either get saved or we stay saved based on what we do—can appear in small churches as well. This is not only the plight of one size of congregation. Many Christians are automatically suspicious of large churches, but false teaching exists in churches of every size. 

We must be careful of what we hear. Just because a person carries a Bible and uses the name Jesus Christ does not mean he or she is promoting the true gospel. And the best way to guard against the false is to become so familiar with the truth that anything contrary to it jumps out at us.

Maybe tonight you have seen that the gospel you’ve been following is not the true one. Maybe you are relying on your own efforts to get you into Heaven. Or perhaps you have trusted in Jesus Christ to save you, but you feel that in order to stay saved you have to follow some list of do’s and don’ts.

The truth of the one and only gospel can best be summarized in the words of the hymn:

Jesus paid it all;

All to Him I owe.

Sin had left a crimson stain,

He washed it white as snow


Is that the gospel you believe? Is that the good news you share with others?
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