Fighting for Freedom #3

“Nothing Funny About This Phony”

Galatians 1:6-10

Monopoly moolah.


Sourdough.


Plugged nickel. 

Funny money.


All these are terms sometimes used to refer to counterfeit currency. Ever since money was invented as a means of exchange, somebody has tried to counterfeit it. With the advanced technology of computers and laser printers, counterfeit currency has become a growing business. About $261 million of counterfeit currency was seized by the Secret Service in 2011,
 and that’s just what they were able to get their hands on. 


Funny money, though, is no laughing matter. Federal law against counterfeiting brings hefty fines and up to twenty years in prison. Counterfeit money is also a threat to the receiver of the bad bills, for the receiver is stuck with money literally not worth the paper it is printed on.


The thing about counterfeit money, though, is that it is completely worthless. A fake $100 bill is not worth $50 or $10; it isn’t worth any money at all! There is no middle ground. Paper money is either worth the amount printed on it (if it is authentic) or it is worth nothing (if it is fake).


So what? The same can be said about the gospel message. Ever since the true gospel of Jesus Christ was first proclaimed, bogus gospels have emerged as well. Just like counterfeit currency, these imitations bear a resemblance to the real thing, and if one is not careful, they may end up “holding the bag” of bad bills.


The apostle Paul had a real problem with false teachers in the first century. It seemed that everywhere he went preaching the truth, people would come along behind him spreading lies. This was a significant threat to the Galatian churches he and Barnabas had established on their first missionary journey. As we read in Galatians 1:6-10, there was nothing funny about this phony:

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—which is really no gospel at all. Evidently some people are throwing you into confusion and are trying to pervert the gospel of Christ. 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!  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! 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. 


In his later letters, Paul would offer a prayer of thanksgiving for his readers or express pleasure with their progress in the faith. Not here.
 Paul jumps in with both feet into his distress concerning his young converts. These verses sound the alarm to three deadly dangers of this phony message.
The Danger of Desertion


The first is the danger of desertion. Paul pulls no punches in verses 6-7. I like how The Amplified Bible renders verse six: “I am surprised and astonished that you are so quickly turning renegade and deserting Him Who invited and called you…” 
 “Turning renegade” and “deserting” translate a military term, literally meaning “to transfer one’s allegiance.”
 It was used in ancient Greek to describe soldiers who revolted or deserted as well as politicians or philosophers who would change sides. They were viewed as “turncoats.”


Eugene Peterson paraphrases verses six and seven in these words:

I can’t believe your fickleness—how easily you have turned traitor to him who called you by the grace of Christ by embracing a variant message! It is not a minor variation, you know; it is completely other, an alien message, a no-message, a lie about God. Those who are provoking this agitation among you are turning the Message of Christ on its head.
 

As we mentioned in the first message in this series, Galatians is probably the most colorful letter in the New Testament. It is filled with vivid, forceful language.


Paul was concerned that the Galatians were deserting their faith and being led astray. Notice the object of their desertion: not Paul, not the local church, but “Him who called you.” As Chuck Swindoll points out, “When you walk away from the truth of the Gospel you walk away from the Christ of the Gospel.”


Fortunately, this danger had not gone too far. The present tense of the Greek verb indicates that, when Paul wrote, the defection of the Galatians was only in progress, not a finalized fact, which would have been the case had he used the perfect tense.
 There was still hope.


What had incited the Galatians’ desertion? Paul calls it “another gospel.” The word translated “another” is heteros in Greek, meaning, “another of a different kind.”
 There is no multiple choice when it comes to truth. Jesus said, “I am the way, the truth, and the life,” using the definite article in each case. He is not one of many ways, or one of a variety of truths, as our world wants us to accept in the name of “tolerance.” If His earlier words were not clear enough, He finished that verse by saying, “No one comes to the Father except through me.” 


But the devil has a cheap counterfeit for every genuine product of spirituality.
 These false teachers were evidently “Judaizers,” whose “gospel” is summarized in Acts 15:1: “Unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved.” They did not deny that you must believe in Jesus for salvation, but they stressed that you must be circumcised and keep the law as well. In other words, you must let Moses finish what Christ has begun. Or rather, you yourself must finish, by your obedience to the law, what Christ has begun. You must add your works to the work of Christ. You must finish Christ’s unfinished work.
 Like the cultists today, they would say, “We believe in Jesus Christ—but we have something wonderful to add to what you already believe.” As if anyone could “add” something better to the grace of God!


This may not seem like a big deal, but Paul points out later in the letter that to add anything to God’s grace is to nullify grace. A single drop of liquid may not seem like much compared to a whole barrel of water, but if that drop is poison, it can make the whole barrel of water lethal. And a single false idea that in any way undercuts God’s grace poisons the whole system of belief.


And so Paul immediately adds in verse seven, “which is really not another gospel.” There are two Greek words for “another,” and the one in verse six means “another of a different kind,” while the one in verse seven means, “another of the same kind.”  He will not allow the conclusion to be drawn that there are various gospels and that the Galatians have passed harmlessly from one to another. Paul insists that there is no other gospel.


He will go into greater detail about this false gospel later in the letter. Suffice it to say for now that the true gospel is the gospel of grace. We cannot earn our salvation by what we do, nor can we maintain our salvation by self effort and good works.


I think we need to beware of both forms of false teaching today. There are many religions that place the emphasis on what man does for God, whereas only Christianity is based on what God has done for man. But I think the greater threat is this notion that we may be saved by grace, but we must maintain our relationship with God by our good works. Paul would tell us as he told the Galatians, “Beware of any teaching that is based on the goodness of man rather than the grace of God!” We can neither gain nor maintain God’s favor by what we do.

The Danger of Damnation


How serious is this? Consider verses 8-9 from J. B. Phillips’ paraphrase:

Yet I say that if I, or an angel from Heaven, were to preach to you any other Gospel than the one you have heard, may he be damned! You have heard me say it before and now I put it down in black and white - may anybody who preaches any other Gospel than the one you have already heard be a damned soul! 


Yes, you heard that right! Paul is saying, “Let that person drop into hellfire!”
 I know this bothers some people, but throughout the Scripture, the strongest language is reserved not for the murderer, or the adulterer, or the extortionist but for those who propagate religious error.
 The word for such religious error or false teaching is heresy.


I realize that “heresy” brings to mind images of the Salem witch trials or the Spanish Inquisition. I am not suggesting that we return to those responses to false teaching—if anyone is to burn, that is God’s prerogative, not ours—but we cannot naïvely think that every person who names the name of Jesus and preaches from the Bible is speaking the truth. There are too many false preachers out there on the airwaves and in pulpits in churches large and small. We cannot in the name of tolerance or political correctness allow false teachings (and those who promote them) run amok in the Kingdom. Why is this so important? John Phillips puts it well:  

We are so used to compromise, to tolerance of other people’s beliefs, that Paul’s words come almost as a shock. The problem with us, too, is that we look at the problem more or less as an academic problem, as a battle of wits between truth on this side and error on that side. It is satisfying if, in that verbal skirmish, we happen to win. It’s another feather in our cap. And if we lose, well, it’s too bad. We can’t win them all. But God does not look upon it as an academic problem at all. The issues of all eternity hang in the balance for a human soul.


The reason why Paul got so upset…and the reason why we should get upset…is that false teaching attacks the two things on earth that are eternal: the Word of God and human souls. Jesus told the Pharisees in Matthew 23:13-15, 

Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You shut the kingdom of heaven in men's faces. You yourselves do not enter, nor will you let those enter who are trying to. Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You travel over land and sea to win a single convert, and when he becomes one, you make him twice as much a son of hell as you are. 


If Jesus and Paul felt so strongly about this, perhaps we should, as well.

The Danger of Deference


Paul points to a third danger in verse ten: the danger of deference. Again reading from The Message,
Do you think I speak this strongly in order to manipulate crowds? Or curry favor with God? Or get popular applause? If my goal was popularity, I wouldn’t bother being Christ’s slave. 


In this statement Paul strikes out against something the false teachers were saying to the Galatians about him. They tried to discredit Paul’s ministry by calling him a man pleaser. The danger of deference is the peril of telling people what they want to hear so that the people will like them. Later in his life Paul would write in 2 Timothy 4:3-4,

For the time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear. They will turn their ears away from the truth and turn aside to myths.

This is certainly true today. Turn on the television and you can find many who claim to preach the gospel of Christ but in fact are telling people precisely what they want to hear. Why? To get them to come back and give money. Whether it is Robert Schuller removing “sin” from his preaching and instead preaching salvation as “self-esteem,” or Joel Osteen promising “your best life now” without counting the cost of discipleship, you can find someone preaching a message that sounds good to you minus the demands of the truth.  John MacArthur hits it on the head when he writes,

False prophets are also more interested in popularity than in truth. Their concern is not to serve the Lord and minister to His people but “﻿to make a good showing in the flesh﻿” (﻿Gal. 6:12﻿) and to gain a following for themselves (﻿Acts 20:30﻿). They are in their work for money; and “﻿in their greed they will exploit you with false words,﻿” Peter says, because their hearts are “﻿trained in greed﻿” (﻿2 Pet. 2:3﻿, ﻿14﻿).

This much is very clear: the apostle Paul was no people-pleaser. Paul did not amend or abridge his message to make people happy. He did not use methodology that catered to the lusts of his listeners. He certainly did not follow the pragmatic philosophy of modern market-driven ministers.
What made Paul effective was not marketing savvy, but a stubborn devotion to the truth. He was Christ’s ambassador, not His press secretary. Truth was something to be declared, not negotiated. Paul was not ashamed of the gospel (Rom. 1:16). He willingly suffered for the truth’s sake (2 Cor. 11:23–28). He did not back down in the face of opposition or rejection. He did not compromise with unbelievers or make friends with the enemies of God.


Paul concludes this part of his argument with a statement of the impossibility of trying to please people, since he is Christ’s slave… The use of the term slave brings out the whole-heartedness of Paul’s allegiance to Christ.
 There was no danger of deference with Paul. He was only interested in pleasing His Lord. 


These are strong words addressing a strong threat to the Church. Paul points out that this alternative gospel is in fact a phony gospel. Like counterfeit money, it is worthless and even dangerous. There is the danger of desertion, as it can lead believers away from grace and into legalism. There is the danger of damnation, both for the preacher and for the listener, if they turn away of Jesus and try to do it on their own. And there is the danger of deference, as these false preachers tell their audience what they want to hear rather than the truth. There is nothing funny about this phony gospel.
Liberty is always worth fighting for. It is the main reason Americans have laid down their lives for their country. If we were to interview any of those people who have fought in battle and ask, “Why did you live in those miserable and dangerous conditions?” or, “What was it that kept you out there fighting for your country?” the response would probably include words like, “Well, our liberty was at stake. I love my country, and our freedom was being threatened by the enemy. I wanted to defend it, and if necessary, I would still fight to the death for it.” 

Back in our earliest days as a nation, a determined thirty-nine-year-old, radical-thinking attorney addressed the Virginia Convention. It was on March 23, 1775, a time of great patriotic passion. And his patriotism refused to be silenced any longer. Sounding more like a prophet of God than a patriot for his country, he announced,

 

If we wish to be free we must fight! …I repeat it, sir, we must fight! An appeal to arms, and to the God of hosts, is all that is left us. It is vain, sir, to extenuate the matter. The gentlemen may cry “Peace, peace!” but there is no peace. The war has actually begun!…Our brethren are already in the field. Why stand we here idle?…Is life so dear or peace so sweet as to be purchased at the price of chains and slavery? Forbid it, Almighty God. I know not what course others may take, but as for me, give me liberty or give me death! [Patrick Henry, in a speech in Virginia Convention, Richmond [March 23, 1779. Taken from 15th ed. of John Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations, 383.]


Are we prepared to fight for freedom? We may seem to be swimming against the stream, but the prize at the end is always worth the effort. Yes, we may lose the approval of friends and family if we make a strong stand for Jesus Christ. We may bypass the easy route or the safe route to promote the truth. 


If we do, we place ourselves in the company of great men and women who, like the patriots of American history, lived and died for the cause of liberty. When we get to the end of our earthly lives, we can say like Paul, “I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith” (2 Timothy 4:7). It is always worth it to stand for the truth.
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