Fighting for Freedom #7

“Canceling the Cross”

Galatians 2:15-21

Senseless tragedy or sensational triumph?


Five young men are gunned down in a drive-by shooting in an inner city neighborhood. Investigators determine that the violence was an act of gang warfare. Family members mourn their loss, but outside of those who knew them personally, few will remember their names or anything they accomplished in their short lives on earth.


Senseless tragedy or sensational triumph?


Five young men are brutally murdered on a riverbank in a remote land. Their attackers were violent men who were responsible for the deaths of many others. Family members and friends mourn their loss, and two of their relatives return to that same land, determined to reach those murderers—not with vengeful hate, but with forgiving love. In time that whole tribe is converted to Christianity, and they have sent missionaries to surrounding tribes to tell them of Jesus Christ.


Senseless tragedy or sensational triumph?


On the surface these two scenarios appear identical: Five young men with their whole lives in front of them are cut down violently. Yet the outcome of their brief stay on this planet could not be more different. In the first, violence breeds violence, hatred breeds retaliation, and the chain of carnage and brutality continues. In the second, love and forgiveness breaks that chain of hostility, and the grace of God transforms the lives of the very ones who committed the murders.


The reason I bring this up is a controversy that arose a week or two ago. Political commentator Bill O’Reilly was on a morning talk show being interviewed about his recently published book, Killing Jesus. In this interview O’Reilly stated, “Jesus did not die for people’s sins; He died for taxes.” He went on to explain his belief that the Roman government had Jesus put to death because He taught the people that the Roman taxation laws were unfair. (Obviously Bill O’Reilly has never read Matthew 22:15-22, when the Jewish authorities tried to trap Jesus into saying something seditious against Rome. His words were, and I quote, “Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s, and give to God what is God’s” (Matthew 22:21). If anyone had wanted to kill Jesus for His views on taxation, it would have been the Jews, not the Romans!)


Beyond publicly broadcasting his ignorance, though, Bill O’Reilly did something much more serious in taking this stand. In effect, he cancelled the cross, divesting from it the whole purpose of Christ’s death. Christianity views the cross as a sensational triumph of God over evil. If Jesus died because of taxes, His death was a senseless tragedy.


Again you may be wondering why this is even worthy of mention in a church service like this. I am not here to debate or discuss Bill O’Reilly’s arguments, which I believe are a cheap way of trying to score political points and improve public ratings. Tonight I would like to turn to a passage in our study of Paul’s letter to the Galatians in which he concludes, If this is true, then “Christ died for nothing!”﻿ (Galatians 2:21). Paul deals with another concept that cancels the cross, and it is worth our time to investigate.


Let’s read the entire passage, Galatians 2:14-21:

When I saw that they were not acting in line with the truth of the gospel, I said to Peter in front of them all, “You are a Jew, yet you live like a Gentile and not like a Jew. How is it, then, that you force Gentiles to follow Jewish customs? 
“We who are Jews by birth and not ‘Gentile sinners’ know that a man is not justified by observing the law, but by faith in Jesus Christ. So we, too, have put our faith in Christ Jesus that we may be justified by faith in Christ and not by observing the law, because by observing the law no one will be justified. 

“If, while we seek to be justified in Christ, it becomes evident that we ourselves are sinners, does that mean that Christ promotes sin? Absolutely not! If I rebuild what I destroyed, I prove that I am a lawbreaker. For through the law I died to the law so that I might live for God. I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me. I do not set aside the grace of God, for if righteousness could be gained through the law, Christ died for nothing!”﻿


We looked at verse 14 in the previous message. Here Paul confronts Peter on a matter of hypocrisy in the latter’s dealings with the Gentile Christians in Antioch. Peter had come to visit this church where Gentile and Jewish Christians accepted each other and fellowshiped together. Peter joined in this fellowship, which included sharing meals without distinguishing kosher and non-kosher foods. But when some legalistic Jews came from Jerusalem, Peter withdrew from the fellowship and acted as though he had nothing to do with the Gentile believers. Paul publicly confronted Peter, calling him a hypocrite.


Galatians 2:15-21 is a bit of a mystery for interpreters. The problem is that ancient writers did not have anything equivalent to our quotation marks to show exactly where quoted matter began and ended.
 The punctuation in our Bibles, including quotation marks, is editorial. Some interpreters see this whole section as Paul’s rebuke to Peter, while others end the quotation here and view verses 15–21 as Paul’s later explanation of what he said to Peter.
 Kenneth Wuest believes they belong together, explaining,

The bare reproach of verse 14 would hardly be in keeping with the serious nature of the trouble at Antioch. Again, it would be too brief an extract from Paul’s words to Peter, to show the Galatians that Paul had really come to grips with Peter on the question at issue. In the third place, Paul in 3:1 resumes his direct words to the Galatians in the expression “O foolish Galatians.”

At any rate, Paul’s rebuke of Peter culminated in what John MacArthur calls “one of the most forceful statements in the New Testament on the doctrine of justification.”
 
The Futility of Redemption by Law


Paul begins in verses 15-16 by pointing out the futility of redemption by law. Paul says first in verse 15, “A man is not justified by observing the law, but by faith in Jesus Christ.” This sounds a lot like Romans 6:14-15, where Paul states that we are “not under law but under grace.”  Unfortunately, this phrase has been misunderstood and misapplied by many Christians and churches today.


Some take the phrase in Romans as referring to periods of history—an “age of law” (meaning the Old Testament, or for some the Old Testament and the Gospels) and an “age of grace” (meaning the New Testament or the Church era), in which God dealt differently with mankind. Since we are “not under law but under grace,” these folks teach that the Old Testament does not directly apply to Christians today.


A problem arises, though, in the popular perception of this distinction between “law” and “grace.” Since the New Testament clearly teaches that we are “saved by grace through faith,” many Christians mistakenly believe that salvation in the Old Testament came by law. Of course, nobody could ever keep the law perfectly, so Christ had to come to die for our sins, and now we are saved by grace, and are no longer under the law. The law, for many, has been abolished.


And yet Paul writes in Galatians 2:16, “by observing the law no one will be justified.” Justification by keeping the law has never been God’s standard!
 The law was never intended to save anybody! (We will see this at length in Galatians 3.) How were Old Testament saints saved? Habakkuk 2:4 states, “The just[ified] will live by faith,” and this passage was seen as so vital it was quoted in three different New Testament books! Paul’s statement in Ephesians 2:8, “we are saved by grace through faith” has always been God’s means of salvation.
 As I learned from my Old Testament professor in Bible college, “the grace of God is as much at home in the Old Testament as the New.”
 


Perhaps this confusion can be clarified by substituting “law” in this context with the word “legalism.” Now before you accuse me of heresy and trying to change God’s Word, remember that the word “legalism” did not exist when Paul wrote this letter, just as the word “dinosaur” did not exist until 1850, which explains why the word never appears in the Bible! Yet Greek scholar Wuest points out that 

The word law here is used in its qualitative and legalistic sense. It denotes divine law looked upon as a purely legalistic system. It consists of statutes. If a person obeys the law, he secures thereby the divine approval. If he disobeys it, he is subject to divine condemnation. The divine approval is a matter of debt which God owes and pays to the person who obeys. This is a salvation which the person merits, and which is given on the basis of works, not grace. We must be careful to note that the Bible nowhere teaches this concept of divine law so far as a lost sinner is concerned, and with reference to his salvation from sin.

It was common to the religions of Paul’s day, as it has been common to other religions throughout history, that they put their emphasis on what people did. People must offer sacrifice; they must honor their deity, and so on. But Christians had the revolutionary idea that nothing the worship​per could do could bring salvation. That came as a free gift from God or it did not come at all. All the sinner can do is to trust Christ for this world and the next. Paul concludes this part of his argument with the emphatic “by works of law shall no flesh be justified,” a quotation of Psalm 143:2.
 (This again shows that the Old Testament did not teach legalism as a means to salvation!)

Why is this not the case? If so many other religions are based on how good a person is, why is Christianity so intolerant as to think it is the only religion that has it right? (Perhaps you’ve heard this “politically correct” argument yourself.) John MacArthur gives a great answer to this:

No amount of law-keeping can make a person righteous, because the root of sinfulness is in the fallenness of man’s heart, not in actions. Man’s basic problem is in what he is, not in what he does. Sinful acts are but the outward expression of a depraved nature that contains sinful thoughts.

Consequently, no amount of works of the Law can save a person, because even the best of human works cannot change the nature of the person doing them. “﻿We know that whatever the Law says, it speaks to those who are under the Law, that every mouth may be closed, and all the world may become accountable to God; because by the works of the Law no flesh will be justified in His sight﻿” (﻿Rom. 3:19–20﻿). The law is important as a mirror to show us our sinfulness; but it can only reveal sin, not remove it.
 

So we are left with the age-old question asked by Job’s friend Bildad, “﻿How then can a man be just with God?﻿” (﻿Job 25:4﻿). If we cannot achieve righteousness by doing good things, what hope do we have?
The Freedom of Receiving by Faith


The answer is found in these same verses: we are justified by faith in Jesus Christ, trusting what He has done on our behalf, rather than trusting in what we can do for God. Christianity is not based on how good a person is, but rather how good God is. This is nothing new to us, I am certain.


Yet “the verses that conclude this chapter contain capsule statements of some of the most significant truths of Christianity.”
 What we have here is the freedom of receiving by faith. The theological term for this is justification, or being justified. What exactly does that mean? Wiersbe defines it this way: “Justification is the gracious act of God whereby He declares the believing sinner righteous and gives that believing sinner a perfect standing in Jesus Christ.”
 


In justification Jesus takes our sins from us and replaces it with His righteousness. Put in another way, on the cross Jesus paid the debt for our sin, and then He deposited on our account His holiness. Now, when God looks at us He sees not our sin but Christ.


This is not “legal fiction” (to borrow John Stott’s words), in which a man’s status is changed, while his character is left untouched. He goes on to explain,

Someone who is united to Christ is never the same person again. Instead, he is changed. It is not just his standing before God which has changed; it is he himself—radically, permanently changed. To talk of his going back to the old life, and even sinning as he pleases, is frankly impossible. He has become a new creation and begun a new life.


This is what Paul meant when he wrote in Galatians 2:20, “I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.” His crucifixion has become my crucifixion. His resurrection has become my resurrection.
 Our sinful self was crucified with Christ on the cross. Then we were raised up with Christ in His resurrection to new life—not the same old life repackaged, but a new life in the Spirit. The true Christian life is not so much a believer’s living for Christ as Christ’s living through the believer.
 We have been set free from the penalty of sin (eternity in Hell), we are in the process of being set free from the power of sin in our lives, and one day we will be set free from the very presence of sin when we arrive in Heaven. It is true that we are still a work in progress here on earth. But, as Major Ian Thomas put it, “This is the you which God wants you to become, for this is the you which God intended you to be.”

The Fallacy of Returning to Legalism


This leads us to the final point, the fallacy of returning to legalism. The Judaizers were telling the Galatian Christians, “It is true that Jesus died for your sins, but if you really want to please God, you need to follow these rules: circumcision, Sabbath and dietary restrictions, etc.” The Judaizers wanted to mix legalism and grace, but Paul tells us that this is impossible. To go back to legalism means to “set aside” the grace of God.
 Paul bluntly states in Galatians 2:21, “I do not set aside the grace of God, for if righteousness could be gained through the law, Christ died for nothing!”﻿
Legalism’s most destructive effect is that it cancels the effect of the cross. To go back under the law would be to cancel one’s union with Christ’s sacrifice on the cross and therefore to go back under sin.
 Legalism cancels the cross of Christ. Christ died to save us precisely because we cannot save ourselves.
 Legalism says, “Yes, you can!” 

Paul says, “If it were even possible for us to save ourselves by the good things we do, then Jesus died for nothing!” In other words, the crucifixion of Jesus Christ would be a senseless tragedy rather than a sensational triumph. 

Leon Morris concludes, 

If salvation can come by our own human efforts, then there is no need and no place for the cross. Salvation by Christ’s atoning death and salvation by human effort are mutually exclusive. Probably no-one in the early church thought that Christ’s death accomplished nothing. The people who were in error would have held that the cross is important, even if they saw their keeping of the law as what brought about their salvation. Paul will have none of this muddled thinking. The cross is at the heart of the Christian way and the cross means salvation by grace. Anything other than this is not Christian.


Paul could not say it strongly enough (and neither can I): We do not do good works to get saved or to stay saved! No one was ever saved by keeping the Law. We do good works not in order to be saved but because we have been saved.
 I don’t care how much someone talks about Jesus—if they are leaning on their own efforts to please God, they are not preaching the gospel of Christ. There is no salvation for the sinner who depends in the least upon good works as a means of acceptance with God. 
 

Many people quote the phrase, “God helps those who help themselves,” as though it were taken from the pages of Scripture. Not only is this phrase not found in the Bible, it directly contradicts the Bible! The truth is that God helps those who cannot help themselves! Jesus died on the cross because we are helpless on our own. Indeed, to claim that we can secure God’s favor by our own efforts is an insult to Jesus Christ. For it is the same as saying that we can manage without Him; He really need not have bothered to die.


Returning to our opening question, with regard to the death of one Jesus of Nazareth: Senseless tragedy or sensational triumph. If we think that our standing before God is dependent in any way on what we do, then Calvary was a senseless tragedy. Jesus might as well have died for taxes if that were the case.


If you do believe that Christ’s death was not a senseless tragedy but a sensational triumph over sin, death, and Satan, then quit trying to please God with your good deeds! Stop trying so hard to keep some list of do’s and don’ts! Just receive by faith the offer of justification, and enjoy the freedom we have in Jesus Christ!
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