Fighting for Freedom #8

“Spiritual Stupidity”

Galatians 3:1-14

Name-calling is a ugly practice kids learn at an early age. Even before mastering reading, writing, and arithmetic, young school-age children wield words like a saber, cutting their peers down. Those with glasses are called “Four Eyes,” those with braces “Metal Mouth,” and those who are shorter (or taller), heavier (or thinner), or of a different ethnic background are the targets of vicious labels.


As they grow older, children usually stop using such specific titles, and opt for more general descriptive words, like “stupid,” or “idiotic” or “crazy.” Most parents frown on such behavior if they hear it themselves. I recall when I was in junior high school, a family came to our church with the last name “Queer.” One Sunday night after youth group they invited my brothers and I to their home. When we came home, my mom asked where we had been. “We were at the Queer’s house,” we replied. “Don’t you call people that!” she scolded us, until we explained that we were using their real last name!


That being said, we may be surprised at the language Paul uses in the opening verses of the third chapter of Galatians. We have mentioned this text in an earlier message, but tonight we will examine it closer. 


Twice in the first three verses Paul uses a strong adjective to describe the Galatian Christians. The niv renders it “foolish,” but I don’t think that’s strong enough. The Contemporary English Version translates this text: “You stupid Galatians! … How can you be so stupid?” Or, as J. B. Phillips paraphrases it, “O you dear idiots of Galatia… Surely you can’t be so idiotic…?” 

These are strong words! William Ramsay comments, “It is, I think, customary to say that here his anger speaks, and he sharply censures the senseless conduct of the Galatians.”
 Warren Wiersbe adds,
The sixty verses that make up Galatians 3 and 4 are some of the strongest writing that Paul ever penned. But, after all, he was in a battle! He was out to prove that salvation is by grace alone, and not by the works of the Law. His opponents had used every possible means to try to capture the churches of Galatia, and Paul was not going to fight them halfheartedly. The apostle was no amateur when it came to debate, and in these two chapters he certainly proves his abilities. His logic is unassailable.
 


Was it necessary for Paul to use such terms though? Didn’t Jesus forbid His followers from calling another person a fool? Paul is not using the same term that Jesus prohibited in Matthew 5:22, which is understood as a godless, immoral person; he uses a different term meaning “spiritually dull.”
 In fact, Paul uses the same word Jesus used to rebuke the two disciples He encountered on the road to Emmaus: “﻿O foolish men and slow of heart to believe in all that the prophets have spoken!﻿” (﻿Luke 24:25﻿).
 Simply put, the Galatians, Paul says, were not using their heads.
 In this case, Paul is declaring a fact; whereas in Matthew, Jesus is warning against verbal abuse.


The Galatians were exercising, if I may use the phrase, spiritual stupidity. They were not using the sense God gave them. It was not that they were incapable of walking in the truth, nor were they ignorant of the truth. The problem was that they were allowing their hearts to run away with their minds. If they had just thought through what the false teachers were presenting to them, they would have seen the falsehood of their claims. But they weren’t thinking.

This still happens today. Most cult members did not become involved because they were intellectually convinced the doctrines of the cult were true but because its teachings and practices were appealing. Their minds were not persuaded: their emotions were victimized.
 John MacArthur observes,

The Christian life is neither entered nor lived on the basis of good feelings or attractive inclinations but on the basis of God’s truth in Christ. Christians who rely on self-oriented emotions instead of Scripture-oriented minds are doomed to be “﻿tossed here and there by waves, and carried about by every wind of doctrine, by the trickery of men, by craftiness in deceitful scheming﻿” (﻿Eph. 4:14﻿). When they judge an idea on the basis of how good it makes them feel or how nice it sounds rather than on the basis of its harmony with God’s Word, they are in serious spiritual danger.


This evening I want to consider this “spiritual stupidity” from two angles, then conclude with the rationale of the true gospel Paul presents.
The Lunacy of License


The first I am calling “the lunacy of license,” or “the idiocy of immorality,” or “the stupidity of sin.” (I opted for the first because it fits with the other two points of the outline!) By “license” here I mean that attitude that I can do whatever I want and nobody will tell me differently. Paul doesn’t directly deal with this concept in this text, but Scripture certainly points to this.


Twice in the book of Psalms we read the words, “The fool has said in his heart, ‘There is no God’” (Psalm 14:1; 53:1). This has led some to quip that April Fool’s Day is the atheist holiday! When we observe how people without Christ live their lives, we are tempted to shake our heads and think, “How stupid!”

But it is not only unbelievers who fall into this foolishness. We are all aware of Christians who have slipped back into sinful ways. We’ve even coined a term for such people: backsliders. Webster defines this as “to lapse morally” or “to revert to a worse condition.”
 Peter had this in mind when he wrote in 2 Peter 2:22, “Of them the proverbs are true: ‘A dog returns to its vomit,’ and, ‘A sow that is washed goes back to her wallowing in the mud.’” Earlier in that passage he observes, “They are worse off in the end than they were in the beginning.” They have slid back into sin.


How many of us can remember doing something wrong and, as soon as we have done it, we think to ourselves, “How could I be so stupid?” I know I have. In the moment of temptation, when desire takes over our reason, we stop thinking rationally. Proverbs 18:1 states, “He who separates himself seeks his own desire; he quarrels against all sound wisdom” (nasb). Every try to talk someone out of temptation? You may have a real fight on your hands!


Chuck Swindoll says it well:
Carnality is a temporary insanity. It is being out of our senses. It is buying a message that is so antithetical to the truth, it sends us reeling into another world or reasoning that isn’t reason at all.
 


Jesus provides a perfect example of this in the parable of the prodigal son. This young man demanded that he receive his part of the inheritance immediately, then went off and partied it all away. Soon he was broke, and when his money ran out, so did his “friends.” He ended up slopping pigs, and his condition was so bad that the slop began to look appetizing. Then according to Luke 15:17, “When he came to his senses…” What does that suppose? That up until that moment he was not “in his senses”—he was out of his mind!


Sin is like that. It looks so good at the moment, but it fails to take into account the consequences. The Bible teaches that we reap what we sow (Galatians 6:9). Charles Stanley points out that in both agriculture and actions, we reap like we sow, we reap later than we sow, and we reap larger than we sow.
 Hosea spoke of the Israelites, “They sowed the wind and reaped the whirlwind” (Hosea 8:7).


Sin is senseless. Sin does not take into account what it does to the one who does it and to others it affects. Indulging in sin is spiritual stupidity. The lunacy of license must be avoided.


The Ludicrousness of Legalism


The second truth is the ludicrousness of legalism. (And, yes, that is a real word!) This is really Paul’s focus in the opening verses of this third chapter—and really the book of Galatians as a whole. Legalism is as spiritually stupid as license, even though the two concepts seem to be opposite from each other.


Let’s begin by understanding what legalism is (and what it isn’t). Legalism can be defined as the attempt to please God by what I do or do not do.” Legalism appears in both salvation and sanctification. A legalistic salvation says, “In order for me to be right with God, I must do something so that God will look at me and will be pleased with my good and bring me into His family.” A legalistic sanctification says, “Now that I am in Christ, I will be closer to God if I stop doing such-and-such so that people will think better of me, or if I start doing such-and-such because people expect it of me.”
 

Don’t misunderstand: God does tell the Christian to stop doing certain things and to start doing other things. When we do that, we are not being legalistic—we are being obedient.
 It is why we do or don’t do what we do that makes us legalistic or not. Legalism is separated from true obedience by attitude.

Let’s return, then, to Galatians three. Paul begins in verse two, “I would like to learn just one thing from you: Did you receive the Spirit by observing the law, or by believing what you heard?” The form of the question (literally, “This only do I wish to learn from you”) suggests that as long as they are in their present confused state, Paul does not want to hear anything other than the most basic answer to this most basic question.
 

This basic question is nothing less than salvation itself. Paul asks, in essence, “How were you saved?” Receiving the Holy Spirit is what happens at salvation for every believer—not reserved for those who have made great progress in the faith.
 Paul asks, “How did this happen: Did you work for it, or did God give you the Spirit when you believed?” Here is the great divide: salvation by works or salvation by grace. Of course, the Galatians have to admit that they received the Holy Spirit by God’s grace through faith, not because God owed them something because of how good they were.

Now Paul points out the ludicrousness of legalism in verse three (in J. B. Phillips’ words): “Surely you can’t be so idiotic as to think that a man begins his spiritual life in the Spirit and then completes it by reverting to outward observances?” If you can’t be saved by your good works, what makes you think you can be sanctified by those same works?

Think of it this way: Imagine that your neighbor entered a sweepstakes and won the grand prize: A free car with free gas for life. He takes the keys to the new vehicle, complete with a full tank of gas, and he drives off. He is given a credit card to a local gas station that he is free to use for as long as he drives the car.

A month later, you see that same neighbor pushing his car along the side of the road. You chuckle to yourself (oh, come on, you know you would!), then you pull up beside him and roll down the window. “Something wrong?” you ask.

“Oh, hi, neighbor!” he pants with a wave. “Nope, nothing wrong.”

“Why are you pushing the car, then?” you ask. “Won’t it run?”

“No, it runs fine,” the neighbor replies as he struggles to push the car.

“Don’t tell me you’re out of gas!” you say, remembering that he also won the gas-for-life card.

At this the neighbor blushes a bit. “Well, you know I didn’t really deserve this car,” he explains. “I didn’t do anything to earn it. I don’t think it’s right for me to just use that free gas card that I didn’t work for.”

At this you roll up the window, drive off, and wonder how long it will take for the guys in white suits to haul him away!

I know that is a ludicrous illustration, but isn’t it the same as legalism? We’re taught that we have to work for what we get, not to take advantage of others’ generosity, and to take pride in what we earn. That may sound right here in America, but it doesn’t work in the spiritual realm. 

We are not good enough before God to get saved, nor are we good enough to stay saved by what we do! We cannot begin with God’s grace but then slide back into our own works. When we do, we pressure ourselves to always do the right thing in order for God to be pleased with us. That’s backwards! I’m not saying that we shouldn’t do the right thing, but we should do the right thing because God is pleased with us, not in order that God will be pleased with us. When we get that through our thick heads, we will live with a lot more peace and joy, and a lot less stress and guilt.


Legalism is every bit as ludicrous as is license. Neither one of them make any spiritual sense.

The Logic of Liberty


In the remainder of this passage Paul points to the logic of liberty. He draws his conclusion from the Scripture he has cited. So the “then” in verse 7 indicates that this is logical: because Scripture spoke thus, therefore certain blessings follow.


Paul uses three thoughts in building his logical case for liberty. In verses 2-5 he points to the Galatians’ own experience of salvation by grace through faith; in verses 6-9 he portrays Abraham as the example of salvation by grace through faith; and in verses 10-14 he uses an Old Testament exposition of salvation by grace through faith.


We have already gone over verses 2-5, where Paul uses their past experience to show the fallacy of legalism. One matter should be mentioned here: When Paul writes in verse four, “Have you suffered so much for nothing…” the word rendered “suffered” can also be translated “experienced.” Paul may be referring to all their experiences—positive and negative—since they had turned to Christ.


The Paul turned to the example of Abraham. He is fond of appealing to the example of Abraham: Nine times he mentions him in this short letter, and later he would devote an entire chapter (Romans 4) to Abraham.
 John Stott calls this “a master-stroke” because the Judaizers looked to Moses as their teacher, so Paul went centuries further back to Abraham himself.
 If Moses was their ace-in-the-hole, Paul trumped them by bringing in Abraham, the father of the Jewish people.


Paul quotes Genesis 15:6 regarding Abraham: “He believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness.”﻿ No good works here, no circumcision, no sacrifices, no adherence to dietary or Sabbath laws—for they were not established until Moses, hundreds of years later! Abraham was saved by God’s grace through faith. Therefore, those who exercise similar faith are saved the same way, and they are the true children of Abraham, not those who can trace their physical lineage to him. (These words must have really rankled the Judaizers!) This is something Paul will develop later in Galatians, so we will leave it for now.


Paul goes from the positive example of Abraham being saved by faith to the negative teaching from the Old Testament that no one can be saved by works. The very Scriptures being used by the legalists prove that legalism doesn’t work before God! In verse 10 Paul quotes Deuteronomy 27:26, “All who rely on observing the law are under a curse, for it is written: “Cursed is everyone who does not continue to do everything written in the Book of the Law.” This is the Old Testament equivalent to Romans 3:23, “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” Our works only bring the curse of the law, for “the wages of sin is death” (Romans 6:23). Our salvation comes about not by our works but by Christ’s work on the cross, as seen in verses 13-14, 

Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us, for it is written: “Cursed is everyone who is hung on a tree.” He redeemed us in order that the blessing given to Abraham might come to the Gentiles through Christ Jesus, so that by faith we might receive the promise of the Spirit.
Since the Old Testament did not teach salvation by works, Paul concludes that it must teach salvation by faith. And so verse eleven quotes Habakkuk 2:4 as he writes, “Clearly no one is justified before God by the law, because, ‘The righteous will live by faith.’”﻿


Paul’s logic is flawless: Through the exposition of the Old Testament, the example of Abraham, and the experience of the Galatians themselves, he has proven that salvation and sanctification can only come by the grace of God through faith.


He calls his converts away from the spiritual stupidity they had fallen for and into the truth of life in Christ. Let me be clear: These believers had not lost their salvation, but they had lost the joy and freedom of it and had returned to the pressure and fear and guilt of a self-imposed legalism. They were still in Christ and right with God positionally, but they were not practically living in conformity to the truth by which they had been made righteous. Not only this, but because they allowed themselves to be deceived, they also projected to the deceived unbelievers around them the thinking that Christianity was a matter of legalism rather than faith. They had robbed themselves of the fullness of God’s blessing and were in danger of robbing their world of the knowledge of the only way of salvation.
 

We must be reminded, in the words of Stott, that “the gospel is not good advice to men, but good news about Christ; not an invitation to us to do anything, but a declaration of what God has done; not a demand, but an offer.”
 This needs to be the gospel we preach, and it needs to be the gospel we live, as well.
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