Fighting for Freedom #12

“Can You Handle the Truth?”

Galatians 4:12-20

“You can’t handle the truth!”

This has become an iconic line, spoken (or rather shouted) by Jack Nicholson at the climatic moment in the film A Few Good Men. It has been used, abused, and misused in many situations since then. Yet often this statement accurately depicts the condition of people—particularly in this day and age when the very concept of “truth” is being questioned, criticized, and scorned.

For the Christian, though, nothing is more important than the truth. Jesus said of Himself, “I am the truth,” in John 14:6. He said to the Father in John 17:17, “Your word is truth.” Jesus Christ (the living Word) and the Bible (the written Word) comprise for the believer the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.

As we continue our study of Paul’s letter to the Galatians, we come to Galatians 4:12-20. Listen to the apostle’s words:

I plead with you, brothers, become like me, for I became like you. You have done me no wrong. As you know, it was because of an illness that I first preached the gospel to you. Even though my illness was a trial to you, you did not treat me with contempt or scorn. Instead, you welcomed me as if I were an angel of God, as if I were Christ Jesus himself. What has happened to all your joy? I can testify that, if you could have done so, you would have torn out your eyes and given them to me. Have I now become your enemy by telling you the truth? 
Those people are zealous to win you over, but for no good. What they want is to alienate you from us, so that you may be zealous for them. It is fine to be zealous, provided the purpose is good, and to be so always and not just when I am with you. My dear children, for whom I am again in the pains of childbirth until Christ is formed in you, how I wish I could be with you now and change my tone, because I am perplexed about you! 
Paul’s Passionate Plea 

The first item worth noticing is the tone of this passage. I have mentioned before that Galatians is one of the most emotional letters Paul wrote. Until this point, his tone has been primarily angry—and that anger has been mostly directed toward the false teachers leading these Galatians astray. But now the tone changes. Here we read Paul’s passionate plea directly to his Christian converts. In this highly emotional passage Paul gives expression to his deep concern for his Galatian converts and to his sorrow at the change that had occurred in them. He leaves them in no doubt about his passionate desire that they should return to their first love as Christians and not persist in their flirtation with erroneous notions.

John MacArthur suggests that “﻿verses 12–20﻿ are the strongest words of personal affection Paul uses in any of his letters. He does not so much preach or teach as simply pour out his heart in personal exhortation. He says, in effect, ‘I care about you more than I can say. I love you dearly just as you have loved me dearly. Please listen to what I’m saying, because it’s so vitally essential.﻿’”


The meaning of Paul’s words in verse 12, “become like me, for I became like you,” may not be immediately clear upon first reading. What does he mean, “become like me,” and how did he “become like them”? Most commentators agree that the first phrase challenges the Galatians to be Christians in the same sense that Paul is a Christian—one that is not bound by the Jewish law.
 When Paul came to Christ he had torn away every shred of legalism, in which he had been enmeshed more tightly than perhaps few other Jews of his day.
 He had thrown off his Jewish shackles and come to be like a Gentile; he beseeches his converts not to try to become like Jews.
 Paul wanted them to become like himself in his Christian freedom. John Stott observes,

Embedded here is a principle of far-reaching importance for ministers, mission-aries and other Christian workers. It is that, in seeking to win other people for Christ, our end is to make them like us, while the means to that end is to make ourselves like them. If they are to become one with us in Christian conviction and experience, we must first become one with them in Christian compassion. We must be able to say with the apostle Paul: “I became like you; now you become like me.”


The end of verse 12—“You have done me no wrong”—really belongs with verse 13, as Paul begins a new train of thought. The verb tense in our English translation—“have done”—may also be a bit misleading. This phrase should rather read, “You did me no wrong.” Paul has no complaint about their past treatment of him, when he first arrived on the scene in the province of Galatia.
 

Paul reveals facts in this passage not found in the history recorded in Acts, nor anywhere else in Scripture, for that matter. On his first missionary journey Paul apparently either became seriously ill while in Galatia or else went there to recuperate. 

The original Greek indicates that Paul’s original plan had been to go elsewhere (perhaps westward toward Ephesus) and that his missionary visit to the Galatians was due solely to his illness and his need for recuperation. According to Acts 13:13f., Paul came to Pisidian Antioch from Perga in Pamphylia—a journey from the coast across the Taurus Mountains to high country some 3,600 feet above sea level.

Some suggest that he contracted malaria while traveling through the low, swampy regions of Pamphylia and decided to go up into the higher and healthier area of Galatia and minister there for a while until he was better. Although malaria can be terribly painful and debilitating, those effects are not continuous. If Paul did have that disease, he would have still been able to do some preaching and teaching between attacks of fever and pain. This explanation is plausible.
 

Others believe Paul suffered from some sort of eye ailment. He mentions the fact in verse 15 that if it had been possible, the Galatians would have plucked out their eyes and would have given them to him, which may indicate an eye ailment (although Fung counters, “It is unlikely that the language here implies eye trouble on Paul’s part; it may be no more than a graphic description of deep affection: to have one’s own eyes torn out and given to another represents the yielding up of one’s most precious possessions (cf. Deut. 32:10; Psa. 17:8; Zech. 2:8)”
). His words in Galatians 6:1, “See what large letters I use as I write to you with my own hand!” also lend to this interpretation, with the large Greek letters being necessary because of his impaired vision. A further indication of this is found in the fact that in the lowlands of Pamphylia, a region through which Paul had just passed on his way to Pisidian Antioch, an oriental eye disease called ophthalmia was prevalent. In addition to all this, the Greek words translated despised and rejected, indicate that the illness had caused him to have a repulsive appearance, which answers to the symptoms of ophthalmia.

Others see here a reference to Paul’s “﻿thorn in the flesh.” from ﻿2 Corinthians 12:7﻿. The oldest tradition is that it was violent and prostrating headaches. This could have also been connected to vision problems. It has been suggested that Paul’s eyes always troubled him because he had been dazzled so much on the Damascus Road that ever afterwards he could see only dimly and painfully. Or it could be that Paul was an epileptic, since the word translated “you did not turn from me with loathing” literally means “you did not spit at me”. In the ancient world it was the custom for a man to spit when he met an epileptic in order to avert the influence of the evil spirit which was believed to be resident in the sufferer.
 None of these identifications, however, is certain, and we may well have to content ourselves with the bare fact that Paul was suffering from an “illness” or “bodily ailment” of some kind.

Whatever the illness, it was a trial to the Galatians, because his bodily condition was such that the normal response to it was revulsion. But the believers there did not despise or loathe Paul’s affliction, repulsive as it was. In ancient times, without benefit of good medicines, sterile bandages, and other such modern care, diseases were often disfiguring and their stench nauseating. Yet the Galatians did not allow this to keep them from the truth Paul preached to them.


“Instead,” Paul writes in verse 14, “ you welcomed me as if I were an angel of God, as if I were Christ Jesus himself.” This is not a reference to when the citizens of Lystra wanted to worship Paul and Barnabas as Greek gods—they rejected that!


No, this was not improper exaltation of the preacher. Rather, as Warren Wiersbe writes, “It is a wonderful thing when people accept God’s servants, not because of their outward appearance, but because they represent the Lord and bring His message.”
 This is as true now as it was then.

Paul’s Persistent Pursuit

Something changed, though, in Galatia. Now Paul asks them in verse 15, “What has happened to that love? What has happened to the blessedness—the happiness—you experienced when you heard the Gospel and trusted Christ?” Certainly the honeymoon was over as far as Paul and the Galatians were concerned.

It’s like the story of a couple who had been married for many years. As they rode in the car one day the wife bemoaned, “I can remember in the early days we were so close. There was much more romance in our relationship. Look at us now…we aren’t even close in the car.”

Without taking his eyes off the road, the husband replied, “Who moved?”

Something had changed between Paul and the Galatians, all right, and it wasn’t Paul. Say what you will about the apostle, he was constant. Paul’s persistent pursuit was always the truth. He doggedly held to the truth, never swaying one bit, regardless of the consequences. “Stick with the truth and let the chips fall where they may,” he would tell us today.

What changed was the Galatians’ appreciation for the truth. Verse sixteen seems to jump off the page: “Have I now become your enemy by telling you the truth?” We should not interpret this that he has ceased to care for his converts and became their enemy; in the original language he puts emphasis on enemy by placing it first, asking “Your enemy did I become…?”
 It was a matter of perspective; the Galatians thought (or were being taught) that Paul had become their enemy by telling them the truth.

The same thing happens today. Many people appreciate a preacher or teacher only as long as he says what they want to hear.
 The faithful servant of God, though, will preach the truth no matter what. As Chuck Swindoll notes, “The authority of God’s Word does not disappear when an unpleasant teaching is encountered. God’s Word has authority in whatever it teaches whether we like it or not.”


When the Judaizers came to Galatia, they told these new believers what they wanted to hear. In verse 17 Paul writes, “Those people are zealous to win you over, but for no good. What they want is to alienate you from us, so that you may be zealous for them.” They were slick, they were impressive, they were emotional (notice their zeal)… they were only missing one thing: the truth.

One of the marks of a false teacher is that he tries to attract other men’s converts to himself, and not simply to the truth of the Word or to the person of Jesus Christ. It was not the Judaizers who originally came to Galatia and led them to Christ; it was Paul. Like the cultists today, these false teachers were not winning lost sinners to Christ, but were stealing converts from those who were truly serving the Lord. Paul told them the truth, but the Judaizers told them lies. Paul sought to glorify Christ, but the Judaizers glorified themselves through their converts. 

A true servant of God does not “use people” to build himself up or his work; he ministers in love to help people know Christ better and glorify Him. Beware of that religious worker who wants your exclusive allegiance because he is the only one who is right. He will use you as long as he can and then drop you for somebody else—and your fall will be a painful one. The task of the spiritual leader is to get people to love and follow Christ, not to promote himself and his ministry.
 

There are many false teachers today, just as there were in the first century. And, unfortunately, there are many believers being led astray by these false teachers, just as the Galatians were when Paul wrote this letter. Individuals, families, and entire churches are abandoning the truth and following after lies.

What can be done about this? Stott suggests,

In the church today there is far too little deference to the apostolic word. Frequently, what interests a contemporary congregation most is the preacher’s technique, mannerisms, or voice, how long he preaches for, or whether they can hear him, understand him and agree with him. And often when the sermon is over, they love to criticize it and pull it to pieces.
Certainly, people have cause for criticism if the preacher is unfaithful to his commission, if he makes no attempt to preach biblically, or if he is not himself subject to the apostolic word. But when the minister expounds Scripture, the Word of God, the proper reaction of the congregation should be to receive the message, rather than criticize it—not on the authority of the minister, but on the authority of Christ whose message it is. Most Christian congregations today could be more alert, more humble and more hungry in listening to the exposition of God’s Word.


I am thankful for a congregation who is more interested in hearing God’s Word preached than having their ears tickled.

Paul’s Perplexed Position

The last two verses of this passage reveal Paul’s perplexed position. He writes, “My dear children, for whom I am again in the pains of childbirth until Christ is formed in you, how I wish I could be with you now and change my tone, because I am perplexed about you!” In the words of the Moffatt translation, “I am at my wits’ end about you!” Paul did not know what to do with these Galatians. Like a father, he was angry about their actions, but he loved them even more than he was angry. What was he to do?

Maybe you find yourself in that position right now. Perhaps you have children (or grandchildren) that have been taught the truth yet they seem to be drifting away from it. Or you may have a good friend—even someone you led to Christ—that has turned their back on you because you stand for the truth, and they don’t want to hear the truth. Like Paul, you may be wondering, “What am I to do?”

The answer is found in the last letter Paul wrote before his death. He wrote to Timothy in 2 Timothy 4:1-5,

In the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who will judge the living and the dead, and in view of his appearing and his kingdom, I give you this charge: Preach the Word; be prepared in season and out of season; correct, rebuke and encourage—with great patience and careful instruction. 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. But you, keep your head in all situations, endure hardship, do the work of an evangelist, discharge all the duties of your ministry.

Paul tells Timothy that the time will come (actually has come) that people will not put up with the truth, but will go after those who tell them what they want to hear. What is Timothy to do—tell the people what they want to hear? No! He is to “preach the Word.” As Christians, and particularly as pastors and teachers, we are to stick with the truth, whether people want to hear it or not.

Parents, grandparents, and anybody with responsibility over others, the same principle applies to you. Keep standing with the truth, regardless of how those under your care respond to it. They may not like it—they may not like you—but you are not called to be liked. You are called to be loyal to the truth to the extent that you can.

Before we close this message, I want to ask a different question of everyone here: Has someone become your enemy by telling you the truth? That person may be one of the best friends you’ve got. For true friends are those who tell you the truth even though it hurts.
 Maybe you reacted negatively toward them; maybe you “unfriended” them not only from Facebook but from your life. Don’t turn people off simply because they tell you something you don’t want to hear.

Can you handle the truth?
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