Fighting for Freedom #15

“Cutting In, Cutting Off”

Galatians 5:7-12


Mary Decker was ten years old when she moved with her family to Southern California. A year later she took up running, and before long she established herself as a formidable racer. By the age of twelve she had already run a marathon, and competed regularly in middle-distance races.


Too young to compete in the 1972 Olympics, the pigtailed 89-pound, 14-year-old nicknamed “Little Mary Decker,” won international acclaim in 1973 with a win in the 800 meters race at a US-Soviet meet in Minsk, beating the later Olympic silver medallist. That same year she set a world record for the indoor mile, and by the end of the following year she held world records in the 880-yard and the 800-meter races.


By the end of that year, though, she had developed a muscle condition called “compartment syndrome.” This resulted in a series of injuries, and she could not compete in the 1976 Olympics because of stress fractures in her lower leg. Four years later, the USA Olympic team was held out of the 1980 games in Moscow by a government protest.


Finally in 1984, Mary Decker made it to the Olympic Games, held in Los Angeles that year. In front of her hometown fans she was heavily favored to win the 3000-meter race. For three laps Decker ran stride for stride with Zola Budd, a South African-born runner representing Great Britain, who was known for running barefoot. Budd moved ahead of Decker and cut in front of her. Later the two tangled up and fell to the ground, eliminating both from a chance at any medal. The picture of Mary Decker lying on the ground in pain, tearfully watching the other runners complete the race is a lasting image.
Following the race Decker angrily denounced Budd for cutting her off, and the Olympic Committee initially disqualified Budd for obstruction, but they later reversed that decision. Debates raged over whom was responsible for the mishap, though many years after the event Decker admitted, “The reason I fell, some people think she tripped me deliberately. I happen to know that wasn’t the case at all. The reason I fell is because I am and was very inexperienced in running in a pack.”


I bring this up because it reflects the words of Paul in Galatians 5:7, “You were running a good race. Who cut in on you and kept you from obeying the truth?” As I prepared this message the image of Decker lying on the track in agony came to my mind. 

Paul was fond of using athletic imagery to describe the Christian life. To him life is a race, demanding adherence to rules and discipline if the race is to be completed successfully and a prize obtained.
 This is especially seen in 1 Corinthians 9:24-27,

Do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one gets the prize? Run in such a way as to get the prize. Everyone who competes in the games goes into strict training. They do it to get a crown that will not last; but we do it to get a crown that will last forever. Therefore I do not run like a man running aimlessly; I do not fight like a man beating the air. No, I beat my body and make it my slave so that after I have preached to others, I myself will not be disqualified for the prize.

I think if the apostle Paul were alive today, he would be a sports fan. ESPN would probably be his favorite channel on television. He might even be home tonight watching the Super Bowl instead of…wait a minute—that’s going a bit too far!

Seriously, though, Warren Wiersbe makes an important observation at this point:

It is important to note that Paul never uses the image of the race to tell people how to be saved. He is always talking to Christians about how to live the Christian life. A contestant in the Greek games had to be a citizen before he could compete. We become citizens of heaven through faith in Christ; then the Lord puts us on our course and we run to win the prize. We do not run to be saved; we run because we are already saved and want to fulfill God’s will in our lives.

The Galatians had begun the race well, Paul testifies. Theirs had not been merely an intellectual assent to certain truths, that is, not mere orthodoxy divorced from Christian life and character. Nor was theirs the life of Christianity without doctrine. This is the full meaning of the phrase “obeying the truth.” Theirs was both a head and a heart religion. 

In spite of this good beginning, however, something had obviously gone wrong. Someone had hindered them. The Greek verb used here was a military term, refering to setting up an obstacle or breaking up a road. In this context, it refers to the illegal interference of a runner who cuts in ahead of another and thereby disadvantages him.
 In the ancient races, each runner was to stay in his assigned lane, but some runners would cut in on their competitors to try to get them off course.
 Paul points to the legalists in Galatia and cries “foul” for their cutting in on their progress in the Christian life.

We see three truths about legalism in these verses. Let’s dig into the text together.

Legalism’s Self-righteous Core


The first truth to consider is legalism’s self-righteous core. Right off the bat Paul uncovers the ugly reality of legalism—it is disobedience to the truth.
 The end of verse 7 could not be clearer; this new teaching of the Judaizers kept the Galatians from obeying the truth. This is not a matter of preference or taste in which we have freedom to do or not to do. No, this is a matter of obeying the truth, and to not obey the truth is to sin, pure and simple.

This phrase, “obeying the truth,” could refer to the true gospel, that is, the way by which men are saved, or it could refer to the true way in which the saved live out their redeemed lives in obedience to God’s Word and His Spirit. Paul seems to be using the phrase in both senses, because the legalism of the Judaizers was preventing the unsaved from coming to Christ in faith and the saved from following Him in faith.


Don’t misunderstand me here. It is not wrong to have standards in a church, but we should never think that these standards will make anybody spiritual, or that the keeping of such standards is an evidence of spirituality. Before long, we become proud of our spirituality and critical of everybody else’s lack of spirituality. This, of course, only feeds the flesh and grieves the Spirit, but we go on our way thinking we are glorifying God.
 It’s all about pride. Legalism at its core is self-righteous.


Notice verse eight: “That kind of persuasion does not come from the one who calls you.” Legalism does not come from God! It never has! Don’t let anybody tell you that, in the Old Testament era, men were saved by law, but now men are saved by grace. That is a lie! Men were never saved nor sanctified by keeping a man-made list of do’s and don’ts. Legalism may sound spiritual but it is not spiritual.


Jump down to verse eleven, where Paul writes, “Brothers, if I am still preaching circumcision, why am I still being persecuted? In that case the offense of the cross has been abolished.” Perhaps the Judaizers were claiming that Paul himself believed in circumcision—after all, did he not have his convert Timothy circumcised (Acts 16:3)? But this was a special case, for Timothy was a half-Jew whom his father, a Greek, had not circumcised. If Timothy had gone about with Paul in this condition, it would have created needless opposition among the Jews. Paul did not have Timothy circumcised in order for him to be saved, but in order to reach out to Jews more effectively.


No, the reason that Paul was still being persecuted by the Judaizers was that he did not preach circumcision, dietary laws, keeping Jewish celebrations, or keeping the Mosaic law in order to be saved. Had he done so, the cross of Christ would cease to be “offensive.” The Greek word there is skandalon, from which we get the English term, “scandal.” In 1 Corinthians 1:23 Paul writes, “We preach Christ crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles.” The word “stumbling block” is the same Greek word as in Galatians—skandalon—it is scandalous, offensive to the Jews, and it is moorían—from which we get “moronic” in English—to the Gentiles.
 The message of Christ crucified on the cross offends the Jews morally and the Gentiles mentally. Think about it today. Let someone speak their Christian convictions publicly and watch the outcry. “Scandalous!” they cry. “Offensive!” 

The bottom line, though, is not that Christianity offends morally or mentally; it all comes down to offending ego. The message of grace involves the helplessness of man to participate in his own salvation, and this truth counters his human pride.
 And people do not like to have the pride challenged or offended. This is why we see so much opposition to Christianity in our culture—much more so than against any other religion, because every other religion is all about the accomplishments of man, not of God.


John Stott writes, 

Persecution or opposition is a mark of every true Christian preacher. As we saw in Galatians 4:29, the Isaacs of this world are always persecuted by the Ishmaels. The Old Testament prophets found it so, men like Amos, Jeremiah, Ezekiel and Daniel. So did the New Testament apostles. And down the centuries of the Christian church, until and including today, Christian preachers who refuse to distort or dilute the gospel of grace have had to suffer for their faithfulness. The good news of Christ crucified is still a ‘scandal’ (Greek, skandalon, stumbling-block), grievously offensive to the pride of men. It tells them that they are sinners, rebels, under the wrath and condemnation of God, that they can do nothing to save themselves or secure their salvation, and that only through Christ crucified can they be saved. If we preach this gospel, we shall arouse ridicule and opposition. Only if we ‘preach circumcision’, the merits and the sufficiency of man, shall we escape persecution and become popular.

Lord, save us from valuing popularity over the persecution that comes from being true to Your Word!

Legalism’s Spreading Character

The second truth of this text is legalism’s spreading character. Paul changes his figure of speech from athletics to cooking in verse 9, “A little yeast works through the whole batch of dough.” He is not quoting an Old Testament text here, but is no doubt Paul is quoting a contemporary proverb at this point, as he also seems to be doing with this same saying in 1 Corinthians 5:6.

In Scripture, leaven often represents sin directly, as in Jesus’ warning about “﻿the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees.﻿” But the figure of leaven is generally used to indicate permeating power, whether of something good or evil. Just as a single cell of cancer can metastasize until it spreads throughout the physical body, a single false doctrine can multiply itself and spread throughout a body of believers. The spirit of legalism does not suddenly overpower a church. Like leaven, it is introduced secretly, it grows, and before long poisons the whole assembly.

Thankfully, the spreading character of legalism will not override God’s power. Paul writes in verse ten, “I am confident in the Lord that you will take no other view. The one who is throwing you into confusion will pay the penalty, whoever he may be.” The truth will survive and triumph in the end. God will not allow legalism—or any other false teaching—to so corrupt His church that it ceases to exist. Church history is filled with examples of false teachers and cults that have arisen from within the ranks, claiming to represent the truth of Christ, right up to our own day. The truth of God, however, is stronger than any falsehood of the world or the devil, and we can be confident that “greater is He that is in [us] than he that is in the world” (1 John 4:4).
Legalism’s Severe Consequences


The spreading character of legalism, though, leads to its severe consequences. Paul says in verse ten that he is confident that the Lord will take care of those who preach falsely. That should be severe enough.


But we cannot ignore verse twelve. “As for those agitators,” Paul writes, “I wish they would go the whole way and emasculate themselves!” This is “one of the harshest statements to come from his pen or lips.”
 But what does he mean?


The Greek word apokoptō literally means “﻿to cut off,﻿” especially a member of the body. The word was often used of castration, and that is clearly Paul’s meaning here. He is probably referring to the cult of Cybele, a popular pagan nature goddess in Asia Minor during Paul’s day. Many devout male worshipers in the cult castrated themselves, and all its priests were self-made eunuchs.


Some commentators try to reduce the unpleasantness of such words by offering a figurative rather than a literal approach. One writes, “As an emasculated man has lost the power of propagation, so should these agitators be reduced to impotence in spreading their false doctrine. Such is the fervent wish to which the Apostle Paul gives expression here.”
 Another suggests that, “Paul wishes that the false teachers were cut off from the Galatians altogether.”
 Still others point out that Jewish people particularly abhorred castrated men, based on the teaching of Deuteronomy 23:1, which forbade any castrated males from entering the place of worship.


I, for one, think he meant it quite literally. It fits the whole tenor and tone of the letter. He has already condemned to Hell anyone who would preach a gospel other than the true gospel of Christ. 


In Philippians 3:2 Paul uses very similar language, appararently of these same Judaizers. They are “dogs” in very truth (unlike the Gentiles whom they sometimes so describe); they are “evil workers” in spite of all their reliance on “good deeds”. They are seen as “choppers”, or “mutilators”: so he scornfully calls them “the mutilation”, rather than “the circumcision”, which is an honourable term the Jews used of themselves.


But I don’t think that Paul was expressing a crude and cruel desire for the Judaizers’ punishment. He already acknowledged that God would take care of that in verse ten. He spoke rather of their mutilating themselves. His point was, “﻿If the Judaizers are so insistent on circumcision as a means of pleasing God, why don’t they go all the way and castrate themselves as the supreme act of religious devotion?” To add any human effort or act to God’s gracious provision through the death of His Son is to exchange the saving gospel of Jesus Christ for the damning falsehood of paganism.


Throughout his writings, Paul was long-suffering with those who were caught in sin, as his letters to the immature and immoral believers at Corinth attest. But also like His Lord, the apostle’s most scathing denunciations were reserved for those who pervert God’s truth and lead others into falsehood.
 Jesus said in Matthew 23:13, 15, 27-28,

“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… “Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You are like whitewashed tombs, which look beautiful on the outside but on the inside are full of dead men’s bones and everything unclean. In the same way, on the outside you appear to people as righteous but on the inside you are full of hypocrisy and wickedness.”

He then concludes in verse 33, “You snakes! You brood of vipers! How will you escape being condemned to hell?” (Kinda blows our image of Jesus being “meek and mild,” doesn’t it?)

Ours is an age of tolerance. Men love to have the best of both worlds and hate to be forced to choose. It is commonly said that it does not matter what people believe so long as they are sincere, and that it is unwise to clarify issues too plainly or to focus them too sharply.

But Christianity will not allow us to sit on the fence or live in a haze; it urges us to be definite and decisive, and in particular to choose between Christ and circumcision. “Circumcision” stands for a religion of human achievement, of what man can do by his own good works; “Christ” stands for a religion of divine achievement, of what God has done through the finished work of Christ. “Circumcision” means legalism, works and bondage; “Christ” means grace, faith and freedom. Every man must choose. The one impossibility is what the Galatians were attempting, namely to add circumcision to Christ and have both. No. “Circumcision” and “Christ” are mutually exclusive.

And behind our choice lurks our motive. It is when we are bent on flattering ourselves and others that we choose circumcision. Before the cross we have to humble ourselves.

Don’t let anyone cut in on your stride spiritually. Don’t allow others to lead you away from Christ, His cross, and His grace. Keep running the race in the freedom Christ gives, without the stress, fear, guilt, and grind of legalism. Live so that you can say at the end of your days, as Paul did, “I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith” (2 Timothy 4:7-8).
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