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1:13 You heard about my previous life in Judaism, how severely I harassed God’s church 
and tried to destroy it. 14 I advanced in Judaism beyond many of my peers, because I 
was much more militant about the traditions of my ancestors. 15 But God had set me 
apart from birth and called me through his grace. He was pleased 16 to reveal his Son to 
me, so that I might preach about him to the Gentiles. I didn’t immediately consult with 
any human being. 17 I didn’t go up to Jerusalem to see the men who were apostles 
before me either, but I went away into Arabia and I returned again to Damascus. 

2:11 But when Cephas came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face, because he was 
wrong. 12 He had been eating with the Gentiles before certain people came from James. 
But when they came, he began to back out and separate himself, because he was afraid 
of the people who promoted circumcision. 13 And the rest of the Jews also joined him in 
this hypocrisy so that even Barnabas got carried away with them in their hypocrisy. 14 
But when I saw that they weren’t acting consistently with the truth of the gospel, I said 
to Cephas in front of everyone, “If you, though you’re a Jew, live like a Gentile and not 
like a Jew, how can you require the Gentiles to live like Jews?” 

15 We are born Jews—we’re not Gentile sinners. 16 However, we know that a person 
isn’t made righteous by the works of the Law but rather through the faithfulness of Jesus 
Christ. We ourselves believed in Christ Jesus so that we could be made righteous by the 
faithfulness of Christ and not by the works of the Law—because no one will be made 
righteous by the works of the Law. 17 But if it is discovered that we ourselves are sinners 
while we are trying to be made righteous in Christ, then is Christ a servant of sin? 
Absolutely not! 18 If I rebuild the very things that I tore down, I show that I myself am 
breaking the Law. 19 I died to the Law through the Law, so that I could live for God. 20 I 
have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. And the life 
that I now live in my body, I live by faith, indeed, by the faithfulness of God’s Son, who 
loved me and gave himself for me. 21 I don’t ignore the grace of God, because if we 
become righteous through the Law, then Christ died for no purpose.  

- Common English Bible 

We read the first 12 verses of the letter to the Galatians in evening prayer on 

Wednesday.  It is evident from the jump in this letter that Paul is angry.  Kevin 

identified in the tone of the letter the exasperation particular to teachers— I know we 

have teachers in our fellowship.  You know the feeling.  It is also evident that Paul’s 

authority has been called into question.  He makes it quite clear that he derives his 

authority from direct divine revelation, a life changing encounter with the resurrected 

Christ.  Sally asked on Wednesday night what the problem was, about what was he so 

worked up?  It is the same problem that was set before the Apostles and Elders in 

Jerusalem as recounted in Acts 15.  To how much of the Torah shall followers of Jesus be 
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bound?  Do believers need to be circumcised?  It seems Paul helped establish a church of 

Gentile converts in Galatia and then moved on and other teachers followed him who 

were requiring circumcision or submission to Torah more broadly.  The heart of the 

Gospel for Paul, is that we are saved by grace through the faithfulness of Christ, not by 

our own goodness or obedience or personal righteousness. To teach the opposite, that 

we have to be personally righteous to be saved, this made Paul’s blood boil. 

Now you may wonder why we are talking about this again.  Is this a controversy 

that matters much to the 21st century church?  And last week we learned that it was 

resolved with a compromise that made space for all the members of an increasingly 

diverse church.  Settled. Let’s move on.  Well… apparently scholars dispute whether 

Galatians was written before or after the council in Jerusalem, but it sure seems to me 

like it was written before because there’s no mention of the ruling from Jerusalem in the 

letter.  And we see in it Paul’s side of the conflict that necessitated the council. We even 

see Paul taking issue with Peter, aka Cephas.  And in Acts 15 it sure sounded like Paul 

and Peter ended up on the same side of the debate.  So the narrative lectionary is giving 

us an opportunity to sit with the theology at the heart of this debate.  We’ll spend a few 

weeks with Galatians and the whole letter is focused on Paul’s side of this debate so… 

buckle up.  

And… regardless of the dating of this letter… I want to suggest that actually, the 

issue at the heart of the controversy in the early church that resulted in a compromise in 

Jerusalem… it is still with us, alive and not so well.  Sure, we are not fighting about 

whether circumcision should follow Baptism nor about whether we should be bound to 

all the commands of the Torah.  But… many of us, on some level, think that our 

salvation depends on us, on our goodness, our faithfulness, our obedience, our 

righteousness.  We may not consciously think this, but if we lose sleep over mistakes we 

have made, if we live with constant existential dread or anxiety, if we are burning 

ourselves out with acts of service or self-sacrifice, or if we constantly think that we’re not 

doing enough… or if we are smug and self-satisfied because of all the good we have done 

in our lives or in the world… we probably haven’t fully accepted the Gospel of grace. We 

haven’t surrendered to the love and mercy of the God revealed in Jesus knowing that it 

is God alone who saves.   
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Ouch.  That’s a hard word.  The truth is that I flow in and out of this surrender 

myself.  On my best days I turn my will and my life over to the care of God and let God 

guide my actions and receive serenity, joy, and peace.  When I get out of balance, I work 

unbelievably hard without any sense of satisfaction, or I get smug and self-righteous.  It 

is incredibly easy to substitute law for grace.  It always has been.  We like to feel in 

control.  We like to try to do what is right.  To admit that we can’t, that we’re powerless, 

that we can never be good enough, do enough… this is discouraging, disappointing, sad.  

Or not.  It can be freeing, relieving, empowering. What?  The feeling of powerlessness is 

not fun, but when we admit we are powerless we are finally humble enough to receive 

help… and ready for the Gospel of grace, we can’t, but God can… and the good news of 

Jesus tells us that God will, indeed God has in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, 

in the sending of the Spirit…  

It seems that Peter, called Cephas in today’s reading, though he was called to share 

the Gospel with the Gentiles, waffled on the extent to which he truly surrendered to the 

Gospel of grace. I have empathy.  I’ve just admitted I waffle too. Paul calls him out for 

abandoning table fellowship with Gentiles when those advocating for circumcision and 

adherence to Torah were around.  He calls him a hypocrite for living like a Gentile one 

moment and yet in another moment suggesting that Gentiles ought to live like Jews.  

Paul points out that he and Peter both were faithful Jews who have been saved not from 

years of trying to keep the law, not by their own faithfulness, but by the faithfulness of 

Christ.  If this is what saves them, then this is what saves Gentiles.  And this is what 

matters.  Not any particular law.  Not any human righteousness.  Paul’s encounter with 

Christ completely changed his heart and life and he wants others to experience this too… 

and he doesn’t believe that a long list of legal requirements will produce the change that 

the Spirit of Christ opens up.   

Here’s a crazy thing… if you are reading Galatians in a different translation you 

might read that we are saved by belief in or faith in Jesus not by the faithfulness of 

Jesus.  These are both possible and legitimate translations of the Greek.  I appreciate the 

translation choice of the CEB because it is possible to turn “belief in” or even “faith in” 

Jesus into a work that saves.  It is the faithfulness OF Jesus that saves.  We put our trust 

in this and experience that salvation, and often immense good work flows from this, but 
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this good work does not save us, God saves us.  This good work is how we show our 

gratitude for grace.  This good work is what God does through us.   

Paul speaks of dying to the law, and suggests that he has been crucified with Christ 

and that it is no longer he who lives, but Christ who lives through him.  I take from this 

that in a life of Christian faith, something in us has to die.  Our sense that we can save 

ourselves, that it’s all on us, that we have to be perfect, that we are righteous unto 

ourselves… also our sense that we are worthless, helpless, unlovable…. That all has to 

die.  And when it does, new life rises in us.  God lives through us.  We become aligned 

with all that is holy.  We live by faith, by the faithfulness of Jesus, who loved and gave 

himself for us.   

Paul himself testifies to having to learn this lesson in 2 Corinthians when he talks 

about grappling with a thorn in his flesh and receiving a revelation from Jesus declaring 

“My grace is sufficient for you.  My power is perfected in weakness.”  More recently 

Mary Gauthier penned the powerful song, “Mercy Now,” which Hannah sang for us 

several weeks ago… in which she pleads for mercy for her father, her brother, her church 

and country, all people… who could use a little mercy now, though we don’t deserve it, 

we could use it anyhow.  That’s the thing about grace, about mercy, it’s never deserved… 

it is pure gift.  And it is at the heart of our faith.  We are gathered to worship God not 

because we are righteous people, not even because we’re pretty good people.  We’re 

gathered because we’re recipients of mercy, we’re claimed by grace, and these gifts have 

changed our lives and have the power to change the world.  If you struggle to surrender, 

you’re not alone.  People have struggled with this for thousands of years.  But the 

message of the whole Bible is consistent on this point.  It is God who saves— God who 

acted on behalf of Abraham and his kindred.  God who acted in Christ.  Let us remind 

ourselves of this daily, give our hearts to this Gospel of grace, and watch our lives 

change.   
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