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Sermon Series: “Galatians: I Want to Be Free” 
Sermon Title:“The personal struggle for freedom” 
Scripture Text: Galatians 1 (NRSV) 
October 1, 2017 
 
Scripture Reading: Galatians 1 (NRSV) 
1 Paul an apostle—sent neither by human commission nor from human authorities, but 
through Jesus Christ and God the Father, who raised him from the dead— 2 and all the 
members of God’s family who are with me, 

To the churches of Galatia: 

3 Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ, 4 who gave 
himself for our sins to set us free from the present evil age, according to the will of our 
God and Father, 5 to whom be the glory forever and ever. Amen. 

6 I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one who called you in the grace 
of Christ and are turning to a different gospel— 7 not that there is another gospel, but 
there are some who are confusing you and want to pervert the gospel of Christ. 8 But 
even if we or an angel from heaven should proclaim to you a gospel contrary to what 
we proclaimed to you, let that one be accursed! 9 As we have said before, so now I 
repeat, if anyone proclaims to you a gospel contrary to what you received, let that one 
be accursed! 

10 Am I now seeking human approval, or God’s approval? Or am I trying to please 
people? If I were still pleasing people, I would not be a servant of Christ. 

11 For I want you to know, brothers and sisters, that the gospel that was proclaimed by 
me is not of human origin; 12 for I did not receive it from a human source, nor was I 
taught it, but I received it through a revelation of Jesus Christ. 

13 You have heard, no doubt, of my earlier life in Judaism. I was violently persecuting 
the church of God and was trying to destroy it. 14 I advanced in Judaism beyond many 
among my people of the same age, for I was far more zealous for the traditions of my 
ancestors. 15 But when God, who had set me apart before I was born and called me 
through his grace, was pleased 16 to reveal his Son to me, so that I might proclaim him 
among the Gentiles, I did not confer with any human being, 17 nor did I go up to 
Jerusalem to those who were already apostles before me, but I went away at once into 
Arabia, and afterwards I returned to Damascus. 

18 Then after three years I did go up to Jerusalem to visit Cephas and stayed with him 
fifteen days; 19 but I did not see any other apostle except James the Lord’s brother. 20 
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In what I am writing to you, before God, I do not lie! 21 Then I went into the regions of 
Syria and Cilicia, 22 and I was still unknown by sight to the churches of Judea that are 
in Christ; 23 they only heard it said, “The one who formerly was persecuting us is now 
proclaiming the faith he once tried to destroy.” 24 And they glorified God because of 
me. 

Sermon: 

I don’t generally make a practice of reading other people’s mail. Not only does it seem 
a bit invasive, it’s actually a felony, like, you can go to jail for it. I even feel a little guilty 
throwing away the random junk mail that still comes to our house for the previous 
owners. I mean, I’m pretty sure they wouldn’t be to disappointed that I don’t forward 
on the plethora of advertisements for window replacement or Xfinity cable and internet 
packages, but it still feels a little weird sorting through communications that were 
clearly intended for someone else.   

Which is why it is strange to think that we seemingly have no problem at all reading 
other people’s mail when it comes to the Bible.  I mean, that is what we’re doing, isn’t 
it?  Paul writes a letter to the churches of Galatia, nearly 2 millennia ago, and 
somehow, we think it’s cool for Bill and Barbara to get up and read it to us, as if Paul 
didn’t intend it for someone else’s eyes and ears. Well, if the authorities ever come 
after me, I’m gonna tell ‘em it was all Bill and Barb’s idea! I’m not taking the fall for this!  

Now, it’s humorous to think of it in those terms, but as we enter into this series on the 
shorter epistles or “letters” of Paul, I actually do want us to take a moment to pause, 
and sit with the idea that by very nature, handling these ancient texts, written in very 
particular contexts with particular intent, is a precarious business.  

It’s precarious in part because of the distance between the world and experience of 
first century Christ followers spread throughout the ancient near east, often socially 
and politically situated on the fringes of the Roman empire, and the world and 
experience of 21st century Christ followers in the American midwest, many of us 
situated socially and politically at the center of American dominance.  It’s also 
precarious because of the way an epistle functioned in greco-roman culture, and the 
particularity of forms that were employed in such letters to convey meaning.  

Now, I don’t say all of this to scare you, as if to say, it’s impossible to understand or 
ascertain any meaning from Paul’s letter to the Galatians unless you’re a New 
Testament scholar and fluent in Koine Greek!  Rather, I want us to simply acknowledge 
that reading these texts as if they have something to say to us, presumes a lot, and 
therefore requires some serious care and humility. In fact, we should probably find 
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these texts a little weird, they should make us scratch our heads and wonder, “What 
the heck is going on here?!”   

With that, let’s get into this Sunday’s text; Galatians chapter 1.   
1 Paul an apostle—sent neither by human commission nor from human 
authorities, but through Jesus Christ and God the Father, who raised him from 
the dead— 2 and all the members of God’s family who are with me, 

To the churches of Galatia: 

(STOP reading after “human authorities”) 

Okay wait... this is already weird!  I mean, it starts out pretty typical for Paul.  He 
identifies himself; Paul, an Apostle. And this is not only for the sake of letting his 
audience know who it is, but by what authority he writes, as an apostle. But then, this 
next line is like, what?!   

- sent neither by human commission nor from human authorities.   

Now, you’d think that if Paul were wanting to establish his legitimacy as an apostle, 
he’d point out the fact that he has been widely recognized as such, even by all of the 
big wigs. You’d think he’d do a little name dropping here.   

How about; Yo, Paul here, you know, Paul, who is like, besties with Barnabas? Same 
Paul that put Peter in his place in Antioch. Yeah that Paul!  Represent!   

I mean, here is Paul’s opportunity to establish himself as an authority, as the authority 
when it comes to God’s work among the gentiles or non-jewish people who have 
become followers of Christ.  And instead, he’s like; Paul, an Apostle… according to 
who? How about God and Jesus?!  Not to mention all of the members of God’s family 
who are with me.  

It kind of reminds me of that time in 7th grade when my older sister asked me if I had a 
girlfriend, and I was like, “A girlfriend? yeah, pffff, duh!” 

And she’s like, “Oh yeah? Who?”  

And I’m like, “You wouldn’t know her, I met her a camp.”  

And she’s like, “Hmmm, really? What’s her name?” 

And I’m like, “Uhhh, Stacey.” 

And she’s like.  “Oh, Stacey huh? What’s her last name? 

And I’m like, “Shut up, gosh, I hate you.” 
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Yeah... there was no Stacey.   

The point here is that if you want to convince people of your credibility, you might want 
to point to some reputable and verifiable sources.  But Paul doesn’t do that here. 
Instead, he points squarely to the authority of God in Christ, which is of course, 
reputable, but hardly verifiable. He even goes out of his way to de-value any notion of 
human authority, which he actually has the resume for and could point to if he wanted. 
And that ought to tell us something about what Paul is doing, the point that he is 
already starting to make. And we haven’t even gotten past the introduction!  

So after this, Paul offers the typical “grace and peace to you” thing, kind of an 
exchange of pleasantries, to which he curiously attaches some pretty heavy theological 
constructs;   

3 Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ, 4 who 
gave himself for our sins to set us free from the present evil age, according to 
the will of our God and Father, 5 to whom be the glory forever and ever. Amen. 

There’s some stuff about sin and salvation in there, and “setting us free from the 
present evil age”, which makes me wonder, what does he mean “present evil age”? 
What was so evil? But I get it, many of the Christ followers in those days were on the 
margins, suffering under oppression or being persecuted from multiple sides, I mean, 
they probably felt like they were surrounded by evil.  

But then comes the real head turner.  Normally at this point in one of Paul’s letters, 
you’d expect him to say how grateful he is for them, and how he prays for them, you 
know, an encouragement or prayer to offer on their behalf.  But, not in Galatians! 
Nope, here Paul doesn’t waste any time encouraging or praying for them, he gets right 
to the issue at hand.   

6 I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one who called you in the 
grace of Christ and are turning to a different gospel— 7 not that there is another 
gospel, but there are some who are confusing you and want to pervert the 
gospel of Christ.  

How’s that for a gracious entry into a difficult conversation!  There no passive 
aggressive Minnesota stuff going on here, no, “It’s probably none of my business, but I 
just thought, you know, maybe you’re a little confused about what I taught you. I mean, 
I don’t mean to pry, but, maybe we can talk about it?”  Rather, the tone is more like, 
“What are you stupid? How could you be so easily duped? Didn’t I teach you 
anything?!” It’s a harsh introduction. The stakes are clearly high for Paul, so high that 
he continues on by cursing anyone and everyone who might cause them confusion!   
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8 But even if we or an angel from heaven should proclaim to you a gospel 
contrary to what we proclaimed to you, let that one be accursed! 9 As we have 
said before, so now I repeat, if anyone proclaims to you a gospel contrary to 
what you received, let that one be accursed!   

Really? You need to curse them twice?!  And here we have another clue as to what 
Paul might be doing, using really strong language, employing repetition to set up the 
urgency of the conflict at hand, all of which he will use to make his argument 
throughout the rest of the letter.  

Okay, are you interested yet?  There’s clearly more going on here than meets the eye, 
and the invitation is to get curious.   

So, after he doubly pre-emptively curses anyone who might possibly confuse the 
Galatians, Paul comes back again to this idea of where he gets his authority, and to 
whom he is ultimately accountable for the message or “gospel” that he has preached. 
He continues; 

10 Am I now seeking human approval, or God’s approval? Or am I trying to 
please people? If I were still pleasing people, I would not be a servant of Christ. 

11 For I want you to know, brothers and sisters, that the gospel that was 
proclaimed by me is not of human origin; 12 for I did not receive it from a human 
source, nor was I taught it, but I received it through a revelation of Jesus Christ. 

I remember the first time I went to visit Jenni’s rural hometown of Kulm, North Dakota. 
Her younger brother Jordan happened to be home from college at the time with his 
new girlfriend. And I remember shortly after that weekend visit, hearing from Jenni that 
Jordan had broken it off with his girlfriend because it started getting a little too intense. 
In fact, the tipping point came when she told Jordan that God had told her that she 
was going to marry him, after dating for like, 2 months.  

Boy oh boy, was God ever wrong about that one!  I mean, I guess I should never say 
never, but I’m thinking that his current wife and three children would probably have 
some beef with that if it ever happened.  

I’m being facetious of course, but the idea that a revelation is credible just because I 
said that I received it directly from God isn’t actually all that convincing. Now, you may 
be saying, sure, maybe not in 21st century America, but in first century Asia Minor, who 
knows, maybe that was a convincing argument?   

The problem is, the entire Roman world was littered with self-proclaimed prophets of 
various kinds, arguing all sorts of ideas and proclaiming a litany of gods from whom 
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they had  received direct revelation.  Why do you think the New Testament writers 
spent so much time warning people about false prophets and trying to grab the reigns 
of the movement enough to keep it from wandering away from its essence?   

And yet, this is where Paul’s argument begins to take shape, as he then recounts for 
them his own story, from how in his earlier life, when he was still Saul, he violently 
persecuted and sought to destroy the church, to God’s intervention and revelation of 
Jesus as the Christ, to his mission to preach the message among the gentiles, and 
finally to how even the churches in Judea, which were dominantly Jewish followers, of 
Jesus, and would have therefore had the most reason to fear Paul, now upon hearing 
of Paul’s transformation, praised God for him.  

And the point of all this is not so much to justify himself, or legitimize his own authority, 
but to point to the transformation that his own story exemplified, that his very life is 
evidence of this “gospel”, this good news message that he has proclaimed, a message 
that has the power, the authority to radically transform even a murderous zealot such 
as Saul, into one who would give his own life to bring a message of freedom to others.   

Let’s put this all together now. In Paul’s estimation, something has gone terribly wrong 
among the churches in Galatia. Someone has been preaching to them a different 
“gospel”, one Paul considers to be dangerously perverted. And in response, Paul is not 
interested in appealing to institutional consensus, he even goes out of his way to 
disassociate himself with authority centers of the movement in Jerusalem and Antioch, 
because he has a bigger point to make.   

This isn’t about controlling the message to keep everyone on point, or to keep unity 
among the believers. No, this is about the very essence of the movement itself. This is 
about what makes the gospel truly “good news”.  This is not about power struggles 
among religious factions, this is about re-directing the Galatian churches back to the 
very source of power, the One who transforms and liberates, the One who sets us free 
from what Paul calls the present evil age.   

Pffeww. How are we doing?  Anyone wondering what any of this means for us? Good 
question. We haven’t even gotten into the particulars of this “different gospel” that has 
been confusing the Galatians to know if it even relates.  So here you go, spoiler alert! 
It’s circumcision. They want the Gentile followers of Christ to be circumcised. Don’t 
worry, we’ll get into that whole issue and what it represents over the course of the next 
couple weeks. But let’s continue to sit in this first chapter for a bit before we jump 
ahead.  

Because even in this introduction, this opening of the letter, I think that we can find 
some deep intersections and invitations to our current, 21st century context.  But 
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remember, this reading other people’s mail and looking for meaning is complicated 
stuff, so we’d best approach with curiosity!  And over the course of this series we’ll 
explore some tools for doing so, tools that will hopefully help us to engage with a 
measure of humility, wonder, and an eye toward transformation, toward being formed 
rather than being certain or “right”.  

One tool is to pay attention to our curiosities, as we have today, to use our questions 
or wonderings up at the surface to peel back the layers in order to find the “big 
questions” that the text is inviting us to wrestle with. To ask ourselves, what might be 
an invitation here?  Whether for me personally, or for us as a community, or even more 
broadly as a society or world.   

For instance, Paul seems to be quite concerned with the very nature of this “gospel” or 
“good news” that the Galatians are confused about. And then he begins to argue for 
his “gospel” not by the merits of who has proclaimed it, not by human authority, but by 
the merits of what it has produced in regards to actual transformation.  

And so one of the invitations might be; What gospel have you been given?  What are 
the messages that you’ve received about who God is, and who you are in relation to 
God?  And, how have those been working for you?  

I’d venture to guess that some of us have been given the gospel of personal 
perfection? Or the gospel of certainty, or don’t rock the boat, or don’t disappoint the 
tribe? Or maybe you were initially given a gospel of love and grace, but then found 
yourself in communities that were still enslaved in comparison and judgement? Have 
the gospels you’ve been given actually been good news? And perhaps even more 
important, what have they produced in you? 

Another invitation might be; Whom have I relied upon on as the “authorities” in my 
spiritual journey? To whom have we given power or voice to shape us? And have they 
used that power for our freedom, or have we rather found ourselves bound by their 
messages? But if we follow Paul’s example here, he doesn’t seem compelled to point 
outside of himself to legitimize his experience.  Rather, it is his experience of Christ that 
grounds him in the midst of all the competing voices.  

And I wonder, could the same be true for us?  I mean, if God reveals God’s self to us, 
awakens us, and then, as Paul will go on to argue, even resides within us, might we 
begin to trust ourselves, or perhaps the spirit of God within us, as a source of authority 
for our own journey?  

Maybe that’s one of the invitations of Galatians 1, to take back some agency in our 
lives of faith. By that I don’t mean becoming masters of our own fate, or isolating 
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ourselves from the communities that nurture our growth, but that perhaps too often we 
have not trusted the work of God within us, and instead given our agency over to 
others, whether pastors, denominations, authors or institutions, to interpret and define 
our spiritual or religious experience for us, rather than attending to the revelation and 
movement of God within us.  What might it look like to own our own spirituality, to truly 
walk in faith, trusting that God will reveal God’s self as we do?   

And finally, what if we were to use Paul’s story of personal freedom and transformation 
as a litmus test for what is actually “gospel” or what constitutes “revelation”? Which, 
by the way, that term “revelation” in the greek is the word apokalupsis - where we get 
the word apocalypse - which connotes more than a mere revealing, but an event or 
manifestation of that which was previously hidden, as if awakening to a new reality.   

In other words, what if we were to ask ourselves; Does this revelation or message 
fundamentally change or awaken me? And if so, what does it awaken me to, what is 
the shape of it’s new reality? Does it draw me deeper into the love and mercy and 
freedom of God, or does it produce something else? Greater peace, or greater 
anxiety? Does it lead me toward greater presence and truth, or preoccupy me with 
worry, fear, and regret, causing me to run or hide? Does it leave me bound to that 
which Paul calls the “present evil age”, or does it awaken me to a new world, an 
apocalypse of love and grace and union with God, with humanity and all of creation?   

Right out of the gates in Galatians 1, Paul pleads with his audience to return the 
“gospel” he proclaimed to them, to the grace and freedom of Christ by which he 
himself had been transformed.  And while I cannot be certain what Paul might have to 
say to us today, I’d venture to guess that his longing for them would not be far from his 
longing for us, that we might know the power of this “good news”, that we might be 
awakened to the transforming liberation of God’s love, which is always for us, and 
forever within us.   

Pray  

Benediction:  This week as you go, may you know that power and freedom of the 
“good news” of God’s love. And may the hope of Christ go before you to guide you, 
walk beside you to encourage you, be above you to watch over you, and stir within 
you, to transform and awaken your heart to the reality of your belovedness!   
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