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Sermon Series: “Galatians: I Want to Be Free” 
Sermon Title:“The three-legged stool of law, faith & promise” 
Scripture Text: Galatians 3 (NRSV) 
October 15, 2017 
 
Scripture Reading: Galatians 3:1-29 (NRSV) 
1 You foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you? It was before your eyes that Jesus 
Christ was publicly exhibited as crucified! 2 The only thing I want to learn from you is 
this: Did you receive the Spirit by doing the works of the law or by believing what you 
heard? 3 Are you so foolish? Having started with the Spirit, are you now ending with the 
flesh? 4 Did you experience so much for nothing?—if it really was for nothing. 5 Well 
then, does God supply you with the Spirit and work miracles among you by your doing 
the works of the law, or by your believing what you heard? 

6 Just as Abraham “believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness,” 7 so, 
you see, those who believe are the descendants of Abraham. 8 And the scripture, 
foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, declared the gospel beforehand 
to Abraham, saying, “All the Gentiles shall be blessed in you.” 9 For this reason, those 
who believe are blessed with Abraham who believed. 

10 For all who rely on the works of the law are under a curse; for it is written, “Cursed is 
everyone who does not observe and obey all the things written in the book of the law.” 
11 Now it is evident that no one is justified before God by the law; for “The one who is 
righteous will live by faith.” 12 But the law does not rest on faith; on the contrary, 
“Whoever does the works of the law will live by them.” 13 Christ redeemed us from the 
curse of the law by becoming a curse for us—for it is written, “Cursed is everyone who 
hangs on a tree”— 14 in order that in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might come 
to the Gentiles, so that we might receive the promise of the Spirit through faith. 

15 Brothers and sisters, I give an example from daily life: once a person’s will has been 
ratified, no one adds to it or annuls it. 16 Now the promises were made to Abraham and 
to his offspring; it does not say, “And to offsprings,” as of many; but it says, “And to 
your offspring,” that is, to one person, who is Christ. 17 My point is this: the law, which 
came four hundred thirty years later, does not annul a covenant previously ratified by 
God, so as to nullify the promise. 18 For if the inheritance comes from the law, it no 
longer comes from the promise; but God granted it to Abraham through the promise. 

19 Why then the law? It was added because of transgressions, until the offspring would 
come to whom the promise had been made; and it was ordained through angels by a 
mediator. 20 Now a mediator involves more than one party; but God is one. 
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21 Is the law then opposed to the promises of God? Certainly not! For if a law had been 
given that could make alive, then righteousness would indeed come through the law. 22 
But the scripture has imprisoned all things under the power of sin, so that what was 
promised through faith in Jesus Christ might be given to those who believe. 

23 Now before faith came, we were imprisoned and guarded under the law until faith 
would be revealed. 24 Therefore the law was our disciplinarian until Christ came, so that 
we might be justified by faith. 25 But now that faith has come, we are no longer subject 
to a disciplinarian, 26 for in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith.  27 As 
many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. 28 There 
is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and 
female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus. 29 And if you belong to Christ, then you 
are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to the promise. 

Sermon:  
Anyone ever have a bad experience with a teacher? I mean, we’ve probably all had 
teachers we didn’t like, but I’m talking about when the person who has been charged 
with cultivating an environment to encourage your growth and learning actually does 
the opposite, stifling your curiosity.  I think I was in 2nd or 3rd grade. We were 
supposed to find a book in the library about a significant person in American history, 
and create a project that would convey what we learned about that person.  I chose 
Helen Keller. For whatever reason, I had become fascinated with how people who were 
blind were able to navigate the world without eyesight. I read books, I put a blindfold 
on myself at home to try to experience what it might be like to go without sight, I even 
found a notebook-page sized plastic sheet with the alphabet in braille in the library so I 
could see what braille felt like. 
 
And so, when it came time to turn in my project, I was really excited to share what I 
had learned.  I wrote about Helen Keller’s teacher, Anne Sullivan, and how she used to 
spell out vocabulary words in the palm of Helen Keller’s hand, and eventually taught 
her to read braille. I even wrote part of my project in braille, using my braille alphabet to 
make the dots on paper, and then using scissors to punch the dots from the back side 
of the paper so that you could run your fingers over it to feel the letters.  And this is 
where everything went terribly wrong.   
 
You see, as a 2nd grader, I apparently had not developed the fine motor skills to 
perfect my scissor-punch technique to my teacher’s expectations, and instead of 
creating raised bumps on my paper, I punched holes right through it. And so when my 
teacher saw my work, she said, out loud in front of my other classmates; 

“What is this?”  
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“It’s braille!” I responded. 
“This isn’t braille, this is a mess.”  
 

Yeah. That’s one of those moments where you hope someone is self-aware enough to 
recognize that maybe it’s time to find a new job. Such as, if you don’t actually like 
children, you probably shouldn’t be an elementary school teacher. But I think what was 
so unfortunate about that experience, beyond my teacher’s insensitivity, was the fact 
that she somehow had missed the entire point of her own classroom exercise!  She 
had confused my lack of technical proficiency with a scissors (which by the way was 
always right handed, and therefore really difficult and uncomfortable to use being that I 
am left handed) for a lack of learning, which was the furthest thing from the case!  And 
in a moment, that one response was enough to sabotage all of the learning, curiosity, 
and creativity that I had poured into the project.  
 
And by Paul’s tone here in Galatians chapter 3, you almost wonder who is sabotaging 
their growth and learning as well!  For the sake of a quick review, let’s remember that 
Paul is writing to a number of churches in a region of Asia Minor known as Galatia.  He 
is gravely concerned that a faction of particularly rigid and traditionalist Jewish 
Christ-followers have been confusing the message that Paul originally preached to 
them, who would have been predominantly Gentile (or non-Jewish).   
 
It’s important to note here that this is not the view of all Jewish Christians at the time. 
This was a faction, and so while it might appear at first glance to be an entirely cultural 
dispute, it’s actually indicative of a larger theological dispute about what the grounds 
are for including the Gentiles into the covenant community of faith that, having been 
birthed within Judaism, is now rapidly opening to many outside of Jewish tradition. 
And the particular bone of contention here is whether the Gentiles need to be 
circumcised in order to fully participate in the family and promise of God.   
 
Up to this point in the letter, Paul has identified the issue at hand, and made the case 
for himself as an authority, recounting the ways in which he not only received and 
preached his message, but how he even opposed many pillars of the church, most 
notably rebuking the apostles Peter, James and John on the matter. Thus far, Paul has 
been speaking from the first person.   His argument has begun with “I”.  The message 1

“I” proclaimed to you, “I” was not taught it, but “I” received it through revelation from 
Jesus Christ. “I” preached it among the Gentiles, and then, years later, “I” went up to 
Jerusalem in response to a revelation.  And “I” opposed Peter to his face, and they saw 

1  My reflections here have been informed by Charles Cousar, Reading Galatians, Philippians, and 1 
Thessalonians: A Literary and Theological Commentary, (Macon: Smyth & Helwys, 2001).  
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that “I” had been entrusted with the gospel for the gentiles. And all of this culminates at 
the end of Chapter 2 with Paul’s powerful statement of personal transformation; 
  

19 For through the law I died to the law, so that I might live to God. I have been 
crucified with Christ; 20 and it is no longer I who live, but it is Christ who lives in 
me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved 
me and gave himself for me.    

 
So far, Paul has argued from his own experience.  But now, at the beginning of 
Chapter 3, he turns the table, and shifts the focus to “you”, to the Galatians 
themselves.  And it is not a subtle shift, it’s pretty abrupt, almost a little mean. I’m 
starting to hear my second grade teacher all over again!   
 

1 You foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you? It was before your eyes that 
Jesus Christ was publicly exhibited as crucified! 2 The only thing I want to learn 
from you is this: Did you receive the Spirit by doing the works of the law or by 
believing what you heard? 3 Are you so foolish? Having started with the Spirit, 
are you now ending with the flesh? 4 Did you experience so much for 
nothing?—if it really was for nothing. 5 Well then, does God supply you with the 
Spirit and work miracles among you by your doing the works of the law, or by 
your believing what you heard? 

So what is Paul doing here, why such forceful language? I mean, is this a case of Paul 
missing the point?  Why is he so intensely tearing into them? You’d think that maybe a 
little encouragement is what the Galatians need, given all the confusion and conflict 
they’re experiencing.  How is this helpful?   

So, I see a spiritual director about every other month, and I remember a couple years 
back, in one particular spiritual direction session, I had a bit of a breakthrough. I was in 
the middle of responding to one of my director’s questions ,when she stopped me and 
said;  

“So, I hear a couple different voices coming out as you’re sharing, and I wonder, which 
voice are you going to listen to? So, I want us to try something. I want you to go sit 
over there, in that chair.”   

Then she identified 3 chairs, which were supposed to represent 3 different voices 
within me, one being my head, another my body, another my spirit or my heart or gut. 
And then she had me go around and sit in each chair, and from the voice that chair 
represented, talk to the voices in the other chairs. And the next thing I knew, my body 
was yelling at my head for being a dictator, and my heart telling my body what it was 
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longing for, and speaking wisdom to my head that I didn’t even know was within me. 
And the point of me telling you this is, sometimes you need a strong voice to put a bully 
voice in its place.  

I think that might be what Paul is actually doing here.  I don’t think Paul is my inept and 
insensitive 2nd grade teacher here. I think he is speaking to the voice within the 
Galatians that has become the bully.  I think he is shouting down the voice that has 
been telling them that they can’t trust their own experiences of transformation, that 
they can’t rely on the growth that the Spirit has produced in their lives, but instead 
need to “do it right”, need to follow to rules, to be circumcised. I think he’s reminding 
them and returning them to the voice that transformed them in the first place, in an 
effort to silence the voice of their accuser.   

In fact, it seems to me that the inept and insensitive teachers, the ones who’ve missed 
the point here are more likely this faction of Judaizers who have looked upon the 
gentile Christ followers in Galatia, and somehow missed the fruit of God’s work within 
them, insisting that they didn’t do it right, that their braille sucks, that they didn’t use 
the scissors correctly (no pun intended). Becuase apparently, the Galatians have begun 
to believe it, that the faith that first transformed them is suddenly now not sufficient. It’s 
no wonder Paul asks them; “Did you experience so much for nothing? - if it really was 
for nothing.”  

It’s interesting to me that Paul makes the Galatians own experience the crux of his 
appeal. Sure, he begins with his own experience, but it seems like Paul’s story 
functions mostly to give the Galatians permission to trust their experience with the 
Spirit of God just as he’s trusted his. And Paul does this, (refers them to their own 
experience) before appealing to logic and reason, before developing any theological 
constructs for them to either confirm or deny, before even making any reference to the 
scriptures! 

And I think this is because for Paul, the very nature of the “Good News” he has 
preached to them is that it is given.  And therefore, by simple virtue of having received 
the Good News, it is already at work within them, they need (hear this) NOTHING 
ELSE, no cultural hoops to jump through, no biblical justification, no correct or 
“orthodox” theology, no amount of law-abiding moral purity, NOTHING can attain what 
they have already been given!  It’s theirs! 

That’s promise. It’s given. It’s always been given, from the very start. Which is why 
after appealing to the Galatians experience, Paul turns his attention to Abraham.  You 
know, Abraham, the original recipient of the promise. And what was that promise? “I’ll 
make you into a great nation. I will establish my covenant with you and I will be your 
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God and you will be my people.  Through you all of the nations of the earth will be 
blessed.”   The promise was relationship, it was covenant. And what did Abraham do 2

obtain this promise?  NOTHING. God came to him, God made the promise. This is not 
lost on Paul. In fact, Paul points out that the only thing credited to Abraham is the he 
“believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness.” Abraham exhibited faith.  

And let us remember that for Abraham, faith was NOT about believing any particular 
interpretation of the Bible. There was no Bible. It wasn’t about agreeing to a set of 
theological assertions, those hadn’t been developed. And it had nothing to do with 
adhering to the law. Again, there was no law, it hadn’t yet been written!  For Abraham, 
faith or “Believing God” was entirely an act of responding to a mystical encounter he 
had with some Unknown presence, and then getting up and moving his family to an 
unknown location, all based upon an impossible promise of an unknown future in 
which this Unknown presence would walk with him and bless him and make him into a 
blessing for the whole world. What?!  

To Abraham, a promise was given, and his response was faith, which is why Paul then 
goes on to say; “For this reason, those who believe are blessed with Abraham who 
believed.” This is the experience that the Galatians have already had!  They heard the 
Good News from Paul, they encountered with this God of love, and they responded 
with faith!  According to Paul, this was the deal, not to mention sufficient grounds for 
their being included in the family of God.   

But then Paul turns to the law, and particularly to this notion of relying on the law to 
“justify” one’s relation to, or “righteousness” before God. And to this he argues that the 
law is a curse, it is death. Not only is the law impossible to accomplish, it betrays the 
very nature of the promise as given, it confuses the Giver and receiver, it’s a grand 
adventure in missing the point! But then why were the Jews given the law in the first 
place? Paul even poses the question to bring clarity to his recipients;  

19 Why then the law? It was added because of transgressions, until the offspring 
would come to whom the promise had been made...   

Wait, what? It was added? It came later? And for what, because of transgression? 
Transgression, which, Paul’s use of the word here connotes stepping beyond or going 
around the bounds of the covenant intention, where we enjoy union with God and 
where the fruit of that union actually blesses others, and not only the others in our tribe, 
but the whole earth.  So, this whole law thing was intended entirely to facilitate our 
living into the promise. It was supposed to be the classroom, the environment and the 
curriculum for our growth as a people.  But somehow, the angry teacher got ahold of it, 

2  See Genesis 17:1-10 
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and turned it into a yardstick to divide the classroom into the good kids who could be 
controlled and the bad kids who colored outside of the lines. And to this point, Paul 
asks another question;   

21 Is the law then opposed to the promises of God? Certainly not! For if a law 
had been given that could make alive, then righteousness would indeed come 
through the law.  

23 Now before faith came, we were imprisoned and guarded under the law until 
faith would be revealed. 24 Therefore the law was our disciplinarian until Christ 
came, so that we might be justified by faith. 25 But now that faith has come, we 
are no longer subject to a disciplinarian, 26 for in Christ Jesus you are all children 
of God through faith.  

That language of being imprisoned and guarded, of having a disciplinarian, it’s not a 
statement of what the law was intended for, rather it’s a statement about what it had 
become, and what it could never accomplish, that it could never bring life, that it could 
never attain what you’ve already been given. “For in Christ Jesus you are all children of 
God through faith.”  In other words, You don’t need to look outside of yourself to 
accomplish or obtain what you already are!  You are God’s children, you are beloved, 
you are included, the promise is yours and you can know it by faith (which is 
paradoxically trusting the unknown)!   

This is the great equalizer. This levels the field. Paul is convinced that the Good News 
or new reality in Christ frees us of all the dividing that the law had been used to litigate. 
He believes that now, in Christ, indeed; 

28 There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no 
longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus. 29 And if you 
belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to the 
promise.   

Can you imagine if we lived like that?!  Even as I say it, I already hear the bully voice 
again saying;  It’ll never happen, we’ll never accomplish that kind of equality or peace. 
There will always be someone doing the dividing, someone exerting their power to the 
exclusion or oppression of others.  And yet, here again is another example of how 
quickly we give our power over to the external sources. But what if there is an internal 
source that, while even as our world continues to divide and exclude, could find an 
inner freedom that so radically transforms our way of being in that world, that we 
become the liberators? What if Christ in us is actually that good of news?! 
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And all this brings us back to the question; What, if anything, can we glean from 
reading Paul’s mail, nearly 2000 years later?   

So, I want to try something. Instead of me telling you what I think we should take from 
this, I wonder what we might hear if we listen to those deeper voices within us, if we 
choose to hear wisdom from a few different chairs. SO, let’s open up the floor.  What 
do you hear? What are the invitations written between the lines of Paul’s 
correspondence with these churches in Galatia? What do you glean from Paul as it 
speaks to your experience of law, faith and God’s promise? Sara and Bruce have 
microphones, so just raise your hand if have something to share and they’ll come to 
you.   

(Open the floor to responses) 

God still speaks, go figure!  Your experience, your deep inner wisdom, Christ-in-you is 
constantly revealing God’s truth, guidance, and wisdom, if only we would attune our 
ears, and learn to trust that voice within. In fact, I think that’s what they call faith! 

Pray 

Benediction     
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