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We	began	our	time	with	a	video	clip	from	the	2004	comedy	film	Saved.		The	pastor	of	a	
Christian	school	asks	three	young	students	to	look	out	for	their	friend	Mary	as	he	is	
concerned	for	how	she	is	doing.		They	respond	by	attempting	to	perform	an	exorcism	
on	Mary.		When	Mary	objects,	they	become	angry	and	yell	things	like	“Christ	died	for	
your	sins!		You	have	become	a	maggot	for	sin.		Turn	away	from	Satan!		Jesus,	he	loves	
you!”		When	Mary	says,	“You	don’t	know	the	first	thing	about	love,”	one	character	
responds	by	throwing	her	Bible	at	Mary	and	yelling,	“I	am	filled	with	Christ’s	love!		You	
are	just	jealous	of	my	success	in	the	Lord.”		Mary	responds	with,	“This	[gesturing	to	the	
Bible]	is	not	a	weapon!”	
	
Well	sometimes,	we	turn	the	gospel	or	Good	News	of	Jesus	into	a	weapon.		Into	
something	that	harms	rather	than	helps,	and	it	ceases	to	be	Good	News.	
	
We	have	a	tendency	as	a	species	to	take	something	that	we	initially	think	is	good,	
and	we	begin	to	systematize	it.		Then	we	begin	to	enforce	that	system	on	others,	for	
their	own	good,	right?	
	
But	when	we	start	to	add	conditions	to	the	Good	News	of	Jesus,	it	ceases	to	be	the	
Good	News	that	it	was	initially	intended	to	be	and	it	becomes	religion.	
	
Some	of	the	ways	we	do	this	in	Christianity	are	when	we	say	that	real	Christians	
vote	for	this	political	party.		Real	Christians	only	use	these	particular	words.		Real	
Christians	only	dress	like	this.	
	
And	historically,	this	has	lead	Christianity	to	places	like	the	Crusades,	the	
Inquisition,	and	the	cultural	genocide	of	Indigenous	peoples.		All	of	a	sudden,	rather	
than	looking	like	Good	News	to	the	world,	we	start	to	look	pretty	ugly.	
	
But	what	do	we	mean	by	religion?		This	is	a	word	that	is	used	in	many	ways.		It	is	not	
necessarily	a	bad	word,	but	for	the	purposes	of	our	conversation,	when	I	talk	about	
religion	and	whenever	anyone	seems	to	be	critical	of	religion,	what	they’re	often	
talking	about	is	any	system	of	rituals,	rules,	and	regulations	that	we	use	to	get	right	
with	God.	
	
And	religious	behaviour	is	actually	precisely	what	Paul	talks	about	in	his	letter	to	
the	Galatians.		We’re	starting	a	new	series	this	morning	that’s	going	to	take	us	
through	the	summer,	where	we’re	going	to	walk	through	the	book	of	Galatians	as	a	
church.	
	



Recently,	we	asked	you	to	fill	out	a	survey	letting	us	know	what	you	would	like	to	
hear	preaching	and	teaching	on	at	The	First	Mennonite	Church	and	overwhelmingly,	
one	of	your	key	feedback	items	was	a	desire	to	do	some	straight	up	walking	through	
some	books	of	the	Bible.		So	as	I	often	say	from	up	here	at	the	front,	careful	what	you	
wish	for,	you	might	just	get	it.	
	
The	name	of	the	series	we’re	starting	this	morning,	is	Breaking	Religion,	and	in	this	
book	of	the	Bible,	Paul	is	really	trying	to	outline	an	irreligious	way	of	approaching	
faith	that	is	central	to	the	Good	News	of	Jesus	and	is	universally	and	eternally	
relevant	and	important	to	any	conversation	about	faith.	
	
If	you	have	a	bible	on	you,	or	if	you	have	a	bible	app	on	your	smartphone	or	device,	
why	don’t	you	turn	with	me	to	Paul’s	letter	to	the	Galatians?		We	also	have	Bibles	in	
the	back,	if	you’d	like	one	to	read	this	morning.	
	
Paul’s	letter	to	the	Galatians	is	believed	to	have	been	written	around	the	middle	of	
the	first	century;	about	20	years	or	so	after	the	events	of	Christ’s	death	and	
resurrection	and	about	15	years	or	so	after	Paul’s	own	conversion	to	becoming	a	
follower	of	Jesus.		Paul,	of	course,	used	to	be	named	Saul,	and	he	was	a	Pharisee;	a	
back-to-the-Bible	religious	leader	who	used	to	hunt	down	and	have	Christians	
executed.		But	the	book	of	Acts	records	that	Paul	had	a	personal	vision	of	the	
resurrected	Jesus,	turned	from	his	old	religious	ways;	and	all	of	a	sudden,	became	a	
key	leader	in	the	Christian	movement	and	the	writer	of	many	of	our	Scriptures	that	
we	read	in	the	Bible	today.	
	
In	this	letter,	Paul	is	writing	to	not	just	one	church,	but	a	collective	group	of	
churches	believed	to	have	resided	in	and	around	what	is	now	modern-day	Turkey.		
Galatians	either	refers	to	a	group	of	Gallic	or	Celtic	people	who	lived	in	and	around	
northern	Asia	Minor,	or	to	churches	in	the	Roman	province	of	Galatia.		Either	way,	
any	of	those	churches	lived	in	and	around	the	same	area	and	they	primarily	
consisted	of	Gentiles	or	non-Jews.	
	
Remember	that	the	early	Christian	movement	primarily	consists	of	Jews	who	
believe	that	Jesus	is	the	Messiah	that	was	long	expected;	including	people	like	Paul.		
However,	very	quickly	there	is	a	conflict	between	Jews	who	follow	Jesus	and	
Gentiles	who	start	to	believe	that	Jesus	is	the	Messiah	as	well;	and	Galatians	outlines	
one	of	those	particular	challenges.	
	
Some	years	earlier,	Paul	came	to	the	Galatians	and	planted	some	churches	in	and	
amongst	them.		He	came	to	them	and	shared	the	Good	News	of	Jesus.		But	some	time	
afterwards,	another	group	of	Christians	came	along,	primarily	Jewish	in	origin,	and	
when	they	heard	that	the	Galatians	had	become	followers	of	Jesus,	they	apparently	
rejoiced	with	them;	but	then	said,	“Hey,	you’ve	missed	an	important	part	of	what	it	
means	to	be	a	follower	of	Jesus.		In	order	to	truly	follow	the	Son	of	God,	the	Jesus	
who	lived	as	a	Palestinian	Jew	in	Galilee,	your	men	also	have	to	be	circumcised.	
	



Now,	try	to	imagine	how	that	went	over!		Well,	perhaps	it’s	easier	for	the	brothers	
here	this	morning	to	imagine	this	than	it	is	for	the	sisters.		
	
But	Paul	comes	along,	shares	the	Good	News,	and	the	Galatians	think	this	is	
amazing.		“Sign	me	up!”	And	then	these	other	Christians	come	along	and	say,	“Oh	
yeah,	did	you	know	you	also	have	to	become	circumcised?		All	of	you	grown	men	
now	have	to	receive	some	pretty	exacting	surgery!”		Not	Good	News,	right?!?	
	
And	Paul,	after	hearing	about	this	gruesome	turn	of	events,	now	writes	to	the	
churches	in	Galatia	to	try	and	call	them	back	to	the	gospel	or	the	Good	News	that	
they	originally	heard	and	received.	
	
Quick	side-note:	when	I	refer	to	the	Christians	who	claimed	the	Galatian	men	
needed	to	become	circumcised,	some	scholars	will	refer	to	them	as	Judaizers.		I	
understand	the	use	of	the	word.	It’s	meant	to	communicate	that	these	Christians	
were	trying	to	get	people	to	conform	to	Jewish	religious	thought.		But	sometimes,	
Christians	have	taken	this	to	mean	that	Jews	are	evil	and	wrong,	and	it’s	lead	to	
some	pretty	ugly	actions	by	Christians	towards	Jews.		Rather,	I	will	refer	to	these	
folks	as	religious	leaders	in	order	to	emphasize	that	Paul	is	not	challenging	Jews,	
he’s	challenging	religious	people.		I’m	also	doing	this	in	order	to	emphasize	that	any	
of	us	can	become	religious	people;	and	it	is	those	of	us	who	become	religious	about	
anything	that	need	to	be	challenged,	not	just	Jewish	religious	leaders.		Make	sense?	
	
Well,	let’s	see	what	Paul	says	in	response:	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	–	and	all	the	members	of	God’s	
family	who	are	with	me,	It	is	likely	that	the	religious	leaders	who	came	to	Galatia	
tried	to	discredit	Paul’s	authority	and	convince	the	Galatians	that	they	were	the	
proper	authorities	on	the	Christian	religion.		We’ll	see	here	in	this	letter	that	Paul	is	
going	to	try	and	make	the	case	as	to	why	the	Galatians	should	trust	his	
understanding	of	the	Good	News	of	Jesus	over	that	of	the	religious	leaders.			
	
And	he’ll	do	this	in	three	ways:		
1)	he	claims	to	be	an	apostle	with	particular	authority	to	know	what	is	the	Good	
News.	In	the	first	century	this	was	understood	to	be	someone	who	had	encountered	
the	risen	and	resurrected	Christ.		
2)	Paul	claims	that	he	didn’t	receive	the	Gospel	of	Jesus	nor	his	authority	to	share	
the	Gospel	of	Jesus	from	human	authorities	but	directly	from	Jesus	himself.		Paul	
doesn’t	claim	to	copy	an	ideology	or	a	religion	that	was	handed	down	to	him	by	
others.	He	is	sharing	a	Gospel	that	was	directly	given	to	him	by	Christ.	
3)	He	is	also	not	just	a	lone	wolf,	but	he	also	has	the	support	of	the	wider	Christian	
church.		In	this	case,	all	the	members	of	God’s	family	who	are	with	me.	
	
To	the	churches	of	Galatia:		Grace	to	you	and	peace	from	God	our	Father	and	
the	Lord	Jesus	Christ,	who	gave	himself	for	our	sins	to	set	us	free	from	the	



present	evil	age,	according	to	the	will	of	our	God	and	Father,	to	whom	be	the	
glory	forever	and	ever.	Amen.	
	
Two	interesting	things	that	Paul	does	here,	he	says	that	Christ	died	for	our	sins.		
Religion	often	involves	systems	like	offering	religious	sacrifices.		If	you	pay	the	right	
offering,	if	you	appease	the	gods	or	the	spiritual	system,	then	now	you	and	God	are	
okay.		Even	15-20	years	after	Christ’s	death	and	resurrection,	there	is	already	the	
understanding	that	Christ	has	become	some	sort	of	religious	sacrifice	on	behalf	of	
others	so	the	price	is	paid	for	our	wrongdoings	and	we	no	longer	have	to	offer	
religious	sacrifices	for	the	remission	of	sins.		We	no	longer	have	to	do	something	in	
order	to	earn	God’s	approval.		Jesus	says	this	in	Mark	10:45	when	he	says,	“For	the	
Son	of	Man	came	not	to	be	served	but	to	serve,	and	to	give	his	life	a	ransom	for	
many.”	(Mark	10:	45,	NRSV).			
	
Paul	also	says	that	Jesus	sets	us	free	from	the	present	evil	age.		This	is	Jewish	
apocalyptic	language	for	the	understanding	that	Jesus	breaks	down	not	necessarily	a	
defined	period	of	time,	but	a	system	or	a	way	of	understanding	the	universe	that	is	
given	to	you	by	a	broken	and	sinful	world.		Jesus	frees	us	from	a	previous	system	of	
understanding	things	and	introduces	us	to	a	new	one.		In	this	case,	Paul	is	going	to	
describe	how	Jesus	breaks	down	the	understanding	or	system	of	religion	and	
introduce	something	new.	
	
This	is	just	the	introduction	to	Paul’s	letter,	and	it’s	actually	a	little	cooler	or	low-key	
than	most	of	his	other	letter	introductions.		Often	Paul	begins	a	letter	by	extolling	
the	virtues	of	the	church	that	he’s	writing	to	or	giving	thanks	for	them,	but	he	
conspicuously	doesn’t	do	so	at	the	start	of	Galatians,	and	we’re	about	to	see	why.	
	
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	–	not	that	there	is	
another	gospel,	but	there	are	some	who	are	confusing	you	and	want	to	pervert	
the	gospel	of	Christ.	“I	am	shocked!”		“I	am	amazed!”		I	am	scandalized	that	you	are	
turning	to	a	Good	News	that	is	different	than	the	one	you	initially	received.		
Something	is	wrong	with	what	the	religious	leaders	have	told	the	Galatians	and	Paul	
believes	that	it	is	not	Good	News.	It	is	not	the	Good	News	of	Christ	to	say	that	people	
have	to	adhere	to	the	religious	tradition	of	circumcision.			
	
Notice	that	Paul	doesn’t	say	well,	the	religious	leaders	were	just	telling	you	one	
gospel	of	which	there	could	be	many	similar	but	different	kinds.	There	is	something	
distinct	about	what	the	religious	leaders	have	said	that	is	different;	and	he	uses	
some	pretty	strong	language,	something	that	is	a	perversion	of	the	Good	News	of	
Christ.	
	
Paul	also	makes	it	personal.		They’re	not	just	turning	away	from	a	system	of	thought,	
they	are	turning	away	from	God.		You	are	so	quickly	deserting	the	one	who	
called	you	in	the	grace	of	Christ.	
	



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!		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!		Notice	that	Paul	is	not	saying	it’s	the	
character	of	the	messenger	that	determines	whether	or	not	the	gospel	is	the	real	
gospel.		It’s	the	nature	of	the	message	itself.		Even	if	an	angel	from	heaven	should	
show	up	here	in	the	First	Mennonite	Church;	which	would	be	a	pretty	impressive	
miracle!		Even	if	he	or	she	tells	you	a	gospel	contrary	to	what	you	received,	he	or	she	
is	accursed.		It’s	not	the	Gospel.	The	Greek	word	here	is	anathema,	meaning	given	
over	to	God	for	judgment.	Even	if	Paul	himself,	the	fellow	writing	the	letter,	adds	to	
or	changes	anything	about	the	Gospel,	Paul	suggests,	“don’t	listen	to	me!		Listen	to	
the	Gospel!”	
	
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.	
	
It	is	likely	that	the	religious	leaders	tried	to	undermine	Paul’s	credibility	with	the	
Galatians	by	suggesting	things	like	“Oh,	Paul’s	just	going	around	saying	that	you	
Gentiles	don’t	have	to	be	circumcised	just	to	earn	your	approval	and	get	you	over	to	
his	side.”		
	
Paul	is	now	trying	to	make	the	case	to	the	Galatians	that	he	is	not	saying	this	just	to	
earn	their	approval.		He’s	not	trying	to	determine	truth	for	truth’s	sake,	or	just	to	
prove	that	he’s	right.		He	is	trying	to	walk	a	life	that	is	true	to	the	Good	News	of	
Christ.			
	
He	doesn’t	even	seem	to	be	making	his	case	because	he	wants	acclaim	from	the	
Galatians.		He	wants	to	see	a	harmony	between	the	Christian	spiritual	life	and	the	
essence	of	what	Christ	teaches.		There	is	something	important	about	the	Good	News	
of	Christ	that	he	wants	to	draw	them	back	to.	
	
For	I	want	you	to	know,	brothers	and	sisters,	that	the	gospel	that	was	
proclaimed	by	me	is	not	of	human	origin;	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.	
	
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.		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.		But	when	God	who	had	set	me	
apart	before	I	was	born	and	called	me	through	his	grace,	was	pleased	to	reveal	
his	Son	to	me,	so	that	I	might	proclaim	him	among	the	Gentiles,	I	did	not	confer	
with	any	human	being,	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.	
	



Paul	is	trying	to	make	the	case	that	it	is	so	unlikely	that	a	religious	leader	like	him	
would	convert	to	the	irreligious	Good	News	of	Jesus	that	something	divine	must	be	
behind	it	all.		He	was	out	to	kill	any	Christians	who	he	met.		He	was	an	expert	and	
highly	trained	in	religious	Torah	law.		What	possible	political	reason	would	he	have	
to	become	a	Christ-follower?		He	didn’t	even	go	right	away	to	other	apostles	to	
somehow	earn	their	approval	and	get	into	their	camp.		Paul	is	trying	to	make	the	
case	that	something	supernatural	happened	to	him,	and	this	is	why	he	can	vouch	for	
the	true	nature	of	the	Good	News.	
	
Then	after	three	years,	I	did	go	up	to	Jerusalem	to	visit	Cephas	[or	Peter,	
Cephas	being	the	Aramaic	version	of	the	name	Peter]	and	stayed	with	him	
fifteen	days;	but	I	did	not	see	any	other	apostle	except	James	the	Lord’s	
brother.		In	what	I	am	writing	to	you,	before	God,	I	do	not	lie!		Then	I	went	into	
the	regions	of	Syria	and	Cilicia,	and	I	was	still	unknown	by	sight	to	the	
churches	of	Judea	that	are	in	Christ;	they	only	heard	it	said,	“The	one	who	
formerly	was	persecuting	us	is	now	proclaiming	the	faith	he	once	tried	to	
destroy.		And	they	glorified	God	because	of	me.	
	
Paul	is	not	someone	trying	to	become	immediately	popular	with	his	understanding	
of	the	Good	News,	but	he’s	trying	to	be	authentic.		He’s	trying	to	make	the	case	that	
he	is	seeking	an	authentic	understanding	of	the	Good	News	of	Christ.	
	
For	the	religious	leaders	that	came	to	Galatia,	it	was	Jesus	plus	circumcision.		It	was	
Jesus	plus	that	religious	ritual	in	order	to	be	a	true	Christian.			
	
But	Paul	sums	it	up	best	in	Chapter	2	verse	6	where	he	reminds	the	Galatians	that	
they	were	“called	in	the	grace	of	Christ.”	Unlike	any	other	faith	before	it;	unlike	any	
other	religious	system,	God	does	the	work	for	us,	and	He	invites	us	to	accept	that	
gift,	live	in	that	gift,	and	be	transformed	by	that	gift.	
	
God	offers	us	a	way	to	be	saved,	transformed,	to	experience	eternal	life,	and	make	a	
new	world	of	peace	that	doesn’t	require	conditions,	that	doesn’t	require	religion.	
	
But	it	is	so	easy	for	us	to	add	to	the	Gospel	of	Christ	or	to	change	the	Gospel	of	Christ	
into	something	like	a	weapon.			
	
How	are	we	adding	something	to	the	Good	News	of	Christ?		Take	some	time	this	
week	to	think	about	your	faith	and	ask	yourself	the	question,	“Is	there	something	
about	my	faith	that	I	might	be	adding	to	the	Gospel?		Am	I	actually	worshipping	
Jesus	plus	something?		When	I	think	about	my	beliefs	can	I	draw	everything	back	to	
Christ	alone?		Or	do	I	find	that	I	have	to	add	some	other	source	of	authority	in	order	
to	justify	my	beliefs?		Do	I	actually	make	it	Jesus	plus	something	else?”	
	
Now	you	might	be	saying,	Chris,	I	need	more	than	this.		What	is	the	Good	News	
then?	
	



Let	me	give	you	the	short	version	and	the	long	version.	
	
Here’s	the	short	version:	“Jesus	is	Lord.”		That’s	it.		This	is	the	earliest	creed	and	
statement	of	the	church.	And	this	isn’t	to	be	reductionist	or	to	oversimplify	things.	
It’s	important	that	we	keep	the	Gospel	in	this	simplest	form	because	it	keeps	our	
focus	on	the	fact	that	what	is	most	important	is	not	a	culture,	or	a	system,	or	an	idea,	
but	a	person.	
	
Jesus	is	Lord	is	the	simplest	way	to	communicate	the	Good	News.		However,	Jesus	
seems	to	imply	a	bit	more	when	he	talks	about	what	he	has	come	to	do	and	what	he	
comes	to	accomplish.		So	the	longer	version	of	the	Good	News	might	look	something	
like	this:	
	
God	came	down	to	earth	as	one	of	us	in	the	person	of	Jesus	to:	

1) Save	us	from	sin	
2) Show	us	his	love	
3) Set	up	his	kingdom	
4) Shut	down	religion	

	
Now,	I	know	that	probably	right	away	this	raises	so	many	questions	for	you.		But	we	
don’t	have	time	today.		I	have	to	wrap	up.		But	over	the	course	of	this	series,	we’re	
going	to	unpack	each	of	those	4	points	about	the	Good	News	of	Jesus.		If	you	want	to	
learn	more,	you’re	going	to	have	to	come	back	for	the	rest	of	this	series,	or	track	
with	us	online	where	we	have	all	our	sermons	available	on	www.thefirstmenno.com	
	
For	now,	I	think	the	first	chapter	of	Galatians	draws	us	back	to	this	essential	point	
about	the	Good	News	of	Jesus.	
	
Our	Good	News	is	not	conformity	to	an	idea.		Our	Good	News	is	about	falling	in	love	
with	a	person.	
	
Our	Good	News	is	not	our	religion.		Our	Good	News	is	Christ.	


