16th June 2019
Galatians 1. 1-10

The UK’s next prime minister is in the process of being selected: first by Conservative MPs and then by members of the Conservative party around the country. In the news this week, we are seeing the differences between colleagues and friends highlighted, and occasionally shouted from the roof-tops, as individuals fight for what is best for themselves and for the UK (in their opinion). We have seen this in other political parties in the past, but it highlights the inherent disunity of humans working together.

Imagine the Holy Trinity as a political party. Who has the highest office? Would the Spirit brief against the Son in order to secure a better job down the line? The very idea is preposterous, but it highlights the example God gives us from the divine Trinitarian nature. The Godhead is equal, each part sharing with the others all that it has. The Godhead is generous and giving, seeking to glorify the others while being celebrated and glorified by the others at the same time.

As God’s church, we are called to imitate and live out the oneness of God’s divine nature in our relationships with each other. We are called to reflect the image of God in our dealings with one another. Quite a challenge. 

 Over the course of the next two months we are going to look at sections of Paul’s letter to the Galatians.  This letter provides us with an immediate sense of the apostle’s passionate feelings for his congregations, as well as a powerful reminder of the world-shaking nature of the gospel. Here Paul takes to task a congregation in danger of leaving behind ‘the truth of the gospel’ , the truth of God in their midst, in favour of a more secure, if more traditional, form of religiosity. In other words Paul get angry – real angry!

As he addresses this community and its concerns, his arguments take us to the heart of his understanding of the human condition before God since the revelation of Jesus Christ, and thus not only to religious concerns, but to foundational questions about the way we shape our identities and order our relationships with one another.

As in many of Paul’s letters we find important hints about the tone and the key issues of the letter in the first opening verses. The address begins with Paul’s most common self description ‘from Paul an apostle’ But then just when we might expect the simple reference ‘an apostle of Jesus Christ’ Paul adds a modifying phrase found nowhere else in his letters ‘sent not from men nor by a man, but by Jesus Christ and God the Father, who raised him from the dead’.
Paul has opponents who are trying to belittle him by saying he is not an apostle (one who has seen the Lord and has been sent by the Lord). They are questioning his authority and his message. The rest of chapter one details how Paul was called by Jesus to be an apostle. 

Paul identifies both Jesus Christ and God the Father as the true source of his mission. That compound name Jesus Christ carried a twofold shock to people of Paul’s day. First the term Messiah or Christ is now defined by the story of Jesus of Nazareth. Second, this Messiah was crucified as a common criminal by Rome. 

Our world looks up to powerful figures who appear strong and forceful. Maybe that will be the criterion used to select our next prime minister: who will sort out the EU? Who will strut their stuff – not wanting to show signs of weakness, wanting to appear reasonable yet tough, anxious not to be seen as weak back in their own countries and giving too much away. The Russian President Putin likes to be seen as a hard man. President Trump likes to be seen as uncompromising and a deal maker. The TV Programme with Alan Sugar, ‘The Apprentice’, gives the impression you need to be aggressive and assertive, with an ends justifies the means approach in order to win in business. This is our world. 
So even now it is difficult to accept a Saviour who got himself crucified. It is not Hollywood to hang on a cross and meekly forgive those who put you there. But it takes strength and courage to offer the power of forgiveness and the toughness of Jesus to see that through. It is strength but not as the world sees it.
I remember speaking to some one from the church in Jamaica who works for our missionary organisation the Council for World Mission Magazine. They said that many men in Jamaica don’t feel able to make the sacrifices needed to go to church. They are loath to abstain from sex before marriage or stop listening to music with lurid sexual lyrics. Some are caught up in gangs. Some peddle drugs to earn money to buy a car. As a male Jamaican church member they said ‘Being a Christian is not being weak. It’s the opposite. To be a Christian you have to be a very strong person not to be led by the group.
God the Father, the second title of the affirmation of divine commissioning prepares Paul’s readers for the idea he will develop as the letter proceeds – that the Galatian Christians are the children of God, adopted and set free by their gracious heavenly Father. For a Gentile audience such as the Galatians – who probably regarded divine figures as dangerous powers needing to be appeased – the affirmation that the one true God of the universe was loving and merciful would have been a new concept. 
The concept of God is becoming a distant thing in today’s secular Britain, never mind the concept of a loving and merciful one.
I remember planning an assembly in a local school with one of the senior teachers. As the following Sunday was Father’s Day, I was suggesting that I did something on the comparison between earthly fathers and our heavenly father.  There was a sharp intake of breath and stroking of the chin! ‘Not a good idea’ said the teacher. ‘Take my class for example where we have two fathers who are behind bars, one is being prosecuted for violent abuse of his partner and another has absconded from his responsibilities to his children. You ask how earthly fathers are like the heavenly father and I can’t be held responsible for the type of reply you’ll get and the language that might come with it.’
The revelation of God in Christ transforms our lives and our faith, even and especially if we have come from broken homes and damaged relationships. This God raised Jesus from the dead, thereby overcoming all the powers that enslave humankind, even death itself. By the resurrection God also confirms Jesus messiahship and establishes him as Lord of the creation. And makes a new creation where we are all one in Christ. 
Our world of course is divided by race and gender and age and all the other things that people use tribally, to discriminate and define themselves as apart and different from others. 
Love Island is currently on TV and being watched by most teenagers. I have dubbed it Lust island because there isn’t much love in it – it’s all about getting off with one another and trying to win the prize of staying on the programme the longest. Contestants are very base and manipulative.. That’s the problem with reality TV – it shows us too much reality! And when we are confronted with reality we don’t like it – and tut – we demand it gets removed! 
One of the big themes in this letter will be our new identity in Christ – how the work of the Spirit within us transforms our old base nature, which the bible calls ‘flesh’ into a new person in Christ, bearing the fruit of the Spirit, the characteristics of a Christian – one who is in Christ.
Finally, Paul completes the address by naming  all the friends who are with him send greetings to the churches in Galatia. There is debate as to where Galatia was geographically. I’m going to assume that it refers to an area in the north of modern day Turkey where there was little or no Jewish presence so Paul is addressing in this letter Gentiles who had worshipped pagan gods and who had not been circumcised.
But something is missing from this greeting. Unlike the addresses of most of his other letters Paul does not give any praise for the Galatians within his identification of them as the audience for this letter.  In his letter to the Philippians he says ‘to all the saints in Christ Jesus who are in Philippi’; to the Corinthians he writes ‘to all those who are sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be saints’; to the Romans he writes ‘to all God’s beloved in Rome, who are called to be saints’. Here it is just ‘to the churches in Galatia’. 
It is a brief greeting and sets the tone for what will be a frank and serious letter where at times Paul gets quite angry and passionate. For example in chapter 5 he talks about those who want the Galatians to undergo circumcision and in verse 12 he says I wish they would go the whole way and make eunuchs of themselves (that is castrate themselves). Let me tell you that English versions of the Bible have translated Paul’s original Greek in the politest way possible!

I don’t know if you have ever received an angry letter. This is one! It is said that if you speak when you’re angry you will make the best speech you will ever regret. Paul isn’t counting to ten in this letter. ‘If anyone preaches a gospel other than the gospel you received, let him be banned!
Of course we can agree its right to be angry about injustice, hypocrisy, lies and sin. Paul is getting angry about things that perhaps we tolerate?

6 I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one who called you to live in the grace of Christ and are turning to a different gospel – 7 which is really no gospel at all.
It is no comfort to know that even at the start of the church, even at the time of Jesus, with him there standing in front of his followers, doing all the stuff he is alleged to have done, people still wandered away from faith in Christ. Think of the parable of the sower, the parable of the prodigal son – they are all about people wandering away from God. This isn’t a new phenomenon. Paul is fairly blunt and passionate about the Galatians ‘I am astonished!... if people lead you astray let them be cursed!’ This matters to Paul. No ‘Oh well – if that’s your choice OK’. 

When we see people being distracted from the Christian way what is our response – do we stand back and say nothing. Do we challenge them? Tricky one isn’t it? Paul’s anger may seem over the top – but anger can be a sign of passion and care. We get angry about the things we care about most. Unfortunately most of our anger is selfish because we care about ourselves too much!

In our present cultural context we value diversity and inclusiveness of positions. It is a cultural assumption that no-one has access to absolute truth and opinions constitute reality – you have yours and I have mine and those values have to be valued equally which all mean that personal choice is supreme and shouldn’t be questioned.  Paul believes that his gospel is the only one. Is he being arrogant – or is he being passionate for truth – because truth matters? What you believe will affect how you live your life or it should. Often it is the other way round – how you live your life shows what you truly believe! Tying the two up is a complex business.
Paul will expound on his gospel later in this letter. He gives a hint about it in his opening paragraph where he talks about how Jesus gave himself for our sins, to rescue us out of the present wicked age as our God and Father willed. For Paul, Jesus gave himself for our sins. His life was not taken from him, rather, he gave it freely in order to set us free from the claim and power our sins – both personal and corporate – have over us. Paul understands sin, not as the bad things we choose to do but as a law or corrupting force at work in the world, darkening our minds and imagination, pulling us away from what is good and prohibiting us from doing God’s ways Thus Paul will contrast the realm or space where sin rules with the realm in which God’s Spirit is the operating force. Christ has come to set us free from this present evil age.
There is much debate to be had about human nature and whether we are inclined to corruption and held under the power of sin. Certainly we know that whatever starts of as good is prone to corruption. 
The ongoing struggle to change the way in which countries relate to each other and to God’s creation has been highlighted this week. The potential damage of the ongoing trade wars between China and the USA and the EU shows how no country is an island, and individuals in one country will be affected by decisions made across the world. Equally, the apocalyptic tone of the climate-change warnings issued this week show that, thirty years from now, the breakdown in our relationship with creation will reap catastrophic results. This will not be averted by individual action, but by all people recognizing the link between their own behaviour and the impact on the environment and people living in other parts of the world.
If God’s Spirit is living in us, how is he urging us to live, and to engage with governments and charities on these global issues?
That question is being played out in local communities where any high-rise flats exist or are being developed. The review into what happened at Grenfell Tower and the fire this week in a block of flats in Barking show how the relationship between authorities and communities can be broken, leading to tragic outcomes.
If we are filled with God’s Spirit and are seeking to be united – as the Godhead is united – then we must surely stand together with the vulnerable and look to amplify their voices so that such tragedies are averted.

There is a battle for the nation’s soul going on. Truth matters and sometimes we have to stand up for it even if as Paul says it means going against human favour and the current thinking and trends.
We shall be in for an interesting ride as we look at Paul’s letter over the coming two months. 

May God’s grace and peace continue to rescue us from the present evils of our age and by God’s Spirit continue to conform us more into God’s Trinitarian image.
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