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Grace Unites; Legalism Divides

I identify with Paul in that it seems he often had to defend his credibility as an apostle because he had not become an apostle in the same way as everyone else. It was the uniqueness of his calling that opened him up to criticism.  Since he had not been one of the original twelve and he did not spend any time with Jesus before His death, burial and resurrection he always seem to work under a cloud of suspicion as to his validity.

Why do I identify with him?  Because I have often found that I have been under a cloud of suspicion since I did not go to seminary. In other words, I did not become a pastor like everyone else…the Lord took me on a different path. One of the questions I’m often asked by other pastors is “Where did you go to seminary?”  When I was younger the next question after that was usually, “When and where are you planning on going to seminary?” When I responded I had no plans to go to seminary their demeanor toward me often changed.  They either felt that I was extremely naïve or they felt that I was unbearably arrogant.

During my ordination process with the denomination this question was always asked and I never quite knew how to answer it without coming across like…“Seminary is okay…for those guys that need it!” The problem was not so much that I hadn’t gone to seminary but that I had no plans to go. Whenever I found myself in some matter of theological disagreement with my fellow pastors I could see that they chalked up my disagreement to not having gone to seminary where my vast ignorance would undoubtedly have been enlightened. “Jeff, we’re going to try and explain this complex theological issue in way so that even you can understand it, so we will not be using our big words. Would that be okay?” “Mongo like big words!” Little did they realize, I was as stubborn as I was stupid. 

Nevertheless, I was ordained and at one time I was told I was the only non-seminarian trained ordained senior pastor in the denomination…boy did that make my mom and dad proud! Any way Paul had the same problem…this vague sense that he was illegitimate and he needed the approval of the other apostles…the real apostles…the ones who had been trained by Jesus.

Chapter 2 continues Paul's defense of his apostolic authority and the gospel he preached, yet whereas in chapter 1 he emphasized his independence from the other apostles, he now demonstrated their harmony and unity.

Galatians 2:1 Fourteen years later I went up again to Jerusalem, this time with Barnabas. I took Titus along also. 2 I went in response to a revelation and set before them the gospel that I preach among the Gentiles. But I did this privately to those who seemed to be leaders, for fear that I was running or had run my race in vain. 

Paul went to Jerusalem on his second visit in response to a revelation. That is to say God directed him to go he was not summoned by the real apostles. At first glance, one could surmise that Paul sought apostolic approval of the gospel he preached and that is why he “set before them the gospel that I preach among the Gentiles” but this hardly seems likely given his determination to show himself as separate but equal. If Paul had received his message directly from the Lord there would obviously be no need to run it by the apostles and he would not wait fourteen years to see if he was getting it right. 

Okay, so what does it mean he set his gospel before them? The Greek word rendered “set before them” in verse 2 does not refer to seeking official approval, rather it meant merely to impart information with a view to consultation. Paul’s concern was not doctrinal and theological but practical. He was getting through to the Gentiles what the gospel of grace was all about…were they getting through to the Jews? 

Enter Titus…an uncircumcised Greek.  If the Jerusalem leaders appeared uncomfortable around the uncircumcised Titus and if they appeared to prefer, even if they did not insist upon, circumcision then Paul's labor (running) among the Gentiles would be in vain. To “run in vain” is to run in such a way as to fail to achieve the goal. Therefore, it was not that the apostle had any doubts about the gospel he had preached for 14 years, but he needed to make sure his own ministry would not be hindered or rendered of no effect by the Judaizers.

Any perceived rift between Paul and the other apostles would only result in division and strife rather than unity and harmony between Jews and Gentiles.  So Titus is brought along to see if the Jerusalem leaders would publicly support Paul’s ministry even if it met with the displeasure of the Judaizers. Titus is going to be Exhibit A of Paul's gospel preaching. 

What are the implications for us? First, the fact that Paul went up to Jerusalem by revelation teaches us that Christ wants us to head disagreements off at the pass as much as possible. If conflict is brewing we must go in humility to the person privately and try to work things out. Almost none of us do that naturally. 

The second implication from verses 1 and 2 is that we ought to care about doctrinal unity, especially on points that are crucial. Complacency about crucial doctrine is not humility. Indifference to disunity over important matters is not respect. 

3 Yet not even Titus, who was with me, was compelled to be circumcised, even though he was a Greek. 4[This matter arose] because some false brothers had infiltrated our ranks to spy on the freedom we have in Christ Jesus and to make us slaves. 5 We did not give in to them for a moment, so that the truth of the gospel might remain with you. 

Note that those who brought pressure to have Titus circumcised are called “false” brothers. In this case they, with hostile intent, infiltrated the ranks by sneaking in alongside the others to spy on the freedom we have in Christ in order to plan counter attacks that would effectively enslave Christians to legalism. 

Have you ever been spied on at church…I have been. I was teaching a college and careers class and I mentioned that tithing was not a New Testament discipline and people were free in Christ to determine how much they wanted to give under grace.  The church I attended at the time was big on tithing and had a tithing emphasis at the beginning of every year. To be honest it was not wise of me to address that topic, but I was young and green and as I just mentioned stubborn and stupid. So what happened?  The next week the leaders of the church sent in one of the pastoral staff to spy on me.

Now the week he happened to come to listen to what I was teaching I had already moved on to another topic…the subject of forgiveness.  Now I was teaching that we are fully and freely forgiven forever in Christ…which went over with this pastor about as well as my tithing is not a command under the New Covenant. So the pastor immediately started discrediting me in front of the class…forgiveness is not full or free or forever.

Why was all this being done?  To place me under strong pressure to conform my teaching just like the Judaizers snuck in to spy on what was going on to place Paul under pressure to compel Titus to be circumcised. However the other apostles did not insist upon his circumcision thus Paul and Barnabas were in accord with the apostles in withstanding the Judaizers.

Paul has another reason though in this text for revealing what happened.  It wasn’t just to show that he was supported and they were not, but to show that these Judaizers were false brothers. They weren’t ignorant brothers or mislead brothers they were false brothers. 

In verse 5 Paul says that he did not submit to these false-brothers for this reason: so that the truth of the gospel might remain with you.  If Paul had given in to the demand of the false brothers, the gospel would have been preserved it would have been destroyed! Perhaps Paul had learned that compromise makes a good umbrella but a poor roof.
So what Paul has accomplished here in verses 3–5 is to show the Galatians who the Judaizers in their midst really are (the false brothers from Jerusalem), and what is really at stake in their demands (the truth of the gospel). The Judaizers among them may come from Jerusalem, but they do not represent the Jerusalem church. 

6 As for those who seemed to be important-whatever they were makes no difference to me; God does not judge by external appearance-those men added nothing to my message. 7 On the contrary, they saw that I had been entrusted with the task of preaching the gospel to the Gentiles, just as Peter had been to the Jews.   8 For God, who was at work in the ministry of Peter as an apostle to the Jews, was also at work in my ministry as an apostle to the Gentiles. 9 James, Peter and John, those reputed to be pillars, gave me and Barnabas the right hand of fellowship when they recognized the grace given to me. They agreed that we should go to the Gentiles, and they to the Jews. 10 All they asked was that we should continue to remember the poor, the very thing I was eager to do. 

Why does Paul now speak in what appears to be a disparaging manner about some of the Jerusalem leaders? In verse 2 he referred to them as "those who seemed to be leaders”; in verse 6 he described them as “those who seemed to be important”; and in verse 9 he names "James, Peter, and John" as "those reputed to be pillars." 

Is he trying to bolster his own credibility by attacking theirs? No. Remember the Judaizers were making much of the supposed elevated status of the Jerusalem apostles. Paul is merely suggesting they do not have an elevated status; they are the same as him.  His ministry is merely different from theirs it is not inferior to theirs. The have been assigned different fields of service; for example just as Paul had been divinely commissioned to preach the gospel to the Gentiles, Peter was so commissioned to preach the gospel to Jews. Separate ministries, but equal as ministers!

While the Judaizers accosted Paul and Barnabas, the apostles accepted them (vv. 6-10). The evidence of the apostles’ acceptance of God’s will and work through Paul was the granting of “the right hand of fellowship.” The giving of the right hand was not a sign of approval so much as a sign of unity and fellowship. The apostles considered the content of Paul’s preaching acceptable differing from theirs only as to the audience to whom Christ was being proclaimed.

The other apostles only requested that Paul in his ministry continued to remember the poor. Here again the emphasis is on equality, this is a request, and not a command. They did not act as Paul’s superiors by ordering him to remember the poor, but evidenced their equality (as they did by giving him the “right hand of fellowship”) by making a request. Neither did they request he do something he was not already doing as though his ministry was in some way inadequate and not full-orbed.  They only requested he continue something he was already doing…because the poor he was helping was them.  In other words, they sought some reassurance that he would not become obsessed about his own ministry and forget about any other ministry.

Paul was in full agreement with the apostles in Jerusalem, and had their full support. The apostles in Jerusalem found no necessity of correcting anything in Paul’s preaching (vv. 6-10) or in his practice (vv.3-5). 

Life Applications

Grace seeks unity; legalism seeks uniformity 

The Jerusalem apostles recognized that our unity is based on truth, not on our traditions. We can only be unified on truth; we will always be diversified on traditions. It has always been difficult for Christians to fully accept others who have not come out of their own tradition. Covenant theologians suspect dispensational theologians and vice-versa. Let us strive to be content to accept others on the basis of the unity of the gospel which we profess and preach, rather than on the basis of the denomination or theological tradition from which they have come. 

This is often impossible with legalist mindsets whose natural inclination is to be exclusive…separatist, not just from the world but from other Christians they consider to be of an inferior ilk. Grace on the other hand, seeks to be as inclusive as possible. Note I said “as inclusive as possible” for we cannot include those who differ on crucial essential doctrines of Christianity. 

Legalists build walls to keep people out. Grace builds bridges to let them come over, but our unity must be based on the truth, especially the truth of the gospel. Where the gospel is at stake, we cannot give in to anyone. We must stand firm on the truth of the gospel and we must stand against those who pervert the gospel in the church.

Every once in a while pastors receive invitations to some interfaith event in order to promote unity and harmony within the religious community. So I might be invited to some interfaith prayer for the city or country.  Muslim clerics might be there, and practitioners of eastern religions, maybe some of the cults will be represented. While we all may desire some reasonable measure of harmony we can’t really express unity if the intent of the event is to say, “There really isn’t much difference between Christianity and these other faiths, and after all, we’re all in some way praying to the same God.”  We live in a touchy-feely age that values tolerance over truth.

However truth can never tolerate falsehood and the appearance of unity does not bolster the truth it in effect dilutes and neuters it. Where that truth is denied, there can be no unity. The prophet Amos asked, “Can two walk together unless they be agreed?” Unity matters, and because it matters, we must stand for the truth of the gospel. This comes from verses 1-5 of our text. Paul would not give in to the Judaizers, not even for a moment, in order that the truth of the gospel might be preserved for the Gentile believers. Once the truth is compromised it’s not the truth anymore. 

Where the true gospel is preached, we have the basis for true Christian unity even though we may differ on lesser issues. So long as someone is preaching by grace alone though faith alone in Christ alone to the glory of God alone as taught in the Scriptures alone…I can have fellowship with them, but if they remove even one of those “alones” then I’m going to have to leave them ALONE! In a weird counter intuitive sort of way, our essential doctrine needs to be kept narrow in order for our fellowship to be wide.

Sometimes the best way to head off conflict is to head toward it. 

Paul says in verse 2,  I went in response to a revelation and set before them the gospel that I preach among the Gentiles. But I did this privately to those who seemed to be leaders, for fear that I was running or had run my race in vain. 

For most of us our natural inclination is to head away from conflict, but here Paul received a revelation directing him to head toward it.  We must move toward people we are in conflict with or in my experience the divide will only become wider.  Sometimes in our efforts to avoid conflict we only create greater conflict. If someone ever speaks with me about conflict they’re experiencing with another person I usually direct them to go to the person and try to hash it out.  If they ignore my advice typically each party becomes set like concrete in their position and now reconciliation is no longer an option because confrontation was held off too long.

Whenever I find someone getting on my nerves I will typically try to move toward them, not away from them because I know if I don’t do it soon I never will.

Matt 5:23 "Therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother has something against you, 24 leave your gift there in front of the altar. First go and be reconciled to your brother; then come and offer your gift. 

25 "Settle matters quickly with your adversary who is taking you to court. Do it while you are still with him on the way, or he may hand you over to the judge, and the judge may hand you over to the officer, and you may be thrown into prison.

The words of Jesus here in the Sermon on the Mount I think are making the same basic point.  Always move quickly toward reconciliation…settle matter quickly…because it only gets worse after that…doing nothing will accomplish nothing in this case. Now to be sure it doesn’t always work, but often it does.  Many years ago I was in conflict with a particular pastor at a church I attended and so I met him for lunch where I acknowledged my frustration with him in the hopes he would do the same and maybe we could reach some accord…it didn’t work out that way because he responded, “Well you may have a problem with me but I do not have a problem with you!” Well he was a big fat liar…and I can’t be sure but I think his pants may have actually been on fire.  In any event although that matter did not resolve itself in the way I had hoped I nevertheless was glad I had made the effort. There have been other occasions where it worked quite nicely and I was able to forge relationships with people that previously had not been possible.

Even now there are people in my life, outside of this church, with whom my natural inclination would be to withdraw…I don’t naturally connect with them, but I am trying to move toward them over riding my natural disposition in the hopes that some connection might be made.

Your ministry though important might not be God’s number one priority.

I think that God wants us to value our ministry, but I also think that God does not want us to value only our ministry. Paul says he was eager to remember the poor in Judea and in effect the ministry going on in that region. Are we eager to remember the ministries and ministry problems of others?  I find that often we get tunnel vision with reference to our ministry or the ministries we support as though they are the most important things in God’s universe.

Worship people can get tunnel vision about worship, children’s ministries people can get tunnel vision about children’s ministries.  We all want people to support the ministries were involved in, but do we support other people’s ministries. It may sound funny but sometimes I have to rein in someone’s enthusiasm for their ministry or area of ministry interests. For example, years ago I had a family that was super excited about foreign missions. They wanted us to sponsor a missions’ emphasis Sunday, which was great…so far so good.  Only their idea of a missions’ emphasis Sunday was to have an all day event down at the church…eight hours of missionaries reporting on what God was doing in their particular mission field with a lunch served in the middle. They were essentially expecting people to be here from 8 to 5 on a Sunday.

So I pulled them aside (and some of you have heard me give this speech as well) and said, “Look, your hearts beat at a 10 for missions which is awesome, but most people their hearts beat at a much lower rate…so if you plan your event as though everyone’s heart beats at a 10 you’re going to experience a little something I like to call extremely deep disappointment.  You have got to plan your event for people whose hearts beat at maybe a 2 and you’re trying to raise it to a 3 or 4, but if you plan your event as though everyone’s heart beats at 10 only those with a 10 heartbeat will attend which basically means you and your wife.

It’s good to be excited about our ministries but our ministries aren’t the only thing God’s got going and so we must remember to be supportive of the ministry of others.  Celebrate your ministry but do not forget to celebrate the ministry of others too! The Paul’s have to remember there’s also a Peter ministry out there somewhere and the Peter’s have to remember there’s a Paul ministry out there somewhere.  Unity does not mean everyone must be uniform in their ministries, but we are bound to recognize not only the grace that God has given to us, but also the grace He has given to others.

