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Chapter 1
Paul an Apostle of Christ
"Paul, an apostle, (not of men, neither by man, but by Jesus Christ, and God the Father, who raised him from the dead;) And all the brethren which are with me, unto the churches of Galatia: Grace be to you and peace from God the Father, and from our Lord Jesus Christ, Who gave himself for our sins, that he might deliver us from this present evil world, according to the will of God and our Father: To whom be glory for ever and ever. Amen." (Galatians 1:1-5)
(Galatians 1:1-5)
The Book of Galatians shows us the way to true freedom. Genuine liberty is neither legalism nor licentiousness. It is the blessed freedom of voluntary bondage to Christ. It is the liberty of willing captivity to the Son of God, willingly surrendering our lives to the rule and dominion of Christ as our Lord, voluntarily giving up our lives to him, being conquered by his omnipotent, saving grace (Mk. 8:34-35; Lk. 14:25-33).
This true freedom is discovered when sinners are graciously forced to willingly cease from every effort to save themselves and trust Christ alone as Lord and Savior, glorying only in his cross, and trusting him as “the Lord our Righteousness” by whose blood and righteousness all the demands of God’s holy law have been fully met and satisfied forever (Jer. 23:6; Rom. 10:4). All who have been brought by God’s sovereign, irresistible grace to trust Christ are dead to the law. You cannot be freer than that!
The law of God no longer has dominion over us. Guided by the Holy Spirit and bringing forth fruit unto God (“the fruit of the Spirit”), the saints of God, out of gratitude and love to Christ and for God’s free gift of salvation in him, adorn the doctrine of God our Savior and seek to live for his honor and glory as the children of God in this world. The terror and fear of the law no longer rule our lives, but the love of Christ. The proud hope of earning rewards from the Almighty to gratify our lusts no longer motivates us, but the grace of God. The prison door has been opened; and we have entered into the glorious liberty of the sons of God. Not only have we found the blessing; but we have become a blessing. For it is through the children of God that God blesses the world.
The Epistle
Paul addresses this epistle to the churches of Galatia in Asia minor. These churches were established during Paul’s first missionary journey and were located in Pisidian Antioch, Iconium, Lystra, Derbe, and perhaps other places. It is difficult to determine exactly when this letter was written, but it was definitely among the apostle’s first epistles. We know that it was written after the council at Jerusalem, because it describes Paul’s relation to the other leaders at that great meeting. It was written after the two previous visits to Galatia, which are recorded in Acts 13-16. It must not have been very long after this, because Paul speaks of the conversion of the people there as a recent thing (1:6). It was probably written on his second missionary journey while he was at Corinth, before the arrival of Timothy and Titus. This would fix the date of writing about 50-53 A.D.
That which prompted Paul to write this book was the sinister, and to some extent successful, influence of Judaizers1 who crept in among the saints. It was his purpose to counteract this dangerous error by reemphasizing the glorious gospel of God’s free-grace in Jesus Christ, and by urging the believers to adorn their faith and prove its genuine character by loving and caring for one another.
In this book Paul calls for a return to the gospel of God’s free and sovereign grace in Christ, denouncing all human merit and legal effort, and warning solemnly against apostasy from the faith of the gospel. He tells us plainly that the yoke of legal bondage is a bewitching system of works religion that utterly denies the grace of God and brings people to eternal ruin (Gal. 3:1; 5:1-4). Here Paul gives a clarion call for a return to the old Gospel. It is God’s power and God’s means by which he saves (1:6-9).
Divisions
The divisions of this book are very simple and clear:
1. The Origin and Authority of the Gospel (chapters 1-2)
2. The Vindication of the Gospel (Chapters 3-44)
3. The Application of the Gospel (Chapters 5- 6).
An Apostle
The Judaizers who sought to undermine Paul’s ministry and his doctrine accused him of falsely pretending to be an apostle of Christ. Their deceitful practice is common in all ages. The doctrine of the gospel cannot be refuted. Therefore, those who wish to keep others from hearing and embracing the gospel attempt to scandalize the men who teach it. In this first section of Galatians, Paul is forced (and inspired by God) to set forth his authority as an apostle of Christ, as a messenger of Christ to eternity bound men and women.
The apostolic office was a temporary office in the New Testament church. There are no apostles, in the official sense of the word, today. However, the word basically means “messenger.” In that sense all true gospel preachers are apostles. But how do we know who the messengers of Christ are? How are we to determine who are true messengers of Christ to our souls? Paul gives us some guidelines in these opening verses of Galatians.
Paul could have said many things about himself that would have given him credibility in the eyes of men. He was a man of great learning and tremendous usefulness, and was highly respected by his peers. But it was not Paul’s desire to have his name held in high esteem. He took no titles of distinction or superiority to himself. He was but a sinner saved by grace, just like his brothers and sisters in Christ at Galatia. He does not identify himself as the apostle, but as an apostle. He was one of many messengers of Christ.
What a tremendous weight of responsibility he carried on his heart as a messenger of Christ! He daily carried upon his heart “the care of all the churches” (2 Cor. 12:28). Any man to whom this responsibility is given knows something of the high honor and great responsibility the Lord has put upon him.
When the Pharisees asked John the Baptist who he was, his reply was, I am a voice, “the voice of one crying in the wilderness, Make straight the way of the Lord.” There are multitudes of preachers listed in every telephone directory. But we have few messengers of God, few messengers of the grace of God. The pulpit, in our day, has lost its clarity. Its testimony has been spoiled because doubtful voices have arisen and been scattered among the people. Those who ought to preach the truth and nothing but the truth are telling out for doctrines the imaginations of men and the inventions of the age. Instead of revelation, we have philosophy. Instead of divine infallibility, we have human speculation. The gospel of Jesus Christ, which is the same yesterday, today, and forever, is taught as the production of progress, a thing to be amended and reformed year by year. We live in an age of liberality, of broad views, of boundless universalism, of rapidly spreading apostasy.
Another Gospel
If the world will not come to Christ, if the people of our “enlightened” age will not accept the gospel of Christ, the wisdom of the world tells us that we must make Christ more acceptable, we must tone down his teachings, that we must take the offence out of the gospel. Such foolishness we have come to expect from self-serving, man-pleasing religious hucksters. Sadly, today there are many who claim to believe the gospel of God’s free and sovereign grace in Christ who have succumbed to the philosophy of the world. They vainly imagine that the offence can be taken out of the cross and that the gospel of the grace of God can be presented in a way that will make it palatable to unregenerate men.
Rather than proclaiming the gospel as good news, the good news of redemption accomplished (Gal. 3:13), they present it as good advice and an offer of possible redemption. Rather than proclaiming God’s grace as the special, distinct operation of salvation (Gal. 1:15-16; Eph. 2:8-9; Col. 1:12), they present it as a thing common to all. Rather than proclaiming the efficacy of God’s grace (Gal. 3:14; Rom. 9:16), they present a notion of grace that makes the operation of grace dependent upon the will of man. Rather than setting forth the distinct love of God for his own elect which results in their salvation (Gal. 2:21; Jer. 31:3; Rom. 9:13-18; 1 John 4:19), they make the love of God a universal, and therefore insignificant, helpless passion in God. Rather than declaring that faith is that which God gives to and works in chosen sinners by the revelation of Christ in them (Gal. 1:15-16; Col. 1:12), they make faith a work done by the sinner for God. While claiming to preach the gospel of Christ, they have so perverted the gospel that the gospel they preach is another gospel, a gospel that is no gospel at all (Gal. 1:6-9).
How often I have been told that my message is out of date, that it will not suit people, and that if I would reach the people of this age I must tone down my message and modify my doctrines. Such a message is all right for the Bible College or seminary, or for private, intellectual discussion, but it ought to be modified for the pulpit. Oh, we may use the old phrases so as to please the obstinately orthodox, but we must dress them in new meanings so as to neutralize their force and make them palatable to natural men. The spirit of the age suggests that the wise preacher will abandon all that is too severely righteous and all that is too surely of God. Away with such nonsense! God has given us the message that men need, and he has supplied us with the means of communicating that message. The message is the gospel of the grace of God revealed in Jesus Christ and his death upon the cross. And God’s method of communicating that message is preaching. We must not be deterred by the opinions of men. We must not be “corrupted from the simplicity that is in Christ” (2 Cor. 11:3). We must not be “removed from him that called us into the grace of Christ unto another gospel” (Gal. 1:6).
He, and he alone, who preaches the gospel that Paul sets before us in this epistle is the messenger of the grace of God. Such men have many characteristics by which they are identified. They are set forth in many ways in the Book of God. But as they are revealed in these verses, they are threefold.
One Master
He who is God’s messenger is a man with one Master (vv. 1-2). As Paul opens this letter his heart and mind are filled with diverse emotions. For the perverters of the gospel there is a withering denunciation springing from holy indignation. For the churches there is marked disapproval and an earnest desire to restore. For the One who has called him there is profound reverence and humble gratitude.
Paul knew that he was a man distinctly gifted, called and sent of God to preach the gospel. He was “an apostle, not of men, neither by man, but by Jesus Christ.” He was a man with a mission. His mission was to make known the gospel of Christ. His commission came directly from God who had called him. It came not from any group of men, or from any single man, but from the Lord Jesus Christ and God the Father (Acts 26:13-18). And he did not put himself into the ministry. He was put into the ministry by God himself (1 Tim. 1:11-12). He was called to be an apostle (messenger) to the Gentiles (Rom. 1:1; Acts 9:15; Eph. 3:3-8). His call was not inferior to the other apostles, for they were called during our Lord’s earthly ministry. Paul was called by the exalted Savior. His call was confirmed by signs and miracles, just as the other apostles. Like them, he had seen the risen Christ. Only he saw him by special revelation. Paul received his gospel from Christ (Gal. 1:11-12). That was his authority.
In his opening words, Paul declares two cardinal gospel doctrines: The equality of Jesus Christ with God the Father and the resurrection of Christ. These things are essential. If Christ is not himself God, then he cannot be our Savior. If he did not rise from the dead, then he did not put away sin.
Paul was a man committed to Christ and committed to the gospel (Rom. 1:1). Christ was his Master. He was his Master’s devoted servant. He was altogether separated to the gospel (1 Tim. 4:13-16). Paul was God’s messenger. He spoke by divine authority. Those who rejected him rejected God who sent him.
It is important to note that this letter and this salutation did not come from Paul alone, but from all of the brethren who were with him and who assisted him in the ministry. Those who labor for Christ are co-laborers. The letter is to all of the churches of Galatia. These were not national churches or parts of a denominational organization, but individual congregations, local churches. Each local assembly was autonomous, functioning independently without control by the others.
One Message (vv. 3-4).
Paul was a man with just one message—“grace”. “Grace be to you and peace from God the Father, and from our Lord Jesus Christ, Who gave himself for our sins, that he might deliver us from this present evil world, according to the will of God and our Father.” He simply proclaimed the matchless, free, eternal, sovereign, saving grace of God in Christ. He had no other issue. He had no other doctrine. He preached Christ crucified, all the counsel of God (1 Cor. 2:2; Acts 20:27).
Grace is not a helpless passion in God, a helpless desire to save sinners. Grace is not something God gives men by which they are enabled to be saved. Grace is God’s free, spontaneous, unmerited favor in action, his freely bestowed loving kindness and salvation upon guilty sinners who turn to Christ for refuge. It is free, undeserved, unmerited, and effectual. It is the effectual, irresistible, omnipotent operation of God in us. God’s grace is given to all sinners that go to Christ for it (John 6:36; 1 Tim. 1:15). It is God’s riches at Christ expense. It is this gracious favor and good will of God by which his elect have been blessed of God, made accepted in Christ and pleasing to God in him from eternity (Eph. 1:3-7).
Grace, and grace alone brings peace. Wherever grace is given, peace is given. We have peace with God, because Christ has reconciled us to God. We have peace in our hearts, because we have the Spirit of Christ within us (John 14:27; Phil. 4:7; Rom. 8:1). We have peace in our consciences, because the blood of Christ, answering the demands of God’s holy law, has been sprinkled on our hearts by the Holy Spirit. We have peace with one another, because grace has united our hearts, teaching us to love one another. We even have peace with our enemies, because we are assured that they can do us no harm. These two graces come from God the Father, the source and fountain of grace and peace, through our Mediator, Christ Jesus the Lord.
Substitution
Paul’s was a message of grace and peace through Christ, our Substitute. The Lord Jesus Christ, God’s darling Son, voluntarily laid down his life for his people upon the cursed tree. The Good Shepherd gave his life for his sheep, in our room and stead, as our Substitute (John 10:11, 17, 18). His purpose in doing so was to rescue us from this present evil world (John 15:19, 17:14), and he keeps us for the world to come (2 Pet. 3:13-14). Paul states this blessed gospel doctrine with profound simplicity and beauty in 2 Corinthians 5:21. —"For he hath made him to be sin for us, who knew no sin; that we might be made the righteousness of God in him."
What a profound truth, what stupendous grace, what wondrous mystery those words contain! “He,” God the Father, “hath,” in holy justice and infinite mercy, “made,” by divine imputation, “him,” the Lord Jesus Christ, his infinite, well-beloved, only begotten, immaculate Son, “to be sin,” an awful mass of iniquity, “for us,” helpless, condemned, sinful rebels!
“The heart of the gospel is redemption, and the essence of redemption is the substitutionary sacrifice of Christ” (C.H. Spurgeon). Substitution is the foundation truth of Christianity, the rock upon which our hopes are built. This is the only hope of the sinner, and the joy of every true believer. “He hath made him to be sin for us!”
This is the greatest transaction that ever took place upon the earth, the most marvelous sight that men ever saw, and the most stupendous wonder that heaven ever executed. Jesus Christ was made to be sin for us, that we might be made the righteousness of God in him. Jesus Christ, the spotless Son of God, was made to be sin!
This transaction that took place at Calvary two thousand years ago —The great substitutionary work of Christ, the mighty transfer of sin from the sinner to the sinner’s Surety —The punishment of the Surety in the sinner’s place —The pouring out of the vials of divine wrath, which were due to us, upon the head of our Substitute —is the only ground upon which the holy Lord God can be, as he describes himself, both “a just God and a Savior.”
The Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, was made to be sin for us. No man living upon this earth will ever really understand this truth. Yet, we ought to be gripped by the glorious reality of it. Oh, may God cause it to get hold of our hearts! The gospel of Christ must not be pushed aside as an old piece of furniture in the house of God. The glorious gospel of substitutionary redemption is the strength, the glory, and the life of God’s church.
This substitutionary work of Christ, of necessity (Blessed necessity!), involves the absolute sovereignty of God (Eph. 1:3-14; Heb. 10:5-10). Paul was never bashful about asserting God’s glorious sovereignty in all things, especially in the salvation of his elect. He states it as a matter of fact, usually without defense or explanation, assuming that all who trust Christ understand and rejoice in it. That is certainly the case here. Paul simply asserts the fact that the Lord Jesus Christ gave himself for his people and that the sure result of his doing so shall be their everlasting salvation, “according to the will of God and our Father.”
One Motive
As Paul was a man with one Master and one message, he was a man with one motive —The glory of God (v. 5). He urged God’s saints to do all to the glory of God; and that was his own heart’s great ambition in all things. Most distinctly, throughout his epistles, he tells us that the salvation of our souls is for the glory of our God (1 Cor. 1:30-31; Rom. 11:33-36). He has saved us in such a way, and saved such people as we are that he shall be forever glorified by saving us (Eph. 2:7). Imagine that. The Lord God, our great God, shall forever be praised because of his great grace toward us and wrought in us! Let our hearts ever be motivated by and our lives ruled by his glory. To him be glory for ever and ever. Amen.
Chapter 2
The Singularity of the Gospel
“I marvel that ye are so soon removed from him that called you into the grace of Christ unto another gospel: Which is not another; but there be some that trouble you, and would pervert the gospel of Christ. But though we, or an angel from heaven, preach any other gospel unto you than that which we have preached unto you, let him be accursed. As we said before, so say I now again, If any man preach any other gospel unto you than that ye have received, let him be accursed. For do I now persuade men, or God? or do I seek to please men? for if I yet pleased men, I should not be the servant of Christ.” (Galatians 1:6-10)
(Galatians 1:6-10)
It is utterly astonishing to a believer that anyone, having heard and having professed to believe the gospel of God’s free, sovereign, saving grace in Christ, could be enticed to abandon it for another gospel (Which is no gospel at all!) of legality, works, or a mixture of grace and works (Rom. 11:5-6) But that is exactly what had happened in Galatia. Paul’s purpose in writing this epistle was to expose and reprove those as heretics who attempt to mix the works of men with the work of Christ, and to establish God’s elect in the gospel of God’s grace and glory in Christ.
False teachers had crept into the Galatian churches perverting the gospel of Christ. While professing to be followers of Christ, they sought to mingle the works of the law with faith in Christ. They were persuading the people to abandon the gospel Paul had taught them, adding to faith in Christ the works of the law. The apostle Paul had taught them that Christ crucified is the only, all-sufficient, and effectual Savior of men, and that faith in him is the only way we can receive his finished salvation (Rom. 5:11). He had proved the truth of all his declarations by miracles. These Galatians professed to believe the gospel as it was preached and confirmed by the apostle. They had been so thankful for Paul bringing the gospel to them that they received him as an angel of God, and would have, had it been possible, plucked out their own eyes and given them to him. Yet, within a short time, these converts were induced by the eloquent discourses of false teachers to renounce Paul and the gospel of Christ, and to receive in its place a message contrary to the glorious gospel Paul had taught them. Therefore, he wrote this letter by divine inspiration, filled with indignation, sorrow, and astonishment.
One Gospel
Here Paul declares that there is only one gospel and he proceeds to show the singularity of that gospel. This message is one of dogmatism, finality, and authoritarianism, which is a rare message in our day of broadminded compromise. Our generation is taught not to believe anything, not really. One certainly is not to be dogmatic about anything. But the gospel of Christ is, in its very essence, a non-compromising, authoritarian message of absolutes. The very reason for the flourishing of Christianity in the pagan Roman world in which it was born was the non-compromising spirit of our forefathers in the faith. Rather than relinquishing or adding to one article of faith, they would die! We must return to this dogmatism about the gospel.
The church is in desperate need of a clarion message ringing once again from her pulpits. There is too much silence regarding the message that passes for the gospel in this day. There is only one gospel. It must not be altered. It must not be mixed and diluted with human conjectures. We must uphold the gospel in its purity. Men are in a helpless, hopeless, mad dash to hell; and they will not be rescued unless Christ, the crucified Redeemer, sovereignly bestows his grace upon them. The gospel is “good news” from heaven of how that God sent his Son to save his people. It is the declaration of what God has done for sinful, helpless humanity. It is never a proposition. It is a declaration, a declaration of redemption accomplished by Christ.
The Galatian Christians had been seduced from the pure gospel of God’s grace to a gospel mixed with God’s grace and man’s merit. Such a gospel is really no gospel (good news) at all, but a perverted system of self-righteousness (1 Cor. 1:30; Col. 1:19-22; 2:8-23). The gospel is a declaration of what God has done for sinners in the person of his Son, apart from anything done by men. Anything other than a declaration of God’s work is a perversion of the gospel. Paul here calls upon them to return to, and maintain the gospel in its purity.
Amazement
It was Paul’s custom to give grateful acknowledgement of divine grace bestowed upon those he addressed, whereby they had been enabled to grow in knowledge, faith, and love. It was very common for him to express his inner satisfaction with the work of God upon them, and to give forth a prayer that they may continue to persevere in the faith. That is what we might expect to find at this point in his epistle. But, in this epistle to the Galatians, we are confronted with the exact opposite. What we find here is not satisfaction, but overwhelming amazement and painful perplexity.
The first thing we see in this book is their removal from the gospel. A Change had taken place among them, and this disturbed their spiritual father. As a rule Paul was a very tolerant man. He showed great tolerance in his epistles to the Corinthians, who had behaved so shamefully in so many ways. He showed great tolerance in writing to the Philippians about those preachers who, because of envy, opposed him (Phil. 1:15-18). He was usually very tactful and expressed words of encouragement before dealing with faults and failures.
But here the very essence of the gospel is at stake. God’s glory and man’s salvation is the issue; and here there is no place for tolerance. The Galatians were in the process of apostasy. They were forsaking liberty in Christ for the bondage of Moses. Paul was utterly amazed. He says, “I marvel that ye are so soon removed from him that called you into the grace of Christ unto another gospel” (v. 6).
Theirs was not merely changing theological positions. They were abandoning Christ, who in his grace and mercy had called them, and turning to another gospel, which was different from his in its very essence.
“Called You”
By and large, Paul appears to have been convinced that those to whom he was writing had been truly born of God, called by the effectual, irresistible power and grace of God the Holy Spirit to life and faith in Christ. The One who had called them was Christ himself. It was Christ from whom they were in danger of turning, not just Paul.
There is a general call and an effectual call. The Lord Jesus Christ calls sinners by his Spirit in a general way, externally, whenever the gospel is proclaimed to them. This call is made effectual by the power of God. The efficacy of the gospel call is ascribed to all three Persons of the Trinity, though specifically it is a part of the mediation of Christ (John 10:2-3, 16; Rom. 1:6). The Galatians were replacing the gospel of Christ with another gospel and were being removed from Christ.
The gospel of Christ is “good news” from a far land. It is the message of grace from God in heaven for men of the earth. It is a message of what God has done and is doing for sinners in Christ (1 Cor. 15:1-4; 2 Cor. 5:19-21). It is a message of salvation alone in Christ. He is the Door. He is the Way. He is the Truth. He is the Life. In all that concerns the salvation of sinners, from start to finish, “Christ is all” (1 Cor. 1:30). The gospel is not good advice, but good news, the good news of Christ’s finished work whereby he has made all God’s elect accepted with God. It is the good news of redemption, forgiveness, justification, reconciliation, and sanctification accomplished by the blood of Christ, our crucified Substitute (Rom. 5:10-11; 2 Cor. 5:17-21; Eph. 1:6-7; Col. 1:12-14; Heb. 1:1-3; 9:12; 10-14).
“Another Gospel”
Neither the Galatians nor their Judaizing teachers had openly denied the gospel. Heretics are almost always more subtle than that. They did openly deny the gospel, but their perversion of the gospel (adding obedience to the Mosaic law to the finished work of Christ) was a total denial of it (Gal. 5:1-4).
Martin Luther was right when he wrote, “They made good works, which are the effect of justification, its cause.” But the Galatian error extended beyond the subtle evil of mixing works with grace in the matter of justification. Paul addresses that issue in chapters one and two. But, in chapter three, he deals with an even more subtle and more bewitching form of the heresy, that had been embraced by many at Galatia, and is embraced almost universally today. That is the mixing of grace with works in the accomplishment of sanctification (Gal. 3:1-3).
It is a hazardous thing to tamper with the gospel of Christ. It must neither be abridged nor enlarged. Any gospel that makes righteousness before God to be dependent upon the works or will of man is no gospel at all. “Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone that believeth” (Rom. 10:4). Christ is all our righteousness. He is our Righteousness in redemption, in justification, and in sanctification.
Neither our faith, nor our works make us righteous before God. By faith in Christ we receive the righteousness he accomplished for us. By our works, our obedience to our God, we manifest the righteousness he has wrought in us by his Spirit.
“Accursed”
As Satan transformed himself into an angel of light, his ministers transform themselves into ministers of righteousness (2 Cor. 11:3, 13-15). These "deceitful workers,” as Paul calls them, beguile the souls of men, persuading them that they can make themselves righteous before God (or at least contribute something to the work), and thereby teaching them not to trust Christ as “THE LORD OUR RIGHTEOUSNESS” (Jer. 23:6; 33:16). It is for this reason that Paul uses the strong, bold language of verses eight and nine to denounce all who preach any other gospel.
“But though we, or an angel from heaven, preach any other gospel unto you than that which we have preached unto you, let him be accursed. As we said before, so say I now again, If any man preach any other gospel unto you than that ye have received, let him be accursed” (vv. 8-9).
Here the apostle tells us how those who corrupt the gospel ought to be regarded. He includes himself and all others in this stern, clear word of condemnation. If anyone comes preaching any gospel other than the gospel of full, complete, effectual redemption and eternal salvation in and by Christ alone, let him be forever consigned to hell.
The revelation of God is final, complete, and perfect. It cannot be improved upon. Christ is God’s final Word to men (Heb. 1:1-3). He is the full revelation of the Father. He came on a mission to perform the work of redemption. He has finished the work. The Book of God is final. It tells us his whole revealed will. It reveals the totality of his work. The Word of God alone has authority in his house (Isa. 8:20; Rev. 22:18-19). The gospel is final, revealing Christ, only Christ, and Christ alone as the Savior of our souls (Acts 4:12; 1 John 5:10-11).
Those who would pervert the gospel, those who preach another gospel, which is no gospel at all, are to be regarded as accursed men (2 John 10-11). We should be very cautious in charging any man with preaching another gospel. But when anyone comes preaching another Christ and another gospel, (anyone who preaches that salvation is to any degree or at any one point dependent upon what you do rather than upon what God does) our responsibility is crystal clear. We must not acknowledge them as God’s servants. We must not receive their instruction. And we must not be partakers of their evil deeds by assisting them in any way.
Men or God?
In verse ten Paul states plainly that as the servant of God he could not concern himself with pleasing men. “For do I now persuade men, or God? or do I seek to please men? for if I yet pleased men, I should not be the servant of Christ.”
He did not try to persuade (that is conciliate) men, or make the gospel appealing to men. All such efforts arise from corrupt motives and result in the destruction of men’s souls, not the salvation of them. Paul never courted the favor of men. He was concerned about the favor of God. It was not his ambition to impress, please and win the favor of men. He was concerned for and motivated by the glory of God. His only principle of life was to please his one Master, Christ Jesus the Lord. The simple fact is, no one can have two masters (Matt. 6:24). Any man who, for the sake of human favor, or out of fear for human resentment, will keep back any part of sacred truth is not the servant of Christ.
Those who teach believers to live by law misuse the law (1 Tim. 1:8-9), and attempt to place upon God’s people an oppressive yoke of bondage that no man can bear. Let us use the law lawfully. We must never allow ourselves to be brought back under the bondage of the law from which Christ has set us free (Gal. 5:1-4). To do so is to abandon all hope of salvation, for it is to abandon Christ altogether. Let us hold forth the gospel in its purity. It is the work of Christ, which alone saves sinners. The church of God has no other purpose for existence. We have no other mission.
Chapter 3
Our Gospel is of God
(Galatians 1:11-24)
There were false teachers at Galatia who imposed themselves upon the saints there by pretending that they had their commission from the apostles. In the same deceitful manner they asserted that Paul was not an apostle. They made much of the fact that he was not one of the original twelve. They declared that he had never been acknowledged by them and that he did not properly teach their doctrine. Paul replies to this groundless charge with boldness, declaring that his apostleship was directly from heaven; and that it was therefore authoritative. The other apostles had received their office from our Lord during his humiliation. Paul was called to this office by the exalted Redeemer.
Paul, however, does not content himself with the mere assertion of his apostleship. He goes on to prove what he has said by an appeal to undisputed facts of his own life. He makes this appeal with the greatest earnestness, because these facts touch the recognition of the validity of his message in all future ages. It is not unlikely that he foresaw that the fiercest attacks upon Christianity would be made upon the doctrine revealed in his epistles. Therefore, he labors to show that what he says, Christ says, since Christ is speaking through him.
“It is not strange,” said Spurgeon, “to hear certain dubious people assert – ‘I do not agree with St. Paul.’ I remember the first time that I heard this expression I looked at the individual with astonishment. I was amazed that such a pigmy should say this of the great apostle. It seemed like a cheese-mite differing from a cherub, or a handful of chaff discussing the verdict of the fire.”
In the passage before us Paul is defending his apostleship by defending his message. In this defense we see certain definite characteristics of the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ. Paul’s object (the Holy Spirit’s object) in this passage is to demonstrate clearly that the gospel of God’s free and sovereign grace in Christ is not of man, but of God. This gospel, which, by the effectual power of the Holy Spirit, completely changes the heart and life of a man in a very brief moment, cannot be of man. Our gospel is of God! By relating his personal experiences, Paul shows that the gospel originates with God alone, is revealed by God alone, and is applied by God alone.
Brethren
(v. 11) "But I certify you, brethren, that the gospel which was preached of me is not after man.”
Paul addresses the Galatian brethren as “brethren.” Even now, in spite of their deviation, he considers them as members of the same spiritual family, of which he also is a member – The Father’s family (Eph. 3:14).
What a lesson there is here for us. Many are very quick to declare that others are lost, unbelieving sinners, void of God’s saving grace. Such judgment is both harsh and evil. You and I do not have the ability to discern wheat from tares or sheep from goats. Our Lord’s parables make that fact abundantly clear. We ought to always presume that those who profess to believe the gospel of the grace of God, who profess to believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, do so. These Galatians had fallen into grievous doctrinal error, error which caused Paul to stand in doubt of them (4:11, 20), just as the Corinthian saints had fallen into very grievous moral and spiritual errors (1 Cor. 1-6). Yet, Paul addresses both the Corinthians and the Galatians as “brethren” and deals with them as “brethren.” He does so without compromise, or pretense, bending over backwards in giving them assurance that his heart embraces them as brethren.
A Revelation
(vv. 11-12) "But I certify you, brethren, that the gospel which was preached of me is not after man. For I neither received it of man, neither was I taught it, but by the revelation of Jesus Christ."
Here Paul continues to show, as he did in verses 6-9, that the gospel he preached is the only message worthy of the name gospel, because it is of divine origin. The form of expression used here is very strong. When he says, “I certify you brethren.” He means, “I assure you most certainly. I would have you certain of it. The gospel I preach is not after men.”
The gospel of Christ is not a human invention. It is of divine origin; and its character is divine. The gospel is unchanging and everlasting. It always lays man low in the dust and exalts the triune God. It exposes sin, demands righteousness, and proclaims righteousness as the gift of God’s free grace through the redemptive work of Christ. The gospel is neither good advice nor a gracious proposal. It is neither an offer of mercy nor an invitation to salvation. The gospel is good news, the proclamation of mercy, grace, and salvation in Christ, eternal redemption obtained by Christ for all who trust him. The gospel is the good news of a work finished for sinners, not a proposal of something for sinners to do.
The gospel of free and sovereign grace is of God in its origin. It is not the result of human ingenuity or devising. Righteousness wrought by another and made over to us graciously is a mystery man cannot understand. Redemption accomplished by a divine Surety and Substitute, without human merit, is foolishness to me. Salvation accomplished for us, but altogether outside of us and without us, man can never grasp, except by divine revelation. Our gospel is totally contrary to human thought (2 Cor. 2:14; Isa. 55:8-9; John 1:5). It was devised in the eternal mind of God and brought into being by the sovereign will of God.
Many agree that the gospel is from God in its origin who yet insist that it is of man in its reception. Paul declares plainly that that is not the case. —“I neither received it of man, neither was I taught it, but by the revelation of Jesus Christ” Paul did not receive it from his parents by his own will (John 1:12-13), the instruction of Gamalial, or from the other apostles. Without question, he heard the gospel from the lips of a man (Rom. 10:14-17). He certainly heard it from Stephen (Acts 7:58), and may have heard the message preached many times by others; but it was not a man who gave him faith and caused him to believe and understand the gospel he heard. That is the work of God the Holy Spirit alone. He alone commands the light to shine out of darkness and causes the light of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ to shine in our hearts (2 Cor. 4:4-6).
The only way any sinner can and will receive the gospel of Christ is “by the revelation of Jesus Christ.” That is how Paul received it; and that is how every chosen sinner receives it (Eph. 3:3-8). Paul’s conversion was not the exception, but the rule (1 Tim. 1:16). He was the pattern and example of the way God saves his people. It is only by the sovereign, irresistible, illuminating work of God the Holy Spirit that the dark abyss of any man’s soul is enlightened to see and believe the gospel of Christ (Matt. 16:17; John 3:3; 1 Cor. 12:3; Luke 10:21-22). Paul says, “God revealed his Son in me” (v. 16).
Conversion
(vv. 13-16) "For ye have heard of my conversation in time past in the Jews' religion, how that beyond measure I persecuted the church of God, and wasted it: And profited in the Jews' religion above many my equals in mine own nation, being more exceedingly zealous of the traditions of my fathers. But when it pleased God, who separated me from my mother's womb, and called me by his grace, to reveal his Son in me, that I might preach him among the heathen; immediately I conferred not with flesh and blood."
Here the apostle relates the history of his conversion. It is not Paul’s purpose here to give us a complete autobiography. He relates only those events that support his vindication of his calling and apostleship from heaven. Thus, his record here, and that recorded by Luke in the Book of Acts (which is a history of Christ’s work through the early church) do not contradict one another. They simply bring to light different events in the life of this man of God.
Paul was not seeking Christ. He was seeking to destroy the very name and memory of Christ. He was a violent persecutor. He persecuted God’s peculiar treasure, his church, desiring to destroy the body of Christ. This became to him, after the Lord saved him, a source of continual sorrow. He acknowledged that he was, in those persecutions, wishing himself accursed from Christ (Rom. 9:1-4). He had been a Pharisee of the Pharisees (Phil. 3:4-7). But, all the while, the Lord God was seeking him. “It is not of him that willeth, nor of him that runneth, but of God that showeth mercy.” The Lord God had separated him as the object of his sovereign love from eternity and from his mother’s womb in providence. And at the time appointed, “when it pleased God,” he revealed Christ in him.
That is exactly how God saves all his chosen. His grace is sovereign, eternal, and irresistible (Jer. 1:5; Lk. 1:15; Rom. 9:10-24). He has a people whom he has chosen before the foundation of the world to be his own peculiar objects of love (John 15:16; Eph. 1:3-4, 11; 2 Thess. 2:13-14; 1 Pet. 1:2; 2 Tim. 1:9). At the appointed time of love, he calls each of his elect by his omnipotent grace (Rom. 8:30). And his call is always effectual. Yes, always (John 6:37-39; 63-65). It is by this omnipotent act of mercy and grace that God reveals his Son in chosen sinners, gives them repentance and faith, and sweetly compels them to come to Christ (Zech. 12:10; Ps. 65:4; 110:3).
Made A Preacher
It was by that same irresistible power that the Lord God made that former blasphemer a preacher of the gospel (1 Tim. 2:7; 2 Tim. 1:11). Any man who has been called to preach the gospel is made a preacher by the call of God. He is not merely made to want to be a preacher, made an aspiring preacher, or made willing to be a preacher. He is made to be a preacher. I know that it is customary among men to speak of men being called into the ministry before they are actually engaged in the work. But you will search the Scriptures in vain to find an example of any prophet, apostle, or pastor who was called to the work of the gospel ministry who was not involved in that work.
In this matter of the call to the ministry, as in all other things, the customary method is altogether wrong and evil. When men speak of themselves or others being called to the gospel ministry, who are not actually engaged in the work, they put the cart before the horse. In the Word of God no man is ever referred to as being called to the work, until God has put him in the work. The evil of reversing that order is quickly apparent. —Once a man is convinced (or convinces himself) that he is called to be a preacher, he sets out on the relentless pursuit of an office and work to which God has not called him. If he succeeds in his pursuit, the result is disastrous. If he does not succeed in making a way for himself, he is in constant frustration.
“If a man desire the office of a bishop, he desireth a good work” (1 Tim. 3:10. But let the man quietly wait upon the Lord God to put him into that office and work. Until that actually happens, let him faithfully serve the cause of Christ where he is with joyful contentment. Until a man can serve Christ with joyful contentment as a door-keeper in the house of God, he is not fit to serve in any other capacity. Indeed, if we are God’s servants, it matters not to us where or in what capacity we serve him. “A man’s gift maketh room for him” (Pro. 18:16).
Paul tells us, that once the Lord God had conquered him by his grace and called him to the work of preaching the gospel, “I conferred not with flesh and blood.” He did not consult with men about what he was to do. This was not a matter of arrogant independence, but of faithful obedience to Christ. If we know what the will of God is, to consult with flesh and blood concerning it is an act of disobedience. “Whatsoever he saith unto you, do it” (John 2:5).
Paul and Other Apostles
In verses 17-24 Paul briefly describes his earliest work and his relationship with those who were apostles of our Lord before him. He did not disregard or seek independence from those faithful brethren. The Lord simply kept him from their immediate influence for three years. He tells us in verse 17 that he spent some time in Arabia, by the will of God, and afterward came back to Damascus. How long he was there, what he did there, what his work was while he was there, we are not told.
Then, after three years, he went up to Jerusalem and spent fifteen days with Peter (v. 18). But while he was there, he had no communication with any of the other apostles except James (v. 19). By asserting this fact, Paul is simply reaffirming the fact that what he believed and preached, and his authority for believing and preaching it, did not come from men, not even from the apostles, but from Christ alone (vv. 20-21). When the other apostles heard what God had done for Paul, they rejoiced, gave thanks, and glorified God for his work of grace in him (vv. 22-24).
Chapter 4
All of Grace
“But when it pleased God, who separated me from my mother's womb, and called me by his grace.”
(Galatians 1:15)
“Grace tis a charming sound,
Harmonious to mine ear;
Heaven with the echo shall resound,
And all the earth shall hear.
Grace first contrived the way
To save rebellious man;
And all the steps that grace display
Which drew the wondrous plan.
Grace first inscribed my name
In God’s eternal book;
Twas grace that gave me to the Lamb,
Who all my sorrows took.
Grace led my roving feet
To tread the heavenly road;
And new supplies each hour I meet,
While pressing on to God.
Grace all the works shall crown,
Through everlasting days;
It lays in heaven the topmost stone,
And well deserves the praise.”
Christianity is a religion of grace. Grace is the love of God operating toward man. We teach our children early that grace is “God’s Riches At Christ’s Expense.” Our hymns are hymns of grace. We speak of God’s grace in our worship services all the time. It is the incessant theme of every pulpit where Christ is worshipped.
Saved sinners find the thought and experience of grace so overwhelmingly wonderful that they never get over it. Grace is the constant theme of their talk and their prayers. In times past men have written hymns about it. They have fought for it, accepting ridicule and loss of privilege, if need be, as the price of their stand. As Paul fought these Judaizers at Galatia, so Augustine fought the Pelagians, and the Reformers fought scholasticism, and the descendants of Paul, Augustine, and the saints of God have been fighting Romanizing, Pelagianizing, Arminian, legalistic, and humanistic doctrines ever since. With Paul their testimony is, “By the grace of God I am what I am,” and their rule of life is, “I do not frustrate the grace of God.”
Yet, there appear to be very few who profess to be Christians who believe what the Word of God teaches about grace. Why do so few people believe in God’s free and sovereign grace? (1.) They fail to see the moral ill dessert of man. (2.) They have a wrong view of God’s justice. (3.) They have a weak and unscriptural view of the merits of Christ’s sacrifice. (4.) They fail to recognize man’s spiritual impotence. And (5.) They refuse to recognize the sovereign freedom of God.
Pattern
Before God called him by his grace, Paul had been a persecutor of Christ and his people, and went armed with letters to Damascus to hail men and women and drag them to prison. But on his road to Damascus he saw a light, exceeding in brightness the light of the sun, and a voice spoke to him out of heaven saying, “Saul, Saul, why persecutest thou me?” By this miraculous interposition of God, this man Saul was converted. He became a saved man. He spent three days in darkness; but when Ananian came to tell him the gospel of Jesus Christ, scales fell off his eyes. He was baptized and became an instrument of great usefulness in the kingdom of God.
We generally consider Paul’s conversion very remarkable in its suddenness and distinctness, and truly it is. Yet, at the same time it is no exception to the general rule of conversions, but is rather a type, or model, or pattern of the way in which God shows forth his longsuffering and grace to his elect. The Holy Spirit tells us distinctly that Paul was a pattern of God’s method of grace (1 Tim. 1:16). That simply means that the grace of God Paul experienced shows us exactly how it is that God saves sinners.
Though he was suddenly converted on the Damascus road at God’s appointed time of love (Ezek. 16:8), the Lord God had had thoughts of grace toward Saul of Tarsus long before he was born. God did not begin to work in Paul on his road to Damascus. That was not the first occasion on which the eyes of divine love and grace had been fixed on this chief of sinners. He declares that God had separated him, and set him apart, even from his mother’s womb, that he might reveal his Son in him.
Salvation is all of grace. We are not saved by our works, or our wills, our obedience, or our faith; but by the grace of God we are what we are;” so that “no flesh may glory in his presence.” That great work whereby sinners are made righteous and brought to he aven is entirely a work of God’s free and sovereign grace, acting in love towards hell deserving sinners.
Commonly, when we think of the word “salvation,” we tend to think only of the time when the chosen sinner, being born of God, first believes on the Lord Jesus Christ. But that is a great mistake. Salvation includes the whole work of God’s free grace in Christ: everything required to bring hell-bent, hell-deserving sinners into heaven’s everlasting glory in perfect conformity to the Lord Jesus Christ. From beginning to end, the whole work is wrought of God. “Salvation is of the LORD.” It is altogether by grace and by grace alone. It is not determined by and does not depend upon the will, work, or worth of man to any degree.
Planned
The grace of God planned our salvation (Eph. 1:3-14). The whole work began with God’s determination to save the people of his choice in eternal, electing love. He chose whom he would save. He predestined them unto the everlasting glory of the sons of God. He arranged all things from eternity, “according to his purpose” (Rom. 8:28). And looking upon his elect in the person of his Son, our Mediator and Surety, the Lamb slain from the foundation of the world, he made them “accepted in the Beloved,” and blessed them with all the blessings of grace and salvation in Christ before the world began, “to the praise of the glory of his grace.” In divine providence our God constantly works all things according to the purpose of his all-wise decree for the eternal salvation of his elect (Rom. 8:28-31).
The cost of our salvation was born by our God alone (Eph. 1:7-12). The price demanded by his own holy law and justice was the precious blood of Christ (1 Pet. 1:18-20). He found a way, by his own “wisdom and prudence,” to redeem and save the people of his love; and that way is Christ. The Lord God graciously trusted his chosen into the hands of Christ as our Surety, the same Surety we now trust “to the praise of his glory.”
God the Father planned our salvation (Eph. 1:3-6). God the Son purchased our salvation (Eph. 1:7-12). And God the Holy Spirit performs the work of grace in us by the power of his omnipotent, irresistible grace (Eph. 1:13-14). He brings the word of truth, “the gospel of your salvation,” to every chosen sinner at the appointed time of love, creates life and faith in the chosen, seals to the believer all the promises and blessings of the everlasting covenant, and seals the believer in the grace of God, keeping him by infallible grace, until the resurrection day, “to the praise of his glory.”
Precedes
Grace planned salvation; and grace precedes salvation. We seldom hear or read anything about it in our day; but this grace that precedes grace is what the old writers used to call “prevenient grace.” This prevenient grace is demonstrated in Paul’s life. He was molded by the hand of God, inwardly and outwardly, for the specific purpose of doing the very thing for which the Lord God had separated him from his mother’s womb, to proclaim the unsearchable riches of his grace to the Gentiles. His personality, his education, his religious training, even his persecutions of the church were things used and over ruled by his God for his soul’s good.
I mention his persecutions of the church in this matter because Paul seems never to have gotten over the fact that the Lord had so wondrously made him a member of that very body he once tried to destroy. His past acts of sinful cruelty to God’s people were matters of repentance to him, ever humbling him. The remembrance of what he had been and done as a lost man seem to have inspired in him greater zeal and boldness in the cause of Christ than he otherwise could have known.
How we ought to thank God for his secret, prevenient grace. I doubt Peter would have been so bold on Pentecost had he not fallen before the maid. Luther probably would not have been so mighty a defender of grace, had he not known what it was to seek eternal salvation by his own works. Yes, when God almighty has set his heart upon a sinner from eternity, he causes “all things” to work together for his good.
It is impossible to say when the grace of God begins to work in his elect. You can tell when quickening grace comes, but not the grace itself. God’s grace begins in our earliest years as formative grace. He sovereignly puts us in our homes. He moulds our dispositions. He forms our thoughts. In later years God’s grace is upon us as preventive grace. He keeps many from a course of open sin and degradation. Then there is that marvelous restraining grace of God. He allows many to walk in sin and yet restrains their vice and keeps them from destruction, even while they live with their fists shoved in his very face (Jude 1). As he says to the mighty ocean, so he says to the object of his love, “Hitherto shalt thou go, and no further!” And at the appointed time of love, he steps into the lives of his elect by omnipotent, saving mercy, revealing his Son in them and calling them by his grace.
Preparation
The grace of God prepares the hearts of chosen sinners for his salvation (Matt. 13:3-9). He makes them willing in the day of his power (Ps. 110:3). He makes them willing to hear his Word. He gives them a tender conscience. He creates in them a dissatisfaction with their present condition. He strips them of joy and peace, creating trouble and woe in their souls (Ps. 107). And he sends his Holy Spirit to convince them of their sin, Christ’s righteousness, and of redemption accomplished by Christ’s atonement (John 16:8-11). God the Holy Spirit turns the eyes of the despairing prodigal heavenward. By his invincible grace, Christ effectually calls his sheep, and causes them one by one to come to him in faith (Ps. 65:4).
Preserves
The grace of God preserves our salvation, too (John 10:27-29; Phil. 1:6; 2 Tim. 1:12). This thing called “salvation” is God’s work. He will carry it through. Christ’s sheep shall never perish. Here is a divine promise. —“I give unto them eternal life; and they shall never perish.” That is a blanket, unconditional promise of the Son of God concerning his people. It takes into consideration all times, all circumstances, all contingencies, all events, and all possibilities. Our Lord says, concerning all his sheep, “I give unto them eternal life,” and because they are my sheep and I give eternal life to them, “they shall never perish.”
What if they are babes in Christ and their faith is weak? “They shall never perish.” What if they are young men in Christ and their passions are strong? “They shall never perish.” What if they are old men and their vision grows dim? “They shall never perish.” What if they are tempted? “They shall never perish.” What if they are tried? “They shall never perish.” What if all hell breaks lose against them? “They shall never perish.” What if they sin? “They shall never perish.” What if they sin again? “They shall never perish.” What if they fall? “They shall never perish.” What if they fall seven times a day? “They shall never perish.” What if they fall seventy times in a day? “They shall never perish!”
This promise takes in all the flock. “They shall never perish.” Not one of Christ’s sheep shall ever perish; no, not even one! This is not a distinctive privilege reserved for a favored few. It is a common mercy to all the chosen flock. If you are a believer, if you trust the Lord Jesus Christ, if you have received eternal life, you shall never perish! Christ himself has promised it. No, you cannot even sin away the grace of God bestowed upon you in Christ. Noah’s fall did not alter God’s grace. Abraham’s weakness did not make God’s grace less strong. Lot’s wickedness did not make him less righteous before God. David’s crime did not cause him to perish. Peter’s denial of the Lord did not cause his Lord to deny him. “Salvation is of the Lord!” Christ’s sheep shall never perish.
This doctrine of the believer’s security in Christ is in every way consistent with all revealed truth. It is most surely believed among the people of God. Deny this promise and with it you deny every promise of God. If one word from God cannot be believed, no word from God can be believed. Here are seven reasons why the sheep of Christ shall never perish.
1. The promise of God must be fulfilled—“They shall never perish” (2 Tim. 2:19; 1 John 3:19).
2. The purpose of God cannot be frustrated (John 6:37-40). God’s covenant cannot be disannulled. God’s purpose in election cannot be overturned. The suretyship engagements of Christ cannot be defeated (Heb. 2:13).
3. The redemptive work of Christ cannot be nullified (Isa. 53:10-11).
The Book of God declares an actual, literal, accomplished, substitutionary redemption. Since Christ died for his sheep, in their room and in their place, they cannot and shall not die. He paid all our debts. -- We have no debt to pay. He bore all our punishment. -- There is no punishment left for us to bear. Christ satisfied the offended justice of God for us. -- There is nothing left for us to bear, and nothing for us to satisfy. Justice pleads as strongly as mercy for the eternal salvation of those people for whom Christ died at Calvary (Rom. 5:10; 8:31-34). If even one of those for whom Christ died were to perish, then his purpose in dying for them would be frustrated (Eph. 5:25-27; Gal. 1:4-5; Tit. 2:14). If even one of those for whom Christ died were to perish, then he could never see of the travail of his soul and be satisfied.
4. The believer’s justification in Christ is an irreversible act of grace.
The trial is over. The court of heaven has pronounced an irreversible verdict upon us -- “Justified!” God will not impute sin to a believing soul (Rom. 4:8). God has put away our sins forever by the sacrifice of his Son. Our acceptance before God is in Christ. Our justification is free, full, and forever!
5. The work of God’s grace can never be defeated (Phil. 1:6).
That which God has begun he will carry on to perfection. God is willing to complete his work in us. God is wise enough to complete his work in us. God is strong enough to complete his work in us. Without the least presumption, every true believer may gladly sing,
“The work which God’s goodness began,
The arm of His strength will complete;
His promise is yea and amen,
And never was forfeited yet:
Things future, nor things that are now,
Not all things below nor above,
Can make Him His purpose forego,
Or sever my soul from His love.
My name from the palms of His hands,
Eternity will not erase:
Impressed on His heart it remains
In marks of indelible grace:
Yes, I to the end shall endure,
As sure as the Earnest is given,
More happy, but not more secure,
The glorified spirits in heaven.”
6. The intercessory work of Christ must prevail (John 17:9-11, 15, 20; 1 John 2:1-2). “Our cause can never, never fail, for Jesus pleads and must prevail!”
7. The seal of the Holy Spirit cannot be broken (Eph. 1:13-14).
“Neither shall any man pluck them out of my hand.” We are preserved in the heart of his love. And we are preserved in the hands of his power. “All thy saints are in thy hands.” We are in the hands of Christ our God and Savior. We are always in his hands. What a blessed place to be! This is the place of our security. These are the hands that were pierced to redeem us. These are the hands of omnipotent power. These are the hands that hold the reins of universal dominion. These are the hands that hold us in life. These are the hands of God himself. -- "My Father, which gave them me, is greater than all; and no man is able to pluck them out of my Father's hand. I and my Father are one" (John 10:29-30). God’s elect are preserved in Christ forever, forever, infallibly secure in him (Zech. 4:6-7; Jude 24-25), because this blessed work called “salvation” is ALL OF GRACE!
Chapter 5
What happened at Jerusalem?
(Galatians 2:1-10 and Acts 15:1-29)
These two portions of Holy Scripture are frequently passed over lightly, because they are considered only as brief instances in the marvelous history of the early church. But these two chapters record the first serious crisis that arose in the church of our Savior, and, though there are portions within these two chapters that require careful comparative study in order to understand them, we will be greatly rewarded if we will apply ourselves in their study.
During the days of the Apostles, and early in the ministry of the Apostle Paul, the church had to undergo a very trying crisis. That church, which was on the Day of Pentecost “all with one accord,” was seriously divided. As persecutions scattered the early believers into various parts of the world, so also was scattered the precious seed of the gospel, and many converts were made among the Gentiles. Moreover, Paul had been converted, made an Apostle, and was sent to preach the gospel among the Gentiles; and many more Gentiles were converted.
Meantime, there were some men of the sect of the Pharisees who had falsely embraced Christianity. That is to say, they had joined the church, but through subtlety. They did not really embrace the gospel of God’s free and sovereign grace in Christ, but mixed with the gospel the various ceremonies and works of the law. Many were so thoroughly corrupted from the simplicity that is in Christ that they embraced the damning legalism of the Pharisees. There were some who said, “Except ye be circumcised after the manner of Moses, ye cannot be saved.”
Under the old Jewish economy, circumcision had both a moral and a ceremonial significance. For them, to do away with circumcision was to do away with the whole Mosaic law. Many of them were not quite ready for this, as Paul’s letter to the Hebrews clearly shows. The Mosaic law was ordained by God in the hands of angels. It had been the true religion for 4,000 years. It was very difficult for the Jewish believers (as it is with many today) to realize that the whole Mosaic system was typical and, therefore, transitory. Thus, the issue was not merely over circumcision, but over the whole legal system. Are Christians obliged to keep Moses law, or are they free from it? This was the question that divided the church in those early days.
Though the Apostles unanimously settled the question, it still divides the church of Christ. There are still those who insist upon bringing the free men in Christ under the bondage and servitude of Moses’ law. It is regrettable and dangerous to the souls of men that many who profess to believe and preach the free and sovereign grace of God, like the work-mongers of old, try to put God’s saints back under the terrifying, galling yoke of legal bondage. Let us beware lest we become entangled again with the law (Col. 2:8). There is no life in the law. Christ only has life. “In him is life,” and nowhere else. May our lips, our hearts, and our doctrine, never cease to declare…
Free from the law, O happy condition,
Jesus hath bled, And there is remission;
Cursed by the law, And bruised by the fall,
Grace hath redeemed us, once for all.
Now are we free, There is no condemnation,
Jesus provides a perfect salvation,
Come unto me, O hear His sweet call.
Come and He saves us, once for all.
Paul went up to Jerusalem, not to get instruction or authority from the other Apostles, but to settle once for all this question of law verses liberty, to show to all the world that he and all the other Apostles were in agreement in this matter of free-grace, and that no place is to be given to the law as far as the Christian is concerned. Peter, James, John, and Paul all agreed upon the doctrine of the gospel. Their message was salvation by the righteousness of Christ, without anything done by man. Grace alone is the believer’s motive in life. Christ alone is the Accomplisher of redemption, justification, and sanctification (1 Cor. 1:30; Heb. 10:10-14). Faith alone is the means by which we receive, embrace, and enjoy all the blessings of grace. In Galatians 2:1-10 the Holy Spirit gives us an inspired commentary, explaining what happened at the Jerusalem conference in Acts 15.
Direct Revelation
(vv. 1-2) "Then fourteen years after I went up again to Jerusalem with Barnabas, and took Titus with me also. And I went up by revelation, and communicated unto them that gospel which I preach among the Gentiles, but privately to them which were of reputation, lest by any means I should run, or had run, in vain."
Paul went up to Jerusalem by the direct revelation of God. This was apparently Paul’s third visit to Jerusalem, (He for some reason saw fit not to mention the second one recorded by Luke in Acts 1:30), which took place fourteen years after his first visit there. So this trip to Jerusalem took place seventeen years after Paul’s conversion. He was now a seasoned, prudent, powerful, and confirmed Apostle.
Why was it necessary for him to go to Jerusalem? It was not because he had questions concerning the doctrines he had taught. Neither was it needful for him to have his apostleship confirmed. Paul went to Jerusalem specifically to settle the division that the Judaizers had caused in the church over this matter of the law. He went there to show that he and the other Apostles taught the same doctrine.
Barnabas, his co-laborer, was his travelling companion. His name means “son of exhortation,” or “son of comfort.” It was given to him by the Apostles, probably as a description of the pre-eminent character of his ministry. He was a good man, full of the Holy Ghost and faith (Acts 11:24). Titus, another of Paul’s co-laborers (one who had been converted under Paul’s ministry), also made the trip with him. Titus was an uncircumcised, Gentile convert. Like Paul himself, both of these men were proven, faithful gospel preachers.
Paul was sent to Jerusalem by God’s direct revelation (v. 2). We should always seek the direction of God’s Spirit, by the Revelation he has given us in Holy Scripture, in all matters. This is especially true when dealing with spiritual, doctrinal, ecclesiastical matters. The Lord God directs us in his will and in his way by his Spirit, through his Word, by his providence, and through his church. Paul was sent to Jerusalem by divine revelation. Yet, he was sent by the church at Antioch (Acts 15:2-3).
Doctrinal Confession
(vv. 2-5) "And I went up by revelation, and communicated unto them that gospel which I preach among the Gentiles, but privately to them which were of reputation, lest by any means I should run, or had run, in vain. But neither Titus, who was with me, being a Greek, was compelled to be circumcised. And that because of false brethren unawares brought in, who came in privily to spy out our liberty which we have in Christ Jesus, that they might bring us into bondage: To whom we gave place by subjection, no, not for an hour; that the truth of the gospel might continue with you."
Paul carefully, frankly, and fully explained his doctrine to the chief apostles at Jerusalem, James, Peter, and John. First, he wisely and properly sought the Apostles and elders of the church. He sought those who were of reputation. What was their reputation? They were held in reputation by the brethren as faithful gospel preachers. Paul sought out these men, first because that is the proper thing to do in such matters, giving honor to those to whom honor is due. Anytime a man has a matter of controversy to lay before an assembly, he should discuss it with the pastor of that assembly.
Then, he declared to them his gospel and the success of his labors in the cause of Christ. "And when they were come to Jerusalem, they were received of the church, and of the apostles and elders, and they declared all things that God had done with them" (Acts 15:4). He declared his message and declared that the power of God had accompanied the gospel he preached to the conversion of chosen, redeemed sinners wherever the Lord had sent him (Rom. 1:16-17; 2 Cor. 2:15-17).
After speaking privately to the other Apostles, elders, and preachers, Paul declared these things publicly to the Jerusalem church. He acted as he did in this matter so that his mission might not be in vain. If he had gone directly to the church, he might have caused greater division. Both his intention and his message may have been misunderstood.
One great evidence of the fact that Paul and those who were in Christ before him were in full agreement is the fact the other apostles did not compel, or even suggest, that Titus be circumcised. Paul allowed Timothy, who was part Jew, to be circumcised later; but he did so not to cause offence, not because of doctrinal compulsion (Acts 16:3; 1 Cor. 10:28-31).
Still, there was a sharp confrontation between these faithful men and some false brethren who had come in under false pretense to spy out the liberty of God’s saints, seeking an accusation against them (4-5). It was the presence of these men that caused Paul to make an issue of the fact that Titus was not circumcised and would not be circumcised (Acts 15:5; Jude 4). In matters of faith, for the gospel’s sake, for the glory of Christ, and for the everlasting good of eternity bound sinners, faithful men must not give an inch. Henry Mahan recently wrote…
“Contending for the truth against the errors of modern religion is the duty of God's servants. I hope our spirit is one of genuine love to all the chosen of God; but today's rule of charity which requires us to keep silent on certain points in order to avoid controversy, I utterly despise. It is treason to the Lord Jesus to be silent on any point where He has spoken and the honor of His Gospel is concerned. It is easy on the flesh to deal in generalities, to denounce hyper-this or hyper-that, and to claim to be a friend to all; but it is required of the loyal servant of King Jesus to maintain His crown-rights and to stand up for His Gospel of Glory and Grace.”
Gospel Unity
(vv. 6-9) "But of these who seemed to be somewhat, (whatsoever they were, it maketh no matter to me: God accepteth no man's person:) for they who seemed to be somewhat in conference added nothing to me: But contrariwise, when they saw that the gospel of the uncircumcision was committed unto me, as the gospel of the circumcision was unto Peter; (For he that wrought effectually in Peter to the apostleship of the circumcision, the same was mighty in me toward the Gentiles:) And when James, Cephas, and John, who seemed to be pillars, perceived the grace that was given unto me, they gave to me and Barnabas the right hands of fellowship; that we should go unto the heathen, and they unto the circumcision."
Paul and his brethren at Jerusalem (not the false brethren) believed the same gospel. He tells us in Ephesians that as there is but one God, so there is but one faith. All who have God given faith in Christ have the same faith. They are all united in the faith of the gospel. All true believers believe the same gospel, the gospel of God’s free and sovereign grace in Christ.
Verse 6 must not be read as a statement of sarcasm. It is a recognition of the esteem which these men had earned in the eyes of God’s church. Gospel preachers should always be held in high esteem of those among whom they labor (1 Thess. 5:12-13; Heb. 13:17). Our God is no respector of persons. He does not receive or use any man because of any natural qualities found in him. Rather, he saves sinners freely, without condition. And, commonly, those he is pleased to use in the work of the ministry are those who are least qualified for the work by nature (1 Cor. 1:26-29). Paul was, in every way, equal with these men by virtue of his calling, and he knew it. The same is true of all to whom the Lord God has entrusted the gospel of his grace. God’s servants are nothing but clay pots, in whom the Lord God has placed the great treasure of his gospel; and they all know it (2 Cor. 4:7).
The faithful men at Jerusalem gave Paul the same honor and recognition he gave them, embracing him as God’s messenger to the Gentiles. They saw that God had entrusted Paul with the gospel for the salvation of his elect among the Gentiles, just as he had entrusted Peter with it for the salvation of his elect among the Jews. Paul had a stewardship of the gospel committed to him to go to the Gentiles (2 Cor. 9:17; 1 Thess. 2:4; 1 Tim. 1:11-12; Eph. 3:8). Peter had a stewardship of the gospel committed to him to go to the Jews. The same gospel was committed to both; and both were faithful to it. Both were faithful and both were honored by God in their labors as the instruments by which the gospel was spread both among the Jews and the Gentiles. That which is essential for any service in the kingdom of God is trustworthiness (Mt. 25:21; 2 Cor. 4:2). It is by the mercy and grace of God that his servants are made trustworthy (1 Cor. 7:25; 2 Cor. 4:1), and continue so (Acts 26:22) unto the end (Acts 20:24, 2 Tim. 4:7).
Paul and Barnabas were received into the fellowship of the Apostles as co-laborers in the gospel. Fellowship is a general term expressing the common experiences, interests, goals, and hopes of God’s saints. The basis of fellowship is the gospel of Christ (1 John 1:3-7). There is no fellowship where there is no gospel unity. The fact that the Apostles received Paul and Barnabas into their fellowship publicly put their stamp of approval upon them and declared to all the church that they were all co-laborers in the kingdom of God.
One Concern
(v. 10) "Only they would that we should remember the poor; the same which I also was forward to do."
Peter, James, and John were delighted to embrace Paul. They expressed concern only about one thing. They said nothing about the Mosaic commandments, ceremonies, and rituals, because they knew that God’s saints are not under the law, but under grace. They only urged Paul and Barnabas to always remember and minister to the poor. That is a tremendous fact. Those servants of God had been involved in matters of great importance—the purity of the gospel! Nothing could be more important. But the purity of the gospel would be empty and meaningless were it preached by men who were without compassion. So Peter, James, and John urged Paul and Barnabas to remember the poor in all their labors. That they were eager to do. The exercise of love, compassion, sympathy, and tenderness toward those who are most likely to be the objects of abuse is always in season and always both the duty and the delight of poor sinners who have tasted God’s rich grace in Christ (Ex. 23:10-11, 30:15, Lev. 19:10, Deut. 15:7-11; Jer. 22:16, Dan. 4:27, Amos 2:6-7; Mt. 7:12; Lk. 6:36; John 13:29; 1 Cor. 16:1-2; 2 Cor. 8:9; Mt. 25:31-40). In the Word of God grace, righteousness, godliness, and good works are always associated with love, kindness, and mercy. This is the law by which the people of God are ruled and motivated (1 John 2:23).
Chapter 6
Free Justification
(Galatians 2:11-19)
We now approach the heart of this epistle, which, concise as it is, may be regarded as the keystone of the New Testament, for it most conspicuously sets forth and defends the Biblical answer to the fundamental question, “How shall a man be justified before God?” The entire scope of Divine Revelation focuses on the answer: This gives Paul’s reproof of Peter at Antioch very high significance. No issue could be more vital, for on it was suspended the survival or the shipwreck of the early church.
Paul was the man of the hour, specifically raised up by God to meet the Galatian crisis. As in the case of Joseph, of Moses, of Samuel, of David, of Elijah, and of Daniel, the crisis depended upon the work of one, one man called, gifted, equipped, and sent of God to meet the need of his church at this crucial time. That man was Paul, the Apostle to the Gentiles. God has little use for committees and corporations. His greatest works in the history of mankind have been wrought by single men, men single eyed and strong in the Holy Spirit for the cause of truth. God “called Abraham alone and blessed him.” So Paul was called alone. No capital was behind him; no society, or party was behind him; no religious order was behind him. Even Barnabas had deserted his cause. Like Luther, and Calvin, and Knox, he stood alone in the time of great urgency.
What was it that Paul so boldly and singularly stood for on this occasion? —Justification by Christ alone. Christ and Christ only, as over against and in sharpest contrast to everything outside of Christ and/or in addition to Christ for the justification of guilty sinners, was Paul’s subject. Any other message is another gospel. It was either Christ or nothing. He is all in all in the matter of salvation. There is no such thing as Christ doing his part to save us and us doing our part. We have no part except that of a poor beggar, who empty-handed receives a gratuitous gift of mercy and compassion.
In the verses before us Paul continues to prove the essential independence, both of his gospel and of his apostolic position. That gospel which had been so enthusiastically endorsed by those “pillars” at Jerusalem was, when necessity demanded, asserted even in confrontation with one of those “men of repute.” This episode in which Paul reproved Peter may well have occurred during the interval between the Jerusalem conference and the beginning of the second missionary journey. We are told in the book of Acts that it was then that Paul and Barnabas stayed for some time in Antioch.
Sinners are justified before God freely, by grace alone, upon the merits of Christ’s blood, apart from anything done by them; and they receive this free-justification by faith. This was Paul’s message. This is the message of the gospel (Rom. 3:19-26). This is the doctrine of all true believers.
Peter’s Error
"But when Peter was come to Antioch, I withstood him to the face, because he was to be blamed. For before that certain came from James, he did eat with the Gentiles: but when they were come, he withdrew and separated himself, fearing them which were of the circumcision. And the other Jews dissembled likewise with him; insomuch that Barnabas also was carried away with their dissimulation. But when I saw that they walked not uprightly according to the truth of the gospel, I said unto Peter before them all, If thou, being a Jew, livest after the manner of Gentiles, and not as do the Jews, why compellest thou the Gentiles to live as do the Jews?" (Gal 2:11-14)
We are not told why Peter visited Antioch at this time; but that is not important. The important fact is that Peter committed an error of conduct so serious that Paul felt constrained to oppose him to his face. Paul did not go about as a whisperer, backbiter, or talebearer. He withstood Peter to his face as a brother trying to correct the error of another brother. He handled the matter publicly, because Peter’s action was public and caused great public harm.
This event does not, in any way, suggest that those things Peter wrote under divine inspiration are lacking in authority, infallibility, and inerrancy. The Word of God nowhere teaches that the men who were used of God to pen the Scriptures were infallible. They were not. They were, like all other believers, sinners saved by grace. The Scriptures they penned are infallible, but not them. However, this single event does completely destroy the Roman Catholic doctrine of the infallibility and supremacy of Peter, and of the pope as Peter’s imagined successor.
Peter was to be blamed. His conduct was totally inexcusable. His behavior was to be condemned. Why? Before the Jews came to Antioch, he had been eating with his Gentile brethren. The reference here is probably to the fellowship meals, or love feasts of the early Christians. It appears that the Lord’s Supper was usually held at the conclusion of these feasts. There were many abuses to which such social meals could lead, as is pointed out in 1 Corinthians 11:17-34. In Corinth there was a segregation according to wealth, the rich separating from the poor. In Antioch the segregation that occurred was of an ethnic character, the Jewish brethren separated from their Gentile brothers in Christ.
Peter knew that the distinction of meats was now laid aside, as well as the distinction of Jew and Gentile, and that nothing, meats or men, was common or unclean of itself (Acts 10:28-48; 15:8-11). The Lord had taught him plainly that we are not under the law, but under grace in this gospel age, because Christ has fulfilled the law. He knew that even Jewish believers were no longer obliged to keep the law. Certainly, then the Gentiles, who were never given the law, were not obliged to keep the law.
In spite of Peter’s clear understanding of these things, when some men came from the church at Jerusalem, of which James was the pastor, Peter ceased to eat with the Gentiles, who were also believers. It may seem to some that Peter did nothing so terribly wrong. After all, all he did was this: When he saw his Jewish friends coming, Peter simply got up from the table and stepped away from the Gentile brethren, hoping that none of the Jewish brethren would smell the pork chops on his breath. But his action was horrible in its implication. Behaving as he did, Peter hypocritically implied that there is still a distinction between meat and drinks, clean and unclean, and between Jew and Gentile. He acted out of cowardice, fearing the wrath of the Jews (The wrath of Jewish believers!). When Peter got up from the table and walked away from the Gentile brethren, though he apparently said nothing orally, he spoke loudly by example and led others in his error, even Barnabas (v. 13).
Lessons
There are some obvious lessons we ought to learn from this. First, the Word of God shows us again and again that the best of men are only men at best, sinful, weak, inconsistent, and full of faults. When left to ourselves, even briefly, there is nothing we would not do and justify ourselves in doing. A noble Noah may be found in a drunken stupor. A faithful Abraham may be found asking his wife to lie and play the harlot because of fear. A righteous Lot may be found choosing to dwell in Sodom. A devoted David may be found committing adultery and murder to cover it. Peter was no exception. Neither is the one writing or the one reading these lines. Let us ever recognize this fact. It will help to make us behave graciously toward our fallen brethren and help to keep us from being severe in our judgment concerning one another.
Second, we need to be aware of the fact that if we seek to please men, we will fail in obedience to our God (Pro. 29:25). It is impossible to serve two masters. If we are ruled by the will and glory of God, we cannot be ruled by either the fear of men’s frowns or the hope of their favor. If we are ruled by the fear of men, we cannot be ruled by the fear of God.
Third, we must constantly be aware of the great influence of our behavior upon others. The common proverb, “Actions speak louder than words,” is as true as it is common. We are responsible for the influence we have upon others by our example. None of us, I am confident, have any idea how powerful our example is in its influence over others, especially when the example is evil. Parents, teachers, and pastors must be constantly aware of this fact. None of us live as an island. Everything we do influences those around us. The world’s politicians, for the most part, have forgotten this, and have by their displays of greed and moral bankruptcy led the people under their power to lives of utter debauchery. Sadly, I fear, the same must be said of parents, teachers, and preachers around the world in this dark, dark age. Let all who fear God mark the trend of the day and resolve to lead all who are influenced by us by example as well as by word, for Christ’s sake.
Paul’s Rebuke
Paul saw immediately what Peter was doing. And saw that his implications were intentional. His implications were that the law is still the rule of life for believers and that God’s saints are to be compelled to live by it (v. 14). This was totally contrary to the true gospel of the grace of God (Rom. 6:14-15; 7:4; 10:4; Col. 2:16-23). There is no room in the kingdom of grace for the bondmen of the law. There is no place in the household of faith for the whip of the law. Believers are motivated and ruled by the constraint of Christ’s love, gratitude for his grace, faith in Christ, and the glory of God (2 Cor. 5:14; 8:8-9; 1 John 3:23; 1 Cor. 10:31). In the gospel there are no prohibitions about eating and drinking (1 Tim. 4:4-5). In the church of God there is no such thing as Jew and Gentile (Eph. 2:13-22; Gal. 3:28). Peter had lived like the Gentiles; but now he was, by his action, saying that the Gentiles should live like the Jews. This was inconsistent and obvious to all. Therefore Paul rebuked him publicly (1 Tim. 5:20).
Gospel Doctrine
Matthew Henry wrote, “Paul having thus established his character and office, and sufficiently shown that he is not inferior to any of the apostles, no, not to Peter himself, from the account of the reproof he gave him he takes occasion to speak of that great fundamental doctrine of the gospel – that justification is only by faith in Christ, and not by the works of the law.”
"We who are Jews by nature, and not sinners of the Gentiles, Knowing that a man is not justified by the works of the law, but by the faith of Jesus Christ, even we have believed in Jesus Christ, that we might be justified by the faith of Christ, and not by the works of the law: for by the works of the law shall no flesh be justified. But if, while we seek to be justified by Christ, we ourselves also are found sinners, is therefore Christ the minister of sin? God forbid. For if I build again the things which I destroyed, I make myself a transgressor. For I through the law am dead to the law, that I might live unto God." (Gal 2:15-19)
The verb “justify” is in the passive voice, thus, literally, it is “to be justified.” It occurs here for the first time in Paul’s epistles, and no less than three times in one verse (v. 16). Justification is not something we do. It is something done for us and given to us freely. It is the gracious act of God, whereby, on the basis solely of Christ’s accomplished mediatorial work, he declares the sinner just. The work was done by the decree of God in eternity (Rom. 8:29-30). Yes, all God’s elect were in the purpose of God justified from eternity, by the Lamb of God slain from the foundation of the world. Our justification was obtained by Christ when he died at Calvary as our Substitute. He was delivered unto death by the sword of divine justice because of our sins imputed to him, and raised again by the glory of God because of our justification accomplished by his sacrifice (Rom. 4:25). Faith in Christ does not accomplish justification, but receives it as the free grace gift of God (Rom. 5:1, 10-11; 8:1, 30, 33; Tit. 3:7). Faith in Christ is not a condition upon which justification is granted, but one of the many, blessed fruits of justification accomplished. It is not our faith that justifies us, but Christ who is the Object of our faith.
Justification is a judicial act of God. It does not come as the result of man’s effort (Rom. 3:20, 28; Gal. 3:11; 5:4). It is not even the result of faith (Eph. 2:8). It took place when Christ satisfied the demands of the law as a Substitute for his elect (Rom. 3:24; 2 Cor. 5:21; Eph. 1:7). Man can never earn it. He only receives it by faith. And even the faith by which we receive it is the gift of God’s grace (Eph. 2:8). “Man is not justified by the works of the law, but by the faith of Jesus Christ.”
Because we are justified by Christ alone, (by the faithful obedience of Christ unto death as our Substitute), we have no obligation to the law. We are dead to the law. This is not a license to sin (17; Rom. 6:1-2, 15; 7:7). It is the blessed liberty of grace. We dare not return to the law, as Peter did by his abhorrent symbolic behavior. To do so is to return to its curse and condemnation (v. 18).
The law of God can never give life. It only deals out death. It can never produce holiness. It only stirs up sin. The law brings the knowledge of sin, and condemns it (Rom. 7:7-9). The law was our schoolmaster unto Christ. Once we have come to Christ in faith, the law has no power or authority over us (Gal. 3:24).
I have a very good friend in North Carolina, Robert Spencer. He and I became good friends just a few years ago, after I ran into him and his wife (Lib) in an elevator. He was then President of the International Lions Club, on his way to one of their meetings. I was on my way to fulfill a preaching engagement in the same town. I had known Bob many years earlier as “Mr. Spencer.” He was my sixth grade school teacher. I was a young rebel, constantly in trouble. Mr. Spencer, on many occasions, with the complete authority of the State (and of my parents), inflicted pain on my posterior because it was his job to do so, to bring me to maturity. In those days I dreaded his presence and feared his wrath. Now, he is my friend. I look forward to seeing him and always enjoy his presence. Even if he thought about whipping me today, he would not dare. He no longer has any authority or the power to do so. So it is with the law. Once the sinner has come to Christ, the law has no more dominion over him (Rom. 6:14-15; 7:4; 10:4).
"I through the law am dead to the law, that I might live unto God" (Gal. 2:19; Rom. 6:7; 7:4; 2 Cor. 5:15). We are not dead to the law that we might live unto ourselves, but unto our God, for his glory. And if we would live unto God, we cannot live unto the law. We must never return to it in any way, to any degree, for any reason; not even to appease and win the favor of weaker brethren, as Peter did at Antioch (Rom. 7:1-4). We trust Christ alone for salvation (Rom. 10:1-4). He alone is our righteousness (1 Cor. 1:30). To return to the works of the law is to deny him altogether (Gal. 5:1-4).
Thy works, not mine, O Christ,
Speak gladness to this heart;
They tell me all is done;
They bid my fear depart.
What Jesus is, and that alone,
Is faith’s delightful plea;
It never deals with sinful self
Nor righteous self, in me.
Chapter 7
Christ And Me
“I am crucified with Christ: nevertheless I live; yet not I, but Christ liveth in me: and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by the faith of the Son of God, who loved me, and gave himself for me.”
(Galatians 2:20)
Paul has already shown us that if he were to rebuild those things which he once destroyed, that is, if he were to return to the Pharisaic teaching of salvation by legal works, he would be a transgressor, because he would be acting contrary to his deepest convictions based on his past experience. To this he adds that such action would also destroy the meaning of Christ’s death on the cross. Paul had experienced such faith in Christ crucified as to thoroughly replace any confidence he ever had in human merit. This is the connection of verses 20 and 21 to the rest of chapter two.
Paul introduces his declaration of oneness with Christ by this statement: “I am crucified with Christ.” What a baffling assertion! Here is the great Apostle to the Gentiles, at the love feast at Antioch, addressing an audience, which consisted of both Jewish and Gentile believers. Peter and Barnabas were in the congregation. Undoubtedly some of those false brethren who caused so much dissension over the law of Moses were still there as well. At this meeting place there was a deplorable situation. Strong cliques had developed, and segregation was being practiced. Jews were eating exclusively with Jews, leaving Gentile believers no other alternative than to eat with other Gentiles. This violation of the principle of the “oneness” of all believers in Christ had been caused by Peter’s dissimulation. He and the Judaizers were behaving as though the cross of Christ had been of no avail in taking down the middle wall of partition between them and the Gentiles (Eph. 2:11-22).
Crucified With Christ
With this as the background, Paul declares, “I am crucified with Christ: nevertheless I live; yet not I, but Christ liveth in me: and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by the faith of the Son of God, who loved me, and gave himself for me.” He has asserted clearly and boldly that no man was ever to be justified by his own works, however righteous they may be, but only by Christ. Now he brings his doctrine to its culmination and practical application in these ringing words, “I am crucified with Christ.” Something marvelous had taken place, rendering Paul a justified man, which had an eternally abiding significance.
What Paul here declares of himself is true of all God’s elect. All of God’s elect are in such union with Christ that his righteousness, his life, his death, and his resurrection are theirs. Everything our Savior was and is, everything he did and experienced as a man as our Mediator is ours and we have done in him.
“I am crucified with Christ”—Obviously, Paul is describing something altogether spiritual. He was not literally, physically crucified with Christ. Christ was crucified for him in his room and stead. He was crucified with him and in him as his Mediator, Surety, Substitute and Representative. Paul is not describing a present experience, but a finished work. This phrase would be better translated—“I have been crucified with Christ.” He is not talking about self-crucifixion. He is not talking about self-mortification. He is not talking about something he had experienced, but about something done for him by Christ.
The Lord Jesus Christ was and is forever the Representative of all his people. All that he did and suffered was in their name and on their account. When he obeyed the law of God for us, we obeyed the law in him. When he suffered the unmitigated wrath of God for us and died under the penalty of his holy law, we suffered and died in him, representatively. When he was buried, we were buried. When he arose, we arose. When he took his seat in heaven, we were seated with him (Eph. 2:5-6).
When our Mediator was crucified, all our sins, the whole body of them, were laid upon him. He bore them in his own body on the cursed tree, and bore them away. He destroyed and made an end of them. He put away our sins by the sacrifice of himself (Heb. 9:26). He has blotted them out, removed them from us as far as the east is from the west, and cast them into the infinitely deep sea of divine forgetfulness, so that they shall never be remembered by our God against us again forever!
This was done when Christ died and we died in him. In regeneration (sanctification) we are delivered from the dominion of sin by the grace and power of God the Holy Spirit. By the power and efficacy of Christ’s accomplishments at Calvary, the world is crucified to us and we to the world in the experience of grace. But we were crucified with Christ when Christ was crucified for us.
I Live
“Nevertheless I live”—This is our present experience of grace. Being born again by the grace of God, having the gift of faith wrought in us by the invincible, irresistible power of his grace, we who were dead in trespasses and in sins live. Every believer is a paradox. He is dead to the law, and yet lives to God. He has been crucified with Christ, and yet lives by Christ. Indeed, the crucified Christ lives in him.
“Yet not I”—What does Paul mean by this? He is telling us that he is now a new creature in Christ (2 Cor. 5:17). He was no longer Saul the blasphemer, the persecutor, and injurious man. He was no longer Saul the Pharisee. He is not telling us that his old nature was gone, or even improved (Rom. 7:14-24). Rather, he is telling us that a new man has been created in him by the grace of God; and that new man living in him is Christ. This new life was not something he had obtained by his own efforts, or by his own righteousness. It was the gift and work of God in him (1 John 3:1-9). A new, righteous nature had been created in him by grace. And that new nature implanted in him, that righteousness imparted to him was Christ himself (Col. 1:27; 2 Pet. 1:4).
Not Me But Christ
“But Christ liveth in me”—Christ is the Author, Giver, and Sustainer of spiritual life; but he is more than that. Christ is our life! He is formed in us. He dwells in us. He is united to us, and we to him. We are “members of his body, of his flesh, and of his bones.” We are one with him (Eph. 5:30-32). We who are born of God are so united to him, so thoroughly one with him that his life is our life and our spiritual life is his. It is Christ living in us!
“And the life which I now live in the flesh”—Here Paul is speaking of his temporary earthly existence, his physical existence in this world.
“I live by the faith of the Son of God”—This is not the faith or faithfulness our Savior exercised as a man while he lived in the earth, but the faith he gives to his elect by the effectual call of his Spirit. It is the faith of which he is both the Author and the Object. This is the faith by which we live in this world.
Paul did not say that he lived upon faith in Christ, but “by” it. We do not live before God upon our faith, but upon Christ the Object of our faith, ever looking to him alone for pardon, righteousness, peace, joy, comfort, every supply of grace, and eternal salvation.
He who is our Savior, the Object of our faith is "the Son of God." He is himself God, one with and equal with his Father, the only begotten Son of God, full of grace and truth.
Distinguishing Love
“Who loved me”—How Paul must have delighted to write those words! He understood that the Lord God his Savior loved him before the foundation of the world with an everlasting, immutable, indestructible love. Let every believing heart be assured of this great, glorious fact. God our Savior loved us from everlasting and loves us freely (Jer. 31:3; Hos. 14:4). His love for us is not in any way dependent upon or determined by us. He loves us eternally. And he loves us personally and particularly with a distinguishing love.
Let others talk as they may about “God’s universal love.” Such language is both contrary to Holy Scripture and would utterly destroy all inspiration and motivation in us to honor him and live for him. If God’s love for Jacob and his hatred of Esau are made to be the same thing, Jacob has no reason at all to praise, worship, and serve him. But that is not the case. God’s love for his own elect is a particular, special love, a love by which he distinguishes his own elect from all others, a love that inspires the hearts of those who know it to live for him.
Particular Redemption
“And gave himself for me”—Imagine that. Christ Jesus the Lord, the Son of God gave himself for me! He gave himself into the hands of justice, gave himself unto death, gave himself in my room and stead, as an offering and sacrifice to God for sin to redeem me because he loved me! He gave himself for me freely and voluntarily because of his great love for me.
Our Savior gave his life a ransom for many. He died to redeem and save all his people, for his whole church, all the members of his mystical body. That is a blessed fact of divine Revelation. Yet, Paul speaks of this matter as singularly respecting himself, almost as if he was the only person Christ loved and redeemed. It was Christ’s love for him, Christ’s death for him that overwhelmed him. Faith does not deal with indefinite ambiguities, but with blessed, personal realities (Eph. 1:13-14). As John Gill put it, “Faith deals with Christ not in a general way, as the Savior of the world, but with a special regard to a man’s self: this is the life of faith; and these considerations of the person, love, and grace of Christ, animate and encourage faith in its exercises on him.”
One With Christ
“I am crucified with Christ: nevertheless I live; yet not I, but Christ liveth in me: and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by the faith of the Son of God, who loved me, and gave himself for me.” Here is man, but here is the Son of God as well, and the two personalities are singularly interwoven. Christ and the believer are one! As we are naturally one with Adam, as he is our representative in the Covenant of Works, so we are one with Christ as he is our Representative in the Covenant of Grace. How can this be? (Rom. 5:18-19).
Paul says, “I am crucified with Christ.” He means by this that we are one with Christ. “As in the womb, head and members are not conceived apart, but together, as having relation to each other; so were we and Christ (as making up one mystical body to God) formed together in the eternal womb of election” (Thomas Goodwin).
“Lord Jesus, are we one with Thee?
O height, O depth of love!
Thou one with us on Calvary,
We are with Thee above.
Such was Thy grace, that for our sake
Thou didst from heaven come down,
With us of flesh and blood partake,
In all our misery, one.
Our sins, our guilt, in love divine,
Confessed and borne by Thee;
The gall, the curse, the wrath, were Thine,
To set Thy members free.
Ascended now in glory bright,
Still one with us Thou art;
Nor life, nor death, nor depth, nor height
Thy saints and Thee can part.
O teach us, Lord, to know and own
This wondrous mystery,
That Thou with us art truly one,
And we are one with Thee.
Soon, soon, shall come that glorious day,
When seated on Thy throne,
Thou shalt to wondering world’s display
That Thou art with us one.”
We have such a union with Christ that when he died, we actually died in him, thus God’s wrath was satisfied (Isa. 53:4-6, 8, 12; Matt. 20:28; Gal. 1:4; 3:13). Our union to Christ is such that when he was quickened from the dead, we were made alive in him (Eph. 2:3, 5, 6; Col. 2:12-14; 3:1; Rom. 8:1, 33-39). Because we are one with him, living in him, we shall never die (John 10:28; 11:25-26).
Chapter 8
“I Do Not Frustrate The Grace Of God”
“I do not frustrate the grace of God: for if righteousness come by the law, then Christ is dead in vain.”
(Galatians 2:21)
Why was Paul so dogmatic and bold in publicly withstanding Peter when Peter led the division of the church at Antioch, when he caused the Jewish believers, and even Barnabas, to separate themselves from their Gentile brethren? The answer to that question is found here in Galatians 2:21. Peter’s actions were a frustration of the grace of God. That is to say, Peter (by his actions) led these believers back to the law as the basis of acceptance with God.
Therefore Paul writes, “I do not frustrate the grace of God.” The word translated “frustrate” means to “cast away, deny, despise, reject, and make void.” He here asserts that any and every assertion that salvation is the result of something men do is to cast away, deny, despise, reject, and make void the grace of God. It is a frustration of the grace of God the Son revealed in the sacrifice of himself for our sins. The teaching that salvation is in any way, or to any degree, the result of human effort is a denial of the whole gospel (Gal. 5:1-4). It is a frustration of the gospel of the grace of God, because such doctrine declares that righteousness comes by the law rather than by Christ alone. Those who make righteousness (justifying righteousness and/or sanctifying righteousness) dependent upon the works of men have denied, despised, rejected, made null and void, made the gospel of the grace of God to be in vain, and have departed from it altogether.
“For if righteousness come by the law, then Christ is dead in vain.” There was no need for the Son of God to die, if righteousness can be obtained in some other way. Nothing can be more contemptuous of our God and Savior than to assert that there was no reason for him to die. Such doctrine is monstrous. It asserts that God slaughtered his Son for no reason.
Of course, nothing could be further from the truth. The Holy Spirit tells us plainly that the reason it was necessary for Christ to die was precisely because righteousness could not come to poor sinner like us, except by the substitutionary sacrifice of God’s dear Son (Rom. 3:24-28). Only in this way can God be both just and the Justifier of his people. He could not be both a just God and a Savior (Isa. 45:20) in any other way. It is beyond monstrous to imagine that the infinitely wise, good, and just God would sacrifice his darling Son were there no necessity for it.
Criminal Doctrine
That makes the doctrine of salvation by works a criminal doctrine. It was for this reason that Paul was determined to give it no place. He boldly opposed everything that bore any resemblance to salvation by human merit. Therefore, when Peter sided with the Judaizers at Antioch, and seemed to teach that the Gentile believers must live by the law, he publicly withstood him to the face.
The gospel of Christ is a declaration of salvation by grace, the good news of salvation accomplished by the obedience of God’s Son unto death as the sinner’s Substitute. Paul vehemently opposed every idea that the keeping of the law could merit God’s favor. He asserted dogmatically, clearly, and constantly that men are not saved by works in any degree, but entirely by the grace of God. “By grace are ye saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God.” God has “saved us and called us with an holy calling, not according to our works, but according to his own purpose and grace, which was given us in Christ Jesus before the world began.” Grace means grace, and grace alone. Any mixture of works with grace is a complete denial of grace (Rom. 11:6). To teach, as multitudes do, that salvation can be obtained by anything apart from the sacrifice of Christ, or by anything placed in connection with the sacrifice of Christ, done by man; is to frustrate the grace of God and say that Christ died in vain
There is no evil in the world so vile, so blasphemous, so destructive to the souls of men as the doctrine of salvation by human effort. Martin Luther declared, “This is blasphemy more horrible than can be expressed.” Nothing robs God of his glory as God like Arminian, free-will, works religion. Yet, there is no evil more common among men.
Inevitable Consequences
Paul asserts that there are certain, inevitable consequences to the doctrine of salvation by works. He specifically names two: (1.) If righteousness comes by the law, then the grace of God is cast away. And (2.) If righteousness comes by the law, then Christ died in vain.
All who hope to be saved by their own efforts reject the grace and free favor of God. They regard God’s grace as useless and frustrate it, cast it behind their backs, and trample it beneath their feet. If righteousness comes by the law then there is no need for grace. If keeping the law will win God’s favor, we do not need his grace.
Paul has specifically spoken of the legal ceremony of circumcision; but that ceremony is used only as an expression of legal obedience. This becomes obvious when we read what he says in the tenth verse of chapter three. —“As many as are of the works of the law are under the curse: for it is written, Cursed is everyone that continueth not in all things which are written in the book of the law to do them.”
Many would have us believe that Paul’s assertions concerning the law and the believer’s freedom from it only apply to the ceremonial law, and only apply to the attempts of men to be justified by their obedience to the law. They insist that, though justifying righteousness cannot be gained by our obedience to the law, sanctifying righteousness is. But Paul moves from justifying righteousness to sanctifying righteousness in chapter three. —“O foolish Galatians, who hath bewitched you, that ye should not obey the truth, before whose eyes Jesus Christ hath been evidently set forth, crucified among you? This only would I learn of you, Received ye the Spirit by the works of the law, or by the hearing of faith? Are ye so foolish? having begun in the Spirit, are ye now made perfect by the flesh?” (Gal. 3:1-3). It is in this context that he asserts that all who attempt to live before God upon the basis of their obedience to the law are damned (3:10).
The fact is, Christ is made of God unto his elect “wisdom, righteousness, sanctification, and redemption” (1 Cor. 1:30). We have no other righteousness but Christ. He is both our justification and our sanctification (Heb. 10:10-14). He is the whole of our acceptance with the Father (Eph. 1:6).
To make our obedience to the law the basis of our righteousness, either for justification or for sanctification, is not only a frustration of the grace of God, it is also a frustration of the law of God. Those who teach that we make ourselves righteous, or make ourselves more righteous, by our obedience to the law bend the demands of the law to accommodate our weakness and sin, asserting that though the law is holy it can be satisfied by our unholy attempts to keep it.
If righteousness cannot be gained by our obedience to God’s law, it is certain that righteousness cannot be gained by the religious deeds and ceremonies men perform. The performance of penances, no matter how sincerely done, can never give a sinner acceptance with God. Righteousness cannot be gained by the waters of baptism, by taking the Lord’s Supper, or by any other religious ritual or deed.
When Paul speaks of legal righteousness, he is talking about works righteousness of any kind. All teaching of works righteousness cast aside and frustrates the grace of God. Any mixture of works with grace is the total denial of grace (Rom. 11:6). You cannot trust Christ and yourself. Those who would mix works and grace would seldom say, “I am saved by my own works.” Yet, in reality, that is exactly what they believe. Ask them about the grounds of their assurance. They will always bring up their works. Ask them about the basis of their comfort. They will always bring up their works. Ask them about the their eternal reward in heaven. They will always bring up their works. Why? They trust in themselves that they are righteous (Luke 18:9). —“For they, being ignorant of God’s righteousness, have not submitted themselves unto the righteousness of God.” They just do not understand that “Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone that believeth” (Rom. 10:3-4).
Dead In Vain
The second inevitable consequence of works religion is the horrible, blasphemous assertion that Christ died in vain, that the Son of God died for nothing, that his blood is useless. There are many ways in which this blasphemy is asserted by workmongers.
Some assert that man is not totally depraved. If man is not totally depraved, he does not need a Savior. Others assert that Christ’s death as the sinner’s Substitute was neither sufficient nor effectual. Let it be stated in whatever pretty phrases men may invent, the doctrine that the Son of God did not actually put away the sins of his people by the sacrifice of himself (Heb. 9:26), did not actually obtain eternal redemption for God’s elect when he died (Heb. 9:12), did not actually redeem and justify his people, did not actually bring in everlasting righteousness and make an end of sin, but only made these things possible, frustrate the grace of God, trample under foot the blood of Christ, and do despite to the Spirit of God (Heb. 10:29). They do so by making the blood of Christ “an unholy” (that is a common) thing.
Such blasphemy makes the efficacy of Christ’s sacrifice to depend entirely upon the will of the sinner. That is what the Holy Spirit calls the basest form of idolatry—“will-worship” (Col. 2:23). It is the worship of one’s own will, trusting one’s own will, rather than trusting and worshipping the Son of God. Did not our Savior cry, “It is finished”? Did he not seal the covenant with his blood? Did not the Father accept his sacrifice?
The doctrine of justification by works is sin and blasphemy against all three Persons of the Sacred Trinity. It blasphemes God the Father, asserting that he sacrificed his Son in vain for no cause. It blasphemes God the Son. It is the very denial of his deity and of him being Jehovah’s righteous Servant, asserting that he failed in his mission (Isa. 42:4), that he shall never see the travail of his soul with satisfaction (Isa. 53:11), and that he really finished nothing when he died at Calvary (John 19:30). And it blasphemes God the Holy Spirit, asserting that he bears false witness of Christ, when he convinces sinners of their sin, Christ’s finished work of righteousness, and judgment finished (justice satisfied) by his death (John 16:8-11).
Cherished Heresy
The doctrine of salvation by works gives no hope to sinners and would silence the praises of the saints in heaven. Yet, it is a very popular doctrine, accepted and promoted by all false religion. It is a cherished heresy. The reason is obvious. —It sets aside the glory of God and makes room for the sinner to boast.
“Every religion except one,” Augustus Toplady wrote, “puts you upon doing something in order to recommend yourself to God…It is the business of all false religion to patch up a righteousness in which the sinner is to stand before God. But it is the business of the glorious gospel to bring near to us, by the hand of the Holy Spirit, a righteousness ready wrought, a robe of perfection ready made, wherein God’s people, to all the purposes of justification and happiness, stand perfect and without fault before the throne.”
The sinner’s only hope before God is God’s free, sovereign, effectual, irresistible grace in Christ, grace flowing freely to us through the effectual, accepted, sin-atoning blood of Christ.
Grace, ‘tis a charming sound,
Harmonious to mine ear.
Heaven with the echo shall resound,
And all the earth shall hear.
Grace first contrived the way
To save rebellious man;
And all the steps that grace display
Which drew the wondrous plan.
Grace first inscribed my name
In God’s eternal book;
Twas grace that gave me to the Lamb
Who all my sorrows took.
Grace led my roving feet
To tread the heavenly road;
And new supplies each hour I meet,
While pressing on to God.
Grace all the work shall crown,
Through everlasting days;
It lays in heaven the topmost stone,
And well deserves the praise.
In this wonderful, glorious thing called “salvation,” “Christ is all!” He opened the gates of heaven and shut the gates of hell for all his people, when he entered once into the holy place with his own blood and obtained eternal redemption for us. He is all our Wisdom, all our Righteousness, all our Sanctification, and all our Redemption. The grace of God can never be frustrated, made void, or nullified (Job 23:13; Psa. 33:11; Pro. 19:21; Isa. 46:10; Heb. 6:17). The Lord Jesus Christ did not die in vain (Isa. 53:11). All for whom he shed his blood at Calvary shall be seated with him in glory.
Chapter 9
“Who Hath Bewitched You?”
(Galatians 3:1-18)
Paul is astonished that those very same men and women who had received him and the gospel of God’s free and sovereign grace in Christ were now so easily turned away from the gospel and counted him as their enemy (4:13-16). “I marvel,” he wrote in chapter 1, “that ye are so soon removed from him that called you into the grace of Christ unto another gospel,” which is not even similar to the Gospel of Christ. Here he again writes in utter astonishment, “O foolish Galatians, who hath bewitched you?”
The Galatian church was being turned away from the Gospel. They were being persuaded to exchange Calvary for Sinai; Christ for Moses; sonship for slavery; liberty for bondage; and faith for works. They had been charmed into evil, hoodooed by false prophets who flattered them with the notion that they must seek righteousness by their own works, and that they could attain it. Oh, how foolish, how senseless they were! Yet, there are multitudes today, who, in the face of this horrible example, follow after the Galatians, clinging to Moses, legal principles, religious ceremonies, the commandments of men, and their own filthy rags of self-righteousness, refusing to submit themselves to the righteousness of God, refusing to trust Christ alone for all righteousness with God (Rom. 9:31-10:4).
Justification by Faith
Paul had proved that the gospel he proclaimed—justification received by faith in Christ apart from any human effort—is the gospel of God. He now proceeds to show in chapters 3 and 4 that both the universal testimony of Holy Scripture and the experience of every saved sinner verify the doctrine of the gospel. Sinners receive the justification that Christ accomplished at Calvary (Rom. 4:25) by faith alone, apart from anything done or experienced by them.
When the Scriptures speak of justification by faith, they are speaking of faith’s reception of the finished work of Christ, not of faith’s contribution to it and completion of it. It is this reception of Christ and his finished work as our all-sufficient, effectual Substitute and Savior by which our hearts and minds are reconciled to God. Sinners are not judicially pardoned by their faith, but by the blood of Christ. We simply receive the knowledge of that pardon and the peace that knowledge brings by faith in Christ (Rom. 3:24; Heb. 9:11-12; Eph. 1:7; Rom. 4:25-5:5, 10).
Bewitching Doctrine
Verse 1—"O foolish Galatians, who hath bewitched you, that ye should not obey the truth, before whose eyes Jesus Christ hath been evidently set forth, crucified among you?"
Here Paul does the same thing with the Galatian church that he did with Peter at Antioch (2:11-17). He confronts them head-on because of their departure from the gospel. He writes, as he does, not in a harsh spirit to reproach them, or provoke them to anger. His language was not a violation of our Lord’s admonition (Matt. 5:22). Rather, he wrote with the tenderness of a pastor’s heart (2 Tim. 3:15), as one like the Savior (Lk. 24:25), concerned for the souls of men.
The Galatians had been bewitched. They had been turned away from the simplicity of the gospel. The word “bewitched” implies deceitful charm, a seduction. They had been charmed away from the gospel by teachings that flattered the flesh. There is witchery in the very air of works religion. It is a deceitful flattery of the flesh. As the deceitful harlot allures a foolish man to her bed by appealing to his pride, so Babylon’s religion seduces foolish men and women and destroys them forever (Pro. 7:1-27). Satan’s ministers transform themselves into ministers of righteousness, teaching sinners to live good, morally righteous lives, even to live by the law. Thereby the fiend of hell beguiles the souls of fools from the simplicity (the singleness of faith) that is in Christ (2 Cor. 11:3, 13-15).
The Galatians had verbally denied Christ. They had begun to mix works with grace, their own righteousness with Christ’s righteousness, their performances with Christ’s blood. They had been tricked into thinking that Christ’s work must be supplemented by their own works. Paul’s object in this Epistle (in all his Epistles) is to demonstrate the fact that Christ supplemented is Christ supplanted (Gal. 5:2). In the matter of faith, Christ is all or he is nothing.
“Before whose eyes Jesus Christ hath been evidently setforth”—These men and women were in great danger of total apostasy. Paul was very concerned for their souls (4:11, 20). The doctrine they had embraced from false teachers was horrible and deadly. Yet, Paul is hopeful that they will recover. He addresses them as brethren, people who know and trust Christ, and reasons with them upon the basis of their professed faith in Christ.
Paul himself had preached Christ to them. He had clearly set forth the Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God as the crucified, accepted Substitute for sinners. With this phrase, Paul gives us a clear description of what preaching is. It is the setting forth of Jesus Christ and him crucified (1 Cor. 2:2).
Many preach a vague, indistinct Christ, who did something or other, but no one knows just what or why; not Paul. He distinctly painted a picture of Christ before the eyes of his hearers (2 Cor. 1:2; 4:4-6; Rom. 10:4; 1 Cor. 1:23-24; Gal. 6:14). If we do good to the souls of men we must constantly set Christ crucified before them. There is no righteousness for sinners, except the righteousness of God in Christ, the righteousness he brought in by his perfect obedience to the law in his life and his infinitely meritorious, effectual satisfaction of its justice by his blood.
Life’s Beginning
Verses 2-5—"This only would I learn of you, Received ye the Spirit by the works of the law, or by the hearing of faith? Are ye so foolish? having begun in the Spirit, are ye now made perfect by the flesh? Have ye suffered so many things in vain? if it be yet in vain. He therefore that ministereth to you the Spirit, and worketh miracles among you, doeth he it by the works of the law, or by the hearing of faith?"
Paul moves from a denunciation of justification by works to the denunciation of sanctification by works. Justification is righteousness imputed. It is a work done outside our experience. Sanctification is righteousness imparted in the new birth. Both are totally the works of God’s free grace, works of grace to which we contribute nothing.
The Spirit of God comes into our lives in regeneration sovereignly (John 3:8). He comes in and works his work through the preaching of the gospel (1 Pet. 1:23-25), “the hearing of faith.” The gifts of the Spirit come through the preaching of faith, not of law works (Rom. 10:16-17; Acts 11:14; 2:38; 5:31-32; Eph. 1:12-13; John 7:38-39).
Sanctification comes not by the law, but by Spirit wrought faith in Christ (1 Cor. 1:30). I am fully aware that this is not commonly accepted. But I am just as fully convinced that it is the teaching of Holy Scripture. To those who try to teach salvation by grace alone and still make sanctification to be the result of our works, I ask only that they show their doctrine from the Word of God. That cannot be done.
The words “sanctify,” “sanctified,” “sanctifieth,” and “sanctification” are used more than thirty times in the New Testament. We are said to be sanctified by the purpose of God, by the blood of Christ, by the Spirit of God, by faith in Christ, and by the Word of God. But never, not even once, are we said to sanctify ourselves. Sanctification is the work of God alone. We are not made perfect, complete, by the works of the flesh. Our life in Christ began as a life of faith, and must continue to the end as a life of faith (Col. 2:6).
Abraham’s Justification
Verses 6-9—"Even as Abraham believed God, and it was accounted to him for righteousness. Know ye therefore that they which are of faith, the same are the children of Abraham. And the scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the heathen through faith, preached before the gospel unto Abraham, saying, In thee shall all nations be blessed. So then they which be of faith are blessed with faithful Abraham."
The first mention of a man having righteousness accounted (imputed) to him is found in Genesis 15:6. That man was Abraham. He was not justified by being circumcised. Circumcision had not yet been commanded. Abraham was justified by faith alone (Gen. 15:6; Rom. 4:2, 9-10, 13, 20-25). If Abraham was justified by faith without works, only those who are justified by faith without works, and all those who are justified by faith without works are the children of Abraham. That is to say, the people of God, the heirs of God’s covenant and God’s promises, those who are saved, the Israel of God are all those, and only those, who trust Christ alone for all their acceptance with God (John 8:39; Phil. 3:3).
Cursed
Verse 10— "For as many as are of the works of the law are under the curse: for it is written, Cursed is every one that continueth not in all things which are written in the book of the law to do them."
Justification must be by faith and cannot come by the works of the law, because all who live (profess to live) under the law are under the curse of the law. No man can obey God’s holy law. No man can perform the righteousness required by the law. No man can satisfy the debt owed to the law. Only Christ, the God-man, could do that. Sincere obedience is not sufficient. Obedience must be perfect. The law can do nothing but condemn and kill (Rom. 3:19). It can never justify and give life. If we would be justified, we must be justified freely by the grace of God through the redemption that is in Christ.
It is very important for us to take note of the fact that Galatians 3:10 is a quotation of Deuteronomy 27:26. It is important for this reason—Those who endeavor to make the law of God the believer’s rule of life insist that when the New Testament teaches our total freedom from the law in Christ (Rom. 6:14-15; 7:4; 10:4), it is only talking about freedom from the ceremonial, Levitical law. But the passage cited here has nothing to do with the ceremonies of the law. Deuteronomy 27:14-26 speaks only of what is called “the moral law.” Galatians 3:10 specifically states that all who attempt to live before God by the ten commandments are yet under the curse of the law.
Evident Fact
Verses 11-12— "But that no man is justified by the law in the sight of God, it is evident: for, The just shall live by faith. And the law is not of faith: but, The man that doeth them shall live in them."
Justification must be by faith, because the life of faith is above the law. The life of faith has a superior principle. Faith works by love (2 Cor. 5:14; Gal. 5:6; Heb. 8:10; 1 John 3:23). The life of faith has a superior power. Christ lives in us (1 John 3:9). The life of faith has a superior promise. Moses, in the law, promised only temporal blessedness to moral obedience. Christ in the gospel promises eternal life to the obedience of faith (12, John 17:2).
Many were justified before the law was given at Sinai (Abel, Noah, Job, Abraham); and many were justified during the legal dispensation; but none were justified by obedience to the law. The law was given to identify, expose, and condemn sin and to lead us to Christ. It has no other function. The Scriptures declare, “The just shall live by faith” (Hab. 2:4; Rom. 1:17; Heb. 10:38). The law is not of faith. The law does not demand faith. It demands obedience, perfect obedience, external obedience, internal obedience, constant obedience, perfect obedience, obedience in thought, in motive, and in attitude. Therefore, it is written, “The just shall live by faith.”
Redeemed
Verses 13-14— "Christ hath redeemed us from the curse of the law, being made a curse for us: for it is written, Cursed is every one that hangeth on a tree. That the blessing of Abraham might come on the Gentiles through Jesus Christ; that we might receive the promise of the Spirit through faith."
Justification must be by faith, because Christ has redeemed us from the curse of the law, thereby fulfilling the law and bringing the law to its end. Christ is the end of the law (Rom. 10:4). He is the conclusion of the law. He is the purpose for which the law was given, the One to whom it pointed. And he is the termination of the law (Heb. 10:1-14). He endured its curse for us and redeemed us from it (2 Cor. 5:21; Isa. 53:5-6).
“Christ”—the appointed, anointed, accepted Redeemer and Savior, God’s own dear Son—“hath”—once and for all, with finality, by his one great sacrifice for sin—“redeemed”—effectually ransomed and delivered by a just and legal payment—“us”—God’s elect, every sinner who trusts him—“from the curse of the law”—from all possibility of judgment, condemnation, penalty, and death by the law—“being made a curse for us”—being made to be the object of God’s just wrath, the object of the law’s just curse, by being made to be sin for us!—“For it is written, Cursed is everyone that hangeth on a tree” (Deut. 21:22-23).
Christ died in our room and stead, satisfying all the demands of God’s holy law as our Substitute for this purpose—that the blessing of Abraham, the same blessing that God gave Abraham - justification, imputed righteousness, and eternal life, might come upon us (Rom. 4:7-10) through him. Abraham was not justified by works, or by circumcision, but by Christ (Rom. 4:20-25).
When Paul says, “that we might receive the promise of the Spirit through faith,” he is not saying that we receive the gift of the Holy Spirit in regeneration by faith. It is this gift and operation of the Holy Spirit that creates faith in us (Gal. 5:22; Eph. 1:19; 2:8-9; Col. 2:12). The promise of the Spirit, which we receive, is the gift of faith which was symbolized in circumcision, by which all the blessings of God are sealed and assured to us, the Spirit of adoption that enables us to confidently call God himself our Father, through faith in Christ (Rom. 8:15; Gal. 4:4-7; 1 John 3:1-3).
Promises
Verses 15-18— "Brethren, I speak after the manner of men; Though it be but a man's covenant, yet if it be confirmed, no man disannulleth, or addeth thereto. Now to Abraham and his seed were the promises made. He saith not, And to seeds, as of many; but as of one, And to thy seed, which is Christ. And this I say, that the covenant, that was confirmed before of God in Christ, the law, which was four hundred and thirty years after, cannot disannul, that it should make the promise of none effect. For if the inheritance be of the law, it is no more of promise: but God gave it to Abraham by promise."
Justification must be by faith, because all the promises of God are made to faith. Justification before God cannot be by the law, because all these promises were made by God in a covenant 430 years before the law was given. A covenant or testament made by a man cannot be overturned or nullified once it is confirmed. Certainly, if a man’s covenant cannot be nullified, God’s covenant cannot be.
These promises of acceptance with God, justification and eternal life, were not made to Abraham’s physical seed, but to Christ as the federal head and representative of God’s elect, his church, his body, Abraham’s spiritual seed. They were made to him for us before the world began (Eph. 1:3-6; 2 Tim. 1:9; Tit. 1:2). The Levitical law, which was given 430 years after the covenant God made with Abraham concerning Christ and the blessings of grace in him (Gen. 12:1-3), does not and cannot nullify God’s covenant grace or make his promises of mercy, grace, salvation, and eternal life in Christ of non-effect.
What Paul says in verse 18 is very much the same thing he says in Romans 4:16 and 11:6. — "Therefore it is of faith, that it might be by grace; to the end the promise might be sure to all the seed; not to that only which is of the law, but to that also which is of the faith of Abraham; who is the father of us all… And if by grace, then is it no more of works: otherwise grace is no more grace. But if it be of works, then is it no more grace: otherwise work is no more work." If justification can be obtained by something we do, it cannot be received by faith in Christ. Faith and works cannot stand together. If we bring in works, we push out faith, push out grace, and push out Christ completely. But God gave the inheritance of grace to Abraham by promise.
How long beneath the law I lay,
In bondage and distress!
I toiled the precept to obey.
But toiled without success.
Then all my servile works were done,
A righteousness to raise;
Now, freely chosen in the Son,
I freely chose his ways.
To see the law, by Christ fulfilled,
And hear his pardoning voice,
Will change a slave into a child,
And duty into choice.
In the matter of salvation Christ is all (1 Cor. 1:30-31). Let us trust him, love him, serve him, and seek his honor always and in all things, who loved us and gave himself for us (1 Cor. 10:31).
Chapter 10
The Preservative
“O foolish Galatians, who hath bewitched you, that ye should not obey the truth, before whose eyes Jesus Christ hath been evidently set forth, crucified among you?”
(Galatians 3:1)
The Galatians received the gospel Paul preached unto them with great enthusiasm. The Galatians were apparently a very warmhearted, but fickle people. Paul found, to his great grief, that while he had been away from them, certain false teachers came in among them and turned them aside from the simplicity of the gospel of Christ. He was thus constrained to speak very plainly in this matter. In this verse he uses strong terms. “O foolish Galatians, who hath bewitched you, that ye should not obey the truth?” I hope that no such witchery has fallen any who read these lines. Yet, being men, we are all subject to the dangerous doctrines of devils that would move us away from the blessed “simplicity that is in Christ” (2 Cor. 11:3). There are bewitching doctrines in the air these days. Many are found among men and women who profess faith in Christ, and among those who are responsible to preach the gospel of Christ, to whom these words might be properly addressed.
Evidently Set Forth
Here Paul reminds us of our conversion by the grace of God. He addresses us as those “before whose eyes Jesus Christ hath been evidently set forth, crucified among you.” The word here translated “evidently set forth” is a word that refers to the placards that were publicly displayed in a public place for all to see. Having no newspapers, public announcements were made in this way in ancient times. They were placed in areas where the public mingled so that everyone could read them.
When Paul preached the gospel to the Galatians, they could see the Lord Jesus crucified among themselves. They, in imagination and by faith, followed the procession of the Roman soldiers through the streets of Jerusalem. They heard the ringing of the hammers as the Savior was nailed to the cursed tree. They saw his tears and heard his cries of agony and pain. They felt his suffering as his blood flowed from his head, his hands, his feet, and his wounded side. Seeing him thus crucified, they were convicted in their hearts. They forsook their paganism and idolatry, being born into the kingdom of God. They became new creatures. The old life, the old world, the old ways, the old pleasures were passed away, and all things had become new. They were born again by the sovereign power of the Spirit of God, through the hearing of the Word of faith. They forsook their old gods and embraced the true and living God, even Jesus Christ our Lord.
Paul’s Message
Here we have a marvelous testimony to the message Paul preached. What was the theme of his sermons? It was this, “Christ died for ours sins, was buried, and rose again the third day, according to the Scriptures.” When Paul preached, he preached the gospel (1 Cor. 9:16). Christ and him crucified was this man’s message (Acts 9:20; 1 Cor. 2:2). That is the faith. That is the substance and the essence of Christianity. The beginning, the middle, and the end of the Christian faith is “Jesus Christ and him crucified.” When Paul preached the gospel, he preached Christ. When John wrote about the revelation of the Father and eternal life, he was writing about Christ. When James spoke of the great Lawgiver and Judge, he was talking about Christ. When Paul wrote to the Hebrew believers about the Great High priest in heaven and the Mediator between God and man, he wrote about our Savior. The Christian faith is Christ. Take that away, take the Lord Jesus Christ out of it, and it is nothing.
This is the gospel that Paul preached and the power and effect of it upon the Galatians was effectual to the salvation of their souls. It placed the light of heaven in their hearts. They cried, “Abba Father,” and Christ was formed in them. In Christ they had liberty and life. Paul rejoiced in their spiritual transformation and thanked God for his operations of grace on their behalf.
But now Paul’s astonishment is aroused by something else. It appeared that the Galatians were being taken away from their hope in Christ by false teachers who entangled them again in the yoke of the law. They had taken their minds off of Christ and focused them on something else. This is a danger of which we need a word of caution in our day. The only way that we can escape this evil, which Paul so severely condemns, is the use of proper cautionary means. Only as the Holy Spirit keeps us will we be preserved from the fascination of heresy and kept true to the gospel of Christ. We will be kept from error concerning our Christian faith only if we keep our hearts and minds fixed by faith upon Christ as the all and all of the faith.
The Danger
Believers were not free from the subtle dangers of heresy in apostolic times any more then we are today. No sooner was the gospel preached and embraced in any place, than Satan sent false apostles who attempted to destroy its influence by corrupting its message, “bewitching” those who were converted by satanic perversions of the gospel. These were not out and out denials of the gospel, but more dangerous, subtle denials of it, but denials of the gospel nonetheless. Judaism subverted the gospel in the Galatian church, attempting to mix grace and works. Gnosticism arose early in the Colossian church, denying the supernatural and spiritual, making conversion to be a matter of knowledge and learning. Asceticism crept in quickly among Corinthian believers, teaching that the way to spirituality is avoiding those things that are natural, depriving the flesh of pleasure. Annihilationism also plagued the church at Corinth, teaching that there is no future resurrection.
Very shortly after the days of the Apostles, Arianism crept in, subverting the souls of many by a denial of the absolute, eternal deity and sonship of Christ. Augustine, in his day, had to resist the influence of Pelagianism, which denied the moral guilt of man, and rendered the work of Christ unnecessary. During those long, dark years of Roman Catholic supremacy, the superstitions of papacy prevailed almost universally. Shortly after the protestant reformation, the Church of England began to return to the doctrines of the Roman Catholic church. During the days of John Gill and John Brine in England and Jonathan Edwards in America, Unitarianism and Socinianism crept into a great many Baptist and Congregationalist assemblies.
In our day Satan continues to pervert the gospel of God’s free and sovereign grace in Christ in many ways. Russellites (Jehovah’s Witnesses) and Mormons, though embraced by many as Christian societies, have at the core of their creeds the denial of Christ’s divinity. Many religious groups, commonly acknowledged as Christian denominations, teach that men and women (even infants!) are saved (regenerated) by baptism, by receiving the bread and wine of the Lord’s Supper, and by performing good works. None would say that we are saved by what they call “sacraments,” or by good works alone, without the grace of God and the blood of Christ. But they universally declare that salvation is not by grace alone and not by Christ alone.
But more subtle and, therefore, more dangerous heresies abound throughout what is considered evangelical Christianity. Things are no different today than when Augustus Toplady wrote…
“Every religion except one puts you upon doing something in order to recommend yourself to God... It is the business of all false religion to patch up a righteousness in which the sinner is to stand before God. But it is the business of the glorious gospel to bring near to us, by the hand of the Holy Spirit, a righteousness ready wrought, a robe of perfection ready made, wherein God's people, to all the purposes of justification and happiness, stand perfect and without fault before the throne.”
Arminian, free-will, works religion is the religion of the day. Rare are the churches in which there are no altars of man’s making, with ascending degrees (steps) of righteousness and holiness upon which men expose their shame in will-worship (Ex. 20:22-26; Col. 2:23). Few there are in conservative churches (those commonly considered evangelical, let alone others) who know who God is and how he saves sinners by his almighty free grace upon the basis of Christ’s finished work, with no contribution of any kind from the sinner.
Multitudes are deceived into thinking that salvation, eternal life, and acceptance with God is theirs because they made a decision for Jesus. They actually believe that salvation is gained by responding to an altar call, deciding for Jesus, repeating the words of a prayer, or simply saying, “I want to be saved.” Few have any understanding of the teaching of Holy Scripture that faith is the gift and operation of God the Holy Spirit (Eph. 1:19; 2:8-9; Col. 2:12), wrought in the hearts of chosen, redeemed sinners by the revelation of Christ in them (2 Cor. 4:4-6; Gal. 1:15-16) by the preaching of the gospel (1 Pet. 1:23, 25).
Many try to show some respect for Christ, acknowledging him as a great man, a good prophet, and a good example to follow, while denying that he is God. Such a pretense of respect is as blasphemous as it is dishonest. If Jesus Christ is not God the eternal Son, he was a liar, an imposter, and can be of help to no one. His life and death are as meaningless as the life and death of Mohammed. In fact, to declare that Jesus of Nazareth was only a man is to declare that he was an absolute lunatic. Only a lunatic would publicly declare himself to be eternal, self-existent God, if he was, in fact, nothing but a man.
Multitudes, who vigorously defend the eternal Godhead of our Savior in theory, utterly deny it in reality. Perhaps, you think, “How can that be true?” When they speak of the work of Christ, they speak of him as a failure. They openly avow that Christ died in vain for the multitudes who perish under the wrath of God, that he tries to save multitudes he is unable to save, and that he wills what he shall never see accomplished.
You may ask, “How is this related to Galatians 3:1 and that by which the Galatians were bewitched?” The fact is, the very essence of all forms of legalism is the work of man, the supposition that man must make some contribution to the grace of God, ― that man must add something to the work of Christ, ― that man must do something to complete the work of the Holy Spirit, ― that something must be done by the sinner to complete the work of God in making sinners stand perfect and without blame before him. And that is precisely what Paul is dealing with in this passage.
The Scriptures are crystal clear. Any mixture of works with grace is a total denial of grace (Rom. 11:6). The Lord Jesus has, by his obedience unto death as our Substitute, “perfected forever them that are sanctified“ (Heb. 10:10-14). He is all our righteousness (Jer. 23:6; Rom. 10:4); and we are altogether “complete in him” (Col. 2:10). Christ is all our Righteousness and Sanctification, as well as all our Wisdom and Redemption before God (1 Cor. 1:30). In all the work of salvation, “Christ is all” (Col. 3:11).
The Preservative
I am fully aware that these heresies, by which many make shipwreck of their souls, are under the control of our heavenly Father, and that they come to pass according to his purpose (1 Cor. 11:19). Yet, they are a danger to be avoided, and avoided with determined care. How can we be kept from falling into these terrible heresies? If we would be kept sound in the faith, we must get the proper object fixed in the center of our hearts ― Christ and him crucified. The singular preservative for our souls is Christ. The instrumental method by which God preserves his people in grace and faith and keeps his elect from the damning heresies by which others are ruined is the preaching of the gospel of Christ, the preaching of Christ and him crucified.
Wherever Paul went he set forth the Person and work of Jesus Christ. Religion without Christ is useless religion; and any pretense of preaching, without the preaching of the gospel of Christ, is useless pretense. Christ is the Alpha and the Omega of Holy Scripture. Christ must be the Alpha and the Omega of our faith. He is the Foundation. He is the Cornerstone. He is the Top Stone. Christ is all our hope. Christ is all our assurance. Christ is all our peace.
Paul did not simply preach about Christ, when he preached he set forth Christ, set him forth conspicuously and clearly. He took pains to make Christ and him crucified clearly beheld by his hearers. Christ crucified was his doctrine (Acts 9:16, 20; 1 Cor. 2:2). This is the doctrine by which men and women are preserved from the bewitching doctrines of free-will, works religion. Any doctrine divorced from Christ crucified is false doctrine. Any ordinance or religious ceremony divorced from the crucified Christ is meaningless ritualism. Any works, acts of religious devotion, or sacrifices motivated by anything other than love for, faith in, and gratitude to Christ are exercises in self-righteousness.
Christ crucified is the essence of all truth, for he is the Truth. Let him be set forth clearly among men that he may be embraced by them. He is our God, our Creator, and our Judge. And he is our Substitute, the One by whose blood we are redeemed, by whose righteousness we are righteous, by whose grace we are saved. Shun every doctrine that detracts from his glory. Judge every ministry, every doctrine, every religious thought by this one standard ― Does it exalt and magnify Christ our God and Savior?
Simplicity
Christ is the gospel. To preach the gospel is to preach Christ. Christ is the Truth. To preach truth is to preach Christ. The gospel of God is not a complex mystery, but the revelation of God, and the revelation is given in simple, clear, unmistakable words: ― “One Body” ― “One Spirit” ― “One Hope ― “One Lord” ― “One Faith” ― “One Baptism” ― “One God” ― “One Mediator” ― “One Thing Needful” ― “The Way” ― “The Truth” ― “The Life.” It is this very simplicity that men and women stumble over. It is an offense to them (Gal. 5:11).
We prefer things more complicated. We want signs, wonders, and a display of wisdom. We want a challenge, something to do, something to discover, something to decipher, something, anything that will allow us to have some part in the great work of grace. This was the thing that destroyed both the Jews and the Gentiles in Paul’s day; and this is the thing that yet destroys men today. It is ever the nature of man to live under the vain delusion that he is good and that he can make himself righteous before God. And it is ever the trademark of false religion to put men to work producing righteousness for themselves (Rom. 9:33-10:4).
For this reason, Christ must be constantly and evidently set forth, crucified before men. This is the message of God, which is the power of God unto salvation to every believing sinner (Rom. 1:15-17). It is this message that transforms sinners. It is this message that comforts God’s saints. It is this message that honors God. And it is this message that is honored by God. If we would be of any service to the souls of men in this world, let us seize every opportunity and use every means at our disposal to set before them Jesus Christ and him crucified, as he is set forth throughout the Book of God.
Chapter 11
The Holy Spirit and the Hearing of Faith
“This only would I learn of you, Received ye the Spirit by the works of the law, or by the hearing of faith?”
(Galatians 3:2)
“This only would I learn of you.” ― Here Paul strikes at the heart of the Galatians’ great error, and demonstrates that the gift of the Holy Spirit, that is to say grace, salvation, eternal life, and all the blessings of the covenant of grace of which the gift of the Spirit is the seal and assurance (Gal. 3:13-14; Eph. 1:13-14), come to chosen, redeemed sinners only by the hearing of faith, not by the works of the law.
“Received ye the Spirit by the works of the law, or by the hearing of faith?” ― John Gill asserts, “This question supposes they had received the Spirit; that is, the Spirit of God, as a spirit of wisdom and knowledge in the revelation of Christ; as a spirit of regeneration and sanctification; as a spirit of faith and adoption; and as the earnest, seal, and pledge of their future glory.”
True Believers
Paul addresses the Galatians as brethren, as genuine believers. His hope was that their apostasy was not a total departure from the faith. He hoped they had not yet made shipwreck of their souls. It is very important to observe this fact. Writing by divine inspiration, Paul shows us that men and women may embrace much error regarding gospel doctrine, who do truly trust Christ. The Galatians were involved in grave error, just as the apostle Peter had been at Antioch (2:11-16). They appeared to be in danger of total apostasy (5:1-4). Indeed, some may have totally abandoned the faith they had once professed to believe. But Paul’s language in this verse clearly indicates that there were some in the Galatian church who were truly born of God, who had true faith in Christ, who were possessors of the Holy Spirit, who embraced in measure the horrible heresy of legalism.
I stress this as a matter of importance, because there is a terrible, proud, self-righteous tendency among God’s people in this world, and among preachers of the gospel, to set themselves up as judges of others, to quickly condemn as reprobate everyone who falls into doctrinal error regarding the gospel. What sad divisions there are in the visible church (among true believers) because of this tendency. In matters of judgment concerning others, if we err, let it be on the side of leniency, not severity.
Still, Paul uses the language of stern reproof. His purpose is to settle the issue in our hearts and minds. When he says, “This only would I learn of you,” he is saying, answer this question and the matter is settled. ― “Received ye the Spirit by the works of the law, or by the hearing of faith?” If salvation’s initial experience (regeneration and conversion) is altogether the work of the Holy Spirit in us, a work of grace alone received by faith alone then the whole of salvation must be the same. The Holy Spirit, who had been given to them in their initial experience of grace (Acts 10:44; 11:16), was to them, as he is to God’s saints now, the proof of God’s favor and their acceptance with God in Christ. If we receive justification without works, we also receive sanctification, perseverance, and glorification without works.
“They had been converted. They had received the Holy Spirit. They had had abundant evidence of their acceptance with God; and the simple matter of inquiry now was, whether this had, occurred as the regular effect of the gospel, or whether it had been by obeying the law of Moses?” (Albert Barnes)
This gift of the Holy Spirit is in no way connected with obedience to the law of Moses, or of any other law. It was not a matter of works. This, Paul implies, is a matter of such absolute clarity to any believer that none who know God can call it into question. The indescribably rich gift of God’s salvation has nothing to do with something we do.
The Hearing of Faith
When Paul asks, “Received ye the Spirit by the works of the law, or by the hearing of faith?”, he is asserting that it is ludicrous to imagine that we merited and procured the Spirit of God by our obedience to the law, or that the Spirit of God came into our hearts by the preaching of the law. Though the law gives a knowledge of sin, it can do nothing else. The law is a killing letter. It brings a sense of wrath, condemnation, and death, but not the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus.
The Holy Spirit comes by “the hearing of faith,” that is by the hearing of the gospel. The preaching of the gospel is the declaration of righteousness and justification, redemption and forgiveness accomplished by Christ (Rom. 4:25; Gal. 3:13; Heb. 9:12). “In this way,” as John Gill stated, “the Spirit of God is received. While the Gospel is being preached he falls on them that hear it, conveys himself into their hearts, and begets them again by the word of truth.” In other words, if we are God’s children, it is because we have heard the voice of God in the gospel and responded to it by faith.
“I heard the voice of Jesus say, ‘Come unto me and rest;
Lay down, thou weary one, lay down thy head upon my breast.’
I came to Jesus as I was, weary, and worn, and sad.
I found in Him a resting place, and He has made me glad.
I heard the voice of Jesus say, ‘Behold, I freely give
The living water – thirsting one, stoop down, and drink, and live.’
I came to Jesus, and I drank of that life giving stream;
My thirst was quenched, my soul revived, and now I live in Him.
I heard the voice of Jesus say, ‘I am this dark world’s light;
Look unto Me, thy morn shall rise, and all thy day be bright.’
I looked to Jesus and I found in Him my star, my sun;
And in that light of life I’ll walk till traveling days be done.”
―Horatius Bonar
The Scriptures teach that all of God’s children have heard in their hearts the voice of Christ, and have responded to that voice by faith (Rom. 10:17). It is clear that the life of the Christian is a life of faith, of faith in Christ (Hab. 24; Rom. 1:17; Gal. 3:11; Heb. 10:38). The believer’s life is from beginning to end a life of faith. We are not saved by the law, sanctified by the law, nor kept by the law, but by faith in Jesus Christ.
The Holy Spirit is the gift of God, with and by whom all the gifts of grace, salvation, and eternal life are received into the soul. It is by the Spirit that the works of the Savior are known and received. The Holy Spirit is himself the seal of God’s favor, the seal of his covenant, and the token of our peace with God. When he enters our hearts we are saved, resurrected from death to life, and brought into a conscious awareness of adoption (Gal. 4:6-7; 2 Tim. 1:9-10). He is the source of light, life, faith, love, and liberty in our souls. He even sanctifies our bodies, making our very bodies the temples of God.
The experience of God’s people, as it is recorded in the Acts of the Apostles, is a clear demonstration of the fact that the Spirit of God comes to sinners by the hearing of faith. He had been promised to the disciples, and he was given as they in faith waited for him (Acts 1:4-5, 8; 2:1-4). The same thing happened at Samaria (Acts 8:12-17). Thus the Holy Spirit came upon Cornelius and his household through the hearing of faith (Acts 10:44-45). When Paul preached the gospel among the Gentiles, the Holy Spirit fell sovereignly on those who heard (Acts 15:7-12).
The Holy Spirit and Salvation
When Paul speaks of the reception of the Holy Spirit by the hearing of faith, he is not talking about a second work of grace, but about the initial experience of grace in salvation. Ephesians 1:13, as it is translated in the King James, has been horribly misinterpreted by many to imply that after sinners are saved, if they are really good, praying, spiritual Christians, then they may receive a higher form of spiritual life by receiving the Holy Spirit. That text in the King James Version reads, “In whom ye also trusted, after that ye heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation: in whom also, after that ye believed, ye were sealed with that Holy Spirit of promise.” That translation might appear to teach that there is an interval between faith in Christ and the seal of the Spirit. But that is incorrect. Ephesians 1:13 would be far more accurately translated, “In whom you also trusted, having heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation: in whom also, having believed, you were sealed with that Holy Spirit of promise.”
In other words, every chosen, redeemed sinner is, by the effectual call and irresistible grace of God the Holy Spirit, granted faith in Christ when he is made to hear the word of truth, “the word of faith,” the gospel of his own salvation accomplished by Christ. And, trusting Christ, he is sealed with the Holy Spirit of promise. He has sealed to him, that is he is given the conscious assurance of all the blessings of God’s everlasting mercy, love, and grace in Christ (Eph. 1:3-7); and he is sealed in grace, sealed up in infallible, indestructible security in the grace of God (John 10:27-30).
There can be no question regarding this interpretation of Paul’s teaching about God’s people receiving the Holy Spirit, because it is the universal testimony of Holy Scripture that no sinner is saved who has not received the Holy Spirit. All the graces of faith, hope, and love that are wrought in us are the fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22-24). It is the Holy Spirit who reveals Christ in us, grants us faith in him by the mighty operations of his grace, and assures us of our acceptance with God in Christ (Gal. 1:15; Eph. 2:8; Phil. 2:13; Col. 1:12).
Salvation is the knowledge of the one true and living God as he is revealed in his Son, the Lord Jesus Christ (John 17:3). But there is no possibility of anyone knowing God, knowing Christ, except God the Holy Spirit take the things of Christ and reveal them unto him (John 16:8-14). If we belong to Christ, we have received the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 12:13). We have been enlightened by the Holy Spirit. He showed us our guilt, convincing us of sin. He convinced us of righteousness, of righteousness accomplished and brought in by Christ our Substitute. He convinced us of judgment, judgment finished, justice satisfied, condemnation forever removed by the death of Christ in our room and stead at Calvary. It is God the Holy Spirit who has revealed the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ to us (Rom. 3:24-26; 2 Cor. 4:3-6).
This great gift of grace is altogether without our works. We received faith by the Holy Spirit (Eph. 2:8-9). Our works could never bring it. We received peace by the Holy Spirit (Rom. 5:1-5). Our works could never give it. We have been sanctified by the Holy Spirit. It is God the Spirit who formed Christ in us in the new birth, making us partakers of the divine nature (2 Pet. 1:4). Our works could no more sanctify us than they could justify us. We have communion with God the Father by the Holy Spirit. Our works could never give us access to him. The Holy Spirit teaches us to pray and helps us in prayer (Rom. 8:26). The law could never do so. The Holy Spirit, as we have seen already, is our seal and pledge and assurance of heaven (Eph. 1:13). The law never secured that for anyone. The Lord Jesus Christ brings his people into rest, which Moses and Joshua could not do, by the operation of the Holy Spirit (Heb. 4:9-10). The Holy Spirit is a fountain of living water springing up in the soul (John 7:36-39). The works of the law are a broken cistern.
The Connection
Clearly, the doctrine of Holy Scripture is that salvation is wrought in us by the power and grace of God the Holy Spirit, without our works. But what is the connection between the hearing of faith and receiving the Holy Spirit, between the hearing of faith and the experience of salvation. It is just this ― “Faith cometh by hearing, and hearing by the Word of God.”
Not only has the Lord God ordained who shall be saved, as well as the very time and place when he will work his grace in them, he has also ordained the means by which grace, salvation, and faith shall come to them; and that means is the preaching of the gospel. This is exactly what he says in his Book, God’s elect are “born again, not of corruptible seed, but of incorruptible, by the Word of God, which liveth and abideth forever.” And he does not leave us to guess what he means by that. He says, “And this is the Word which by the gospel is preached unto you” (1 Pet. 1:23-25).
When the time of love has come (Ezek. 16:8), when the Lord God will call out a sinner, he raises up a man to preach the gospel to that sinner and causes their paths to cross by one means or another. He causes the chosen sinner to hear the gospel preached; but the sinner has no ability to understand it. He cannot receive the things of God. They are foolishness to him (1 Cor. 2:14). But when the Spirit of God conveys the gospel to the heart, he comes with it, enlightens the mind, gives understanding, and sweetly, irresistibly, effectually inclines the heart to believe and the will to receive and embrace Christ, as he is set forth in the gospel (John 1:12-13; 6:63; 1 Cor. 2:9-13; Heb. 4:12). Then, believing on the Son of God, having received God’s salvation by the hearing of faith, the saved sinner sings with David, “Blessed is the man whom thou choosest, and causest to approach unto thee!”
Chapter 12
“Are ye so foolish?”
“Are ye so foolish? having begun in the Spirit, are ye now made perfect by the flesh?”
(Galatians 3:3)
The Galatians were acting foolishly, in utter stupidity. They had received the message of the gospel under the powerful demonstration of the Holy Spirit. They had trusted Christ as he was revealed to them by the Holy Spirit. They had received the great blessings of the gospel under the sovereign influence of the Holy Spirit. But now they were being bewitched.
The servants of Satan came among them preaching another gospel. The old serpent began to deceive many and turn them away from the simple faith of the gospel. These false teachers were saying that something must be added to faith; and that, though we are justified by faith in Christ, yet we are not perfected, or sanctified by faith. They taught that if men would be true Christians, if they would be sanctified, then the works of the flesh must be added to the righteousness of Christ to accomplish this. They did not openly deny the gospel. They did not come out and say, “You must be saved by grace and by works.” Satan is too slick for that. What these Judaizers declared is that though we are saved by grace, we must finish the work ourselves. Paul says, “Are you so foolish? Having begun in the Spirit, having been justified by the work of Christ and having received it by the Spirit, do you now think that you can perfect yourselves?”
Flesh and Spirit
Our Savior declares, “It is the Spirit that quickeneth; the flesh profiteth nothing” (John 6:63). The Spirit is life. The flesh is death. The indwelling of God the Holy Spirit is the indwelling of Christ, the indwelling of Life. It is by the Holy Spirit that we are born again. We have faith by the gift and operation of the Spirit. It is the Holy Spirit who gives us assurance of the forgiveness of sin, and of sonship. It is the work of the Holy Spirit to illuminate our minds, assure our hearts, and keep us sealed in grace as the purchased property of Christ. It is the Holy Spirit who bears witness with us, and who enables us to bear witness to others. The flesh can do none of these things.
The flesh speaks of the absence of Christ. As it is used here, the word flesh indicates anything apart from Christ, or in addition to Christ, which we depend upon as meritorious before God. The Galatians were beginning to renounce Christ as the all-sufficient Savior. Having begun in the Spirit, they were now placing their confidence in fleshly things, such as legal works, the observance of ceremonies, the practice of circumcision, sabbath keeping, and even the things they ate and drank, or did not eat and drink! They hoped to make themselves perfect, complete, and holy by the works of the flesh. What stupendous, disastrous stupidity!
Paul seems to say, “Your beginning was so hopeful, but your continuation is so sorrowful. And just think of it, those false guides whom you are following have a name for this process of going down hill. They call it “becoming perfect.” How foolish! What Paul here says of the Galatians applies equally to those who trust in anything except Christ for salvation in our day. If a man bases his hope for life, or anything in heaven upon anything apart from, or in addition to Christ, he is depending on the flesh. Christianity is “Christ in you;” and Christ in you is the work of God the Holy Spirit.
Trinitarians
Christians are Trinitarians. We believe, according to the plain statement of Holy Scripture, that there is one living and true God, and that there are three persons in the Godhead: The Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Each is equal to the other in all things. This is what the Book of God declares. ― “There are three that bear record in heaven, the Father, the Word, and the Holy Ghost and these three are One” (1 John 5:7). Yet, for the purpose of our redemption, in the covenant of grace each of the Sacred Three voluntarily assumed to himself one aspect of the great work of saving the elect.
Ephesians 1 teaches this with complete clarity. In the covenant of grace God the Father is the great Architect of salvation. He purposed the great work (vv. 3-6). God the Son is the great Accomplisher of salvation. He purchased salvation (redemption and forgiveness) for his people (vv. 7-11). God the Holy Spirit is the great Applier of salvation. He produces the work of grace in the heart and effectually applies it to chosen, redeemed sinners (vv. 12-14). Let us never think lightly of God the Holy Spirit. He is not a mere influence upon us. He is our great God, and it is his office in the Covenant of Grace to apply the finished work of Christ to the hearts of the elect, and to bring them safely to heaven. Salvation, in the experience of it, is altogether the work of God the Holy Spirit.
The Beginning
At the very beginning of our experience of grace, in the new birth, in the gift of faith, and in effectual calling salvation is the work of the Spirit. Our Lord Jesus tells us plainly that our being born of God and our believing on him is not the result of something we do (John 1:12-13). He told Nicodemus that no man could either see or enter into the kingdom of God until he is born again; and that that new birth is the sovereign, irresistible work of the Spirit (John 3:1-8).
Yes, God’s elect were saved from eternity in the purpose of God. Let men argue with that as they may, God states it plainly (Rom. 8:28-30; 2 Tim. 1:9). Yes, every chosen sinner was saved by Christ when he redeemed them from the curse of the law ((Rom. 5:10; Gal. 3:13). In preaching the gospel we declare to eternity bound sinners, utterly helpless before God, dead in trespasses and in sins, redemption accomplished, and salvation finished by the crucified Son of God. In that sense salvation is altogether outside our experience.
Yet, salvation is something every chosen, redeemed sinner experiences in time. The chosen must be born of God. The redeemed must be called. The called must believe. The believing must follow Christ. The follower must persevere unto the end. The whole of salvation, as it is experienced in time, is the work of God the Holy Spirit. Those who are spiritually dead can no more raise themselves up to spiritual life than the physically dead can raise themselves. Resurrection to life is the work of God the Spirit (Eph. 2:1-5). Unbelievers can no more make themselves believers than blind men can make themselves see. Faith is the fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22), the gift of his grace (Eph. 2:8), and the operation of his omnipotent, irresistible mercy (Eph. 1:19; Col. 2:12).
It is God the Holy Spirit who, at the appointed time of love, causes chosen sinners to hear the gospel, not in word only, but in power and in much assurance, creating life and faith within (1 Thess. 1:5; Rom. 10:17; 2 Pet. 1:23-25). He makes the gospel effectual, making it to each of the redeemed the gospel of his own salvation accomplished by Christ (Eph. 1:12-14).
He works faith in us by revealing Christ to us and in us by the gospel (2 Cor. 4:4-6; Gal. 1:15-16; Zech. 10:12). When Christ is revealed, the Holy Spirit convinces the sinner of his sin, of righteousness accomplished, and of justice satisfied by the crucified Son of God (John 16:8-11). And it is God the Holy Spirit who preserves us, by whom we are sealed until the day of our resurrection (Eph. 1:14; 4:30). We persevere in faith because we are kept by his grace.
In all this great work there is nothing to be attributed to the flesh. The whole work is the work of grace, free, sovereign, irresistible, indestructible, everlasting grace. ― “It is the Spirit that quickeneth; the flesh profiteth nothing.”
Indwelt
The Holy Spirit indwells every believer. The church universal is the temple of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 6:19-20; 2 Cor. 6:16). Every true local church is the temple of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 3:16-17), an habitation of God by the Spirit (Eph. 2:22). He is the antitype of the Shekinah in the Old Testament (Num. 9:15-2; 2 Chron. 7:1-3). And every believer is indwelt by God the Holy Spirit. He is our ever abiding, indwelling Comforter, Teacher, and Keeper. That is the doctrine of Christ in John 13-16. The Holy Spirit keeps every believer in absolute security (John 10:28; 1 Pet. 1:5). He is our Sanctifier, the One whose presence with us, giving us a new nature, has sanctified us in the experience of grace. He is the Anointing and Unction of God, by whom we are taught all things (John 14:26; 1 John 2:27; 1 Cor. 2:14).
He comforts our hearts by taking the things of Christ and showing them to us (John 14:16-18). He gives us the peace of pardon by revealing Christ to us, by sprinkling (applying to our hearts and consciences) the blood of Christ, the Lamb of God crucified for us (Heb. 9:12-14). We know that we have the forgiveness of sins, because the Holy Spirit speaks pardon to our hearts, declaring that Christ’s blood has satisfied justice. We have assurance of salvation and eternal, immutable acceptance with God by the Holy Spirit who gives us faith in our immutably accepted Substitute (Rom. 8:16; 2 Cor. 1:22; Eph. 1:14; Heb. 11:1-2). It is this gift of faith that assures us that we are indeed the children of God (Gal. 5:6).
Finish
Yes, the Holy Spirit began the work of grace in us, and he will finish it. That is what the word “perfect” means in Galatians 3:3. The legalists who were seducing the Galatians away from Christ taught that, though saved by grace, we must now finish the work God began in us by contributing the works of our flesh (self-righteous, law obedience) to the work of the Spirit to make God’s work of grace complete. What horrid blasphemy! Yet, it is the commonly accepted religion of the world.
How often I have heard people say to me, after hearing the gospel of God’s free, sovereign, saving grace in Christ, “According to what you preach there is nothing for me to do. God does everything.” My response is always, “I’m glad you heard what I said.” Did you get that? In this business of salvation, there is nothing for you to do. God does everything. He who called you will keep you. He said so. He who began his good work in you with finish it (without your help). He said so (Phil. 1:6; John 6:39). He who brought you out of the grave and raised you in the first resurrection spiritually will bring you out of the grave and raise you up to glory in the second resurrection. He said so (Rom. 8:1123).
Faith
To walk in the Spirit is to live by faith in Christ, trusting Christ alone for the whole of our salvation. To live after the flesh is to seek in some way, to some decree, by some means to establish some sort of righteousness for ourselves. Therefore, the Apostle Paul writes, “As ye have therefore received Christ Jesus the Lord, so walk ye in him” (Col. 2:6). “Walk in the Spirit, and you shall not fulfill the lusts of the flesh.”
How did you receive Christ? We did not receive Christ by the works of the flesh, or by the hearing of the law, but by faith (Gal. 3:1-3). That is how we must live, if we would honor God. We honor God, fulfill the law, and magnify our Savior, only by faith in him (Rom. 3:31). There is no other way to do so.
How did you receive Christ? If you have received him, you received him by faith. You came to him as a sinner, trusting him as your Savior (1 Cor. 1:30-31). You bowed to him as a servant, receiving him as your Lord. You came to him as a Bride, like Gomer, conquered by his love, embracing him as your husband. As you received Christ Jesus the Lord, so walk in him, trusting him alone for all things.
The flesh and the Spirit can never come together. God’s work of grace Paul refers to here as “Spirit.” The law he calls “flesh.” I know that appears strange to many, and offensive to others. The reason is clear. ― Multitudes seek to make themselves perfect by the flesh.
The works of the law he calls flesh, because the ordinances of the law were “carnal ordinances” (Heb. 9:10). Imposed upon the Jews during the Old Testament. The commandments of the law are called the “rudiments of the world” (Col. 2:8, 20) and “beggarly elements of the law” (Gal. 4:9). In the Old Testament, for the Jews of that Mosaic age, the ordinances of the law were spiritual, the ordinances of God. But all the law was temporary by design, pointing to Christ who fulfilled the law and is the end of the law. The law was a schoolmaster to lead to Christ. Now that Christ has come, having died, and risen again from the dead, the carnal ordinances of the law became useless. Besides that, God never intended them to be anything other than temporary rudiments and first elements. We are no longer under the law. We worship and live after the Spirit (Phil. 3:3).
To return to the law is to become apostate. It is to depart from Christ and deny the grace of God. That is how serious the matter is (Gal. 5:1-4). It is for that reason that Paul spoke so strongly about the believer’s freedom from the law in Christ. And it is for that reason that we must reject and flee from every attempt by men to bring us back under the yoke of legal bondage today, no matter what their pretense is for doing so. ― “As ye have therefore received Christ Jesus the Lord, so walk ye in him.”
Chapter 13
“Children of Abraham
“Even as Abraham believed God, and it was accounted to him for righteousness. Know ye therefore that they which are of faith, the same are the children of Abraham. And the scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the heathen through faith, preached before the gospel unto Abraham, saying, In thee shall all nations be blessed. So then they which be of faith are blessed with faithful Abraham. For as many as are of the works of the law are under the curse: for it is written, Cursed is every one that continueth not in all things which are written in the book of the law to do them. But that no man is justified by the law in the sight of God, it is evident: for, The just shall live by faith. And the law is not of faith: but, The man that doeth them shall live in them. Christ hath redeemed us from the curse of the law, being made a curse for us: for it is written, Cursed is every one that hangeth on a tree: That the blessing of Abraham might come on the Gentiles through Jesus Christ; that we might receive the promise of the Spirit through faith.”
(Galatians 3:6-14)
Paul’s purpose in this chapter is to demonstrate that the believer’s standing before God is completely upon the merits of Christ, and not upon anything done by himself. Salvation in all its fullness is obtained by faith, and not by legal works. The judicial act of justification took place when Christ was delivered up to death upon the cursed tree because of our offences imputed to him and raised again because of our justification accomplished by him (Rom. 4:25). Our justification is the result of justice being satisfied by the sacrifice of Christ. It is a work of grace accomplished totally outside our experience.
Yet, the Scriptures speak of God’s elect being justified by faith (Rom. 3:28; Gal. 3:24). How can this be? The answer is very simple. ― We receive justification by faith. We were justified in the court of heaven upon the merits of Christ as considered in him, so that God looks upon us with the same complacency as if we had never sinned. It is only because this is true that God can deal with sinners in mercy. If his justice were not already fully satisfied, he could not allow any sinner to live. We were reconciled to God by the death of his Son long before we believed. When he gave us faith in Christ, we received that reconciliation and justification by faith (2 Cor. 5:19; Rom. 5:9-11). We come to experience justification in the court of conscience by faith. That is when the Holy Spirit speaks peace to our hearts, and declares us to be free from condemnation by applying the blood of Christ to our hearts. Thus our carnal mind, which is naturally at enmity with God, is reconciled to God. It is in this sense, and only in this sense, that we are justified by faith.
Paul has shown that this doctrine of justification by grace alone is exactly what all our Lord’s apostles taught. This is the doctrine of Christ. He has declared that if righteousness could be had in any other way, or by any other means, then Christ died in vain. In the opening verses of this chapter Paul shows that every saved sinner’s experience verifies this truth of the gospel.
Now, he appeals to biblical history to prove that believers are not justified by the law; and that we do not live by the law, but by faith in Christ. He points us to Abraham, the friend of God. It is likely that Paul selected this reference to Abraham in order to show that at the very beginning of Israel’s history it was clearly evident that God had chosen this nation in order that it might be a blessing to all nations through its “Seed,” the Lord Jesus Christ, and to show that from the beginning this blessing of grace had been received by faith alone and not by works.
In the passage before us Paul identifies who the children of Abraham are. He shows that all of God’s elect in every age are truly the children of Abraham. They are the true Israelites. Abraham is the father of the faithful. He is called “the father of all them that believe” (Rom. 4:11), because he is the first person of whom the Book of God declares he “believed God and it was counted to him for righteousness” (Gen. 15:6 Rom. 4:3; Gal. 3:6).
Abraham’s Children
The true Israel of God are not the natural descendants of Abraham, but the spiritual descendants of Abraham He was the father of the nation from whom Christ sprang, who is the Author of our faith; and all of God’s children are children of faith. As the Holy Spirit puts it in Philippians 3:3, “we are the circumcision, which worship God in the spirit, and rejoice in Christ Jesus, and have no confidence in the flesh.”
The Word of God shows this to us with unmistakable clarity. The natural, physical seed of Abraham, Jews, or Israelites, after the flesh, are not the people of God by right of their physical birth. It is true that God made definite promises to the physical seed of Abraham, but these were all fulfilled (Josh. 21:43-45; 23:14-15), and they were given upon condition of obedience. Israel, after the flesh, has denied Christ and was judged by God for having done so (Matt. 22:1-14; 23:37-38). Paul clearly asserts that Israel after the flesh is not the true Israel (Rom. 2:28-29; 9:4-7). God has cut off the natural seed in order to bring in the greater spiritual seed (Rom. 11:22, 25-36). “The Israel of God” is that holy nation and royal priesthood of saved sinners who live by the rule of the gospel (Gal. 6:14-16), “who walk not after the flesh, but after the spirit.” Paul holds Abraham before us as “the father of all them that believe”, because we see in Abraham certain marks, certain characteristics by which all God’s elect are identified in this world.
God’s Declaration
Those who opposed Paul’s preaching of free-grace and insisted so strenuously that the works of the law must be added to faith in Christ vehemently claimed that they were Abraham’s true descendants, that they were God’s true children (Acts 15:5; Gal. 2:3; 5:2-3; 6:12, 13, 15; Matt. 3:9; Lk. 3:8; John 8:33, 39, 40, 53). Therefore, Paul turns to the declaration of Abraham’s righteousness and makes two statements concerning it, which destroy all carnal hope, both for the Jews and for Gentiles who hope for righteousness upon the basis of their works.
First, Paul asserts that Abraham was justified by faith, apart from any works of his own. ― “ Abraham believed God, and it was accounted to him for righteousness” (v. 6). 1. Abraham’s justification preceded his circumcision by many years (Gen. 15:6; 16:16; 17:24; Rom. 4:9-12). He believed God. The Object of his faith was God, especially the Son of God, who is the Word of God (Gen. 15:1, 6). He was Abraham’s Shield (Eph. 6:16) and his Reward (1 Cor. 1:30). Abraham trusted Christ. It was Christ, the Object of Abraham’s faith that was imputed unto him for righteousness, not his act of faith (Compare Rom. 4:22-25; John 8:56). His faith was the channel through which he received the blessing of justification, the righteousness of Christ.
Then, the Apostle declares, “Know ye therefore that they which are of faith, the same are the children of Abraham” (v. 7). All who, like Abraham, believe God are justified by faith; and they are the children of Abraham. Physical lineage from Abraham guaranteed no spiritual blessing to Jews (Matt. 3:9). And being the physical descendants of godly (believing) parents secures no spiritual blessing to any today (John 1:11-13). All spiritual blessings (all the blessings of grace, salvation, and eternal life) are in Christ and come to sinners by grace alone. All who are of faith (all who trust Christ) have right to all the promises, which God made to Abraham.
The Gospel Preached to Abraham
The Holy Spirit tells us plainly that the gospel was preached to Abraham (vv. 8-9). ― “And the scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the heathen through faith, preached before the gospel unto Abraham, saying, In thee shall all nations be blessed. So then they which be of faith are blessed with faithful Abraham.” For some strange reason, many are terribly uncomfortable with that fact. They are uncomfortable with it because they do not know the gospel. They vainly imagine that God saved people in a different way and by a different gospel in the Old Testament than he does today. But that is not the case.
It was never God’s purpose to limit his church and kingdom to the physical nation of Israel, but to use them as a means of saving his elect among the Gentiles (Matt. 8:11-12). This he determined before the world began, and, therefore, before Abraham was called to life and faith in Christ by the gospel, by the revelation of Christ in the gospel. Yes, Abraham saw Christ, knew Christ, and trusted Christ, just as believers do today.
I do not mean to suggest that Abraham had the full revelation of Christ that is given with the completion of Holy Scripture. But I do mean to assert that Abraham believed on the Son of God as he is revealed in the gospel. Our Savior himself declared, “Your father Abraham rejoiced to see my day: and he saw it, and was glad” (John 8:56). God promised Abraham that the Seed would be from his loins, who would be the Messiah, in and by whom all the nations of the earth would be blessed. Abraham believed in Christ, his Messiah-Redeemer. God promised him that the Messianic blessings were to be worldwide (Matt. 28:19-20; 1 John 2:2), that all the nations of the earth would be blessed in and by him
In verse 9 Paul was inspired of God to draw a very logical and necessary conclusion. All who believe God, upon the hearing of the Gospel, are the sons of Abraham; hence, they are blessed with him. What Paul is here teaching is the important truth that the church of both the Old Testament dispensation and the New is one. All believers are one in Christ. All of God’s people were chosen in Christ (Eph. 1:4). All enjoy being clothed in the righteousness of Christ. All are redeemed by Christ (Isa. 53; Matt. 1:21; John 3:16). All are his sheep, have one Shepherd, and belong to one fold (Ezek. 37:22; John 10:16; Eph. 2:14-15). The names of all the elect are recorded in one Book of Life (Rev. 13:8). All the elect are predestined to the same glory (Rom. 8:29-30). All partake of the glories of the heavenly Jerusalem (Rev. 21:12-14; Matt. 8:11-12). And all will be perfected together (Heb. 11:40).
Living by Faith
We read in verses 10-12 ― “For as many as are of the works of the law are under the curse: for it is written, Cursed is every one that continueth not in all things which are written in the book of the law to do them. But that no man is justified by the law in the sight of God, it is evident: for, The just shall live by faith. And the law is not of faith: but, The man that doeth them shall live in them.”
We understand the impossibility of law righteousness. Every believer does. We know that the law demands perfection we cannot perform, righteousness we cannot produce, and satisfaction we cannot give. Knowing that fact, all who are just before God, all who have been justified by his grace and have received that justification by faith in Christ, live by faith, just like Abraham did (Heb. 11:1-3). They obey God because they believe him. Read the life of Abraham, and learn what it is to live by faith.
• By faith Abraham left his own country to seek another (Gen. 11:28-32).
• By faith Abraham left his family (Gen. 12:1; Heb. 11:8).
• By faith Abraham separated himself from Lot (Gen. 13:1-13).
• By faith Abraham received a son (Gen. 17).
• By faith Abraham sacrificed his son (Gen. 22).
• By faith Abraham received his son back from the dead (Gen. 22).
• By faith Abraham sojourned through this earth seeking the city of God, not receiving one parcel of land for himself (Gen. 13:14-18; Heb. 11:10).
• By faith Abraham died (Heb. 11:13).
If we seek to live by the law, Paul declares that we do not live by faith (v. 12). To embrace the law as a principle of life is to abandon faith, abandon grace, and abandon Christ (Gal. 5:1-4).
Redemption
Redeemed sinners are free from the curse and condemnation of the law. We cannot and shall not be cursed by the law. ― “Christ hath redeemed us from the curse of the law, being made a curse for us: for it is written, Cursed is every one that hangeth on a tree” (v. 13). What a blessed, clear statement this is of particular, effectual redemption! Christ’s object in redeeming us, as it is here declared, was that we might receive the blessing of Abraham, the Spirit of God, and all the gifts of grace and salvation in him by faith in Christ. ― “Christ hath redeemed us from the curse of the law, being made a curse for us: for it is written, Cursed is every one that hangeth on a tree: That the blessing of Abraham might come on the Gentiles through Jesus Christ; that we might receive the promise of the Spirit through faith” (vv. 13-14).
Chapter 14
“The Just Shall Live By Faith”
“But that no man is justified by the law in the sight of God, it is evident: for, The just shall live by faith.”
(Galatians 3:11)
“The just shall live by faith.” God’s people in this world live by faith, trusting him, believing his Word. That has always been the case and shall continue to be the case until time shall be no more. Trusting Christ as our Savior, we trust him as our Lord, living by faith in him. Benjamin Beddome captured the meaning of these words in one of his hymns.
“‘Tis faith supports my feeble soul, in times of deep distress,
When storms arise and billows roll, great God, I trust Thy grace.
Thy powerful arm still bears me up, whatever griefs befall;
Thou art my life, my joy, my hope, and Thou my all in all.
Bereft of friends, beset with foes, with dangers all around,
To Thee I all my fears disclose, in Thee my help is found.
In every want, in every strait, to Thee alone I fly;
When other comforters depart, Thou art forever nigh.”
Justification
Clearly, Paul’s doctrine in this text is an undeniable declaration that justification can be obtained from God only by faith in Christ, without the deeds of the law. God’s elect were justified before the law was given just as we are today, by grace through faith, trusting Christ. Abel, Noah and Job, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, and Joseph, Moses and Aaron trusted Christ just as we do today, believing God’s revelation concerning his Son, and obtained justification by faith in him. Since the law had not yet been given, it is not possible that obedience to the law had anything to do with their justification.
Many were justified during the legal dispensation. No one was justified by his obedience to the law, even in that day. The law was not given to justify, but to condemn. The law never made anyone holy, except in a ceremonial (typical) way. The law’s only purpose was to lead us to Christ, shutting us up to faith in him alone for redemption, righteousness, and grace. All the types and commandments of the law were given to reveal both our need of Christ as our Substitute and the blessed efficacy of his work as our sin-atoning sacrifice. Therefore, it is written, “The just shall live by faith. And the law is not of faith.”
Sanctification
The apostle Paul here quotes, by divine inspiration, the prophet Habakkuk (Hab. 2:4). In fact, this statement, “The just shall live by faith,” must have been one of Paul’s favorite passages. He quotes Habakkuk’s words three times in his epistles (Rom. 1:17; Gal. 3:11; Heb. 10:38). The fact that the Holy Spirit inspired the writing of these words four times in Holy Scripture certainly implies that there is much in them that we need to learn and remember.
If we carefully read the context from which this quotation is taken and the context in which Paul was inspired of God to use it, it will become obvious that the Holy Spirit’s intent is to teach us that as we experience justification by faith in Christ, so too we experience sanctification by faith in him. Clearly, this is what Paul is teaching (as we have seen) in Galatians 3.
That faith by which we live is the gift and operation of God’s grace in us. It is not native to man, but the gift of God, the fruit of his Holy Spirit (Gal. 5:22; Eph. 2:8-9; Col. 1:12). The operation of faith in the heart produces love; and love produces obedience. These gifts of grace are not the cause of life before God, but the fruit of it. These things do not produce righteousness, but flow from it. In the spring we feast our eyes on the beautiful roses and flowers blooming around our homes, with their fragrances filling the air; but no one imagines that the flowers cause the plants to live. We know that it is the living plant that brings forth the flower and its fragrance. So it is with the believer. It is the grace of God that gives us life; and the life we live in faith, righteousness, and sanctification is the fruit of his grace. Love for and obedience to Christ are the fruit of grace, not the cause. They neither give us life, nor maintain it. They are the result of life given.
Habakkuk’s Questions
The Spirit of God here (and throughout the Scriptures) teaches us that faith is the distinctive principle of the believer’s life. By faith we embrace the Savior and live upon him. In Habakkuk 1 (vv. 2-3) the prophet cried beneath the heavy weight of his burden, “O LORD, how long shall I cry, and thou wilt not hear!…Why dost thou show me iniquity and cause me to behold grievance?” Then, at the end of the chapter (vv. 13-17), he asked the Lord to explain himself to him, to explain to him why he would choose to use the Chaldeans to punish Judah? His question is, “How is it you, O Lord, God who is of purer eyes than to behold iniquity, will execute your wrath upon Judah by a people even worse than they?”
These were not the questions of a rebel, or a reprobate unbeliever, but the questions of a faithful man perplexed by God’s providential works. We might not be honest enough to put them into verbal expressions; but they are questions that frequently disturb us too. Are they not? Habakkuk’s questions remind us of David’s great struggle in Psalm 73.
God’s Answer
We must admit that we have struggled with the same questions. The earth is filled with glaring inequity. The wicked do seem to prosper while the righteous suffer. After raising these questions, Habakkuk resolves to wait for God's answer. We would be wise to do the same, and to lay the answer to heart.
In chapter 2 Habakkuk stands upon his watchtower to await God’s answer, and the Lord gives it to him in a vision. He does not tell us what he saw; but it must be assumed that the rest of his prophecy is the result of the vision God gave him. I say that because God commanded him to write out the vision and make it plain (vv. 2-3); and the declaration of God’s vision was first and foremost a word of instruction, reproof, and assurance to Habakkuk and to us (v. 4). Let us hear the instruction, bear the reproof, and rejoice in the assurance. ― “The just shall live by his faith.”
The first thing we learn is that God is running things in this world right on schedule (2:3). Our time and God's time are not measured by the same clock. Israel offered sacrifices for centuries in anticipation of Christ, the coming Sacrifice, by whom sin would be put away. The Jews, in unbelief, fell into idolatry and were cast off by God, because, they refused to live by faith. They stumbled over the Stumbling-Stone (Rom. 9:33-10:4). Going about to establish their own righteousness, they refused to submit to the righteousness of God, never realizing that, “Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone that believeth.” “The just shall live by his faith.” But they refused to believe and perished.
Yet, ''when the fullness of the time was come, God sent forth his Son, made of a woman, made under the law, to redeem them that were under the law” (Gal. 4:4-5). You can count on it, not one thing willed, purposed, predestined, and/or promised by God will fail to be accomplished, and accomplished in exactly the way and at the precise time God has ordained. A thousand years are as a day in God's sight. He never gets in a hurry, and he is never late.
This is God's answer to all Habakkuk’s questions and his answer to our own questions as well. ― ''The just shall live by his faith” (Hab 2:4). As I mentioned at the beginning of this study, this great statement made by God to Habakkuk is repeated three times in the New Testament, all by the apostle Paul. Each place describes a specific aspect of Christ’s all-sufficient and infallibly effectual work on behalf of his people as our Surety and Substitute.
Romans 1:17
The first New Testament quotation is found in Romans 1:17. It follows Paul’s declaration, ''For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ: for it is the power of God unto salvation to everyone that believeth” (Rom 1:16). Then he says, ''For therein is the righteousness of God revealed from faith to faith; as it is written, The just shall live by faith'' (Rom 1:17).
In Romans 1 Paul is standing, as it were, upon the threshold of his great Epistle on Justification, in which he shows us how sinners are made righteous and just before God, not by works, but by grace. In the Book of God we are given an inspired record of his wondrous work of redemption by Christ, a record of redemption accomplished by the righteousness and blood of his darling Son. Faith believes God’s witness, says, “Amen,” to the testimony of God concerning his Son, and believing the record God has given concerning his Son, believing God, we receive righteousness, free, unconditional, irrevocable and eternal justification. I repeat: faith does not make us righteous. Christ did that at Calvary (Rom. 4:25). Faith receives the atonement and the righteousness brought in by it (Rom. 5:11). Like our brother Abel, believing God, offering God the blood of his own Son, we obtain witness that we are righteous (Heb. 11:4).
Galatians 3:11
The second quote is here, in Galatians 3:11. ― “But that no man is justified by the law in the sight of God, it is evident; for, The just shall live by faith.” Here, Paul is saying much the same thing as he wrote in Colossians 2:6. ― “As ye have received Christ Jesus the Lord, so walk ye in him.” The Galatians were being tempted by false preachers, Judaizing legalists, to forsake Christ and the grace of God altogether (Gal. 5:1-4). These false teachers tried to persuade them that, having been saved by grace (justified by grace), they must now keep themselves saved and make themselves perfect, that they must sanctify themselves by their own works.
Paul is not confusing justification and sanctification, but clarifying them. In the context (3:1-10) he is clearly addressing the matter of sanctification. He is telling us that both are found in Christ, that both are received by trusting Christ, that both are works of grace received by faith. He is saying, “If you could make yourself perfect by works, you could justify yourself by your works. But that is evidently impossible, “for the just shall live by faith!’”
In Galatians 3:11 Paul is talking about the believer’s walk of life in this world. Just as we are saved by faith, we continue in life by faith.
Hebrews 10:38
We see Habakkuk’s words again in Hebrews 10:38. Here the Holy Spirit is talking about perseverance and the assurance of it (Heb. 10:39). When the night is darkest, faith pierces the darkness and, seeing the light of God’s promise and grace in Christ, refuses to quit. Faith embraces and clings to Christ.
Back in the book of Habakkuk, the prophet of God tells us that judgment is coming. Every proud rebel shall be destroyed. But, even in the midst of the providential calamities of divine judgment in time, and when the great and final day of wrath shall come, those who live by faith have their eyes on One who is the Anchor of their souls, knowing that he is in his holy temple (2:14, 20). ― "For the earth shall be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the LORD, as the waters cover the sea."
Certainly, this is talking about that last day, when judgment is over and God makes all things new. It is equally certain that this is talking about this gospel age, in which the gospel of God’s free, sovereign, saving, grace and glory in Christ is spread over all the earth, even as God destroys the nations by the great whore of false religion, Babylon.
Still, there is more. If you have a marginal translation, you will see that the words of Habakkuk 2:14 might be translated, “the earth shall be filled by knowing the glory of the LORD.” That is to say, “We who believe God, who live by faith, knowing the glory of God in Christ, see the fulness of God’s purpose in all things through all the earth” (Rom. 8:28-39). This is exactly what our Lord declares to be the case in John 11:40. As it was upon Mt. Sinai that the whole earth was full of the glory of God (Hab. 3:3-4), so it is now. If only we had eyes to see it, the whole earth is full of God’s praise. One day soon, all things shall show forth his praise.
Even when God marches through the earth in wrath, with his glittering sword drawn, he is riding upon his “chariots of salvation” (Hab. 3:8), and goes forth for the salvation of his people by Christ, his anointed (Hab. 3:12-13).
We are justified by faith; we walk by faith; we will be delivered by faith. This is the vision God gave the prophet of old. Habakkuk declares, “God is working out his eternal purpose of grace for the salvation of his people. In wrath, he does remember mercy. He is making himself known. He is preserving his church and kingdom. Blessed be his holy name!” In consideration of all these things, the Holy Spirit tells us four times, “The just shall live by faith.”
Habakkuk’s Faith
Knowing this, the troubled, heavy-hearted prophet closes his song and his prophecy with a marvelous declaration of determined faith, bowing to the wisdom, goodness and grace of God’s adorable providence, even when it appears dark and difficult (3:17-19).
"Although the fig tree shall not blossom, neither shall fruit be in the vines; the labour of the olive shall fail, and the fields shall yield no meat; the flock shall be cut off from the fold, and there shall be no herd in the stalls: Yet I will rejoice in the LORD, I will joy in the God of my salvation. The LORD God is my strength, and he will make my feet like hinds' feet, and he will make me to walk upon mine high places. To the chief singer on my stringed instruments."
That is exactly what is meant by these words, “The just shall live by faith.” May God the Holy Spirit, whose words these are, teach and give us grace, constantly, to live by faith.
Chapter 15
Christ Our Redeemer
“Christ hath redeemed us from the curse of the law, being made a curse for us: for it is written, Cursed is every one that hangeth on a tree.”
(Galatians 3:13)
In Galatians 3 Paul is showing us that salvation is entirely the gracious and sovereign work of God, upon the merits of the shed blood of Christ, apart from any human effort. He makes what must be to all legalists a very astonishing and grating statement in verse 10. “As many as are of the works of the law are under the curse.” When a man tries to save himself by doing good, by keeping laws and commandments, he is cursed in his very effort. Such a statement is in direct opposition to the natural opinion of man, and all other forms of religion. Men, by nature, assume that Christianity should address itself to men and say, “You ought to do good. Do this and that and thou shalt live. Obey these commandments and you will have eternal life.” But the revelation of God says just the opposite. “As many as are of the works of the law are under the curse, for it is written, cursed is everyone that continueth not in all things which are written in the book of the law to do them.”
The Law
The giving of the law was an awesome and terrifying event. Mount Sinai burned with fire. It was covered with thunder and lightning and thick darkness. The giving of the law was accompanied by the blast of a trumpet. It sounded like the day of doom, of damnation, of destruction. So awesome and terrible was that sight that Moses said, “I do exceedingly fear and quake.” It was such a fearful time that if so much as the hand of a beast were to touch the mountain it was to be stoned, or thrust through with a dart.
The awesomeness of that drama was concluded by the law of God being given to man upon two huge tables of stone. The law is hard, unbending, and impersonal. It was written on rock, heavy rock that cruses us to powder. “Cursed is everyone that continueth not in all things which are written in the book of the law to do them.” Paul shows us that no man can stand before God and claim salvation upon the footing of his own works, because his very works are a curse to him.
In verse thirteen he tells us how sinners are saved. They cannot be saved upon their own merit, but they can be saved upon the merits of Another. Jesus Christ, the Representative Man, is the only one whose righteousness God will accept. And He graciously accepts as righteous all who are in Christ.
Sin is an accursed thing. The holy Lord God must curse it. His righteousness demands that he punish all sin and punish men for sin. But the Lord Jesus Christ, the all-glorious Son of the Everlasting Father, became a man and suffered in his manhood the curse, which was due his people. In the sacrifice of his own Son as our Substitute, God has satisfied his justice in the punishment of sin, and bestows his boundless mercy, love, and grace upon all who trust his Son, receiving salvation at his hand.
Our Ruin
All men are guilty of sin and under the curse of the law (v. 10). You and I have broken God’s holy law (Ex. 20:1-17). The mere reading of the law should be enough to convince us of our guilt. We have all broken the law continually, from our youth up. No sinful human being is capable of keeping even one of the commandments. You may think, “But the Lord knows, I have done the best I could.” But that very thought is itself a lie; and you know it. No man has ever done the best he could do. It is ever our nature to choose evil. Yet, even if it were true, the best that we can do is but sin. God’s law demands perfect obedience, inwardly and outwardly, without a break.
Some try to find comfort in the supposition that, though they have sinned, they are no worse than others. But that will be no solace when God sweeps nations into hell. In that terrible day the wrath of God will be felt by every sinner as though he alone were damned. Unless you have kept the whole law of God perfectly, from the dawn of your life to the end of it, you are guilty before God.
Though it is impossible for us to keep God’s law because of the corruption of our hearts, were it possible to do so, we are still guilty. We all sinned and fell in Adam (Rom. 5:12). We were all born in sin (Ps. 51:5; 58:3). We do not become sinners by what we do. We do the evil that is in us because we are sinners. We were born that way. Our very nature is evil (Mark 7:20-23). Therefore we all live by nature after the lusts of our flesh, fulfilling the desires of the flesh (Eph. 2:1-3).
Our Curse
Because we have broken God’s holy law, we are under the curse of his law (Deut. 27:14-26). What is the curse of the law, but the curse of God? It is a completely just and righteous curse, a curse we have earned (Gen. 2:17, Ezek. 18:4; Rom. 6:23). And the curse of God is indescribably great (Nah. 1:2-6; Mal. 4:1). He who destroyed the world once in water will soon purge it with fire. He who rained fire and brimstone upon Sodom and Gomorrah will pour out the unquenchable fire of his holy wrath and the everlasting brimstone of torment upon every sinner who is found by his avenging justice outside Christ, the only City of Refuge.
But let no one imagine that the wrath of God is something that may fall upon them sometime in the future. The wrath of God is presently upon the unbelieving (John 3:36; Deut. 28:15-19). Eternal hell is the place where that wrath shall be forever executed, without abatement, upon the ungodly.
Redemption
But there are some people in this world who are no longer under the curse of the law, who are no longer condemned, and can never be condemned. Let every believing sinner rejoice and sing. Christ our Mediator has redeemed us from the curse of the law, being made a curse for us (1 Cor. 12:3; Deut. 21:22-23; Josh. 10:24-27).
The Word of God declares that there is only one way of redemption ― Substitution. The only way God can or will forgive sin is by the sin-atoning death and justice satisfying sacrifice of a Substitute of infinite worth and merit. The Lord Jesus Christ is that Substitute. ― "For he hath made him to be sin for us, who knew no sin; that we might be made the righteousness of God in him" (2 Cor. 5:21). The Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, was made to be sin for us. When he was made sin, the Lord God poured out all his infinite, holy wrath upon him. And, with one tremendous stroke of his glittering sword, justice was satisfied. The sword of justice that would have tormented us forever was swallowed in our holy Substitute, the Lord Jesus Christ.
“With one tremendous draft of love,
He drank damnation dry!”
Yes, he redeemed us from the curse of the law by his one great sacrifice for sin.
The Redeemer
“Christ hath redeemed us from the curse of the law.” ― Our Redeemer is Christ, the Son of God, who was appointed and called to this work by his Father. He agreed to be our Redeemer and became our Redeemer in eternity, in the everlasting covenant. He is the Lamb slain from the foundation of the world. He was spoken of in Old Testament prophecy as our Redeemer, and was typified as our Kinsman Redeemer both by the law and by Boaz. In the fulness of time he came, not to become our Redeemer, but as our Redeemer. And he has, by the sacrifice of himself, obtained eternal redemption for us. Our Lord Jesus is abundantly qualified to be our Redeemer. As man, he is our near kinsman, to whom the right of redemption belonged by the law. As God, he was able to accomplish the great work.
The Redeemed
Those who have been redeemed by Christ are "us," God’s elect (2 Thess. 2:13-14), the objects of his eternal love (Jer. 31:3; Rom. 8:28-30). They are a people scattered through all the world, a peculiar people, the peculiar and distinct objects of grace. They are the people of Christ, “his people,” whom he came into the world to save (Matt. 1:21), those the Father gave to him before the world began (John 6:39). Those who were redeemed by Christ are his sheep (John 10:11-16), those for whom he made and makes intercession (John 17:9, 20). Surely, no reasonable person can imagine that the Lord Jesus would lay down his life for those for whom he refuses to pray! Those Christ redeemed are those who are, in fact, redeemed. Is it not ludicrous beyond comprehension to imagine that the Lord Jesus Christ redeemed some who are not redeemed? All those redeemed by Christ are “us” who in time are brought by grace to believe on Christ. Our faith in him in time is the result of the redemption he accomplished at Calvary.
By his death upon the cursed tree, by the infinite merit and efficacy of his blood, the Lord Jesus Christ effectually redeemed God’s elect (all for whom he died); and the blessing he obtained for them is eternal redemption (Heb. 9:12). When Paul says, “Christ hath redeemed us from the curse of the law,” his meaning is ― “At one time in the past, by a finished, once for all act, Christ bought us out of the curse of the law and delivered us from it to himself, by a price.” And the price of our redemption was his own life’s blood (1 Pet. 1:18-20). We were his before he died by the Father’s gift. Now, we are his by lawful ransom. He purchased us with the price of his own blood and delivered us "from the curse of the law," its sentence of condemnation and death, and from the execution of it in eternal wrath. That simply means that all who were redeemed by Christ have been so thoroughly and effectually delivered from the curse of the law, “so that,” as John Gill puts it, “they shall never be hurt by it, he having delivered them from wrath to come, and redeemed from the second death, the lake which burns with fire and brimstone.”
Made A Curse
How did our Savior accomplish this great work? The Holy Spirit tells us that Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law “by being made a curse for us.” That does not mean that he was simply made to be like one who is cursed by the law. It does not merely mean that he was looked upon by the men of his day as an abominable, wicked man, or that God merely looked upon him as though he were such.
There is much more here than a supposed curse. When our all-glorious Substitute was made to be sin for us, he was made to be “a curse for us.” As our Surety the Lord Jesus was made under the law. He stood before God in our place legally as our Representative. Having all the sins of all his people imputed to him, and having assumed total responsibility for us as our Surety, he stood before God as to one answerable for them, the only one answerable for them. The law, finding our sin on him, charged him with them and cursed him for them.
When the Son of God was made to be sin for us, justice executed upon him the full measure of God’s infinite wrath and fury, until it was fully satisfied with the payment received from him. God the Father himself, who spared not his own Son, but delivered him up for us, awoke the sword of his angry justice against him, and commanded his death, even the horrid, ignominious, accursed death of the cross. Thus, he was made a curse: "made a curse," by the will, counsel, and determination of the eternal God. And as our great Savior and the Father’s righteous Servant, the Lord Jesus freely consented to the work. He freely laid down his life for us. He voluntarily gave himself for us. He made his own soul an offering for sin in full agreement with the Father, because of his great love for us.
“Christ hath redeemed us from the curse of the law, being made a curse for us: for it is written cursed is everyone that hangeth on a tree.” ― It is so written in Deuteronomy 21:23. ― “He that is hanged on a tree is accursed of God.” That phrase in Deuteronomy 21:23 is translated in the margin, “He that is hanged on a tree is the curse of God.” Stronger words could not be used to describe our Redeemer’s agony, the magnitude of his sacrifice, and the efficacy of his work upon the cursed tree.
When he hung on the cross, in our room and stead; the Lord of Glory was made a curse, not for himself, or for any sins of his own, for he had none. He was made a curse, the curse of God for us, in our room and stead, because of our sins that were made to be his. He was made the curse of God to make atonement for us. The curse of God fell upon his darling Son as our Surety. His own Father, who made him to be sin for us, made him the curse of God for us, that he might redeem us from the curse of the law.
God’s holy law requires a penalty against sin. The penalty is death. That is its curse. The only way anyone can ever be delivered from the curse of the law is by enduring its curse, death, to the full satisfaction of justice. But no man can ever do that. Indeed, whatever hell is, it is eternal, precisely because all the damned suffering the wrath of God in hell can never satisfy its infinite curse.
Here is the great beauty, wonder, and glory of the gospel. ― The Lord Jesus Christ, when he was made the curse of God for us and all for whom he died endured the curse of God in him to the full satisfaction of justice, for when he died, we died in him. Now, upon the grounds of justice satisfied, both the law of God and the grace of God demand the eternal salvation of all for whom Christ died. Because “Christ hath redeemed us from the curse of the law, being made a curse for us,” God is both just and the Justifier of all who trust his Son (Rom. 3:24-26). There is no other way in which he can be, as he declares himself to be, “A just God and a Savior” (Isa. 45:20).
Chapter 16
Salvation
The Promised Inheritance of Free Grace
“Brethren, I speak after the manner of men; Though it be but a man's covenant, yet if it be confirmed, no man disannulleth, or addeth thereto. Now to Abraham and his seed were the promises made. He saith not, And to seeds, as of many; but as of one, And to thy seed, which is Christ. And this I say, that the covenant, that was confirmed before of God in Christ, the law, which was four hundred and thirty years after, cannot disannul, that it should make the promise of none effect. For if the inheritance be of the law, it is no more of promise: but God gave it to Abraham by promise. Wherefore then serveth the law? It was added because of transgressions, till the seed should come to whom the promise was made; and it was ordained by angels in the hand of a mediator. Now a mediator is not a mediator of one, but God is one.”
(Galatians 3:15-20)
Paul’s purpose in Galatians 3 is to show us that salvation, in its entirety, is the inheritance of free grace, the result of God’s absolute and unconditional promise through the blood of Christ. He is showing us that no part of the inheritance can be obtained by the works of the flesh, by obedience to the law. Paul, writing by divine inspiration, uses argument after argument to demonstrate the fact that this is not some new doctrine, but that it is the doctrine of Holy Scripture, constantly taught throughout the Old Testament. In this passage he shows us that the blessing of Abraham, the blessing of salvation by the blood of Christ and the operation of God’s omnipotent grace is an eternal, covenant blessing.
An Illustration
Paul has already shown us that the promise God made to Abraham was the promise of the gospel. That promise is an eternal, covenant promise. Here the apostle shows us the steadfastness of that covenant and the certainty of the promises of grace and salvation in the covenant, using earthly things as illustrations of heavenly things. ― “Brethren, I speak after the manner of men; Though it be but a man's covenant, yet if it be confirmed, no man disannulleth, or addeth thereto” (v. 15). Because the promise was given to Abraham 430 years before the law was given on Mt. Sinai, it should be obvious that the law can never nullify the promise.
It is a matter of common knowledge that once a covenant has been ratified, it cannot be changed. Its terms cannot be altered. Paul’s point is this: ― Because the promises of grace and salvation were made before the law was given, the law cannot alter or in any way nullify those promises. Therefore, justification, salvation, sanctification, and eternal life cannot come by the law. All the blessings of the gospel come by God’s free, unalterable promise, through the merits and efficacy of Christ’s redemptive accomplishments to all who, like Abraham, believe the gospel.
Paul’s Argument
If a man’s covenant cannot be overturned by something that happens after the covenant is ratified, you can be sure God’s covenant cannot be. ― “Now to Abraham and his seed were the promises made. He saith not, And to seeds, as of many; but as of one, And to thy seed, which is Christ” (v. 16). The promises of the gospel were given long before the law and cannot be annulled or modified by the law that came later. The word translated “covenant” in verse 15 refers to what we would call “last will and testament.” There is no doubt that Paul uses the word in that sense here to illustrate his point. Yet, he is using it to refer to something far greater than a man’s last will and testament. He is using it to refer to God’s everlasting, immutable, unalterable covenant of grace, and the promises of it made with his Son as our Surety before the world began.
Paul stresses the fact that the promise God made to Abraham was totally wrapped up in one person, Abraham’s “Seed,” the Lord Jesus Christ. The promise was, from the beginning, based upon the work that Christ accomplished from eternity as the Lamb slain from the foundation of the world, and would accomplish in time as our Surety, Redeemer, and Covenant Head. Therefore, as it has been from the beginning of time, so it is now. Grace, salvation, forgiveness, and eternal life flow to believing sinners freely through the sacrifice of Christ.
That which God confirmed to Abraham in Christ by the gospel that was preached to him cannot be nullified by the law given at Mt. Sinai. And that which God gave us in Christ from eternity, before the world began, which has been confirmed to us by the gospel (2 Tim. 1:9-10; Eph. 1:3-7, 13-14), cannot be nullified by anything that appears in time. ― “And this I say, that the covenant, that was confirmed before of God in Christ, the law, which was four hundred and thirty years after, cannot disannul, that it should make the promise of none effect” (v. 17).
“And this I say, that the covenant, that was confirmed before of God in Christ, the law, which was four hundred and thirty years after, cannot disannul, that it should make the promise of none effect” (v. 18). The inheritance Paul speaks of is an eternal inheritance, everlasting life and happiness in heaven. This is the gift of God in, by, and through Christ. It is not gained by obedience to the law, but by the gift of grace. This inheritance of grace includes all the blessings of grace and glory (Eph. 1:3; 1 Cor. 1:30-31). Paul is distinctly asserting that this inheritance includes justification and sanctification in Christ, the distinct blessings of grace promised in the covenant to Abraham and his spiritual Seed, that is to all God’s elect, both Jews and Gentiles, in Christ, Abraham’s Seed.
These bounties of grace do not belong to those who seek them by the deeds of the law. They are not the heirs of the promise (Rom. 4:14). These promises are obtained by faith alone, without works (Rom. 4:16). And there can never be a mixture of faith and works, of grace and law, of mercy and merit. If salvation comes by promise, it cannot come by law. If it comes by law, it cannot come by promise. Salvation is the free gift of God by grace in Christ, without the works of the law. As John Gill states it, “God gave it, freely, without any consideration of the works of the law, to Abraham by promise; wherefore justification is not by works, but by the free grace of God, through faith in the righteousness of Christ; and in this way men become heirs according to the hope of eternal life.”
430 Years
The fact that Paul speaks of the space between God’s promise to Abraham as being 430 years sometimes causes confusion. There were considerably more than 430 years between the time God’s covenant promises were given to Abraham (Gen. 12) and the giving of the law on Sinai (Ex. 20). Actually more than 600 years elapsed between the two events.
Did Paul make a mistake? Is there an error found in the Bible? Of course not! I am certain that Paul understated the space of time on purpose, taking the 430 years from Exodus 12:40-41, which refers to the time of Israel’s sojourn in Egypt. He was simply using the event as an illustration. Without question, Paul chose this figure by the direction of God the Holy Spirit. Using this figure, he dates the covenant promise, not back to Abraham alone, but to the last of the patriarchs to whom the Lord successively renewed the promise (Jacob – Gen. 28), lumping them all together as one. By writing this way, he both gives the goats a can to chew on and the sheep something else to rejoice their hearts. Just as Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob were one before God and all blessed with the same covenant blessings, freely and fully by grace alone, so all God’s elect are one in Christ and are all blessed with all the blessings of grace in the covenant, because we are one with Christ, our Covenant Head.
God’s Covenant
That which Paul obviously has in mind, when he speaks of God’s covenant with Abraham and the blessings of it, is the everlasting covenant of grace, so often spoken of in the Book of God (Jer. 31; Ps. 89; Heb. 8; Heb. 12; Eph. 1; 2 Tim. 1). John Gill tells us that, “The covenant of grace is a compact, or agreement made from all eternity among the divine Persons, concerning the salvation of the elect.”
This covenant of grace is an eternal covenant. Before there was a star in the sky, before the sun was fixed in its place, before there was an angel in heaven to sing the praises of the triune God, before there was a man on earth made in the image and likeness of God, the everlasting Father determined to have a people for himself, like his only-begotten Son. As he loved his Son, so he loved his people before the world was (John 17:23-24). It was a covenant of pure grace and free mercy, made for God’s elect in Christ our Surety (Heb. 7:20).
These are the words of that covenant as they are given in Scripture. ― “Mercy shall be built up forever: thy faithfulness shalt thou establish in the heavens. I have made a covenant with my chosen, I have sworn unto my servant. Thy seed will I establish forever, and build thy throne to all generations. My mercy will I keep for him forevermore, and my covenant shall stand fast with him” (Psa. 89:2-4, 28). The Psalmist declared, “The mercy of the Lord is from everlasting to everlasting” (103:17).
This covenant of grace, and redemption, and life, was made between the sacred Persons of the blessed Trinity before the world began. Man had nothing to do with it. The foundation of the covenant is the love of God and his sovereign pleasure. The covenant was entirely free. The grace of God is its only cause. This everlasting covenant is the basis of all of God’s decrees and works. It is “his own purpose” according to which he brings all things to pass (Rom. 8:28-30). He made the angels to be the servants of those whom he had appointed heirs of salvation. He made the earth as the abode of his elect. He created a race of men to call his people from among them. He ordained the fall of that race in order to show the fullness of his love in redeeming his people from the ruins of the fall. He gave the law to show us the terror we deserved. He gave his Son into the hands of the law to magnify the law and make it honorable, to satisfy its holy justice, and to display his great love for us in redeeming us. He ordained every step of our lives so that each of his elect might show forth most brilliantly the riches of his grace and glory forever. He sent his Spirit to fetch us to himself.
What does all this mean to believing sinners, to poor, weak, worthless sinners who look to Christ alone for salvation and eternal life? It means, “All things are yours, for ye are Christ’s, and Christ is God’s.” It means, “all things work together for good” to you. It means that “no evil shall happen” to you. It means that you “shall never perish.” God’s covenant encompasses all things for us. I remind you, too, that this is an immutable covenant. It is “ordered in all things and sure.” God will never break his covenant. Of our God it is written, he is a God “keeping covenant” (Neh. 9:32). His faithfulness, which he will never allow to fail, is engaged in the covenant. “My kindness shall not depart from thee, neither shall the covenant of my peace be removed, saith the Lord that hath mercy on thee” (Isa. 54:10). “My covenant will I not break, nor alter the thing that is gone out of my lips” (Psa. 89:34). This covenant is never to give way to another. It was hidden in ages past, under the law, in types and shadows; but it stands forever. “God hath sent redemption to his people: He hath commanded his covenant forever: holy and reverend is his name” (Psa. 111:9).
It is just this point for which Paul is arguing in Galatians 3:15-20. In Hebrews 13:20 he calls it “the everlasting covenant”. The law, as a covenant of works, has waxed old and vanished away. It has been replaced by the full revelation of the covenant of grace, which will continue until the end of the world when Christ shall give up his mediatorial kingdom unto the Father and God shall be all in all (1 Cor. 15:24).
The Law’s Purpose
In verses 19-20 Paul shows us that the law was given, not as a system by which sinners should seek to be saved, not as a rule of conduct by which believer’s are to measure their spiritual might and superiority over others, but it was added as a temporary thing to restrain wickedness by the threat of punishment, until Christ came and brought in the fulness of God’s covenant promise. ― “Wherefore then serveth the law? It was added because of transgressions, till the seed should come to whom the promise was made; and it was ordained by angels in the hand of a mediator. Now a mediator is not a mediator of one, but God is one.”
The law was given long after the promise of eternal life was made (Tit. 1:2). It was given to reveal and expose the sin and guilt of men, to constantly remind and make men conscious of their sin. The law was given at Sinai to show sinners their need of a Substitute and to reveal Christ, the Messiah, the Redeemer, in types and pictures until he came (Heb. 10:1-9). Even as God gave his law on Mt. Sinai, he graciously showed Christ as the Mediator between God and men, typically, in Moses’ mediation. Moses stood as the mediator between sinful Israel and the holy Lord God (Ex. 20:18-19). The angels of God were messengers and instruments God used in the giving of the law.
Christ Our Mediator
As Moses was mediator between God and Israel on Sinai, the Lord Jesus Christ, our God-man Savior, is the Mediator between God and men (1 Tim. 2:5; Heb. 8:6; 9:15; 12:24; Acts 4:12). A mediator has to do with more than one party. There can be no mediator if only one person is involved. Yet, God is only one person; he is the one offended, standing off at a distance, giving the law in the hands of a mediator, revealing their alienation. Therefore, justification cannot be expected through the law. Someone must step in, take up our cause, and satisfy the law for us, or we must perish. That Someone is the Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, our Mediator and Surety. He took up our cause from eternity, assumed total responsibility for our souls before the world began, and has sworn to his Father that he will bring his own elect safe to glory at last in the perfection of his righteousness and holiness (John 10:16; Heb. 2:13), according to the terms of the covenant (Eph. 1:3-6), presenting us before the presence of his glory holy and without blame before the holy Lord God.
Chapter 17
“Wherefore Then Serveth The Law?”
Galatians 3:19-29
False teachers crept into the Church at Galatia and convinced many that they must seek to live by the law, that the believer’s justification and sanctification were not accomplished by grace alone. They taught we must be saved by grace, by faith in Christ; but we must also keep the law, if we would be saved. Paul boldly and dogmatically asserted that there can be no mixture of law and grace.
Paul could not have stated himself more clearly than he did in Romans 11:6 and Galatians 5:1-4. In those two places, he declares ― If you add your works to the grace of God, for justification, for sanctification, or for righteousness of any kind before God, then you deny the grace of God altogether and are lost, totally ignorant of the grace of God, without Christ, and without hope before the Holy Lord God. In Galatians 2:21, having dashed in pieces the notion of mixing law and grace, he makes this bold, dogmatic assertion - “I do not frustrate the grace of God: for if righteousness come by the law (justifying righteousness or sanctifying righteousness), then Christ is dead in vain!”
He simply could not have used stronger language to state his case. He declares that those who teach that righteousness may be obtained before God by our personal obedience to the law both frustrate the grace of God and assert that Christ died for nothing. With that as the background, read Galatians 3:19-29.
"Wherefore then serveth the law? It was added because of transgressions, till the seed should come to whom the promise was made; and it was ordained by angels in the hand of a mediator. Now a mediator is not a mediator of one, but God is one. Is the law then against the promises of God? God forbid: for if there had been a law given which could have given life, verily righteousness should have been by the law. But the scripture hath concluded all under sin, that the promise by faith of Jesus Christ might be given to them that believe. But before faith came, we were kept under the law, shut up unto the faith which should afterwards be revealed. Wherefore the law was our schoolmaster to bring us unto Christ, that we might be justified by faith. But after that faith is come, we are no longer under a schoolmaster. For ye are all the children of God by faith in Christ Jesus. For as many of you as have been baptized into Christ have put on Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female: for ye are all one in Christ Jesus. And if ye be Christ's, then are ye Abraham's seed, and heirs according to the promise."
These eleven verses of Inspiration tell us the purpose of God’s law. Paul, being inspired by the Holy Spirit, anticipated the carping of the legalists who would denounce his doctrine. He knew they would come along and say, “If the law has nothing to do with the believer, if it has nothing to do with our justification and nothing to do with our sanctification, if it is not to be used as a rule of life, why was it given? What is its use?” That is the question he answers in these verses. ― “Wherefore Then Serveth The Law?”
“Added Because of Transgressions”
“The law was added because of transgressions.” ― The law of God, (the ten commandments and the legal precepts of worship, civil government, and daily life given in the Old Testament), was never intended to be a means of righteousness, a means of grace, or a means of salvation. It was not given as a code of moral ethics. It was not given as the believer’s rule of life. It was not given as a motive for Christian service. It was not given as a measure of sanctification. It was not given to be the grounds of our assurance. It was not given as a basis for reward in heaven. It was never the intent, purpose, and use of the law to make sinners holy, righteous, and just before God. The Book of God is crystal clear in its language in this regard. Believers are not under the law, but under grace (Rom. 6:14-15). It is impossible to be under both. We are dead to the law (Rom. 7:4). “Christ is the end of the law” (Rom. 10:4)
The purpose of God’s holy law is to identify and expose man’s sin, shutting him up to Christ alone for acceptance with God. It is written, "Now we know that what things soever the law saith, it saith to them who are under the law: that every mouth may be stopped, and all the world may become guilty before God" (Rom. 3:19. "Moreover the law entered, that the offence might abound. But where sin abounded, grace did much more abound" (Rom. 5:20).
Before anyone is converted, he must be convinced of his sin and guilt. And so we preach the holy law of God to convince men of their sin. Before anyone is given the newness of life in Christ, he must be slain by the law. The law is God’s deep cutting plow, by which he breaks up the fallow ground of a man’s heart and conscience, and prepares the soil for the gospel. This plowing is a painful and difficult work, but must be done.
“Given Until”
Look at the next line in verse 19. The law was given until “the Seed should come to whom the promise was made.” The Seed spoken of here is Christ. The promise spoken of is the promise God the Father made to God the Son before the world began. That promise was the promised gift of grace, salvation, and eternal life by the Holy Spirit to his elect. It was a promise made on condition of Christ’s obedience and death, upon condition of righteousness established by him for us as our Substitute.
I am not guessing about this. The context declares it. The Mosaic law given at Mt. Sinai was given to Israel in the hands of a mediator who was but a man. But the promise was given to Christ our Mediator from God our Father; and these two are one God. Look at the Scriptures. That is the meaning of Paul’s words here in verse 20 ― "Now a mediator is not a mediator of one, but God is one." God the Father promised eternal life to his elect before the world began. But he made the promise to Christ as our Covenant Surety (Tit. 1:1-3). We who believe have obtained this promise of eternal life in Christ because the Lord Jesus Christ purchased it and effectually obtained it for the seed of Abraham, Abraham’s true, spiritual seed (Gal. 3:13-14; Heb. 9:12; 2:16).
No Law Righteousness
"Is the law then against the promises of God? God forbid: for if there had been a law given which could have given life, verily righteousness should have been by the law" (v. 21). ― What a plain statement this is! It is utterly irrefutable. The law, which was given by Moses, cannot be contrary to the promise of eternal life to God’s elect before the world began. It is absurd, monstrously absurd, to imagine that God would have sacrificed his darling Son for nothing. If righteousness could be obtained by us doing something God would never have sacrificed his Son at Calvary to bring in righteousness for us!
“Kept Under the Law”
Now, look at verses 22 and 23. ― "But the scripture hath concluded all under sin, that the promise by faith of Jesus Christ might be given to them that believe. But before faith came, we were kept under the law, shut up unto the faith which should afterwards be revealed."
The law was not given to makes us righteous, but to shut us up to Christ. The law of God, set forth in Holy Scripture, concludes all under sin. We are all by birth, by nature, by choice, and by practice under sin (Rom. 3:19-23). We are under sin’s dominion, corruption, penalty, and curse. The reason for this is ― “That the promise (the same promise he has been discussing throughout the chapter, the promise of grace, salvation, and eternal life) by faith of Jesus Christ might be given to them that believe.”
Read that last sentence carefully and understand the gospel. ― Grace, salvation, and eternal life come to chosen sinners upon the ground of and because of the faith, faithfulness, or faithful obedience of Jesus Christ as our Substitute.
It was Christ alone who brought in everlasting righteousness for us. It was Christ alone who redeemed us. It was Christ alone who put away our sins. It was Christ alone who made atonement for us by satisfying the justice of God with his own blood. It was Christ alone who, with his own blood, obtained eternal redemption for us. Our faith in him has no part in the accomplishment of these things!
What does faith do? Nothing! Faith receives. Believing God, every sinner who believes has been given grace, salvation, and eternal life by God the Holy Spirit because God the Father promised it and God the Son purchased it! “Salvation is of The Lord!”
Before faith came, that is before we came to trust Christ, before God gave us faith in his Son, “we were kept under the law.” As we read in Ephesians 2 ― We were by nature children of wrath, just like everyone else. Though we were justified from eternity by God’s decree and justified at Calvary by Christ’s blood atonement, we knew nothing about it. We lived as wrathful children, hating God, under a sense of guilt, as cursed, condemned sinners, without hope. Our first convictions, our first thoughts toward God, filled us with terror. The law condemned us, condemned us justly. When the law came, sin revived and I died! That is what Paul said (Rom. 7:9).
Shut Up to Faith
Why? The Spirit of God tells us. We were thus (by the terror of the law in our consciences damning us) shut up to Christ. Look at it in verses 23-24. ― “Shut up unto the faith which should afterward be revealed. Wherefore the law was our schoolmaster to bring us unto Christ, that we might be justified by faith."
The law’s purpose, function, and use is to bring sinners to Christ. Once it has served that purpose it has no other function. That is not my opinion, interpretation, or theological view. That is exactly what God the Holy Spirit tells us in verse 25. ― "But after that faith is come, we are no longer under a schoolmaster."
What does that mean? It means exactly what you think it means. It means spiritually what Martin Luther King proclaimed with the passage of the Civil Rights Bill. “Free at last! Free at last! Thank God Almighty, I’m free at last!” So it is with the law. Once the sinner has come to Christ, he is free from the law. The law has no more dominion over him (Rom. 6:14-15; 7:4; 10:4).
Faith Alone
Salvation comes to sinners, in its entirety, by faith in Christ, by faith alone, without the works of the law. Is that, or is it not the doctrine of Holy Scripture? Read the verse 26. ― "For ye are all the children of God by faith in Christ Jesus." Paul took the Galatians at their word. Because they professed faith in Christ, he charitably assumed that their profession was genuine. Therefore, he says, “Ye are the children of God by faith in Christ.”
Paul is not suggesting that our adoption into the family of God is the result of our believing, not at all. It is just the other way around. Our faith in Christ is the result of our adoption. We were adopted by God before the world began in divine predestination (Eph. 1:5). It was our adoption that sent the Holy Spirit to us in effectual, regenerating grace. Our adoption in election was the cause of Christ’s atonement and the Spirit’s call (Gal. 4:3-7; 1 John 3:1).
Baptized Into Christ
"For as many of you as have been baptized into Christ have put on Christ" (v. 27). ― Paul does not imply here there were some in the church who were baptized and some who were not, or that there were some Christians who submitted to the gospel ordinance of immersion in the name of Christ and some who did not. His language here is simply that there might be some of them, who though baptized in water, yet did not know Christ. John Gill explains the text correctly, saying, “Those who are truly and rightly baptized, who are proper subjects of it, and to whom it is administered in a proper manner, are baptized into Christ.”
Paul is not saying that by baptism we are brought into union with Christ, but into communion with him. When baptism is an act of faith in and obedience to Christ, believers are baptized in the name of Christ, by the authority of Christ, according to the doctrine of Christ, in obedience to the command of Christ, into the body of Christ, and in hope of the resurrection with Christ.
And all who have truly been baptized into Christ have put on Christ, both before we were baptized and when we were baptized. Before we were baptized we put him on as the Lord our righteousness by faith. We put him on as our robe of righteousness. When we were baptized we put on Christ by public profession, declaring him to be our Lord and King, declaring ourselves to be his voluntary servants forever, resolving to walk with him in the newness of life. “The allusion,” Gill suggests, “is to the priests putting off their common clothes, and then bathing or dipping themselves in water, and putting on the garments of the priesthood before they entered on their service.”
One In Christ
"There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female: for ye are all one in Christ Jesus" (v. 28). ― All who are in Christ are one in him. In Christ all social, economic, racial barriers are dissolved. The only place in the world where race and place make no difference is in Christ, in the church of Christ. Grace alone can make sinful men and women truly one. And God’s elect really are truly one in Christ.
In verse 29 the apostle brings his argument to a tremendous conclusion. ― “And if ye be Christ’s,” nothing else really matters. If you belong to Christ by the Father’s election, the Son’s redemption, the Spirit’s call, and your own faith in him, if you believe on the Son of God, all is well. If not you’re going to hell. ― “And if ye be Christ’s, then are ye Abraham’s seed.” This is what that means. If you believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, you are the object of God’s love, the recipient of his grace, and “heirs according to the promise.” If you believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, you are God’s forever and he is yours forever! You are heirs of God and joint heirs with Jesus Christ, “according to the promise,” according to the promise of eternal life which God, who cannot lie, made to his Son before the world began!
Chapter 18
“All the Children of God
“For ye are all the children of God by faith in Christ Jesus. For as many of you as have been baptized into Christ have put on Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female: for ye are all one in Christ Jesus. And if ye be Christ's, then are ye Abraham's seed, and heirs according to the promise.”
(Galatians 3:26-29)
Under the legal Mosaic dispensation there were many distinctions. The Jews were distinguished above all nation of the world, as God’s chosen people, to whom alone he had given the revelation of his Word. Masters were more highly favored than servants. And men were more greatly honored than women, even in the worship of God. But with the coming of this new, gospel dispensation, all these things were changed.
This change was very difficult for many in the early church to accept, just as it is difficult for many of our day to accept. For many it is very difficult to realize that God no longer blesses the nation of Israel above other nations in the world. They cannot accept the fact that Israel, as a nation, has been forever cast by God because of her unbelief. Many suppose that Israel is still the chosen nation of God.
For others, it is extremely difficult to accept the fact that all of God’s children are equally his sons and daughters. Some suppose that the Christians of the gospel age will have a peculiar advantage over the believers of the Old Testament. Others are of the opinion that some Christians will have greater blessings in heaven than their redeemed brethren.
These erroneous opinions arise because of a failure to understand that all the blessings of God in Christ Jesus are free grace gifts procured for all of the elect by the blood of the Savior. Our standing before God is not one of merit, but of grace. Our rewards are not because of our efforts, but by Christ’s obedience unto death as our Substitute. They are things earned and bought for us by our Redeemer. This is true of saints in the Old Testament as well as those of the New. The reward of Abraham’s faith is Jesus Christ, and he alone is the reward of our faith.
One Church
The church of God is one. All true believers are one body in Christ. We ought always to defend and uphold the local assembly. It is the privilege and duty of God’s people to be a part of a New Testament church. But we must never to exalt any local church on earth to that glorious position of the church universal. All of God’s children of every age and time are members of the “church which is his body,” the family of God. In Jesus Christ we are one. This is what our Savior prayed for and what he accomplished when he tore down the middle wall of partition between us. If we are one in Christ with all other believing men and women we ought to behave as one.
In this age of “political correctness” and “multiculturalism” almost everyone gives lip-service to the notion that all men are one and pretends that he is free of prejudice. But it is nothing more than lip-service. Every nation in the Western world has tried, for the past fifty years, to legislate social oneness, abolishing racial and social barriers between men. But it has not worked. Though most everyone pretends otherwise, the barriers are bigger and the racial and social prejudices in society are worse than ever.
There is only one place in the universe where the color of a person’s skin, the measure of his wealth or poverty, the amount of his education or lack of education, is absolutely irrelevant. That place is the church and kingdom of God. Galatians 3:26-29 does not tell us that these distinctions cease to exist when a snner is converted by the grace of God. They do. Black people do not cease to be black when God saves them; and white people do not cease to be white. Men do not cease to be males when they are born of God; and women do not cease to be females. What Galatians 3:26-29 does teach is this ― In Christ those things that naturally separate people no longer matter. In Christ we are all one. In Christ all the social, racial, sexual, and even continental lose all significance (Col. 3:11).
All God’s elect are one with Christ and one in Christ. All are equal before God in him. All are accepted in the Beloved, only in the Beloved, fully in the Beloved, and equally in the Beloved. And all have an equal inheritance in him, secured by the blood with which he obtained eternal redemption for us.
“The Church’s one foundation
Is Jesus Christ her Lord;
She is His new creation
By water and the Word.
From Heaven he came and sought her
To be his holy bride;
With his own blood he bought her,
And for her life he died.
Elect from every nation,
Yet one o’er all the earth,
Her charter of salvation,
One Lord, one faith, one birth;
One holy name she blesses,
Partakes one holy food,
And to one hope she presses
With every grace endued.”
In this third chapter of Galatians, Paul is showing us the advantages of this gospel dispensation over the Mosaic age. Under the gospel dispensation, we enjoy a clearer revelation of divine grace and mercy than the Jews did under the Old Testament economy. More than this, we are also freed from the state of bondage under the law and the terror it imposed. In the gospel age we are no longer treated as children who are minors, but as full-grown sons. And being sons of full age, we are granted greater freedoms and privileges than those of the old dispensation. In the verses before us this Paul shows us our privileges as the children of God.
Children of God
“Ye are all the children of God.” ― All believers are the children of God. We all have one heavenly Father. We are all redeemed by one great Redeemer. We all have one Elder Brother ― Christ. We are all born again, sealed and indwelt by one Holy Spirit, our blessed Comforter. All who are taught of God live by “one faith.” We are all married to one Husband ― the Lord Jesus Christ. All believers make up one singular body of Christ, “the fulness of him that filleth all in all.”. We are one church universal (John 10:16; Eph. 5:25; Heb. 12:23).
Paul tells us that we are “the children of God.” We are God’s children by adoption (Gal. 4:6-7; Eph. 1:5; 1 John 3:1). Every believer possesses all the rights and privileges of full-grown sons. We were adopted as sons in eternity, in electing love, by the free and sovereign grace of our God, and brought into the enjoyment of adoption when God the Holy Spirit gave us faith in Christ.
We are “the children of God by faith in Christ Jesus.” Here Paul’s emphasis does not lie in the eternal act of God, but in our receiving God’s gracious gift by faith. Faith does not make us God’s children, it simply receives the gift of sonship (John 1:12). The Holy Spirit bears witness with our spirits that we are the sons of God when he gives us faith in Christ (Gal. 4:6). In adoption we receive the title “sons of God.”
Faith in Christ does not make us the children of God. That is God’s work alone. God the Father predestinated his elect to the adoption of children, giving us all the blessings of adoption in the covenant of grace before the world began. God the Son, our all-glorious Christ made a way for us to receive and enjoy this incalculable boon of grace by redeeming us at Calvary. Because we were adopted in eternity and redeemed at Calvary, God the Holy Spirit, as the Spirit of adoption, giving us faith in Christ, declares our sonship and thereby declares our freedom from the law.
Paul compares the Jews of the Mosaic age to children still under a schoolmaster and believers in this gospel age to children who have reached the age of maturity. We are no longer children under the law as our schoolmaster, but full grown children, led and taught by the Spirit of God. Our Lord Jesus said, quoting Isaiah 54:13, “they shall be all taught of God” (John 6:45; Jer. 31:34). Being taught of God, we no longer need the law as our schoolmaster ((Heb. 8:10; 10:16).
Baptism
We read in verse 27 ― “For as many of you as have been baptized into Christ have put on Christ.” Paul is not teaching that we get to be in Christ by the act of water baptism, or that God’s elect are mysteriously baptized into Christ by the Holy Spirit. The Word of God nowhere teaches either of those things. The simple meaning of this statement is that all who are rightly baptized, that is baptized as believers, looking to Christ alone for all grace and salvation were baptized into Christ and have put on Christ symbolically, professing themselves to be his. All who are immersed in the waters of baptism as believers thereby publicly confess that they are his and that they are one with him.
Believer’s baptism is that which our Lord Jesus commands of all his disciples. It is “the answer of a good conscience toward God” (1 Pet. 3:21). Baptism is rightly performed and its end properly answered, when a person, being conscious that it is the ordinance of Christ and his duty to submit to it, does do so upon profession of his faith in Christ, in obedience to his command, confessing him as Lord and Savior and symbolically confessing his union with Christ in his death, burial, and resurrection as our Substitute (Rom. 6:3-4; Col. 2:11-12). By this public confession of faith, all who are baptized are united in one body ― the body of Christ, in one cause ― the glory of Christ, and to one another. It is this union of faith in the body of Christ by this “one baptism” that Paul uses in Ephesians 4:3-6 as a reason why we should ever endeavor “to keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.”
No Social Distinctions
There are certain duties to be performed in the body of Christ. Because of this there are some distinctions in performance. Pastors are given to be spiritual teachers and rulers in the church (Eph. 4:11; Heb. 13:7, 17). Deacons are given to serve the carnal, material needs of the church. Each member Jew and Gentile, male and female, black and white) has his proper function in his own realm of responsibility. Yet, there are no class distinctions to be permitted in the body of Christ. In Christ the old, worldly lines of separation are all blotted out. All who are in Christ are one in Christ and equal before God, possessed of one character; accepted in one way; belonging to one family; under one head ― Christ; and equally entitled to all the blessings of grace and privileges of sonship through him. All God’s church is one person, as it were, “one new man” (Eph 2:15) of which Christ is the head. All, without regard to race, blended into one whole. That is the meaning of Paul’s words in verse 28. ― “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female: for ye are all one in Christ Jesus.”
Abraham’s Seed
“And if ye be Christ's, then are ye Abraham's seed, and heirs according to the promise” (v. 29). ― Since we are Christ’s, the Father’s gift to him, the purchase of his own blood, his by the power of his grace, making us willing to give up ourselves to him, since Christ dwells in our hearts by faith, all who are born of God are “Abraham’s seed.” Obviously, faith in Christ does not make us Abraham’s natural seed. Rather, we are Abraham’s spiritual seed, the seed that should come, to whom the promises were made, (3:16, 19). All who believe on the Lord Jesus Christ make up that one “holy nation” and “royal priesthood” (1 Pet. 2:5-9) called, “the Israel of God” (Gal. 6:16). Throughout the whole world God owns no other nation as his own.
Being Abraham’s seed, we are “heirs according to the promise.” All who are born of God are the children of the promise, which are counted for the seed. All who are born of God are the promised seed, the redeemed seed (Ps. 22:30; Isa. 53:10-11; Heb. 2:10), and the righteous seed (Rom. 9:7-8). They are all, according to the promise made to Abraham and his spiritual Seed, heirs of the blessings of the grace of life, and of the eternal inheritance, “heirs of God and joint-heirs with Christ.” All the blessings of God bestowed upon Christ as our Mediator and covenant Head when he ascended to glory after his resurrection belong to all are in him. In Christ, by his blood atonement and the imputation of his righteousness we are made worthy of this great honor. Yes, our great God has made us “meet to be partakers of the inheritance of the saints” (Col. 1:12).
The foundation of this union of believers is the blood of Christ (1 Cor. 3; Eph. 2). If we are one in reality, let us demonstrate oneness in Spirit (Phil. 2:1-4). May God our Father give us grace to “walk worthy of the vocation wherewith (we) are called, With all lowliness and meekness, with longsuffering, forbearing one another in love; Endeavouring to keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. There is one body, and one Spirit, even as ye are called in one hope of your calling; One Lord, one faith, one baptism, One God and Father of all, who is above all, and through all, and in you all” (Eph. 4:1-6).
“Blest be the tie that binds
Our hearts in Christian love!
The fellowship of kindred minds
Is like to that above.
Before our Father’s throne
We pour our ardent payers;
Our fears, our hopes, our aims are one,
Our comforts and our cares.
We share our mutual woes,
Our mutual burdens bear;
And often for each other flows
The sympathizing tear.
When we asunder part
It gives us inward pain;
But we shall still be joined in heart,
And hope to meet again.”
John Fawcett
Chapter 19
The Faith of Christ
and
Our Faith in Christ
Galatians 3:22-26
The Scriptures speak of both “the faith of Christ” and our “faith in Christ.” In Galatians 3:19 Paul tells us that the law of God given at Mt. Sinai was given for a specific, designated period of time. — “It was added because of transgressions till the Seed (Christ) should come to whom the promise (the promise of God’s blessing, grace, and salvation) was made.” In verse 21 the apostle assures us that the law of God given at Sinai is not in any way against, or contrary to God’s covenant promise of salvation by Christ, and that it was never intended to produce righteousness. The law is, as Paul puts it in 2 Corinthians 3:7, “the ministration of death.” It has nothing to do with life. It cannot produce righteousness. — “I do not frustrate the grace of God: for if righteousness come by the law, then Christ is dead in vain” (Gal 2:21).
Galatians 3:22-26
Verse 22 — “But the scripture hath concluded all under sin.” — The whole volume of Holy Scripture and particularly the killing letter of the law of God, declare that all men, all that is in us by nature, and all that is done by us are under the power, dominion, and guilt of sin. All the sons and daughters of fallen Adam are defiled, sinful, and guilty.
Paul’s language is inclusive of all things relating to all men. — All the members of our bodies. — All the faculties of our souls. — All the thoughts of our minds. — All the emotions of our hearts. — All the intentions of our wills. — All our choices. — All our works. — All our services to God and men. — Even all our best works of righteousness, which are but “filthy rags.” — All are sinful and polluted. The Word of God declares that we are guilty and shuts us up as prisoners under the sentence of death, without hope in ourselves.
“That the promise by faith of Jesus Christ might be given to them that believe.” — The promise of life is the promise of eternal life and salvation, of everlasting righteousness and the never ending smile of divine approval. All included in the promise belongs to all who believe.
It is not our believing that fulfilled God’s covenant promise and brought in that blessed righteousness by which we now stand before him in life. The promise is given to all who believe. But the promise was fulfilled and comes to us “by faith of Jesus Christ.” It was Christ to whom the promise was made as our Surety in the everlasting covenant, upon condition of his obedience unto death as our Substitute. And it is Christ who obtained the promise by his faithful fulfillment of his covenant engagements as our Surety (Heb. 10:5-14).
Verse 23 — “But before faith came, we were kept under the law, shut up unto the faith which should afterwards be revealed.” — What faith is Paul talking about here? Whose faith is this? Is it yours? Is it mine? The faith that came by which we were delivered from the curse of God’s holy law, by which we were justified, is “the faith of Jesus Christ” spoken of in verse 22.
It is this, “the faith of Jesus Christ,” that is revealed to us by the gospel. We are shut up to Christ, the faith that is now revealed in the gospel. Our faith in Christ is not revealed to us, it is given to us and worked in us by the mighty operations of God the Holy Spirit (Eph. 1:19-20; 2:8-9; Col. 1:12). It is Christ (“the faith of Christ”) who is revealed.
When God the Holy Spirit comes to chosen, redeemed sinners in the saving power of his omnipotent grace, he convinces them of all that Christ accomplished by his faithful obedience as our Substitute. When he reveals Christ in a person, he convinces him that his sin has been put away by Christ’s atonement, that righteousness has been brought in by Christ’s obedience, and that justice has been satisfied by Christ’s blood (John 16:8-11). And the sinner, being convinced of these things, trusts Christ.
Verse 24 — “Wherefore the law was our schoolmaster to bring us unto Christ, that we might be justified by faith.” — Be sure to note that our translators put the words “to bring us” in italicized letters to call our attention to the fact that these words were added by them to make the sentence read more smoothly and that there are no corresponding words in the original language of the text. So verse 24 would be more accurately translated, — “Wherefore the law was our schoolmaster unto (or until) Christ, that we might be justified by faith.”
Everyone in Galatia would have understood exactly what Paul meant by comparing the law to a schoolmaster. A schoolmaster was a servant to whom a man would commit the care and education of his children until they reached maturity. It was his responsibility to teach and protect the children and see to it that they got their education. It was the law’s purpose, like a schoolmaster, to direct God’s elect to Christ and make sure they get to Christ. It was our schoolmaster until Christ came and fulfilled it by his faithful obedience to it and satisfaction of it. Once that was done the schoolmaster’s service ended (Rom. 10:4).
Now that the righteousness of the law has been fulfilled by Christ’s obedience in life as our Representative and the justice of the law has been fulfilled by Christ’s satisfaction of it in his death (Rom. 4:25), we can be and are “justified by faith.” Because justification has been accomplished by Christ in the court of heaven, we can now be justified in the court of our own consciences by faith in Christ.
Faith looks away from self to Christ. Looking to Christ we see our justification fully accomplished in him and we are justified by him. Trusting Christ, we receive complete, final, full justification in him and have peace with God in him “by whom we have now received the atonement” (Rom. 4:25-5:12, 18).
Verse 25 — “But after that faith is come, we are no longer under a schoolmaster.” — Since faith has come, that is to say, since Christ has come, we are no longer under the law. It was the law’s purpose, like a schoolmaster, to direct God’s elect in the Mosaic age to Christ and make sure they got to Christ. It was the children’s schoolmaster until Christ came and fulfilled it by his faithful obedience to it and satisfaction of it. Once that was done the schoolmaster’s service ended (Rom. 10:4).
Verse 26 — “For ye are all the children of God by faith in Christ Jesus.” — Obviously, just as it is in the case of justification, our faith in Christ does not cause God to adopt us as his children. That was done in eternal election (Eph.1:3-6). Rather, our faith in Christ is the fruit and evidence of our adoption (Gal. 4:6-7), just as it is the fruit and evidence of our justification. Our faith in Christ is the assurance of our adoption as the children of God. Believing on the Son of God, we stand before God with the confident assurance that we are justified, accepted in Christ, the children of God, “heirs of God and joint-heirs with Christ.”
“The Faith of Christ”
The Scriptures declare that we are “justified by the faith of Jesus Christ.” That means that our justification was totally accomplished by Christ, that it was accomplished outside our experience, altogether without us, by the faith (faithful obedience) of the Lord Jesus Christ as our Substitute. Paul uses this phrase, “the faith of Christ,” seven times in his writings (Rom. 3:22; Gal. 2:16, 20; 3:22; Eph. 3:12; Phil. 3:9).
Every time he speaks of justification accomplished for us, he uses this phrase or its equivalent ― “the faith of Jesus Christ.” We have been conditioned to think of faith only in connection with ourselves. We believe in Christ. We trust the Son of God. “He that believeth on the Son of God hath everlasting life.” When we read in the Book of God about “the faith of Christ” we automatically think, “That must just be an odd way of saying ‘faith in Christ.’”
Correct Translation
That is exactly what the vast majority of the commentaries do with this phrase. They tell us the words, “faith of Christ,” really means, “faith in Christ.” These words, “the faith of Christ,” are commonly treated as though they were a mistranslation of the Greek text; but they are not a mistranslation. I have checked everyone of them carefully. Our translation is correct. Yet, almost every modern English translation (those “great improvements” upon the old, archaic King James Version) mistranslates this phrase and makes it read, “faith in Christ.” I do not think that the mistranslations were made accidentally!
We are told by the commentators and led by the modern translations to believe that the phrase is really just an odd way of saying “faith in Christ” and that it really refers to our faith in Christ. Such recklessness in handling the Word of God, be it deliberate or otherwise, completely alters the meaning of Holy Scripture.
Clear Distinction
When Paul speaks of our faith in Christ and of the faith of Christ as distinct things, the distinction is clear and unmistakable. When he speaks of our faith, it is obvious (Rom. 3:25, 28; 4:5; Gal. 3:26; Col. 1:4). There’s no ambiguity at all. In these, and the dozens of other passages like them, there is no question about whose faith Paul is referring to. He is talking about our faith. And when he draws a distinction between our faith in Christ and the faith of Christ, the distinction is equally obvious (Rom. 3:21-22; Gal. 2:15-16; 3:22; Phil. 3:9).
Both Vital
Paul is not simply declaring our faith in Christ twice in the same sentences, just in different ways. He is not being redundant. Not at all! When he speaks of “the faith of Jesus Christ” he is talking about Christ’s faith. When he speaks of our faith in Christ, he is talking about our faith. Both are vital. We could never be saved by our faith in Christ were it not for the faith of Christ; and we can never be saved by the faith of Christ until we have faith in Christ. Yes, we must have faith in Christ; and our faith in Christ is the result of “the faith of Christ” as our Savior while he was in this world.
Our Faithful Surety
“The faith of Jesus Christ” — What exactly does that mean? When the Holy Spirit speaks about “the faith of Jesus Christ,” he is referring to our Savior’s faithful performance of all the Father’s will as our covenant Surety, Substitute, and Redeemer. “The faith of Jesus Christ” refers to our Savior’s fidelity as Jehovah’s righteous Servant. It speaks of his faithful performance, in our place as our Substitute, of all that was necessary for the salvation of God’s elect. “The faith of Jesus Christ” refers to his faithfulness in accomplishing all that which the Father trusted to his hands as our Mediator (Eph. 1:12).
Faith and Faithfulness
When the Word of God speaks about “the faith of Christ,” the word “faith” speaks both of our Savior’s trust in God as the perfect man and of his faithfulness to God as his Servant. It speaks not only of trust, but also of loyalty and fidelity.
We see a clear example of the word faith being used this way in Romans 3:3-4. ― “For what if some did not believe? shall their unbelief make the faith of God without effect? God forbid: yea, let God be true, but every man a liar; as it is written, That thou mightest be justified in thy sayings, and mightest overcome when thou art judged.”
When Paul speaks here of “the faith of God,” it is obvious that he is referring to the truthfulness, veracity, fidelity, and faithfulness of God. In fact, the word commonly translated “faith” in the New Testament is translated “fidelity” in Titus 2:10. There, when Paul exhorted servants to be faithful in all things to their masters, “showing all good fidelity,” the word could be translated, “showing all good faith.” It is in this sense that he uses the phrase “the faith of Jesus Christ.” Our justification was accomplished and eternal redemption was obtained for us by Christ’s faithfulness in doing all that he came here to do for us, according to the will of God (Matt. 1:21; Heb. 10:1-14).
Our Kinsman Redeemer
As portrayed in the book of Ruth, the Lord Jesus Christ is our Kinsman Redeemer. As Boaz did for Ruth all that she could not do for herself, what we could not do for ourselves Christ has done for us as our Substitute and Savior, as our Kinsman Redeemer. He took our place before the law of God, assumed total responsibility for us, obeyed the law perfectly, bringing in everlasting righteousness, and died under the penalty of the law, satisfying all its holy demands by his death upon the cursed tree, when he was made to be sin for us.
Redemption, as described in the law and illustrated in the book of Ruth, required two things on the part of the redeemer. First, the redeemer had to be able and willing to redeem. Second, he had to faithfully perform all that was required by the law to buy back the lost inheritance of his needy kinsman.
The one needing redemption was totally dependent upon the faithfulness of the kinsman redeemer for deliverance. Ruth laid herself down at Boaz’s feet, looking to him alone for everything her soul required. And she found all in him. He would not rest until he had performed the thing.
So it was with us. The debt and penalty of our sins was one from which we could not escape. The righteousness required by God’s holy law we could not perform. — “By the works of the law shall no flesh be justified!” None of our works, no matter how well intentioned, no matter how well performed, can propitiate God’s justice and justify us in his sight. We desperately need and must have a Redeemer, One who is able and willing to do everything required by God’s holy law and justice for us. We must have a Redeemer who is able and willing, but more. — We must have a Redeemer who has actually stepped out onto the stage of time and faithfully performed all the work for us. “Behold the Man!” — Here is our mighty Boaz, the Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God ― “But when the fulness of the time was come, God sent forth his Son, made of a woman, made under the law, to redeem them that were under the law, that we might receive the adoption of sons” (Gal. 4:4-5). Thanks be to God for “the faith of Jesus Christ” and the redemption, justification and salvation he accomplished by his faithfulness as our Substitute and Surety!
The Verses
Look at the passages in which Paul uses this tremendous phrase, — “The faith of Jesus Christ,” and rejoice in the glorious good news of the gospel — redemption obtained and justification accomplished by the faithful obedience of Christ as the sinner’s Substitute.
“But now the righteousness of God without the law is manifested, being witnessed by the law and the prophets; Even the righteousness of God which is by faith of Jesus Christ unto all and upon all them that believe: for there is no difference” (Rom 3:21-22).
“We who are Jews by nature, and not sinners of the Gentiles, Knowing that a man is not justified by the works of the law, but by the faith of Jesus Christ, even we have believed in Jesus Christ, that we might be justified by the faith of Christ, and not by the works of the law: for by the works of the law shall no flesh be justified.” (Gal 2:15-16).
“But the scripture hath concluded all under sin, that the promise by faith of Jesus Christ might be given to them that believe” (Gal 3:22).
“And be found in him, not having mine own righteousness, which is of the law, but that which is through the faith of Christ, the righteousness which is of God by faith” (Phil 3:9).
Free Salvation
The “righteousness of God,” justification, the promise of justification unto eternal life, does not come and could never come through something we do. Never! — “Salvation is of the Lord!” It has been accomplished and comes to sinners by “the faith of Jesus Christ” (Eph. 1:11-12; 3:8-12). It costs our Savior dear; but the salvation he gives is a totally free salvation. In him “we have obtained an inheritance, being predestinated according to the purpose of him who worketh all things after the counsel of his own will: That we should be to the praise of his glory, who first trusted in Christ.” The Father trusted his darling Son as our Surety from eternity and he was faithful to that trust.
Truly, the riches of Christ are “unsearchable riches!” By his faithful obedience unto death in our room and stead, every sinner who trusts him has been made completely worthy of God’s everlasting approval in heaven’s eternal glory, and shall have it. Let us give thanks to our great God for such grace by such a Savior (Col. 1:12-14). The life we now have and enjoy in Christ, that eternal life which is God’s free gift to us, comes to us “by the faith of the Son of God” (Gal. 2:19-20).
Our Faith in Christ
Does all of this mean that sinners must not be called upon to believe in Christ? Does this mean that “faith in Christ” is unnecessary? Not at all! Our “faith in Christ” is every bit as necessary for our eternal salvation as “the faith of Christ” as our Savior. The Scriptures speak just as often and just as forcefully about our “faith in Christ” as they do of “the faith of Christ” as our Surety and Mediator (Acts 3:16; 24:24; Rom. 3:25; Gal. 3:26; Eph. 1:15; Col. 1:4; 2:5).
We call upon sinners everywhere to believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and do so with this word from God Almighty. This is a sure thing. It is a lead pipe synch. — “He that believeth on the Son of God hath everlasting life.” We say to sinners everywhere exactly what Paul said to the Philippian jailor when he came trembling and fell down at the apostle’s feet crying, “What must I do to be saved?” — “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be saved!”
If you trust Christ, you now live “by the faith of the Son of God” who loved you and gave himself for you. You have redemption, righteousness, justification, and eternal life. You have everything included in that magnificently huge word – “SALVATION!” It was all obtained for you by “the faith of Jesus Christ.” Even your faith in him, and mine, were obtained for us by “the faith of Jesus Christ.” No wonder Paul speaks as he does in 1 Corinthians 1:30-31. ― “Of him are ye in Christ Jesus, who of God is made unto us wisdom, and righteousness, and sanctification, and redemption: that, according as it is written, He that glorieth, let him glory in the Lord.”
Chapter 20
Adoption Accomplished
"Now I say, That the heir, as long as he is a child, differeth nothing from a servant, though he be lord of all; But is under tutors and governors until the time appointed of the father. Even so we, when we were children, were in bondage under the elements of the world: But when the fulness of the time was come, God sent forth his Son, made of a woman, made under the law, To redeem them that were under the law, that we might receive the adoption of sons. And because ye are sons, God hath sent forth the Spirit of his Son into your hearts, crying, Abba, Father. Wherefore thou art no more a servant, but a son; and if a son, then an heir of God through Christ."
Galatians 4:1-7
In the passage before us the Holy Spirit has given us an inspired commentary on that statement made by the apostle John, “Beloved, now are we the sons of God.” Here Paul is asserting the great truth of our adoption into God’s family and all the privileges associated with our adoption. In the Old Testament, before Christ came, God’s people were like minor children, under the law of Moses as a schoolmaster. Now that Christ has come, fulfilled the law, and given us his Spirit, the Spirit of adoption, the church in this gospel age is as children who have come of age and entered into their maturity. We have entered into “the glorious liberty of the children of God” (Rom. 8:21), which shall be fully enjoyed in the resurrection.
There are many who try to place a yoke of legal servitude upon the people of God, which none of us can bear. The apostle Paul was anxious that we should serve God, but not as fearful slaves. Rather, he would have us to serve God as loving sons. Here he is showing us that we are no longer under the bondage of the law, but in the liberty of the gospel. Let us then forsake the law and cling to Christ.
“No strength of nature can suffice
To serve the Lord aright;
And what she has she misapplies,
For want of clearer light.
How long beneath the law I lay
In bondage and distress!
I toiled the precept to obey,
But toiled without success.
Then, to abstain from outward sin,
Was more than I could do;
Now if I feel its power within,
I feel I hate it too.
Then all my servile works were done
A righteousness to raise;
Now, freely chosen in the Son,
I freely choose His ways.
What shall I do, was then the word,
That I may worthier grow?
What shall I render to the Lord?
Is my inquiry now.
To see the law by Christ fulfilled,
And hear His pardoning voice,
Changes a slave into a child,
And duty into choice.”
Our obedience to Christ should arise from a spirit of adoption within our hearts causing us to love the Savior. The apostle clearly tells us that service done out of legal constraint, grudgingly, is accounted as no service at all. If we could but apprehend the privileges that are ours as a result of our being adopted into the family of God, we would never cease to marvel and serve the Lord with gladness. “Behold what manner of love the Father hath bestowed upon us that we should be called the sons of God!” If we are the sons of God we ought to live in the liberty of sons, magnifying the grace of God. We ought never to entangle ourselves with the yoke of bondage suitable only for servants.
God graciously adopted all his elect into his family, taking us into union with Christ before the world began, and thus declaring us to be his sons (Eph. 1:3-4). At Calvary the Lord Jesus Christ actually made us accepted as sons. And in regeneration and effectual calling the Holy Spirit gives us the nature of the sons of God. Here Paul teaches us that our adoption is an accomplished fact and that we ought to live in the joyous comfort of it.
“Behold what wondrous grace
The Father hath bestowed;
On sinners of a mortal race,
To call them sons of God!
If in my Father’s love,
I share a filial part,
Send down Thy Spirit, like a dove,
To rest upon my heart.”
Sons, Not Servants
In verses 1 and 2 Paul tells us that we are no longer under the law that was our schoolmaster. It was the schoolmaster’s work to care for and instruct his master’s children until the time of their maturity. Once the child came of age he would receive his inheritance. Until he reached adulthood, the child was as a servant in his father’s house, under complete subjection to the schoolmaster, though he was a child. The schoolmaster would often punish the child because of disobedience.
The schoolmaster, as we have seen, represents the law. The law deals with men as a schoolmaster. It is a letter that kills (2 Cor. 3:6). It is the strength of sin (1 Cor. 15:56). It is the ministration of death (2 Cor. 3:7). Yet, in the Old Testament the people of God were subject to the law in this manner for a season.
Though the law was never given to the Gentiles, the same is true of unbelieving men and women in this gospel age, because the law (its moral commandments) is written upon the hearts of all men by creation (Rom. 2:14-15), condemning all by a guilty conscience. As John Calvin wrote, “The elect, though they are children of God from the womb, yet, until by faith they come to the possession of freedom, they remain like slaves under the law, but from the moment they know Christ, they remain no longer under this bondage.”
How long are men under the bondage of the law? “Until the time appointed of the Father.” The legal dispensation continued until the time of God’s appointment ended it, with the coming of our all-glorious Savior. When Christ comes to the hearts of his elect, by the power of the Holy Spirit at the time appointed by the Father, the sons of God receive the earnest of their inheritance (Gal. 1:15, 16; Ezek. 16:8, 9, 11, 12, 14; Isa. 42:16).
Hope Revealed
In verses 3-5 Paul tells us that the incarnation of Christ revealed the hope of liberty from the law for all the sons of God. Until Christ came we were children, but children under bondage to the law. As long as the heir is a minor, he has no advantage over a slave. Though, as a son, he owns the entire inheritance, he is subject to tutors and governors until the time set by his father for his freedom. ― "Even so we, when we were children, were in bondage under the elements of the world" (v. 3).
The church was in a state of infancy from the coming up out of Egypt until the coming of the Messiah (Hos. 11:1, 3). The Old Testament church was in servile, fearful bondage to the law. All that was revealed was revealed only in type and shadow and prophecy. There was no way of free access to God. The church of the New Testament, or gospel dispensation, is the church of mature age. We are no longer “in bondage under the elements of the world.”
All of God’s elect, though they are chosen sons of God, are also in bondage by nature (Eph. 2:1-3). When Paul says, we were by nature “children of wrath, even as others,” he is not suggesting that God’s elect were the objects of his wrath, but wrathful children. That is to say, before we trusted Christ, we were under the sense of guilt and of wrath, condemned by the law in our own consciences. We were governed and controlled by the “elements of the world,” by the dread and fear of the law (1 Tim. 1:9-10). We walked according to the course of this world. In our rebellion and unbelief, we were by nature “children of wrath,” “alienated and enemies in our minds by wicked works” (Col. 1:21).
Verses 4-5 ― "But when the fulness of the time was come, God sent forth his Son, made of a woman, made under the law, to redeem them that were under the law, that we might receive the adoption of sons."
God adopted his elect in union with Christ before the world began. In the counsel of peace and the covenant of his grace it was agreed that Christ would reconcile them to the Father. So, at the appointed time, Christ came. When the time arrived that was fixed by God the Father in eternal predestination, God sent his Son into the world, made of a woman, made subject to the law, so that he might redeem God’s sons from the bondage of the law. Once the law was fulfilled and satisfied by Christ, the way was open for all God’s adopted children to experience and enjoy all their rightful heritage of grace.
Fulness of Time
Those words, “the fullness of time,” are full of instruction. The time was fixed and set by God in eternal predestination. Indeed, there is a time set by God in his eternal purpose for all things that come to pass in this world. And everything is accomplished exactly according to God’s purpose, precisely at his appointed time. Nothing comes to pass before its time; and nothing comes to pass after its time. Our great God never gets in a hurry and never comes too late. He works all things according to his own timetable. Christ came into the world at the appointed time agreed upon in eternity (Gen. 49:10; Dan. 9:24; Mark 1:15; Eph. 1:10).
A brief look at history will reveal the fact that God was sovereignly arranging all things for the coming of his Son. The Jews had been carried into the Babylonian captivity and delivered by the hand of God, just as he had promised. Afterward, they were never again given over to open idolatry. Ezra and the scribes compiled the Scriptures and taught them. Synagogues were established for teaching the Scriptures throughout the known world. All these things prepared the way for Christ’s entrance into the world.
Through the conquests of Alexander the Great, Greek became the language of the world. God raised up the Roman Empire and the Romans built roads everywhere. They formed a strange system of taxation that required every man to return to his hometown to pay taxes. Perhaps you ask, “What do these things have to do with preparing the world for Christ’s incarnation at the precise time it came to pass?” Compare just two passages of Scripture with one another, and you will see (Mic. 5:2; Luke 2:1-7).
Christ Sent
“God sent forth his Son.” ― The fact that the Father sent forth the Son out of heaven implies the Son’s eternal preexistence with the Father. Though he is One with and altogether equal with the Father in his eternal deity, the Son of God voluntarily subjected himself to the Father’s will as our Surety, that he might redeem and save his people (Heb. 10:5-14). In infinite love for us our Father sent his Son to redeem us. In that same infinite love the Son willingly came here to redeem us by the sacrifice of himself (John 3:16; Rom. 5:8; 1 John 3:16; 4:9-10). In Philippians 2 the apostle Paul uses the example of Christ’s voluntary subjection to the Father’s will as an inspiration for believers to willingly surrender themselves to the will and glory of God (Phil. 2:5-11). The apostle Peter uses it to stir our hearts to patience in suffering (1 Pet. 2:21-24).
“God sent forth his Son, made of a woman.” ― Our Redeemer’s human body and soul were made of a woman (Gen. 3:15; John 1:14; Rom. 1:3; Phil. 2:7; Heb. 2:14), without the aid of man. He was conceived of the Holy Spirit (Matt. 1:21-25). God the Holy Spirit formed and prepared a human body for the Son of God in the womb of a virgin (Heb. 10:5), that he might perform all the work of redemption for us as a perfect man who had no sin (2 Cor. 5:21). Being made of a woman, the infinite God became our near kinsman, to whom the right of redemption belongs (Lev. 25:24-32; Ruth 4:4; Jer. 32:7).
“God sent forth his Son, made of a woman, made under the law.” ― He who gave the law at Sinai made himself to be under the law that he might perfectly fulfill the law for his people, thereby establishing the righteousness of God and bringing in everlasting righteousness for us. He was made under and perfectly obeyed all the law, civil, ceremonial, and moral. He would not allow one jot or tittle of the law to fall to the ground, but fulfilled it completely, establishing a righteousness for his people that exceeds the righteousness of the Scribes and Pharisees (Matt. 5:17-20).
From the beginning of his incarnation until the end of his earthly life, the Lord Jesus was making for us a perfect record, a record that stands opposite our names in the record books of God in heaven as a reason why we should and must enter in. Christ kept the commandments for us, which we could not keep. By his blood poured out unto death under the wrath of God as our Substitute, our blessed Savior cancelled the penalty of the law; and by his obedience, he fulfilled the law. In the light of Christ’s accomplished life and death as our Substitute, the Holy Spirit declares, “Christ is the end of the law” (Rom. 5:19; 2 Cor. 5:21; Rom. 10:4; Acts 13:39).
We did not send for Christ; but God sent Christ for us (Isa. 59:16; 63:5; 1 John 4:10). As it was in redemption, so it is in regeneration. It is God who comes to us in grace that causes us to come to him in faith. It is not us coming to God in faith that causes him to come to us in grace.
To Redeem
“God sent forth his Son, made of a woman, made under the law, to redeem them that were under the law.” ― The purpose of Christ in coming into this world in human flesh was the redemption of his people. This was the mission upon which he was sent by the Father as his Righteous Servant (John 10:16-18). This was the work he came to perform (Matt. 1:21; 20:28; 1 Pet. 1:18; 1 Tim. 1:15). This was the thing the Father trusted to his Son as our Surety (Eph. 1:12). Of him it was written, “He shall not fail” (Isa. 42:4); and he did not fail. All his people were redeemed from the curse of the law by his one great sacrifice for sin (Gal. 3:13; Eph. 1:7).
All this was done “that we might receive the adoption of sons.” It was not possible for chosen sinners, though loved of God with an everlasting love, to enter into heaven as the sons of God and be accepted of him, except upon the ground of righteousness established and justice satisfied by the blood of Christ (Rom. 3:24-26). And now that Christ has redeemed them, it is impossible for any of them to miss their predestined inheritance, not only because God’s purpose is sure; but, also, because justice demands the salvation of all for whom Christ died. All the redeemed shall be brought to receive the adoption of sons at God’s appointed time. The death of Christ secured for the elect all the blessings of grace (Rom. 8:32-39; 2 Cor. 8:9).
Because You Are Sons
We did not become God’s children by believing on the Lord Jesus Christ. God the Holy Spirit came to us in grace and gave us faith to trust our Savior because we were adopted as the children of God from eternity. At God’s appointed time, every chosen child shall be made the recipient of God’s saving grace and given the Spirit of adoption in the new birth. This is what Paul declares in verses 6-7 ― "And because ye are sons, God hath sent forth the Spirit of his Son into your hearts, crying, Abba, Father. Wherefore thou art no more a servant, but a son; and if a son, then an heir of God through Christ."
Chosen sinners come to know their election and adoption as the children of God, only as God sends his Spirit into their hearts in the saving operations of his grace, giving them faith in Christ. At the time of love, God sends his Spirit and causes his adopted sons to gladly receive the adoption of sons. When he creates faith in us, he gives us the right in our own consciences to be called the sons of God, enabling us to lift our hearts to heaven and call God himself our Father. ― "Behold, what manner of love the Father hath bestowed upon us, that we should be called the sons of God: therefore the world knoweth us not, because it knew him not. Beloved, now are we the sons of God” (1 John 3:1-2).
“This is a privilege that exceeds all others. It is better to be a son than to be a saint. Angels are saints, but not sons. They are servants. It is better to be a child of God than to be redeemed, pardoned, and justified. It is great grace to redeem from slavery, to pardon criminals, and justify the ungodly; but it is another and a higher act of grace to make them sons; and which makes them infinitely more honorable, than to be the sons and daughters of the greatest potentate upon earth; yea, gives them an honor which Adam had not in innocence, nor the angels in heaven, who though sons by creation, yet not by adoption.” John Gill
To be called a son of God is the most noble title in heaven or earth. If we are sons, we should not live like slaves in bondage, under the terror of the law. Let every sinner who believes on the Son of God constantly enjoy all the privileges of full-grown sons in the family of God. Soon, we shall know fully and perfectly what Paul meant when he spoke of “the glorious liberty of the children of God.”
Chapter 21
“I Am Afraid of You”
"Howbeit then, when ye knew not God, ye did service unto them which by nature are no gods. But now, after that ye have known God, or rather are known of God, how turn ye again to the weak and beggarly elements, whereunto ye desire again to be in bondage? Ye observe days, and months, and times, and years. I am afraid of you, lest I have bestowed upon you labour in vain. Brethren, I beseech you, be as I am; for I am as ye are: ye have not injured me at all."
Galatians 4:8-12
The last words of the Apostle Paul to Timothy, his son in the ministry and the young pastor of the church at Ephesus, were in the form of a charge. Those words form the charge and make up the binding oath of every faithful gospel preacher. In those words the Holy Spirit makes an unmistakable assertion of the duties of those who labor in the gospel.
“I charge thee before God, and the Lord Jesus Christ, who shall judge the quick and the dead at His appearing and His kingdom; preach the Word; be instant in season, out of season; reprove, rebuke, exhort with all longsuffering and doctrine. For the time will come when they will not endure sound doctrine; but after their own lusts shall they heap to themselves teachers, having itching ears; and they shall turn away their ears from the truth, and shall be turned unto fables. But watch thou in all things, endure afflictions, do the work of an evangelist, make full proof of thy ministry” (2 Tim. 4:1-5).
Paul was as good as his word. He loved the souls of God’s people and was faithful to them, proving himself to be the servant of Jesus Christ. He was watchful over the souls of men. He did the work of an evangelist. He carefully declared all the counsel of God, when it was popular to do so and when it was unpopular to do so. When the people of God erred, he was faithful and longsuffering, reproving their backslidings, rebuking their sins, and exhorting them to repentance. For all of this, he was abused, criticized, misunderstood, misrepresented, afflicted, and imprisoned. But he was, nonetheless, faithful to his calling; and when no man stood with him, notwithstanding, the Lord stood with him and strengthened him.
That is what is involved in the work of the ministry. The greatest blessing that God can give to any community is a faithful gospel preacher and a church wherein the gospel is freely proclaimed and boldly upheld. And the most terrible curse that can be brought upon any society of men is for God to stop the mouths of his servants. How clearly this is proven both in the Word of God and in history.
The Apostle Paul was, in the broadest sense of the term, a man of God. His work in the gospel was truly a labor of love. He had gone, at great sacrifice to himself, into the region of Galatia preaching the gospel of God’s redeeming grace and many were brought to Christ. As a result of his faithful labors, a gospel church was formed in Galatia. But after he left, the Galatians became influenced by Judaism and began to “heap to themselves teachers after their own lusts.” These teachers pampered their “itching ears,” caring more for their popularity and good name than for the souls of men. Soon, the Galatians would no longer stand for the sharp, but loving rebukes of Paul. He had become an enemy to them. Yet, he remained faithful to their souls. He loved them. Therefore, in the passage before us we see this broken hearted, loving preacher pleading with the erring children of God to repent of their evil ways and return to Christ.
The Galatians seemed ready to sacrifice all the blessings of the gospel: Full redemption by the blood of Christ, the indwelling of the Holy Spirit giving them the assurance of sons before the Father and free access to heaven, and eternal glory. They seemed ready to give all of this up and return to their former state of slavery. For this, Paul’s heart was breaking. And now he pleads with their very souls.
Once Idolaters
Paul knew that perhaps the surest way to win the hearts of these believers back to Christ and his gospel was to remind them of what he had done for them. Therefore, Paul reminds the Galatians of what they were before God, by his free-grace, called them. God had saved them out of heathen idolatry. ― "Howbeit then, when ye knew not God, ye did service unto them which by nature are no gods" (v. 8). Let us be reminded of what God has done for us by his grace (1 Cor. 6:9-11).
Men by nature are ignorant of God. Paul does not here teach that men have no knowledge of God at all, but that they have no proper, saving knowledge of him. All men by nature know that there is a God (Rom. 1:19-20); and the law of God is written in their hearts (Rom. 2:14-15). They suppress this knowledge in unrighteousness (Rom. 1:18). Their rebellion to that which they know, because God has revealed himself in creation, renders all men without excuse; but it can never save them. They refuse to acknowledge God (Rom. 1:21). And, refusing to acknowledge him, all men are by nature ignorant of the glory of God revealed in Christ (Eph. 2:12). They are blinded by Satan (2 Cor. 4:4).
Yet, all men have a God consciousness, from which they cannot escape. Man is both a spiritual and a physical creature. Therefore, he must have an object of worship. Yet, all are so depraved and blind to all things spiritual that they turn to some creature of their own hands and worship it (Rom. 1:25; 1 Thess. 1:9). Men delight to have a god after their own image. It may be a physical object, or it may be a mental concept. Such idols are, as Paul puts it here, “no gods.” All the idols of men are nothing 10:19; 8:4-5). Not only are they not gods, they are nothing.
These Galatians had been delivered from heathen idolatry by the grace of God. And now they were despising God’s free-grace and returning to the doctrines of men. For this, Paul sharply rebukes them. ― “But now, after that ye have known God, or rather are known of God, how turn ye again to the weak and beggarly elements, whereunto ye desire again to be in bondage? Ye observe days, and months, and times, and years. I am afraid of you, lest I have bestowed upon you labour in vain” (vv. 9-11).
Knowing God
Salvation is knowing God (John 17:3). It is the result of being known of God (Isa. 53:11). Paul asserts that those who were born of God and taught of God at Galatia knew God. This saving knowledge of God is the promise of the New Covenant (Jer. 31:33-34). This knowledge of God is the knowledge of Christ (John 6:44-46; 1:14, 18; 2 Cor. 4:6; Heb. 1:3). It is knowing God as he is revealed in Christ. It comes to chosen, redeemed sinners by divine revelation, by the irresistible power and grace of the Holy Spirit through the preaching of the gospel (2 Cor. 4:4-7). Paul brought the knowledge of God to these Galatians by the preaching of the gospel (Isa. 52:7; Rom. 10:15).
They knew God because they were “known of God.” Those words are full of instruction. Paul is saying, “You were actively known by God before there was any action on your part to win his knowledge.” God’s knowledge of us is more than a bare, factual acquaintance of our existence and acts. It is an active, loving, eternal knowledge (John 10:14; 2 Tim. 2:19; Ex. 3:12, 17; Nahum 1:7; John 10:28; Rom. 8:28-29). God’s knowledge of his elect is particular (Matt. 7:23), distinguishing (Rom. 8:29-30), and eternal. His knowledge of us is his everlasting love for and delight with us in Christ. All our acquaintance with God begins with him. We know him because he first knew us.
“Beggarly Elements”
Paul was shocked that those men and women who had experienced such rich and bounteous grace at the hands of God would now turn from the riches of Christ (Eph. 1:18) to the “beggarly elements” of the law. Therefore, he gives them this sharp, but loving rebuke. ― “How turn ye again to the weak and beggarly elements, whereunto ye desire again to be in bondage?” These "weak and beggarly elements" are the vain traditions of sinful men, the religious ideas and principles that sinful men come to by nature as a means of finding favor with God. Jewish legalists and pagan idolaters alike are subject to them. They are the attempts of lost religionists to obtain salvation by something they do. Specifically, the Galatian saints, Gentiles to whom the law was never given, were being seduced into law observance by Jewish teachers who claimed to be followers of Christ.
Paul used words of scorn, words that were sure to offend the Judaizers and hopefully shame those who were being influenced by them. He speaks of all those ordinances of divine worship in the Old Testament, which have now been fulfilled by Christ, as “weak and beggarly elements.”
The law is weak, so weak that it is utterly incapable of helping anyone. It cannot give life. It is a ministration of death. It cannot give joy. It cannot give peace. It cannot give comfort. It cannot produce righteousness. It cannot bring salvation. The law is beggarly, too. It lies in the observation of poor things (meat and drinks and holy days), in comparison with Christ, in whom we have grace and mercy and life. The law is only a shadow of the riches of grace and glory revealed in Christ. Serving the law is nothing more than bondage and will-worship (Col. 2:18-23).
Martin Luther wrote, “People who prefer the law to the gospel are like Aesop’s dog who let go of the meat to snatch at the shadow in the water…The law is weak and poor, the sinner is weak and poor: two feeble beggars trying to help each other. They cannot do it. They only wear each other out. But through Christ a weak and poor sinner is revived and enriched unto eternal life.”
“Ye observe days, and months, and times, and years” (v. 10). ― Paul’s obvious reference is to the Old Testament law requiring the Jews to observe certain holy days and the sabbath days prescribed in the Mosaic age (Col. 2:16). The Judaizers were trying to impose these things upon Gentile believers, to whom such laws were never given. Legal ritualism and human tradition are the ruin of religion. They numb the soul and harden the heart.
All human religion is freewill/works religion, inherently legalistic and ritualistic, substituting the choice and works of man and the bondage of the law for a living, saving knowledge of God and eternal life in Christ, the life of liberty in the Spirit by faith in Christ alone, the glorious liberty of free justification by faith in Christ, a life ruled, animated, and motivated by grace, love, and gratitude. Christ has delivered us from that by his grace. Let us ever cling to him, refusing to be “entangled again with the yoke of bondage.”
Having found that life that is worthy to be called life, why would anyone think of giving it up to go back to the bondage and futility of the law? The question is rhetorical, of course. The reason should be obvious. The human heart, as Calvin put it, is an "idol factory." And, as Charles Simeon wrote, "The human mind is very fond of fetters, and is apt to forge them for itself." Sin makes fools of us all!
Paul’s Fear
“I am afraid of you, lest I have bestowed upon you labour in vain” (v. 11). ― True gospel preachers are men who labor in the work of the gospel for the souls of men and the glory of God. They labor in the study of the Scriptures (1 Tim. 4:12-15) and in prayer, under the burden of the Lord.
Paul knew that the servant of God never labors in vain (Isa. 49:5; 2 Cor. 2:14-16). He is speaking here with reference to those who were following the Judaizers back to Moses. If they persisted in mixing legal ceremonies and human works with the grace of God and the work of Christ to make God’s grace and Christ’s redemptive work effectual, they would prove that for them his labor had been in vain. Any such mixture is a frustration of grace and damning (Gal. 2:21; 5:1-4).
“Brethren, I beseech you, be as I am; for I am as ye are: ye have not injured me at all” (v. 12). ― Here Paul calls upon the Galatian believers and us, in love and tenderness, to turn from their backsliding ways and return to the worship and service of the Savior. He says, “I want you to be like me, free from the bondage of the law.” Reckon yourselves to be dead to the law, which has been fulfilled by Christ. Count these things as loss and rubbish for Christ (Phil. 3:7-11).
“I am as ye are.” ― He became as they (Gentiles) were with respect to things spiritual. We are both alike in Christ: chosen in him, redeemed in him, perfected in him and free in him. “Ye have not injured me at all.” ― They had not injured Paul by their behavior, but only themselves. His feelings for them had not changed. Rather, their feelings toward him had changed (4:16). Paul wanted them to cling to Christ alone, as he did (Gal. 6:14). He would have us renounce all personal righteousness for Christ, that we might be found in him, not having our “own righteousness, which is of the law, but that which is through the faith of Christ, the righteousness which is of God by faith.”
Multitudes forsake Christ and the gospel of God’s free grace in him, while claiming to uphold and defend it. They even do so without knowing it. They introduce works (self-salvation) into their “gospel” and make it another gospel, but are thoroughly convinced that their new works “gospel” is the gospel of God. These Gentile believers at Galatia, I am sure, did not think they had fundamentally shifted the foundation of their faith. They did not think they were returning to their former bondage. They did not imagine that they were abandoning the faith they had embraced, when by their baptism they professed faith in Christ. They would have vigorously denied that they had in any sense turned their backs on the knowledge of God. They did not see that their embracing Jewish ceremonies was nothing but idolatry and the same thing as embracing the human traditions and barbaric religious rituals of their idolatrous ancestors. They never dreamed that their law observance was a repudiation of the gospel. They thought they would be more holy, more spiritual, stronger Christians by keeping the law. Paul had to tell them what a catastrophic mistake they were making, how immense the error was; and he had to do so with such blunt force that they could not misunderstand him. They would never have imagined it otherwise.
The Scriptures teach us that vast multitudes of people will be surprised on the Day of Judgment to discover that their religion, with all their religious works and ceremonies, will be as a mill stone around their necks to drag them forever down to hell (Matt. 7:21-23). Let us not be numbered among them (Rom. 4:16; 11:6; Col. 2:6, 8, 16-23).
“Nothing, either great or small;
Nothing, sinner, no;
Jesus did it, did it all,
Long, long ago!
When He, from His lofty throne,
Stooped to do and die,
Everything was fully done;
Hearken to His cry -
‘It is finished!’ Yes indeed,
Finished every jot.
Sinner, this is all you need.
Tell me, Is it not?
Weary, working, plodding one,
Why toil you so?
Cease your doing, all was done
Long, long ago!
Till to Jesus’ work you cling
By a simple faith,
Doing is a deadly thing.
Doing ends in death!
Cast your deadly ‘doing’ down,
Down at Jesus’ feet.
Stand in Him, in Him alone,
Gloriously complete!”
James Procter
Chapter 22
“Until Christ Be Formed in You”
“Brethren, I beseech you, be as I am; for I am as ye are: ye have not injured me at all. Ye know how through infirmity of the flesh I preached the gospel unto you at the first. And my temptation which was in my flesh ye despised not, nor rejected; but received me as an angel of God, even as Christ Jesus. Where is then the blessedness ye spake of? for I bear you record, that, if it had been possible, ye would have plucked out your own eyes, and have given them to me. Am I therefore become your enemy, because I tell you the truth? They zealously affect you, but not well; yea, they would exclude you, that ye might affect them. But it is good to be zealously affected always in a good thing, and not only when I am present with you. My little children, of whom I travail in birth again until Christ be formed in you, I desire to be present with you now, and to change my voice; for I stand in doubt of you.”
Galatians 4:12-20
God’s saints in this world are often compared to sheep. Pastors are called “shepherds” because it is their responsibility to tend the sheep. God’s people are sheep. Like sheep they must be guided, protected, and cared for. They frequently leave the prescribed path. They are easily led astray. They are in danger because of deceptive wolves. It is the duty of God’s appointed shepherds to feed his lambs, to protect them from the dangers they face, instruct them in the way of righteousness, and to faithfully restore them when they fall, when they turn aside, or when they are taken in a snare.
The Galatian saints were foolishly turning aside to Judaism, the works of the law, being taken in the snare of Satan’s messengers of self-righteousness. They had been flattered into thinking that their good works could supplement the free-grace of God in Jesus Christ. And they had foolishly accepted this doctrine of will-worship to the great dishonor of Christ and the gospel, and to the grief and anguish of the man who first brought the gospel to them. Paul had been the instrument of their conversion and he loved their souls. He was a faithful shepherd to their souls. Therefore, he sharply rebuked them for their sin. Rather than loving Paul for his faithfulness to God and to their souls, the Galatians were treating him as though he were their enemy.
Paul would not allow their abuse of him to hinder his love and faithfulness to them. In verses 8-11 he had sharply reproved them. Here, he makes an urgent, intensely personal plea, appealing to them as one who loved them and as one they had once received “as an angel of God” to their souls. He writes as one who is in agony because he cannot endure the thought that a people, who at one time had treated him with so much sympathetic consideration and received the gospel preached by him with such enthusiasm, were continuing to wander farther and farther away from the truth. Therefore, he lovingly pleads with them as a parent to his children.
“As I Am”
Verse 12 “Brethren, I beseech you, be as I am; for I am as ye are: ye have not injured me at all.” ― Paul addresses the Galatians as his “brethren” in Christ, taking them at their word. They professed to be his brethren. They professed faith in Christ. And, though they had gone so far backward and appeared to have departed from the faith, yet hopes the best concerning them. His hopes are truly born of God. Because he tenderly loved them and cared for them, he wanted them to be as he was, completely free from the tyranny and bondage of the law. He wanted them to reckon themselves dead indeed to the law (Gal. 2:19). He wanted them to forever relinquish the observance of sabbath days, all Mosaic ceremonies, and all personal righteousness according to the law, counting all but dung for Christ and his righteousness Col. 2:16-23; Phil. 3:7-14).
“For I am as ye are” ― Anxious lest he should do more harm than good, Paul carefully shows the Galatians that his heart is with them, that he loves them as himself, as one with him. He wants them to know that his sharp rebukes have come, not from a man who despises them but from one who loves them. Commenting on this phrase, Martin Luther wrote…
“Like Paul, all pastors and ministers ought to have much sympathy for their poor straying sheep, and instruct them in the spirit of meekness. They cannot be straightened out in any other way. Over sharp criticism provokes anger and despair, but no repentance. And here let us note, by the way, that true doctrine always produces concord. When men embrace errors, the tie of Christian love is broken.
At the beginning of the Reformation we were honored as the true ministers of Christ. Suddenly certain false brethren began to hate us. We had given them no offense, no occasion to hate us. They knew then as they know now that ours is the singular desire to publish the Gospel of Christ everywhere. What changed their attitude toward us? False doctrine. Seduced into error by the false apostles, the Galatians refused to acknowledge St. Paul as their pastor. The name and doctrine of Paul became obnoxious to them. I fear this Epistle recalled very few from their error.
Paul knew that the false apostles would misconstrue his censure of the Galatians to their own advantage and say: ‘So this is your Paul whom you praise so much. What sweet names he is calling you in his letter. When he was with you he acted like a father, but now he acts like a dictator.’ Paul knew what to expect of the false apostles and therefore he is worried. He does not know what to say. It is hard for a man to defend his cause at a distance, especially when he has reason to think that he personally has fallen into disfavor.”
Paul is saying, “I am as you are, and you are as I am with respect to things spiritual.” We are alike in Christ, chosen in him, and redeemed by him. We are equally regenerated by his Spirit. We are all the children of God by faith in Christ. We are no more servants, but sons. We are all equally his free men. Therefore, be as I am, free in Christ.
“Ye have not injured me at all.” ― Paul has shown them how that their doctrine injures the character of God, the work of Christ who fulfilled the law, the gospel of God’s grace, and their own souls; but he wanted them to know that they had not injured him. Their rejection of Paul was not injury to him. It was rather a rejection of Jesus Christ, whose servant Paul was (1 Sam. 8:6-7; Ex. 16:8). They must not imagine that the things he wrote in this epistle were written out of resentment. Paul desired that the Galatians be bound to him as their faithful and loving pastor. He acted toward them as though he and they were one. Above that, Paul wanted these Galatians once again to be bound to Jesus Christ (Gal. 2:20; 6:14; Phil. 3:7-10).
“An Angel of God”
Verses 13-16 - “Ye know how through infirmity of the flesh I preached the gospel unto you at the first. And my temptation which was in my flesh ye despised not, nor rejected; but received me as an angel of God, even as Christ Jesus. Where is then the blessedness ye spake of? For I bear you record, that, if it had been possible, ye would have plucked out your own eyes, and have given them to me. Am I therefore become your enemy, because I tell you the truth?”
When he first came among them, the Galatians had received Paul “as an angel of God, even as Jesus Christ.” They received him as God’s messenger to their souls, as though Christ himself spoke to them by him. Indeed, that is exactly what God’s servants are to his people. Faithful pastors are described as God’s angels to his churches (Rev. 1-3), through whom God speaks to chosen sinners by the gospel (2 Cor. 5:20). But things had changed. The Galatians now treated Paul as an enemy.
When he first preached the gospel of God’s free and sovereign grace in Christ to them, he did so in much weakness, humility, persecution and bodily afflictions. They were to be commended for receiving the gospel and God’s messenger to them. Wherever he preached the gospel both Jews and Gentiles were enraged against him. All the influential and religious people of his day denounced him. But the Galatians were different. That was greatly to their honor. And Paul does not neglect to praise them for it. This praise Paul bestows on none of the other churches.
Paul’s Infirmity
When he speaks of the infirmity of his flesh he does not mean some physical defect or carnal lust, but the sufferings and afflictions he endured in his body. Paul tells us what these infirmities were in 2 Corinthians 12:9-10. ― “And he said unto me, My grace is sufficient for thee: for my strength is made perfect in weakness. Most gladly therefore will I rather glory in my infirmities, that the power of Christ may rest upon me. Therefore I take pleasure in infirmities, in reproaches, in necessities, in persecutions, in distresses for Christ’s sake: for when I am weak, then am I strong.”
He speaks in a similar manner in 2 Corinthians 11:23-25. ― “Are they ministers of Christ? (I speak as a fool) I am more; in labours more abundant, in stripes above measure, in prisons more frequent, in deaths oft. Of the Jews five times received I forty stripes save one. Thrice was I beaten with rods, once was I stoned, thrice I suffered shipwreck, a night and a day I have been in the deep.”
These are the afflictions he is talking about when he speaks of his “infirmity of the flesh.” He reminds the Galatians how he was always in peril at the hands of the Jews, Gentiles, and false brethren, and how he suffered hunger and want.
Now, the afflictions of the believers always offend people. Paul knew it and, therefore, has high praise for the Galatians, because they over looked his afflictions and received him like an angel. Our Savior said, “Blessed is he, whosoever shall not be offended in me” (Matt. 11:6). It is no easy thing to confess him as Lord and Savior who was a reproach of men and despised of the people and the laughing stock of the world (Ps. 22:7). To prize Christ, so spitefully scorned, spit upon, scourged, and crucified, more than the riches of the richest, the strength of the strongest, the wisdom of the wisest, he calls “blessed.”
Paul had those outward afflictions and inward, spiritual afflictions as well. He speaks of them in 2 Corinthians 7:6. ― “Without were fightings, within were fears.” In his letter to the Philippians he speaks of the restoration of Epaphroditus as a special act of mercy from God, “lest I should have sorrow upon sorrow.” He commends the Galatians for not being offended at him in the past, for receiving him as “an angel of God, even as Christ Jesus.” They received him with all that reverence, respect, and high esteem, veneration, and affection, that might have been given to an angel sent down from heaven to bring them the gospel, as one that had his mission and commission from God.
They had received Paul “even as Christ Jesus,” as his ambassador, as representing him, as speaking to them in his stead, as if Christ himself had been personally present as man among them. They could not have shown greater respect to him. The Galatians did not look upon Paul and his infirmities as offensive things. Far from it. They were so glad to hear the gospel of Christ from his lips that had it been possible they would have plucked out their own eyes and given them to him. By reminding them how much they had loved him and how highly they had honored him before the invasion of the legalists, he tenderly urges them to so receive him now.
They were so happy in Christ and so thankful to have heard the gospel of God’s free grace to sinners in him that they counted the man who preached the gospel to them as their dearest friend. Now that the law-preachers had influenced them, they had not only turned form the gospel of Christ alone, but had become Paul’s enemies. A more passionate appeal is not to be found in all of Paul’s writings than this ― “Am I therefore become your enemy because I tell you the truth?” They treated him as an enemy because he preached that believers are complete in Christ and have no need to be circumcised, to keep sabbath days, and to live under the yoke of bondage.
Fake Devotion
Verse 17 - “They zealously affect you, but not well; yea, they would exclude you, that ye might affect them.” ― Here Paul speaks of the false teachers at Galatia as contemptuously as possible, by not even mentioning their names. By deliberating ignoring their names, he is saying that such wicked men as those who preach righteousness by the works of the flesh must not have even their names transmitted to posterity, much less their doctrine.
These false preachers were courting the saints of God, pretending great love and concern for them, but it was all beguiling flattery. Satan’s messengers soft soap people “with good words and fair speeches,” to deceive the simple (Rom. 16:18). They pretend great love for others, but are motivated by nothing but love for themselves. By promoting law righteousness, they speak flatteringly to men of their righteousness, giving them an excuse to be proud of their superiority over others in the matter of righteousness, while pretending meekness before God.
Their “god is their belly.” They are enemies of the cross, enemies of God, and enemies to the souls of men (Phil. 3:18-19). They seek to use the souls of men for themselves. The Judaizers at Galatia were trying to exclude and isolate the saints from Paul and the other true apostles, so that they might follow them and make them appear successful (2 Pet. 2:1-3). Their zeal and enthusiasm was not to turn the Galatians to Christ, but to win popular applause unto themselves. To that end they were willing to make merchandise of men’s souls.
Verse 18 – “But it is good to be zealously affected always in a good thing, and not only when I am present with you.” Paul is saying, “When I was present with you, you loved me and received me as an angel of God to your souls. The fact that I am now absent from you should not cause your attitude toward me to change. Though I am absent in the flesh, I am with you in spirit. You ought not reject me or my doctrine by which you received the grace of Christ and his Holy Spirit because of the evil influence of those wicked men.”
Paul’s Travail
Verse 19 - “My little children, of whom I travail in birth again until Christ be formed in you.” ― It appears that when Paul was present with them, they were devoted to him and to the gospel, but when he left, their affection to him and to the gospel he preached cooled. They turned to other teachers who convinced them that Paul had abandoned them. Nothing could have been further from the truth.
“My little children” ― Paul speaks in the tender, affectionate language of a father to his sons. They were, he hoped, sons of God and were still babes in Christ. Therefore, the term “little children” was appropriate. But they were also Paul’s children. He was the instrument God used to bring them to faith in Christ.
“Of whom I travail in birth again” ― Here Paul compares himself to a woman giving birth. All his pains, sufferings, and labors in preaching the gospel he compares to the sorrows of a woman in labor. At such a time, a woman is concerned about just one thing. She considers her pain and suffering worthwhile if she can give birth to a living, healthy child. Paul’s concern was not for himself, but for them. All he was concerned about and dedicated to in prayer, preaching, and suffering was that Christ might be formed in them.
“Until Christ be formed in you.” ― To have Christ formed in you is to be saved, to be a new creature in Christ Jesus. In the new birth we are made “partakers of the divine nature” (2 Pet. 1:4). “Christ in you” is the hope of glory (Col. 1:27). A form of religion, with its laws, ordinances, and ceremonies, is not eternal life. A form of morality, with its laws and commandments, is not eternal life. A form of religious profession, with its decisions, baptisms and creeds, is not eternal life. Eternal life is knowing God and Jesus Christ, whom he has sent (John 17:3). Eternal life is, as Henry Mahan put it, having, “the life of Christ, the presence of Christ, the Spirit and mind of Christ and the very glory of Christ begotten, created and formed in us (Gal. 2:20). Until this is done and unless this miracle of grace is accomplished, our religion is vain. It is no more than that of the Pharisees of old, of whom Christ said, “They neither know me nor my Father.” Salvation is Christ in you; the hope of glory is Christ in you; the life of God is Christ in you (1John 5:11-12).”
Paul’s Doubt
Verse 20 - “I desire to be present with you now, and to change my voice; for I stand in doubt of you.” ― Paul wanted to be present with them. He wanted to speak to them face to face, and be assured that his concerns were ill-founded. But their concern about law obedience, circumcision, sabbath days, and ceremonies made him fearful that they did not know Christ at all. Therefore, he writes, “I stand in doubt of you.”
It is significant to note that Paul never expressed such doubt regarding any other congregation. Nothing, not even the immorality and divisions in the Corinthian church, caused the apostle to express doubt concerning the genuineness of their professed faith in Christ. But when men and women embrace self-righteous works religion, when they turn again to the weak and beggarly elements of the law, it becomes obvious that they never knew the grace of God and do not trust Christ (Gal. 5:1-4). When professed believers appear to be turning away from Christ and the gospel of God’s free and sovereign grace in him, there is grave reason to stand in doubt of their professed faith in Christ.
Chapter 23
Two Covenants
“Tell me, ye that desire to be under the law, do ye not hear the law? For it is written, that Abraham had two sons, the one by a bondmaid, the other by a freewoman. But he who was of the bondwoman was born after the flesh; but he of the freewoman was by promise. Which things are an allegory: for these are the two covenants; the one from the mount Sinai, which gendereth to bondage, which is Agar.”
(Galatians 4:21-24)
In the preceding chapters of this epistle the Apostle Paul has clearly established the doctrine of justification by faith. He has shown that the law was given for the purpose of shutting sinners up to the grace of God in Jesus Christ for their justification. It has been his aim throughout the book to bring God’s children to enjoy the Spirit of adoption, who has set us free from the bondage of the law, by bringing us to faith in Christ. Now, Paul proceeds to a deeper and fuller teaching of the Scriptures.
Two Covenants
In Galatians 4:21-31 Paul explains the teaching of Holy Scripture regarding the two covenants of works and grace. Using Abraham’s two sons, Ishmael and Isaac, and their mothers, Sarah and Hager, as an allegory, the Apostle shows us that these two distinct covenants operate by two distinct principles: the flesh and the Spirit. The covenant of works, he shows us, always brings bondage, and the covenant of grace, liberty. Paul’s message is crystal clear. The covenant of works and the covenant of grace are distinct and mutually exclusive.
In these verses the Holy Spirit gives us the spiritual meaning of the historical relation of Sarah and Hagar, as recorded in Genesis 16 and 21. He tells us that the things recorded in those two chapters of Genesis were, by God’s design, an allegory ― an earthly picture of gospel truth.
“We can never be sufficiently thankful to God the Holy Ghost for giving himself the spiritual meaning of those records; for never, untaught of God, could it have entered into the mind of man, that matters of so important a nature were veiled under that covering. We might, and should no doubt, have read the history of both again and again, as the different characters are there stated in the Holy Scripture, and have considered the whole an interesting memoir in the family of the patriarch Abraham, in that early age of the world; but to have supposed that it had so vast a reference to ourselves, and that in the son of Sarah was intended to show the election of grace; and in the son of the bond-woman Hagar was meant what the apostle calls ‘the rest’ (Rom. 11:7), such a spiritual apprehension of the subject, untaught of God, would have been for ever impossible, (as indeed it is now, without the same divine instruction,) and must have been unknown.” (Robert Hawker)
The doctrine here revealed is essential to a proper understanding of the gospel. God deals with men only in covenant relationships. You may ask, “What is a covenant?” A covenant is a promise made upon the fulfillment of stipulated conditions. The covenant of works was initiated in Eden and later more fully revealed at Sinai. It says, “Do this and live.” This is the law. The covenant of grace was initiated in eternity and gradually revealed in many promises to God’s elect. It is fully realized in the person and work of Christ, the Surety of the covenant (Heb. 7:22). It declares that Christ has done all.
The Word of God plainly teaches these two covenants. The covenant of works was that agreement made between God and Adam, and it included all of Adam’s posterity. God promised Adam life and happiness, on the condition that he would perfectly keep his commandments; and God threatened Adam with death if he broke his commandments (Matt. 19:17; Lk. 10:28; Hos. 6:7).
The covenant of grace is an agreement made between the persons of the Sacred Trinity. It is the agreement of salvation for God’s elect made in eternity by God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit. It was agreed that the race should fall in Adam and be redeemed by Christ (Isa. 53:10; Heb. 8:6). The covenant of works stood between God and Adam. Adam fell and now it is hopelessly broken. The covenant of grace stands forever established upon Christ’s blood and righteousness. The covenant of works said, “Do, oh man, or die!” the covenant of grace says, “Christ has done all that men may live.” All the conditions of the covenant of grace were forever and perfectly fulfilled by Christ. Every sinner, looking to Christ as his Savior, can say with David, “Although my house be not so with God; yet he hath made with me an everlasting covenant, ordered in all things and sure” (2 Sam. 23:5).
“My God! The covenant of Thy love
Abides forever sure;
And, in its matchless grace, I feel
My happiness secure.
What though my house be not with Thee,
As nature could desire!
To nobler joys than nature gives
Thy servants all aspire.
Since Thou, the everlasting God,
My Father art become,
Jesus, my Guardian, and my Friend,
And heaven my final home –
I welcome all Thy sovereign will,
For all that will is love;
And when I know not what Thou dost,
I wait the light above.
Thy covenant in the darkest gloom
Shall heavenly rays impart,
And when my eyelids close in death,
Sustain my fainting heart.”
No Mixture
God of Glory is the God of grace. His grace is free, everlasting, and boundless. How men ought to love His grace. Yet, men are forever shunning his grace and clinging to the law. Men, by nature, prefer the covenant of works to the covenant of grace. Some do not deny grace, but simply mix it with the law. But any mixing of the two is a denial of grace (Rom. 11:6; Gal. 5:1-4). Even among those who are born of God, there is a terrible, evil inclination toward works. How often we find ourselves foolishly looking within, looking to our works, our experiences, and our feelings as a basis for assurance and peace! The result is always bondage.
It is God himself who has made that vast distinction between law and grace. The two covenants are as different as east and west, as light and dark, as fire and water. The law is death; grace is life. This distinction lies at the very heart of the gospel. One of the most difficult things in the world is to see the difference between law and grace, between my doing something for righteousness and salvation and another doing everything in my place for the totality of my acceptance with the holy Lord God. Even those who are clear sighted enough to realize that justification must be all of grace, are, yet, very often deluded into thinking that they are sanctified by the keeping of the law, and, thus, make themselves more acceptable to God. Somehow, we tend to think that rituals and ceremonies and good works will give us merit and favor with God. But this can never be. We are accepted before God in our Covenant Head, the Lord Jesus Christ, and in the covenant he is everything to God’s people. “For of him are we in Christ Jesus, who of God is made unto us, wisdom, and righteousness, and sanctification, and redemption.” Christ is everything in the matter of salvation. We cannot make too much of our Savior or ascribe too much to him. He is the sum total of the covenant of grace. It is written, “I will give thee for a covenant of the people, to establish the earth, to cause to inherit the desolate heritages; that thou mayest say to the prisoners, God forth” (Isa. 49:8-9). In Christ, by his obedience and death as the Surety of the covenant and Representative of his elect, the temporary covenant of works (the law of condemnation and death) has been permanently supplanted by the everlasting covenant of grace through Jesus Christ.
A Question for Legalists
There were many in Paul’s day, as there are many in our day, who attempted to bring God’s saints back under the bondage of the law, while professing to trust Christ as their Savior. We have seen this throughout the book of Galatians. Few would claim to perfectly obey the law. Rather, they profess that they sincerely live by the law and obey it to the best of their ability. That is the problem. Doing our best will never do for righteousness. Our best efforts will never please God. So Paul raises a question in verse 21 that needs to be answered. It is not a mere rhetorical question. ― “Tell me, ye that desire to be under the law, do ye not hear the law?”
The question is just this: ― Do you who seek to make yourselves righteous, who seek acceptance with God, who seek assurance and peace before God by your obedience to the law, do you not hear what the law really says? The law never speaks peace or pardon, but declares us all to be guilty (Rom. 3:19, 20). It sentences us to wrath and condemnation. The law does not minister life, but death (2 Cor. 3:7). The law does not require a sincere effort of obedience, but perfect obedience (Gal. 3:10). Do you really want to be under the yoke of bondage and death? Do you really want to be under the law?
Edgar Andrews points out the fact that, “Paul is using ‘the law’ here in two different senses. His meaning is, ‘You who desire to be under the law of Moses, do you not hear (or heed) the Mosaic scripture?’ Of course, there is no sleight of hand intended. Paul is simply pointing out that the Sinaitical law forms part of a larger body of Scripture from the hand of Moses, namely the Pentateuch. Had the Galatians seen Moses’ law in the context of all Moses’ writings, implies Paul, they would have rejected the Judaizers’ advances.”
The Judaizers at Galatia, like legalistic work-mongers today, interpreted the law very narrowly. The Judaizers with whom Paul contended applied only the ten commandments, circumcision, and selected holy days to believers in the gospel age. Their followers today, with rare exception, make only the ten commandments applicable, altering the laws regulating sabbath keeping to suit themselves. By such a narrow interpretation and application of the law, they take it totally out of the context of the Old Testament, particularly the five books of the Old Testament written by Moses (Genesis through Deuteronomy), commonly referred to as “the law.” Thereby, they totally ignore and refuse to hear and heed what the law says. While professing to love and honor the law, they would destroy the law.
The message of the law is exactly the same as the message of the gospel ― Salvation by Christ! The whole Word of God is the declaration of redemption, grace, and salvation by Christ (Luke 24:27; John 5:39; Heb. 1:1-14). Paul shows us in verses 22-24 that this is the case, using Sarah and Hagar and their two sons, Isaac and Ishmael (by divine inspiration) as an allegory portraying the message of the gospel and the covenants of works and of grace. These two women and their sons were not merely people who lived long, long ago. They were, by the design and purpose of God, typical of spiritual truths. They were living parables (an allegory), demonstrating the futility of works and the efficacy of God’s free grace in Christ.
Two Sons
“For it is written, that Abraham had two sons, the one by a bondmaid, the other by a freewoman” (v. 22). Actually, Abraham had many sons (Gen. 25:1-4); but Ishmael and Isaac were specifically intended to be illustrations of works and grace. Ishmael was born of a slave, Sarah’s handmaid, Hagar. As such, he was but a servant himself and not the heir. Isaac was born of Sarah, Abraham’s wife, who was a free woman, one who was joined to Abraham in a family relationship. That made Isaac a free man, a son, and the heir.
Paul uses this allegory to show us that all who are in bondage to the law are slaves, the spiritual descendants of the bondwoman, Hagar. Those who enjoy the liberty of grace are free in Christ, spiritual descendants of the freewoman, Sarah. Hagar and her son, Ishmael, owned nothing. They had none of the privileges belonging to Sarah and her son, Isaac, who possessed all things by virtue of their relationship to Abraham.
Paul’s doctrine is obvious. Those who seek to obtain righteousness by works, even by trying to obey God’s holy law, are mere slaves. Though they follow after righteousness, they cannot “attain to the law of righteousness…For they being ignorant of God’s righteousness, and going about to establish their own righteousness, have not submitted themselves unto the righteousness of God. For Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to every one that believeth” (Rom. 9:31-10:4). But all who come to God by faith in Christ, without the deeds of the law, inherit all things in Christ.
Though Abraham was an old man and his wife, Sarah, was an old woman, whose womb had been barren, the Lord promised Abraham a son (Gen. 13:16; 15:4-6). Though everything seemed to be against it ever happening, Abraham believed God’s promise (Gen. 15:6; Rom. 4:18-22). But, as the years passed and they grew older, it seemed increasingly unlikely that the child of promise would ever be born without Abraham and Sarah doing something to make it happen.
So Sarah came up with an idea. She suggested, and Abraham agreed to it, that the Lord would fulfil his promise in a way that involved their own effort, by giving God a hand. So Sarah gave her handmaid, Hagar, to Abraham as his mistress for a night. Their faith wavered. They mixed human reason with divine revelation, and, as is always the case, the wisdom of the flesh flew in the face of divine revelation and was a denial of the promise of God. Therefore, Paul tells us that, “he who was born of the bondwoman was born after the flesh” (v. 23).
Abraham and Sarah did not abandon God’s promise altogether. They simply decided that God needed their help to fulfil his promise. And their help produced Ishmael, a slave who caused unceasing pain and trouble as long as he was in the house. That is precisely the error of all who attempt to mix law and grace, the works of the flesh and the work of God in the matter of obtaining righteousness before God. Every attempt to obtain the promise of God by human effort (law obedience, religious ceremony, good works, decisions, etc.) is doomed to failure and only produces bondage and trouble.
Isaac, on the other hand, was born of “the free woman,” Sarah, and was born “by promise” (v. 23). He was not conceived by the flesh or born in a natural way, but by the promise of God accomplished miraculously. His father was nearly 100 and his mother was 90 years old and barren (Rom. 4:19). They were simply too old to have children. “With men this was impossible; but with God all things are possible” (Mark 19:26). Had it been possible for Isaac to have been born in a natural way, no faith would have been involved and no righteousness imputed to Abraham. But Isaac was born because Abraham believed God. He not only believed that God would give him a son, he believed that God would give him his Son (the Seed of woman who would crush the serpent’s head and bring the blessing of God’s salvation); and God declared him righteous (Rom. 4:20-22).
Being the seed of promise, Isaac was a type and picture of our Lord Jesus Christ’s incarnation (Gal. 3:16-18). His birth also illustrates the new birth. Every child of God is, like Isaac, “born after the Spirit” (Gal. 4:29). Our Savior said, “That which is born of the flesh is flesh; and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit” (John 3:6). The new birth is not the work of the flesh, but of the Spirit, a sovereign, irresistible, unaided work of God’s grace, according to covenant promise (Ezek. 36:25-27). As Isaac, not Ishmael, was Abraham’s heir, so all who are born again by God’s free grace are “heirs of God and joint-heirs with Christ” (Rom. 8:17).
“Isaac was born out of the common order and course of nature; his conception and birth were owing to the promise and power of God, and to his free grace and favor to Abraham. This son of promise was a type of the spiritual seed of Abraham, whether Jews or Gentiles, the children of the promise that are counted for the seed; who are born again of the will, power, and grace of God, and are heirs, according to the promise, both of grace and glory, when they that are of the law, and the works of it, are not.” (John Gill)
An Allegory
In verse 24 the Apostle tells us that “which things are an allegory: for these are the two covenants; the one from the mount Sinai, which gendereth to bondage, which is Agar.” Paul does not mean for us to understand that these events of history just happen to illustrate what he is teaching. By divine inspiration, he is telling us they came to pass by God’s intention and purpose to teach us these things. The purpose of God in bringing them to pass and recording them in the book of Genesis was to convey to us a picture of the distinction between the old covenant of works and the new covenant of grace.
We cannot understand the Bible correctly if we fail to see the constant distinction it makes between these two covenants. God established the old covenant of works in the garden with Adam and gave it to Israel through Moses at Mt. Sinai. The new covenant, the covenant of grace and promise, was established in eternity with Christ, our Surety, the Surety of the covenant (Heb. 7:22), and was ratified in time by the shedding of his blood at Calvary (Heb. 9:11-28). This new covenant is seen in God’s covenant with Abraham and was spoken of in prophecy by David, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel (Ps. 89; Jer. 31; Ezek. 36; cf. Heb. 8:10-23; 10:16-22).
In the old covenant of law and works God laid all responsibility upon the shoulders of men. It was a load that no man can carry. In the new covenant the Lord God laid upon his own darling Son the full weight of responsibility, making him alone totally responsible for the salvation of his people. Looking upon Christ as our Surety as the Lamb slain from the foundation of the world, trusting to him the whole of his glory and the whole of our salvation, the Lord God declared the whole work of redemption and grace done in that covenant before the world began (Eph. 1:3-14; Rom. 8:28-30).
This new covenant of life and grace, redemption and peace, though the first made, was the last revealed. Though made in eternity, it is called the “new covenant” because it is always new and never old. The covenant of law and works is set before us in Genesis 2, where God commanded Adam to do something and threatened him with death, declaring that in the day he broke his covenant he would surely die. The new covenant, the covenant of grace, is set before us in Genesis 3 after the fall, when God promised to send his Son, the Seed of woman, to crush the serpent’s head and save his fallen children. He even pictured how the covenant would be fulfilled by Christ slaying an innocent victim and clothing Adam and Eve with the skins of the slain victim. This covenant of grace was gradually revealed in greater fulness in God’s covenant with Noah, his covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and his covenant with David. But we see it fully accomplished in the finished work of our Lord Jesus Christ.
While children of the bondwoman moan in bondage, trying to work themselves into the favor of God, every believer, the children of the free woman, walk at liberty and rejoice in the free, immaculate, immutable, indestructible grace of God, singing with David, “Although my house be not so with God; yet he hath made with me an everlasting covenant, ordered in all things, and sure: for this is all my salvation, and all my desire, although he make it not to grow” (2 Sam. 23:5).
“With David’s Lord and ours,
A covenant once was made,
Whose bonds are firm and sure,
Whose glories ne’er shall fade;
Signed by the Sacred Three in One
In mutual love, ere time begun.
Firm as the lasting hills
This covenant shall endure,
Whose potent shalls and wills
Make every blessing sure;
When ruin shakes all nature’s frame
Its jots and tittles stand the same.”
Chapter 24
Hagar and Sarah
“For this Agar is mount Sinai in Arabia, and answereth to Jerusalem which now is, and is in bondage with her children. But Jerusalem which is above is free, which is the mother of us all. For it is written, Rejoice, thou barren that bearest not; break forth and cry, thou that travailest not: for the desolate hath many more children than she which hath an husband. Now we, brethren, as Isaac was, are the children of promise. But as then he that was born after the flesh persecuted him that was born after the Spirit, even so it is now. Nevertheless what saith the scripture? Cast out the bondwoman and her son: for the son of the bondwoman shall not be heir with the son of the freewoman. So then, brethren, we are not children of the bondwoman, but of the free.”
Galatians 4:25-31
Paul has stated that the history of Sarah and Hagar recorded in the book of Genesis is an allegory. In verses 21-24 he showed us that their sons, Isaac and Ishmael, represented the two covenants revealed in Holy Scripture. Ishmael represented the covenant of works (law) and Isaac the covenant of grace. Here he continues to explain the allegory, showing us the difference between the two covenants. As Isaac and Ishmael represent the two covenants, their mothers represent two Jerusalems.
Two Jerusalems
“For this Agar is mount Sinai in Arabia, and answereth to Jerusalem which now is, and is in bondage with her children” (4:25). There are but two religions in the world: works and grace. The one system declares that salvation is obtained by what man does for God. The other declares that salvation is obtained by what God does for man. Theses two systems are here represented by two Jerusalems.
Hagar signifies Mount Sinai, or is a figure of the law given on that mount. She represents the covenant revealed and given to Israel on Mount Sinai. Therefore, Paul tells us that she “answereth to Jerusalem which now is, and is in bondage with her children.”
Being a bondwoman, she represented that state of bondage the Jews were in at the time. They were, at the time, in a state of civil, moral, and legal bondage. They were in civil bondage to the Romans. They were in moral bondage to sin, to Satan, to the world and the lusts of it. And they were in legal bondage to the law, “the yoke of bondage” (Gal. 5:1). John Gill described their state very clearly.
“They were in bondage under the elements or institutions of it, such as circumcision, a yoke which neither they, nor their forefathers could bear, because it bound them over to keep the whole law; the observance of various days, months, times, and years, and the multitude of sacrifices they were obliged to offer, which yet could not take away sin, nor free their consciences from the load of guilt, but were as an handwriting of ordinances against them; every sacrifice they brought declaring their sin and guilt, and that they deserved to die as the creature did that was sacrificed for them. And besides, this law of commandments, in various instances, the breach of it was punishable with death, through fear of which they were all their life long subject to bondage. They were also in bondage to the moral law, which required perfect obedience of them, but gave them no strength to perform; showed them their sin and misery, but not their remedy; demanded a complete righteousness, but did not point out where it was to be had. It spoke not one word of peace and comfort, but all the reverse. It admitted of no repentance. It accused of sin, pronounced guilty on account of it, cursed, condemned, and threatened with death for it, all which kept them in continual bondage.”
Though there were exceptions, on the whole, the Jerusalem that then was sought righteousness before God by their own works, by their “obedience” to the law of God. This only aggravated their bondage. Their obedience was a mercenary obedience, not the obedience of a son, but of a slave. It was not the obedience of love, but of fear. Such people, whether they acknowledge it or not, are in bondage. Hagar represented Jerusalem, not the geographic or political city Jerusalem, but that which it portrayed ― Judaism, the religious system of legalism, self-righteous, works religion. Paul is telling us here that the covenant of works gives birth to a people who live continually in spiritual bondage. Hagar represents all legal religion, all self-righteous works religion.
Sarah, on the other hand, represents all true religion. She represents the covenant of grace. ―”But Jerusalem which is above is free, which is the mother of us all” (4:26). Here Paul describes the covenant of grace and life in Christ our Mediator, Representative, and sin-atoning Savior. The kingdom of Christ is from heaven above, not from Sinai. The righteousness set forth and given in this covenant is found in his obedience, not in ours. Redemption is found in his sacrifice and his satisfaction, not in legal obedience and religious ceremonies. In the covenant of grace we have access to and acceptance with the holy Lord God through Christ, our great High Priest, not through an earthly priesthood or by our own merit (Heb. 10:10-22). This covenant is free from the curse and bondage of the law and is the mother of every believer, Jew and Gentile. “Jerusalem which is above” (the church of Christ) is “the mother of us all” in the sense that she embraces all who trust Christ. We are born of grace. “For by grace are ye saved through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is the gift of God: not of works, lest any man should boast” (Eph. 2:8-9).
God’s Church
“Jerusalem which is above” is the church and kingdom of Christ. Christ’s church and kingdom lives by covenant grace. The apostle John uses the same imagery in describing God’s church in Revelation 21. He writes, “I John saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down from God out of heaven, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband…And he carried me away in the spirit to a great and high mountain, and showed me that great city, the holy Jerusalem, descending out of heaven from God, Having the glory of God: and her light was like unto a stone most precious, even like a jasper stone, clear as crystal…And the city had no need of the sun, neither of the moon, to shine in it: for the glory of God did lighten it, and the Lamb is the light thereof. And the nations of them which are saved shall walk in the light of it: and the kings of the earth do bring their glory and honour into it. And the gates of it shall not be shut at all by day: for there shall be no night there. And they shall bring the glory and honour of the nations into it. (And there shall in no wise enter into it any thing that defileth, neither whatsoever worketh abomination, or maketh a lie: but they which are written in the Lamb’s book of life.”
The church is called Jerusalem because the name signifies peace. The church and kingdom of God is under the government and rule of Christ the Prince of peace. God’s saints are children of peace. We have been given peace and called to peace, and by faith in Christ enjoy peace with God. The gospel of Christ is the gospel of peace. And the covenant of grace, of which Paul is speaking, is the covenant of peace. Jerusalem, the object of God’s choice, the palace of the great King, the place of divine worship, was compact together, and well fortified. As such, it stands in Scripture as a picture of the church and kingdom of our God.
As Hagar and Sarah gave birth to two distinct sons (a slave and an heir), the covenant of works and the covenant of grace give birth to two distinct nations (a nation of bondmen and a nation of free born sons). It is impossible for anyone to belong to both nations at the same time. Edgar Andrews writes, “We cannot simultaneously be under the law and under grace. We are either children of the earthly Jerusalem, in bondage to a fruitless religion of works; or we are children of the heavenly Jerusalem, and enjoy the glorious liberty of the children of God. We are either slaves like Ishmael, or heirs like Isaac.”
Bondage
Paul tells us that Hagar “is in bondage with her children.” What is this bondage? How are all who seek righteousness by the law brought into bondage? How are men brought into bondage by the law? They are in bondage because they set about to do that which cannot be done. They pursue righteousness by the works of the law, but never attain it. The law requires men to work for reward; but they can never do the work. The law demands both righteousness and satisfaction for sin, but man can produce neither. Everything man does, both regenerate men and unregenerate men, is tainted by sin and can never satisfy the law, which requires perfection (Lev. 22:21; Gal. 3:10). Being ignorant of God’s righteousness, they go about to establish their own righteousness, refusing to trust Christ, refusing to submit to the righteousness of God in Christ. They simply cannot grasp the fact that “Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to every one that believeth” (Rom. 9:31-10:4). Consequently, they can never rest. They can never cease from their work. They are doomed to endless bondage and slavery.
Every religion that teaches sinners to perform works of any kind to obtain righteousness is a prison. Again, to quote Edgar Andrews, “This is true, even if the work required is to ‘believe’, or ‘trust’, or ‘commit’, or ‘surrender.’“ Such things are just as truly ‘works’ as circumcision, sabbath keeping, penances and pilgrimages. Legalism tells sinners to work for grace. The gospel of Christ declares that grace comes freely. Good works follow God’s operations of grace. They do not cause them (Eph. 2:8-10). “It is God which worketh in you both to will and to do of his good pleasure” (Phil. 2:13). He does not wait for you to do something for him.
Do not make the mistake that most do in thinking that the bondage of legalism refers only to those who seek justifying righteousness by works. It also applies to those who seek righteousness and holiness in sanctification by their own works. In fact, that is precisely what Paul is dealing with in Galatians 3 and 4 (Gal. 3:1-3, 10). Sanctification, like justification, is the free gift of God’s grace in Christ, enjoyed by faith, without works (1 Cor. 1:30-31; Heb. 10:10, 14).
Even true believers can bring themselves into bondage by such ignorance, as is evidenced by this epistle. Throughout the six chapters of this book Paul treats the Galatians as believers, as we have seen (3:1-3, 26-29; 4:6-9; 5:7-10, 13; 6:1). He regarded them as believers who were being confused and led astray by false doctrine, the false doctrine of works righteousness. We seek to honor God our Savior in all things, ever striving against sin, not to attain righteousness before God, but because our great and gracious God has made us righteous in Christ (1 Cor. 6:9-11, 19-20; 10:31).
Freedom
“But Jerusalem which is above is free, which is the mother of us all” (4:26). The heavenly Jerusalem, the church of Christ, is founded on the covenant of promise, which has its fulfillment in the new covenant ratified by the blood of Christ. “For it is written, Rejoice, thou barren that bearest not; break forth and cry, thou that travailest not: for the desolate hath many more children than she which hath an husband” (4:27).
Paul here quotes from Isaiah 54:1, promising the continual enlargement of God’s church and kingdom in this world until all Israel (all God’s elect) is saved in fulfillment of his covenant purpose (Rom. 11:26-27). Sarah’s inability to give birth to Isaac was no hindrance to God fulfilling his promise. Rather, her inability was the very thing that demonstrated that God alone could fulfil the promise. So it is with us. If the Lord God left salvation, in any measure, to us, none could ever be saved. But that which is impossible with man is possible with God. Where sin abounds, grace much more abounds (Rom. 5:20). By God’s free and sovereign grace “Jerusalem which is above” shall be a city fully inhabited (Rev. 21:10-17).
“Now we, brethren, as Isaac was, are the children of promise” (4:28). Believers are the children of promise, as Isaac was. As Isaac was promised to Abraham, we were promised and given to the Lord Jesus Christ (Eph. 1:3, 4; John 6: 37-39). As Isaac was conceived and born by the power of God, we are born spiritually by God’s omnipotent grace (John 1:12,13; Eph. 1:19-20; Col. 2:12). As Isaac was the heir of Abraham, we are heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ (Rom. 8:16,17).
The inhabitants of this city of grace, “Jerusalem which is above,” are “the children of promise,” being born of God in fulfillment of the covenant of promise in Christ. We are free from the law, no longer subject to its requirements or its penalties. That does not mean that God’s saints are a lawless people. We are under a new law, the rule and law of Christ (1 Cor. 9:21; Gal. 6:2). It is written in our hearts (Jer. 31:31-33). In all things we are motivated by the love of Christ (2 Cor. 5:14). The Son of God has made us free; and we are free indeed (John 8:36).
Ishmael the Persecutor
“But as then he that was born after the flesh persecuted him that was born after the Spirit, even so it is now” (4:29). Ishmael, the son of the flesh, mocked and persecuted the son of promise. Nothing has changed. False prophets, teaching righteousness by works, trying to bring God’s saints back under the yoke of legal bondage, mock and deride, slander and persecute all who trust Christ alone for righteousness. Salvation by works and salvation by grace are mutually exclusive. Legalists are threatened by grace, just as Ishmael was threatened by Isaac. He was not threatened by anything Isaac did, but by the mere fact that Isaac lived as Abraham’s free born son. And legalists are not threatened by anything God’s people do. Believers do not mock and persecute others. Legalists are threatened by the mere fact that we live in this world as God’s free born children, walking in the liberty of grace.
Ishmael Cast Out
Grace and works, as stated above, are mutually exclusive. Therefore Paul writes, “Nevertheless what saith the scripture? Cast out the bondwoman and her son: for the son of the bondwoman shall not be heir with the son of the freewoman” (4:30). This was God’s command to Abraham (Gen. 21:10-12). Ishmael, the child of flesh, the fruit of Abraham’s works, had to be cast out along with the mother who produced him, and cast out by Abraham. God would not allow Ishmael to be an heir with Isaac, the true son. He will not allow any mixture of works and grace (Rom. 11:6). We must cast aside the filthy rags of our own righteousness, if we would wear the righteousness of Christ. All systems of works and human merit must be forsaken from our hearts. Works religion must be cast out of our churches. We must have “no fellowship with the unfruitful works of darkness” (Eph. 5:11). The heirs of God are the children of grace in Christ Jesus. The self-righteous, those who seek righteousness by works, those who are “part Christ and part flesh,” “part grace and part works” advocates, cannot be heirs with children of promise.
“So then, brethren, we are not children of the bondwoman, but of the free” (4:31). There can be no marriage of law and grace. Believers are not hybrids or mongrels. We are the children of free grace and heirs of all that God promised his sons and daughters in the covenant of grace before the world began, “heirs of God and joint-heirs with Christ.”
Chapter 25
The Blessed Liberty of Grace
“Stand fast therefore in the liberty wherewith Christ hath made us free, and be not entangled again with the yoke of bondage. Behold, I Paul say unto you, that if ye be circumcised, Christ shall profit you nothing. For I testify again to every man that is circumcised, that he is a debtor to do the whole law. Christ is become of no effect unto you, whosoever of you are justified by the law; ye are fallen from grace
Galatians 5:1-12
In this chapter the Apostle Paul urges every believer to stand firm in the blessed liberty of the gospel, the liberty of grace, and urges us never to abuse that liberty. We must stand fast in, hold to, defend, and maintain “the liberty wherewith Christ hath made us free.” The liberty we have in Christ is too precious to lose or take for granted. It is the liberty of grace, salvation, and life in him. Every believer, every saved sinner, every heaven born soul is free in Christ. Because “we are not children of the bondwoman, but of the free” (4:31), because Christ has made us free, we must continually stand fast in the blessed liberty of grace.
Paul’s exhortation in verse 1 could not be urged with more pressing arguments than those given in verses 2-4. All who attempt to make themselves holy before God by the works of the law have made Christ and his redemptive work meaningless to themselves and have fallen from grace altogether (vv. 2-4). Works salvation is not simply a doctrinal error; it is an utter denial of the gospel of Christ. To embrace it is to embrace “another gospel” (1:6-9).
Made Free
“Stand fast therefore in the liberty wherewith Christ hath made us free” (v. 1). It is Christ who has made us free, and Christ who keeps us free. He has made us free by his obedience unto death as our Substitute and by the gift of his grace in the new birth. He keeps us in the blessed liberty of grace as he keeps us looking to him alone for righteousness, acceptance with God, assurance, and peace. Yet, it is our responsibility to continually look to him, to continually trust him, and refuse to be entangled with the oppressive yoke of legal bondage. What is this “liberty wherewith Christ hath made us free”?
1. It is liberty from the law’s bondage.
Believer’s are not under the law. This fact cannot be stated more emphatically, or more constantly than it is throughout the New Testament. Every reference to the law of God as it relates to believers declares that we are dead to it and it to us, because Christ has fulfilled it for us (Rom. 6:14-15; 7:1-4; 8:1-4; 10:4; Gal. 3:24-25; Col. 2:8-17; 1 Tim. 1:8-10). There is not a single passage to be found in the New Testament in which believers are motivated by law to do anything. “Christ is the end of the law.” No, he did not destroy the law. He fulfilled it, finished it, and brought it to an end. He was made under the law, that he might fulfill it for us. Now, he is free from the law. And we are free from the law in him, in exactly the same sense and to exactly the same degree. We are free from the curse of the law (Gal. 3:13-14), the condemnation of the law (Rom. 8:1), and from the covenant of the law (Gal. 4:24-31). Martin Luther wrote, “In the stead of sin and death, he giveth unto us righteousness and everlasting life; and by this means he changeth the bondage and terrors of the law into liberty of conscience and consolation of the gospel.”
Almost all who profess to believe that salvation is by grace agree that we are free from the ceremonial law, that we are free from circumcision, feast days, sacrifices, and all the burdensome, carnal rites and ceremonies of the Mosaic dispensation. But many try to impose upon us the rules of the moral law (the ten commandments), vainly attempting to divide the moral law from the ceremonial law. Such a division does not exist in the Word of God. Those who would teach us to live by the moral law, were they consistent, must also demand that we observe and keep all the carnal ordinances of the ceremonial law. It is impossible to keep a sabbath day without a sacrifice! (Read what the law says, and see — Numbers 28:9-10.)
I do not suggest or imply that believers are free to violate God’s law. The Word of God does not teach that and believers do not live in rebellion to the law. However, the Word of God does teach, and I do assert, that all who are born of God are free from the yoke, bondage, curse, and rule of the law.
“Free from the law — O happy condition!
Jesus hath bled, and there is remission.
Cursed by the law and bruised by the fall,
Christ hath redeemed us once for all.
Now are we free — there’s no condemnation!
Jesus provides a perfect salvation.
‘Come unto Me’ — O hear His sweet call!
Come — and He saves us once for all.
Children of God — O glorious calling!
Surely His grace will keep us from falling.
Passing from death to life at His call,
Blessed salvation — once for all!”
Philip Bliss
2. The liberty of grace is liberty from sin.
We are not free from the being of it, nor from the indwelling of it, nor from the temptation to it, but from the dominion and damning power of it (Rom. 6:11, 18; 1 John 3:5). The Lord God imputed all our sins (past, present, and future) to Christ and punished him for them to the full satisfaction of justice. Christ, by his one offering for sin, has purged our sins and put them away forever. That means that God will never impute sin to any for whom Christ was made to be sin. Therefore, we say with David, “Blessed is the man to whom the Lord will not impute sin” (Rom. 4:8).
3. This liberty is the liberty of life.
Spiritual, eternal life is ours in Christ (Eph. 2:1, 5-6; 1 Pet. 1:23-25; Rev. 20:6). Being made partakers of the first resurrection, we shall be made partakers of resurrection glory when Christ comes again. That is to say, as surely as Christ has given us spiritual life, he will raise our bodies to life and immortality at the last day (1 Cor. 15:53-58; 1 Thess. 4:13-18). We “shall be delivered from the bondage of corruption into the glorious liberty of the children of God” (Rom. 8:21).
With this liberty of life in Christ comes freedom from the fear of death. Christ has destroyed the power of death by dying in our place and rising again. Since all of God’s elect were partakers of flesh and blood, under the dominion of death, Christ became a man to suffer and die for us. It was not possible for our Representative to satisfy the claims of divine justice against us unless he lived and died in our nature. By his substitutionary death on the cursed tree and his triumphant resurrection, the Son of God destroyed the power of Satan and the power of the grave over us. We are now more than conquerors in him. Why then should we fear death?
The Lord Jesus delivers us from the fear of death by removing our sin. “The sting of death is sin.” It is sin that causes men torment in death. But in Christ we have no sin. In him we are fully forgiven. By his blood our sins are washed away. If we are born of God, we are in Christ; “and in him is no sin” (1 John 3:1-5). Be sure you have the forgiveness of sin by faith in Christ, and fear death no more. To die forgiven, “accepted in the Beloved,” is not really to die at all. It is simply the departure out of this world into the Father’s house. The Son of God declares, “Whosoever liveth and believeth in me shall never die” (John 11:26).
The law of God held us in bondage to the sentence of death and condemnation; but “Christ hath redeemed us from the curse of the law” (Gal. 3:13). “Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone that believeth” (Rom. 10:4). He is the end of the law’s power to condemn. In the book of God’s holy law there is no legal claim of condemnation upon any believer. Christ satisfied that claim for us. Why then should we fear? If I am in Christ, I am dead to the law (Rom. 7:4; 8:1-4).
The Lord Jesus Christ delivers us from the fear of death by changing the character of death. For the unbeliever death is a horrible thing. For the unbeliever, anything short of death is mercy. But, for the believer death is a great blessing. John Trapp wrote, “To those that are in Christ death is but the day-break of eternal brightness; not the punishment of sin, but the period of sin. It is but a sturdy porter opening the door of eternity, a rough passage to eternal pleasure.”
Why should Israel be afraid to cross the swelling Jordan into the land of promise with the ark of God before them? The fact is, believers do not die in the sense that others do (John 11:25-26). To the ungodly, death is the penalty of sin; but to the believer, it is just a change of location. Death to the wicked is the execution of justice, but to the believer it is a deliverance from sin. To the worldling, death is the beginning of sorrows, but to the believer, it is admission into glory. To the rebel, death is imprisonment, but to the believer, it is freedom
4. The liberty of grace is the liberty of sonship.
Moreover, the Lord Jesus has given us free access to the throne of grace (Heb. 4:16), free use of the gospel ordinances, freedom to use all things for his glory, and freedom from the fear of death and of judgment. This is Paul’s admonition — Do not allow anyone to entangle you with any system of works religion. We are free in Christ, because we are complete in Christ (Col. 2:9-10).
Stand Fast
“Stand fast therefore in the liberty wherewith Christ hath made us free.” Paul here uses a term borrowed from the battlefield. He says, “Hold your ground. Stand fast.” Your freedom in Christ is under constant assault. As those who have been set free from the shame, drudgery, shackles and misery of slavery, we must never allow anyone to bring us back under the yoke of bondage.
“Be not entangled again with the yoke of bondage.” The yoke of bondage is the yoke of legal slavery (Gal. 2:4). Those who are under the yoke of slavery to the law are under an unbearable yoke (Acts 15:10), and are condemned to the futile pursuit of righteousness by their own obedience. They can never find rest. The Lord Jesus calls for sinners to come to him and take upon them his easy yoke and light burden, assuring all who come that they shall find rest for their souls in him (Matt. 11:28-30).
Here is Christ’s word to lost, ruined, guilty sinners. — “Come unto me, all ye that labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.” There is no salvation to be had, but by coming to Christ. There can never be any true, peaceful, satisfying rest for our souls, except we come to Christ, trusting him alone as our Lord and Savior, — trusting his blood as our only atonement and his obedience as our only righteousness. Only Christ can give weary sinners rest.
Here is the Master’s word to us all, both to the unbeliever and the believer. — “Take my yoke upon you, and learn of me; for I am meek and lowly in heart: and you shall find rest unto your souls.” In all circumstances of life we find rest unto our souls only as we voluntarily submit to the rule and dominion of the Son of God as our Lord and King. The only way to find rest is to willingly slip our necks under his yoke. When we do and only when we do, we will find that his yoke really is easy and his burden really is light. I bid you now, whatever your circumstances, take the Master’s yoke upon you, and find rest unto your soul. Take upon you the yoke of his grace, bowing to him as your Lord (Luke. 14:25-33). Take upon you the yoke of his doctrine, his gospel, bowing to him as your Prophet (Jer. 6:16). Take upon you his yoke of providence, trusting him as your God and Savior (Ps. 31:1, 5, 7, 15). Only in this way do we find rest for our souls.
“Come unto me, all ye that labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn of me; for I am meek and lowly in heart: and ye shall find rest unto your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.” The call of the gospel is a call to rest, the blessed rest of faith in Christ. It is this rest that the Old Testament sabbath day pointed to and typified. All things relating to sabbath law in the Old Testament pointed to the necessity and blessedness of that rest of faith which believers enjoy in Christ (Heb. 4:9-10). “It is,” wrote Edgar Andrews, “to die with him, to rise with him, to walk with him and to reign with him. It is to be cleansed by his blood, led by his Spirit, taught by his Word, strengthened by his power, filled with his love… A bird, released from captivity, is free to soar above the mountains, rove the land and cross the oceans. There are no limits to its odyssey. So also there is no limit to the liberated soul. It is free to explore the ‘width and length and depth and height – and to know the love of Christ which passes knowledge;’ free to be ‘filled with all the fulness of God’ (Eph. 3:18-19).”
“If ye be circumcised”
“Behold, I Paul say unto you, that if ye be circumcised, Christ shall profit you nothing” (v. 2). Christ must be trusted as our only, all-sufficient Savior. True faith looks to Christ alone. If we add anything, even the most solemn religious duties, to the obedience and blood of Christ to obtain God’s favor, to improve our standing in God’s favor, or to keep God’s favor, whether it be circumcision, baptism, Bible reading, praying, church attendance, or doing good for others, we do not fully trust Christ alone as our Redeemer and Savior. Such proud self-righteousness is an utter contempt of Christ. He profits us nothing because we are, rather than submitting to the righteousness of God in Christ, going about to establish our own righteousness (Rom. 10:3).
A Debtor
“For I testify again to every man that is circumcised, that he is a debtor to do the whole law” (v. 3). That person who seeks righteousness to any degree by his own works and religious exercises does not trust Christ alone and, therefore, is a debtor to keep the whole law perfectly. “Tell me, ye that desire to be under the law, do ye not hear the law?” (Gal. 4:21). The law demands perfect, complete obedience. “For as many as are of the works of the law are under the curse: for it is written, Cursed is everyone that continueth not in all things which are written in the book of the law to do them” (Gal. 3:10).
Fallen from Grace
“Christ is become of no effect unto you, whosoever of you are justified by the law; ye are fallen from grace” (v. 4). Keep this verse in its context. Remember to whom it is written and for what reason. Paul is addressing himself to those people, whoever and wherever they may be, who try to merit God’s favor by something they do, who have one eye on Christ and one eye on their own works. Such people, while professing to believe in salvation by grace, have departed from it altogether. You have fallen from the gospel of the grace of God and embraced another gospel. Christ is become of no effect to you.
Paul is not suggesting that such people once were saved, but now are lost again. Those who are saved by grace, those to whom Christ gives eternal life “shall never perish.” These people never truly had he grace of God. They only claimed to have it. They never truly walked in grace. They merely professed to walk in grace. Those who depart from the faith never had faith. Works and grace are mutually exclusive (Rom. 11:6).
“Nothing, either great or small;
Nothing, sinner, no;
Jesus did it, did it all,
Long, long ago!
When He, from His lofty throne,
Stooped to do and die,
Everything was fully done;
Hearken to His cry -
‘It is finished!’ Yes indeed,
Finished every jot.
Sinner, this is all you need.
Tell me, Is it not?
Weary, working, plodding one,
Why toil you so?
Cease your doing, all was done,
Long, long ago!
Till to Jesus’ work you cling
By a simple faith,
Doing is a deadly thing.
Doing ends in death!
Cast your deadly ‘doing’ down,
Down at Jesus’ feet.
Stand in Him, in Him alone,
Gloriously complete!”
James Procter
Chapter 26
The Hope of Righteousness
“For we through the Spirit wait for the hope of righteousness by faith. For in Jesus Christ neither circumcision availeth any thing, nor uncircumcision; but faith which worketh by love.”
Galatians 5:5-6
Paul has fully demonstrated the fact that the justification of God’s elect is free and complete, that it is entirely detached from and is in no way connected with our own obedience to the law, and is received by faith alone. In the opening verses of this chapter he calls for all who know this righteousness, for all who trust the Lord Jesus Christ, to stand fast in the blessed liberty of grace. That liberty is the perfect and complete freedom Christ has, by himself alone, obtained for us by his obedience and death as our sin-atoning Substitute. He has, as the great Head and Surety of his church, redeemed us from the curse of the law, being made a curse for us.
Free in Christ
Therefore, “the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus hath made me free from the law of sin and death” (Rom. 8:2). We are free in Christ. Let us cherish and stand fast in that blessed liberty our Savior has obtained for us. He has, as our Surety and Representative, answered every demand of God’s holy law and justice. He has paid our debt for every sin, suffered our penalty for every breach of God’s law, and thereby completely satisfied divine justice for us. As our Surety, he has magnified the law and made it honorable (Isa. 42:21). Upon the basis of his finished work of righteousness and redemption, he says “to the prisoners, Go forth; to them that sit in darkness, Show yourselves” (Isa. 49:9). “We are not under the law, but under grace” (Rom. 6:15).
“The whole church of God, therefore, and every individual soul of that church, is delivered from the curse of the law: from guilt, from sin, from the accusations of Satan, the alarms of conscience, unbelief, and all the whole train of evils of a fallen state. And it is the privilege of all the church of God to behold themselves in Christ, perfectly holy in him. For Christ and his church being one, what Christ is in God’s sight so must the church be. And, as God hath declared himself well pleased in him, the church is included in this view, and is ‘holy and without blame before him in love.’” (Robert Hawker)
Sinners Still
Every child of God is freely, fully, completely holy in Christ before God. We are eternally “accepted in the Beloved” (Eph. 1:6). “He was manifested to take away our sins; and in him is no sin” (1 John 3:5). Yet, we are (in ourselves) sinners still. We still carry within us the body of sin and death. In the new birth God the Holy Spirit created a new nature within us, but our old, Adamic nature is unchanged. That old nature is altogether unholy. All that is evil in the world is in us by nature. We feel the assaults of sin. We groan and mourn under the weight of inward corruption. We are ever at war within ourselves. As Paul stated it, we delight in the law of God after the inward man; but we constantly find that when we would do good evil is present with us, and we cannot do the things we would (Rom. 7:14-23).
Christ has freed us from all the condemnation due to sin, but not yet from its inward corruption. He has freed us from the penalty due to our sins, but not yet from the sorrow of sin. Christ has conquered sin, death, hell, and the grave for us, and has made us more than conquerors in him. Yet, so long as we are in the world, we must struggle against sin in our members. We know, by constant, painful experience the horrible evil that is within us.
Yet, in the teeth of all the wickedness that is in us and that which is done by us the Spirit of God calls for us to “Stand fast in the liberty wherewith Christ hath made us free.” The terrors of the law have nothing to do with the sinner who is justified by God’s free grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus. It is written, “If any man sin, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous: and he is the propitiation for our sins” (1 John 2:1-2). “There is therefore now no condemnation to them which are in Christ Jesus “ (Rom. 8:1).
This “liberty wherewith Christ hath made us free” is unspeakable, blessed liberty. It is written, “Where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is liberty” (2 Cor. 3:17). It is this liberty given by Christ through the indwelling of his blessed Spirit that causes God’s saints in this world to “rejoice in hope of the glory of God.” Knowing that we are freely, fully, completely justified by Christ, by faith in him we have peace with God and confidently anticipate the glory that awaits us (Rom. 4:25-5:5).
Through the Spirit
“For we through the Spirit wait for the hope of righteousness by faith” (v. 5). — We who believe in Christ by the gift, grace, power, and operations of God the Holy Spirit do not look for and expect heaven and eternal happiness through any law-work performed by us, but through the righteousness of Christ received by faith, under the influence and testimony of the Spirit of God.
It is God the Holy Spirit whose office and work it is to convince chosen, redeemed sinners of the righteousness of God brought in for sinners by the obedience and death of our all-glorious Christ (John 16:8-11). When he reveals Christ, he works faith in the heart by convincing God’s elect of their own sin, of righteousness established, brought in for them and imputed to them by Christ’s obedience in life, and of judgment (condemnation) finished by his obedience unto death.
Until God the Holy Spirit has revealed Christ in us and convinced us of his righteousness, causing us to cast aside all our own imaginary righteousness, being satisfied and delighted with Christ and his righteousness, we can never know this blessed liberty. But when the Spirit of God comes in saving power and grace and reveals Christ in the heart, the chosen, redeemed sinner is delighted to cast off all his carnal hopes and trust Christ alone as “THE LORD OUR RIGHTEOUSNESS.” Then, ceasing from all our works, we rest with full assurance of faith and “rejoice in hope of the glory of God.” This is the meaning of our Savior’s words in John 16:14 — “He shall glorify me, for he shall receive of mine, and shall show it unto you.”
The Hope of Righteousness
“For we through the Spirit wait for the hope of righteousness by faith”. — When Paul speaks here of “the hope of righteousness,” he is not referring to the righteousness of Christ imputed to us by which we are justified, as if our justification and righteousness before God is something yet to be hoped for, or as if to imply that we are not yet complete in Christ (Col. 2:9-10). Not at all. Our righteousness before God was established, wrought out, and brought in by Christ, who is the end of the law for righteousness. It is revealed in the gospel from faith to faith, being revealed and applied to God’s elect by the Holy Spirit. It is put upon us and imputed to us by the Father. This righteousness is something that is the present possession of all who believe on the Son of God. It is written, “Ye are justified in the name of the Lord Jesus” (1 Cor. 6:11). Christ is made of God unto us righteousness (1 Cor. 1:30). Righteousness before God is not something we have in hope, but in hand.
The righteousness of faith is not something we hope to have in the future, but something we have already received. It is called “the righteousness of faith,” not because faith performed it, or established it, but because faith receives it from God (Rom. 5:1-10). This is that righteousness in which we stand and in which we shall ever be found.
“The hope of righteousness” is the confident, eager, assured hope and expectation of eternal glory with Christ, secured to us by that perfect righteousness that is ours in Christ. Because the righteousness of Christ is ours, because we are assured of that fact by the indwelling Spirit of God by whom the love of God is shed abroad in our hearts, we are assured of our inheritance of eternal glory with Christ as the children of God. In fact, the Holy Spirit is himself the seal and pledge of that inheritance (2 Cor. 1:21-22; Eph. 1:13-14; 4:30).
The only basis, foundation, and assurance of our hope is the righteousness of Christ. We know that none but those who are perfectly righteous shall enter into heaven (Rev. 21:27). Because Christ is our righteousness and we are made the righteousness of God in him, we eagerly wait for our eternal inheritance upon the ground of justice as well as grace. John Gill wrote…
“Waiting for it supposes it to be certain, real, solid, substantial, valuable, and worth waiting for; which, when possessed, will be with the utmost pleasure, and be abundantly satisfying; and that the persons that wait for it have knowledge, and at least hope of interest in it; and do highly value and esteem it, having their hearts set on it, and looking with contempt on the things of time and sense, in comparison of it.”
Faith and Love
“For in Jesus Christ neither circumcision availeth any thing, nor uncircumcision; but faith which worketh by love” (v. 6). — In Christ law-work means nothing. Everything Paul says about “circumcision” is equally applicable to everything men attempt to join with Christ for righteousness. Though circumcision was the solemn ordinance of God in the Old Testament, those who observe that rite or do anything else to obtain righteousness before God are saying that Christ is not enough, that he has not fulfilled all righteousness, and that his obedience and death were meaningless. They do, in effect, make Christ to be of no effect. They have totally departed from the gospel of the grace of God. Like the Jews of old, they, being ignorant of the righteousness of God in Christ, go about to establish their own righteousness and refuse to submit to Christ alone for righteousness. They have not yet learned the sweet meaning of that blessed assertion of the gospel — “Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone that believeth” (Rom. 10:3-4).
In the church and kingdom of God the only thing that matters is faith in Christ, that faith that God the Holy Spirit has wrought in and given to every believer, that faith that constantly works and operates upon the basis of the love of God shed abroad in our hearts by the Holy Spirit. “The love of Christ constraineth us” (2 Cor. 5:14). This is the fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22-23).
Faith in Christ shows its existence by love to God and to men. Faith is not a mere intellectual assent to revealed truth. It is that which reaches the heart and controls the affections. Faith is not dead, but operative. It is manifest in kindness and affection. Religion without Christ, all law based (works based) religion, leaves the heart cold and hard, judgmental and harsh, constantly stirring up strife and division, causing its adherents to look down their noses at others and say, “Stand by thyself, come not near to me: for I am holier than thou” (Isa. 65:5). Faith in Christ causes men to know themselves, and that makes them esteem their brethren better than themselves in love. Faith causes saved men and women to be gracious, kind, long-suffering, forbearing, forgiving, and charitable in attitude and in deed. As James puts it, “Pure religion and undefiled before God and the Father is this, To visit the fatherless and widows in their affliction, and to keep himself unspotted from the world” (James 1:27).
The love of God shed abroad in our hearts in Christ, not the law given at Sinai, is the believer’s rule of life. We “have not received the spirit of bondage again to fear.” We no longer require the rule of fear. We “have received the Spirit of adoption, whereby we cry, Abba, Father” (Rom. 8:15). The Holy Spirit working teaches us to love our God and one another. Nothing inspires devotion like liberty. Find a child who is thoroughly happy, and you will see a child who seeks to please his parents, one who looks upon his duties as light, easy, and delightful things. Find one who is miserable, and you will see one whose every duty is like an iron chain upon him. Law is bondage and death. Grace is liberty and life. “Walk in the Spirit and ye shall not fulfill the lust of the flesh” (Gal. 5:16). If you attempt to live by the law, you cannot do otherwise. “If ye be led of the Spirit, ye are not under the law” (Gal. 5:18).
Chapter 27
Troublers of Israel
“Ye did run well; who did hinder you that ye should not obey the truth? This persuasion cometh not of him that calleth you. A little leaven leaveneth the whole lump. I have confidence in you through the Lord, that ye will be none otherwise minded: but he that troubleth you shall bear his judgment, whosoever he be. And I, brethren, if I yet preach circumcision, why do I yet suffer persecution? then is the offence of the cross ceased. I would they were even cut off which trouble you.”
(Galatians 5:7-12)
The church of our Lord Jesus Christ is “a habitation of God, through the Spirit.” It is His kingdom of righteousness and peace. Yet, there have always been those who would do everything in their power to destroy the peace and joy of God’s people by taking their hearts and minds away from the true worship of God in Spirit and truth, and fixing them upon some external object or ceremony. They are troublers of Israel, who impede the progress and worship of the church of God by their corrupting influence.
The church of the Old Testament had many such troublers. The one who stands out most conspicuously in my mind is that wicked King Ahab. You will remember how that Ahab kept Israel in constant turmoil by his childish peevishness and constant sin. He hindered the worship of Israel, and turned them aside from worshipping Jehovah, the God of grace and mercy, to worship the works of their own hands. But in those dark days God had his prophet, whom he had reserved for the comfort, protection, instruction, and preservation of his church. That godly old prophet was Elijah. Elijah was a marvelous man. He was as bold as a lion in the cause of God. He was a man of righteousness and great faith.
Are you not surprised when you read of the meeting of Elijah and Ahab face to face, and that ungodly king charged the prophet of God with being the one “that troubleth Israel?” Indeed, we would all be surprised, were it not for the fact that this has always been the case. Those who trouble God’s people with their wicked ways are always the ones who turn upon God’s servants, who uphold the way of truth, and charge them with disturbing the peace of the saints. Thus, Ahab so charged Elijah. Israel so charged Moses. Hananiah so charged Jeremiah. Haman so charged Mordecai. And Zedekiah so charged Micaiah.
But this was not only true throughout the history of the Old Testament church. It was also true of the church in the New Testament. There are several examples of this in the New Testament; but we will limit our thoughts in this study to the ones exhibited in our text. The apostle Paul was the most zealous, self-sacrificing, and successful of all the apostles of Christ. Yet, he was incessantly charged by false teachers with inconsistency and troubling the church. This was exactly what had happened in the church at Galatia.
These troublers of Israel had come to Galatia after Paul left that region, and began to pervert the gospel of Christ. They were not teaching anything directly contrary to the facts of the gospel. They were, in fact, teaching the very same thing that Paul taught— that Christ, the Son of God, died for our sins, was buried, and rose again on the third day. They taught that salvation is by the grace of God in Christ. But, along with the message of grace, these false teachers were saying that it was also necessary for a man to be circumcised and keep the law of Moses in order to truly be a Christian.
Thus, they perverted the gospel. In doing this they had taken away the peace, joy, and comfort the Galatians had enjoyed in the grace of God. Instead of worshipping God in Spirit and in truth as free sons, they had been brought to “observe the days, and months, and times, and years” of the Jewish calendar as slaves in bondage to the law. And in order to buttress their weak, legalistic position, and deceive many into their persuasion, they said that Paul himself had taught this doctrine. In the passage before us this evening Paul takes these troublers of Israel and their legalistic doctrines to task.
Up to this point he has been addressing the saints at Galatia, and has expressed his confidence that they would recover from their error (v. 10). But here he condemns those false teachers who had led them astray from “the simplicity that is in Christ.” Those who, by their false teachings and corrupt practices, defile the church of God shall most assuredly bear the judgment of God (v. 10).
Hindered in the Race
The Apostle goes back in his mind for the fourth time (1:8-9; 3:2-3; 4:9, 12-15) to the time when the Galatians had heard the gospel from his lips and had accepted Christ as their Savior and Lord. But someone had hindered them in their race. He says, in verse 7, “Ye did run well.” Then he asks, “Who did hinder you that ye should not obey the truth?”
Paul characteristically compares the Christian life to the famous Isthmian races (1 Cor. 9:24; Phil. 3:13-14; 2 Tim. 4:7-8; Heb. 12:1-4). There is a cloud of witnesses in heaven urging us on in the race (Heb. 12:10). These are the saints of God who have gone before us. There is a course of work set before us. It is the course of faith in Christ. The race must be run patiently and perseveringly. Christ our Savior has run the race before us, leaving us an example to follow; and he will carry us through to the end and crown us in the end. Let us ever look to and focus our hearts on him. “He that endureth to the end shall be saved” (Matt. 10:22).
“Wherefore seeing we also are compassed about with so great a cloud of witnesses, let us lay aside every weight, and the sin which doth so easily beset us, and let us run with patience the race that is set before us, Looking unto Jesus the author and finisher of our faith; who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is set down at the right hand of the throne of God. For consider him that endured such contradiction of sinners against himself, lest ye be wearied and faint in your minds. Ye have not yet resisted unto blood, striving against sin.” (Hebrews 12:1-4)
When the Galatians first professed faith in Christ, they ran well. They were steadfast in the gospel and zealous for the glory of God. They were devoted to Christ and increasing in the knowledge of Christ. They ran cheerfully after him, and ran in the old paths of gospel truth (Jer. 6:16). But they had been “hindered,” checked in their course, and beat back.
“Who did hinder you?” — Paul and his fellow laborers in the gospel encouraged them to go forward, and did everything in their power to assist them. Those who hindered them were the false teachers who did all they could to turn them to another gospel, to turn them away from the truth.
“Who did hinder you that ye should not obey the truth?” — Paul is talking about the truth that is in Christ, the truth of the gospel. Specifically, he is talking about the righteousness of God, the righteousness of complete, free justification in and by Christ. The question is really rhetorical. He is speaking with indignation against the work-mongers who had been the means of hindering the Galatians in the pursuit of Christ, in the pursuit of that holiness that is found only in Christ, “without which no man shall see the Lord” (Heb. 12:14). His purpose is to both condemn the legalists and to recover God’s saints from their error.
“This persuasion cometh not of him that calleth you” (v. 8). — The Galatian believers had come to Christ as poor, needy, helpless sinners, finding all in him (1 Cor. 1:30). They had been turned back to the law, looking for righteousness in their own obedience to the commands of the law. Who persuaded them to make such a blunder? It was not God who called them by his grace. It was not Christ who fulfilled all righteousness for them. And it was not the Holy Spirit who had revealed the gospel to them, convincing them of the righteousness of God in Christ. Those who had hindered them were false apostles, the messengers of Satan who transform themselves into angels of light and preachers of righteousness attained by human effort (2 Cor. 11:2-3, 13-15). The Galatians had been encumbered by those legalists who bound them with the fetters of the law, so that they could not run with liberty in the course of the gospel.
“This persuasion cometh not of him that calleth you” (v. 8). — Edgar Andrews writes, “What persuasion? Clearly, the Judaizers’ idea that to follow Christ one must submit to the law of Moses. This doctrine, avers the apostle, does not come from God (the one who calls them). He only calls men ‘in the grace of Christ’ (1:6), never by the works or religious observances of men.” Professor Andrews continues…
“Here is a most valuable test, which can be applied to all or any teaching purporting to be Christian. Any belief or ‘persuasion’ which does not testify to ‘the grace of Christ,’ is not from God. Here are twin pillars of the truth, namely the person and work of Christ, and the grace of God in Christ. They support and underpin all truly Christian teaching. No matter how attractive or pious a doctrine may appear, it is not to be received as coming from God unless it passes this double test namely:
1. Does it make Christ central, and glorify him?
2. Does it exalt the grace of God, over against the activity of man?
Whether it be instruction in salvation, in worship, in service, or in living for God, its precepts are only to be received if they flow from the grace of Christ. Had the Galatians applied this test to the teachings of the Judaizers, they would soon have realized that they detracted from Christ’s perfect, finished and sufficient work of atonement.”
The Lord Christ has called us to liberty. He brought us out from the bondage of the law. He gave us freedom. He continues calling us to liberty. The law bogs us down with doubts and fears. Christ urges us to serve with liberty. Legalistic teachings are inconsistent with the grace of God. Heed not their calls, but that of Christ.
“Day by day His sweet voice soundeth,
Saying, Christian, follow Me.”
A Little Leaven
“A little leaven leaveneth the whole lump” (v. 9). — The work-mongers might reply by saying, “We do not teach that believers are to obey the whole law, and we certainly do not teach that salvation comes by our obedience to the law. We are simply saying that there is still a sense in which believers are to live under the rule of the law; and that all who would live in true righteousness are to keep the commandments, observe the sabbath day, and certain of the Mosaic rituals, like circumcision. Surely, anyone who opposes that must be a promoter of licentiousness.” To such Paul says that a little error, especially regarding salvation by grace alone and righteousness in Christ alone, is like leaven in a lump of dough. It soon runs through everything, corrupts the whole gospel, and nullifies the work of Christ. It must be stamped out immediately and completely.
Our Lord said to his disciples, “Beware of the leaven of the Pharisees” (Matt. 16:6). Paul is talking about the same thing. A few corrupt principles corrupt the whole body of truth. The leaven of legalism had already begun to work among the Galatians, and Paul was afraid that they might become attached to it and abandon the truth (4:10-11). A few corrupt people can corrupt the whole body of a congregation (1 Cor. 5:6). Therefore, they must be avoided (Rom. 16:17). These false teachers must not be tolerated.
Confidence in You
What Paul says in verse 10 regarding the saints at Galatia can be said with regard to all who truly trust the Lord Jesus Christ. — “I have confidence in you through the Lord, that ye will be none otherwise minded.” He had spoken to them sharply; but he was confident that, once they saw how utterly inconsistent legalism is with the grace of God, they would abandon it and those who taught it altogether. He was confident that God who had begun the good work of grace in them would perform it to the end. God will not allow his elect to perish in the error of the wicked. He will not allow the believer to abandon Christ and his gospel.
Sure Judgment
As sure as Paul was of the certain preservation of God’s elect from the damning influence of the wicked Judaizers at Galatia, he was equally emphatic in declaring that those who preached another gospel, a gospel of works, must bear the wrath and judgment of God. — “But he that troubleth you shall bear his judgment, whosoever he be “ (v. 10). Those who corrupt the churches of Christ shall bear the judgment of God in this world and in that which is to come (1 Cor. 3:16-17).
The Offense of the Cross
“And I, brethren, if I yet preach circumcision, why do I yet suffer persecution? then is the offence of the cross ceased” (v. 11). — The false teachers at Galatia charged Paul with duplicity. They said in one place Paul preaches circumcision (on one occasion he had Timothy circumcised as a matter of expediency), and in another place he opposes it. Paul had Timothy circumcised (Acts 16:3) in hopes of being conciliatory to the Jews (It didn’t work.), not to make Timothy righteous or more spiritual. The fact is, those who oppose the gospel of God’s free, sovereign, absolute grace in Christ, claiming to be promoters of righteousness, never hesitate to slander any who preach free grace, hurling accusations against them that they know are not true.
Paul’s response is simple and pointed. He asks, “If I preach circumcision (law obedience) why do your legalistic teachers relentlessly oppose me?” They opposed him because the cross of Christ is now, ever has been, and ever will be an offense to work-mongers. Lost religious people do not object to the teaching that Christ is the Son of God, the Savior of sinners, the Lord our Righteousness, and our sin-atoning Substitute. They only object to that which offends their own self-righteousness — the plain revelation of the gospel that Christ is our Savior alone — that he is our complete Savior — that all who believe are complete in him who of God is made unto us “wisdom, and righteousness, and sanctification, and redemption.”
Cut Off
“I would they were even cut off which trouble you” (v. 12). — The Apostle desired that the Judaizers would cut themselves off. It is as though he said, “I wish these agitators, these troublers of your souls, obsessive as they are about circumcision, would go all the way and castrate themselves! Since the Judaizers, who were upsetting the Galatians, believe a little physical mutilation is of spiritual value, then, let them cut even more radically. Let them be like the pagan priests of Cybele and make eunuchs of themselves.” He wanted the Judaizers cut off from the Galatian church altogether. This may seem severe to some; but it was most truly an act of love. Paul would rather have a few corrupt false teachers suffer the wrath and judgment of God, than see the entire assembly be destroyed by their doctrine. John Gill wrote…
“These words are a solemn wish of the apostle’s with respect to the false teachers, or an imprecation of the judgment of God upon them; that they might be cut off out of the land of the living by the immediate hand of God, that they might do no more mischief to the churches of Christ: this he said not out of hatred to their persons, but from a concern for the glory of God, and the good of his people.”
Chapter 28
“A More Excellent Way”
“For, brethren, ye have been called unto liberty; only use not liberty for an occasion to the flesh, but by love serve one another. For all the law is fulfilled in one word, even in this; Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself. But if ye bite and devour one another, take heed that ye be not consumed one of another.”
(Galatians 5:13-15)
These verses begin a very important passage that extends into the opening verses of chapter 6. In this section of Galatians Paul gives us much needed, clear, and practical instruction about walking in the Spirit in the blessed liberty of faith in Christ. Here he tells us that this liberty is the liberty of love. The life into which believers have been delivered is a life of love.
There are two great evils to which our fallen human nature is constantly drawn, evils that must be consciously avoided. The one is the horrid evil of legalism. The other is the equally horrid evil of licentiousness. Both are evil products of the flesh. Paul has devoted the larger part of this epistle to the Galatians to the task of exposing and denouncing the legalistic, self-righteousness, and arrogance of the Judaizers who ever attempt to bring God’s saints under the oppressive yoke of legal bondage. Now he turns to the subject of licentiousness.
It may appear to be a strange paradox to many that legalism, when it is most prominent, produces licentiousness; paradoxical perhaps, but it is not a self-contradiction. Legalism is the mother of malice, strife, heresy, and slander. Who was ever more legalistic than the Pharisee? He prayed three times a day. He fasted twice in a week. He gave tithes of all that he had. He kept the sabbath. He ate no unclean thing. He was a legalistic moralist! But who was ever more licentious than the Pharisee? He slandered the Son of God. He tried to trick the Savior into speaking against the law of Moses and against Caesar. It was a band of religious legalists who took a woman in the act of adultery to be condemned, but left their fellow Pharisee in his tent unaccused. Religious legalists took up stones to slay the Lord Jesus. They crucified the Lord of glory to satisfy their own lusts. It is not at all surprising therefore that Paul brings in a solemn warning against licentiousness right upon the heels of such strong condemnations of legality. We are free in Christ; but our freedom in Christ is not a license to sin. Rather, our freedom in Christ is the blessed liberty of love.
A Better Way
Paul has shown the excellence of the gospel. He has thoroughly denounced all possibility that sinners can be justified by works. He has shown us that once a person is justified by the free grace of God in Christ, he is not then sanctified and made perfect by his own efforts. He asks in chapter 3, “Are ye so foolish? Having begun in the Spirit, are ye now made perfect by the flesh?” Paul has shown us that our entire standing before God is the result of his free-grace and not the result of human merit.
Now, lest anyone should say, “Shall we then continue in sin that grace may abound?” (See Romans 6:1-22) Paul gives a solemn warning against licentiousness. He tells us that our liberty in Christ is not licentiousness, but love. We are free from the bondage of the Mosaic law. And, being made free from the law, we are now free to live by the law of Christ. Believers are not antinomians, though legalists love to hurl that slanderous accusation against us. We do not live by the carnal rule of the Mosaic law, but by the law of love to Christ. In all things, “the love of Christ constraineth us” (2 Cor. 5:14). Legalistic duties can never fulfill the law, but love does. We have been brought under the law to Christ. What is the law of Christ? It is the law of love. Love not only fulfills the law, as legalism never can, but it also prevents the bitter strife that legalism produces.
This is what Paul has called, “a more excellent way” (1 Cor. 12:31-13:13). Love is the law of Christianity. The commandment of Christ is love. The fruit of the Spirit is love. Faith works by love. The joy of heaven is love. Peace on earth is love. That which sanctifies our every deed is love. Tongues are nothing without love. Prophecy is nothing without love. Understanding is nothing without love. Faith is nothing without love. Self-sacrifice is nothing without love. The charter, the continuance, and the consummation of Christ’s kingdom is love. “God is love.” And God’s people reflect that love. Wherever God is there is love. Wherever love is absent, God is absent.
“How sweet, how heavenly is the sight,
When those that love the Lord
In one another’s peace delight,
And so fulfill His Word.
When each can feel his brother’s sigh,
And with him bear a part;
When sorrow flows from eye to eye,
And joy from heart to heart.
When free from envy, scorn, and pride,
Our wishes all above,
Each can his brother’s failings hide,
And show a brother’s love.
When love, in one delightful stream,
Through every bosom flows;
And union sweet, and dear esteem,
In every action glows.
Love is the golden chain that binds
The happy souls above;
And he’s an heir of heaven who finds
His bosom glow with love.”
“Called unto Liberty”
“For, brethren, ye have been called unto liberty; only use not liberty for an occasion to the flesh, but by love serve one another” (v. 13). Whenever religious legalists hear or read about the blessed liberty God’s saints have in Christ from the law of Moses, red flags immediately arise in their minds. When we assert, in Bible language, that “Christ is the end of the law,” that “we are not under the law, but under grace,” and “ye are dead to the law,” they are terrified that such gospel declarations will lead people professing godliness to live in licentiousness. Because they know that they are ruled and motivated by legal threats and rewards, because their religion is nothing more than mercenary duty, they presume the same is true of God’s children. Shall we, therefore, refuse to assure God’s saints of their liberty in Christ? Perish the thought! Instead of that, Paul asserts, “Brethren, ye have been called unto liberty.” Then he gives us this admonition, “only use not liberty for an occasion to the flesh.” We must take care that we do not use (or abuse) our liberty in Christ to indulge the lusts of the flesh.
Paul again calls the Galatian saints "brethren." He does so to express his own affection for them and to remind them (and us) of their relationship to one another in Christ, a loving family relationship. Then he reminds us that we have been called to liberty by the effectual grace and power of God the Holy Spirit.
The work-mongers at Galatia were frustrating the grace of God by their doctrine (Gal. 3:21). They taught that the rule of the Mosaic law was still in effect, that men and women make themselves righteous by their obedience to the law, and, thereby, taught that the sacrifice of Christ and the grace of God were meaningless (Gal. 5:1-4). Paul here reminds us that Christ has given all who trust him freedom from the law, calling us to liberty. — “Ye have been called unto liberty.” Our liberty in Christ includes freedom from condemnation by the law and from the consciousness of guilt because of sin (Rom. 8:1). Christ has freed us from the carnal ordinances and ceremonies of the law (Col. 2:16-23). He has freed us from the oppressive rule of the law (Rom. 6:14-15; 7:4; 10:4). And he has given us the liberty of access to and assured acceptance with God as his own dear children (Gal. 4:6-7; Heb. 10:19-22).
“An Occasion to the Flesh”
“Only use not liberty for an occasion to the flesh.” — The corrupt, depraved nature of fallen, unregenerate men is so base and vile that it finds encouragement to licentiousness in the goodness, mercy and grace of God in Christ to licentiousness. The sweet, blessed doctrines of grace revealed in the gospel (unconditional election, everlasting love, free justification, the non-imputation of sin, immutable grace, absolute security in Christ, etc.), though the very source and inspiration for all true godliness, are perverted and abused by ungodly religionists and made to be a covering and excuse for evil. This was the doctrine of the Nicolaitans, which our holy Savior hates (Rev. 2:14-15).
Paul’s comments here are not addressed to lost religionists. They are addressed to the saints of God. Believers are no longer in the flesh (Rom. 8:9), and do not live after the flesh (Rom. 8:12-13). Yet the flesh, the old nature of the flesh, is in us and is constantly at war against us. That old nature that is in us is prone to the same evils that the unregenerate practice. That makes Paul’s admonition needful. We must not give in to the flesh. We must take care that we do not indulge the flesh, abusing the liberty that is ours in Christ to gratify the lusts of the flesh. Christ’s free men must not give way to such evil lusts. To do so is both to bring reproach upon our Savior and upon the gospel of the grace of God. Let us, rather, “adorn the doctrine of God our Savior in all things” (Tit. 2:10).
Our liberty in Christ is abused, or used as an occasion to the flesh whenever we begin to live for the gratification of our fleshly lust. In this context Paul is particularly telling us that we must not excuse, or attempt to justify any conduct that injures our brethren. “To use this liberty as an excuse to indulge the old nature is,” wrote Edgar Andrews, “a contradiction in terms. Any who do so have not understood the meaning of Christian liberty, for liberty and lawlessness are bitter enemies, not companions.”
Christian liberty is not a spring board, or incentive for the sinful human nature to assert itself. The doctrine of Christ is a “doctrine according to godliness” (1 Tim. 6:3). It is freedom to walk with and serve our God. We are free to use all things lawfully, but we are not to be in bondage to any (1 Cor. 6:12). And our liberty must never be so pressed as to become a stumbling block to a weaker brother (1 Cor. 8:9, 13). We are to use this liberty for the good of men and the glory of Christ (1 Cor. 9:12, 19:22; 1 Cor. 10:23, 24, 31; 11:1), not to gratify ourselves.
“By Love Serve”
“But by love serve one another.” — Gospel liberty and the service of the saints go hand in hand. Faith works by love. Our Savior commands us to love one another. Our profession of faith in Christ and our family relation to one another in Christ, the grace of God that we have experienced, and the love of God revealed to us in the sacrifice of his own dear Son for us all teach us to devote ourselves to and serve one another in love. Throughout the New Testament good works are set before us, not as deeds by which we attempt to show how good, devoted, and holy we are (That is ever the practice of Pharisees.), but by acts of kindness, love, and mercy: visiting the fatherless and the afflicted, giving a cup of cold water, bearing one another’s burdens, etc.
Let every child of God make it his goal in life to help his brothers and sisters in Christ in their pilgrimage through this world. That is what it is to serve one another by love. Believers ought always to pray for one another, sympathize with one another’s needs, and provide for one another’s needs. We ought to be forgiving, forbearing, and long-suffering with one another, patient, kind, and gentle toward one another. We are to think well of and speak well of one another, each esteeming his brother and sister in Christ better than himself (Phil. 2:1-4). Love is a debt we owe to one another (Rom. 13:8). If we were more concerned about loving and less concerned about being loved, that would put an end to resentment, strife and division, envy, malice, and feuds in the church of God.
Our Example
The love Paul is speaking of here is not mere human affection. It is the love of God revealed to us in Christ and shed abroad in our hearts by the Holy Spirit. The great example of serving one another by love that is held before us in the Book of God is Christ himself (John 13:13-15; Eph. 4:32-5:1; 1 John 3:16-17). He said, “I am among you as he that serveth.” He came into the world in the form of a servant (Phil. 2:7). When he arose from supper, he put a towel around his waist, poured water into a basin, and washed his disciples feet (John 13:4-5). The Prophet called the Messiah a Servant (Isa. 42:1; 50:4-11; 52:13-53:12).
What is this love? It is a deep affection, but more than affection. Love is devotion, self-sacrificing tenderness, genuine care, and a readiness to help. It is free, spontaneous giving and forgiving. William Hendriksen tells us that, “When Paul warns the Galatians not to turn freedom into an opportunity for the flesh, but through love to be serving one another, he is placing service over against selfishness…Vice can only be conquered by virtue, which is the Spirit’s gift, man’s responsibility.”
Savior, give me grace that I may
Love Your people as I ought,
Ever serve them, and defend them,
And with care offend them not.
May the grace You have imparted,
In releiving me of woe,
Make me kind and tenderhearted;
Give me grace Your grace to show.
As You laid down Your life, Savior,
For the people that You love,
Help me to my own life lay down
For my brethren, whom I love.
The Law Fulfilled by Love
“For all the law is fulfilled in one word, even in this; Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself” (v. 14). — Paul, by divine inspiration, reduces the whole Mosaic system to one commandment. — “Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself.” Legalists take great offense at this, saying that such a view of the law makes every man a law unto himself and gives no real direction for life. Nothing could be further from the truth. The law of love is the new commandment of the gospel (Eph. 5:2; 1 Thess. 4:9; James 2:8, 1 Pet. 1:22; 1 John 3:23; 4:21). This love is not natural to men. It is the fruit of the indwelling Spirit making manifest the fact that Christ dwells in us (Gal. 5:22; 1 John 3:9-24). Pastor Henry Mahan wrote…
“When I consider what I can do, should do and am required to do in word, thought and deed toward others, it is all fulfilled in the word 'love' (Matt. 7:12). My love for the Lord will control my personal conduct and behavior, and my love for others will control my public conduct where others are concerned. As far as a man loves aright, so far he fulfils the law.”
“Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself.” What more needs to be said? If I want to know how I ought to love my neighbor, I need only to ask, “How do I love myself?” When I am in trouble, or danger, or need of any kind, I welcome the help of others who are able to help. We do not need a book of instructions to teach us how to love our neighbor. All we need to do is look to our own enlightened hearts. If any ask, as the lawyer in Luke 10, “Who is my neighbor?” the answer is given in the parable that followed his question. My neighbor is anyone who needs my help (Luke 10:25-37). Let us so love our neighbors, especially our brothers and sisters in Christ. But our responsibility (our great privilege of love) reaches beyond the household of faith. We are to love all men, even those who despise and abuse us (Gal. 6:10). My neighbor is anyone with whom God in his providence brings me into contact, anyone I can help in anyway, even though he hates me and is my enemy (Matt. 5:43-48). My neighbor is especially my brother in Christ.
Most people talk glibly about love and boast that they practice it, but love is a rare, very rare, thing in this world. Love is more than a feeling, a sentiment, or an emotion. To love my neighbor is to serve him. We are to “by love serve one another.” Love is not merely putting up with people, or refraining from injuring them. It is doing them good (Gal. 6:10). To serve one another in love is to instruct the erring, comfort the afflicted, raise the fallen, and help one another in every possible way. If I love my neighbor, I bear his burdens, and forgive his offenses. I am patient with his infirmities, weaknesses, and ignorance, and am long-suffering with him in all things. Love forgives the unforgiving, is patient with the impatient, merciful to the unmerciful, and kind to the mean-spirited. Love makes children honor their parents and parents to be patient with unruly children, causes husbands to be patient with nagging wives and wives to be patient with obstinate husbands. If I love my neighbor as myself, I will not defraud him, betray his trust, lie to him, cheat him, slander him, or reveal his faults, weaknesses, and failures to others.
These things are not regarded as good works by most people; but they are the very things our God speaks of as good works. They are such excellent things that the unregenerate cannot possibly estimate them at their true value. Religious legalist vainly imagine that good works are the observance of rituals, ceremonies, holy days, dress codes, dietary laws, fastings, and countless other things seen, approved of, and applauded by men. Their religion is street corner and market place religion. Nothing more. While they strenuously observe the outward duties of religious laws and customs, they are filled with violence and hatred.
What greater example of this horrid spirit of legalism could be found than in the fact that those very men who crucified the Lord of glory because of their envy and hatred insisted that his body be taken down from the cross (John 19:31), lest their sabbath day be polluted? The Old Testament as well as the New is replete with examples that show how highly our God values love. When David and his men had no food they ate the showbread, though the law forbade them to eat it. Our Savior’s disciples broke the legal sabbath law when they plucked ears of corn and ate it as they followed the Master, resting in him who is our Sabbath. The Lord Jesus himself broke the sabbath day, as far as the Jews could see, by healing the sick on the sabbath day. In all these things, we are taught that the holy Lord God calls for mercy, not sacrifice. The law itself was designed to teach us this blessed doctrine — “Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself.” Therefore, Paul urges us to serve one another by love. He says to them and to us, “If you want to do good works and honor God’s holy law, ‘by love serve one another.’ The world is full of people who need your help.” Yet, those who teach that righteousness comes by works never mention such things.
A Needed Warning
“But if ye bite and devour one another, take heed that ye be not consumed one of another” (v. 15). — Here Paul is saying, “If you are critical, unforgiving, unkind, and filled with bitterness and strife, you will destroy the unity and peace of God’s church. Love is the cement that binds us together and enables us to live and labor together in peace” (Eph. 4:1-7; Col: 3:12-14).
In the church at Galatia, as in countless churches today, there was much strife and division, backbiting and slander, bitterness, and jealousy. The fact that Paul gives us the warning in verse 15 in the context of Galatians 5 tells us that the root cause of these evils is the carnal, fleshly spirit of legalism and self-righteousness. One of the problems with living by law is the fact that once the explicit duties of the law have been fulfilled in the mind of the legalist, he vainly imagines that he is “holier” than other people and sets himself up as a judge over them. Those who walk in the Spirit (That is to say, those who live by faith in Christ) do not fulfill such lusts of the flesh. They know themselves to be sinners in constant need of mercy, whose only hope before God is the blood and righteousness of Christ. If we truly know that, if truly we have experienced the grace of God and know something of the evil of our own hearts, we will esteem our brothers and sisters better than ourselves, and “by love serve one another.”
Let us hear and heed Paul’s warning. — “If ye bite and devour one another, take heed that ye be not consumed one of another.” Here people, church members at that, are pictured in the act of rushing upon one another as wild beasts. Strife and divisions are always carnal and ungodly (1 Cor. 3:3). It is not strange to see dogs and wolves biting and devouring sheep; but it is unthinkable that sheep should bite and devour one another. “He that soweth discord among brethren” is an abomination to the Lord. Strife and division destroy the peace of churches (1 Cor. 3:17). It is by these things that we quench the Spirit of God (Eph. 4:30) and destroy our usefulness in the cause of Christ.
Here are quotations taken from the writings of four men on this 15th verse. Each is tremendously insightful.
“Christian churches cannot be ruined but by their own hands; but if Christians, should be helps to one another and a joy to one another, be as brute beasts, biting and devouring each other, what can be expected but that the God of love should deny his grace to them, and the Spirit of love should depart from them, and that the evil spirit that seeks the destruction of them all should prevail?” (Matthew Henry)
Strife, contention, bickering, detraction, and the biting of hard, unjust words will rend a church in pieces quicker than all the assaults of men and devils from outside.” (G. S. Bishop).
“How distressing, how mad it is that we, who are members of the same body, should be leagued together, of our own accord, for mutual destruction!” (John Calvin)
“When faith in Christ is overthrown peace and unity come to an end in the church. Diverse opinions and dissensions about doctrine and life spring up, and one member bites and devours the other, i.e., they condemn each other until they are consumed. To this the Scriptures and the experience of all times bear witness. The many sects at present have come into being because one sect condemns the other. When the unity of the spirit has been lost there can be no agreement in doctrine or life. New errors must appear without measure and without end. For the avoidance of discord Paul lays down the principle: "Let every person do his duty in the station of life into which God has called him. No person is to vaunt himself above others or find fault with the efforts of others while lauding his own. Let everybody serve in love.” (Martin Luther)
For the glory of God our Savior, for the furtherance of the gospel, and for the sake of our brethren, let us endeavor to keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace by our conduct toward one another (Eph. 4:2-3). Let us ever take care that we do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God by treating the objects of God’s love with contempt (Eph. 4:30 – 5:1-2). May God give us grace to love and serve one another, taking no offense at anything done to us by others. If another person will not walk in peace, but insists upon stirring up strife and division in the family of God, for the sake of Christ and his kingdom and the gospel of his grace, we must simply avoid them (Rom. 16:17; 2 Thess. 3:6, 14-15).
Read Paul’s words of wise instruction one more time and ask God the Holy Spirit who inspired them to graciously apply them to your heart, for Christ’s sake. — “For, brethren, ye have been called unto liberty; only use not liberty for an occasion to the flesh, but by love serve one another. For all the law is fulfilled in one word, even in this; Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself. But if ye bite and devour one another, take heed that ye be not consumed one of another.”
Chapter 29
My Soul’s Greatest Trouble
“This I say then, Walk in the Spirit, and ye shall not fulfil the lust of the flesh. For the flesh lusteth against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh: and these are contrary the one to the other: so that ye cannot do the things that ye would.”
(Galatians 5:16-17)
Believers are men and women with two distinct, separate, warring natures: the flesh and the spirit. When God saves a sinner he does not renovate, repair, and renew the old nature. He creates a new nature in his elect. Our old, Adamic, fallen, sinful nature is not changed. The flesh is subdued by the spirit; but it will never surrender to the spirit. The spirit wars against the flesh; but it will never conquer or improve the flesh. The flesh is sinful. The flesh is cursed. Thank God, the flesh must die! But it will never be improved.
This dual nature of the believer is plainly taught in the Word of God. It is utterly impossible to honestly interpret this portion of Paul’s epistle to the Galatians, the 7th chapter of Romans, and 1 John 3 without concluding that both Paul and John teach that there is within every believer, so long as he lives in this world, both an old Adamic nature that can do nothing but sin and a new righteous nature, that which is born of God, that cannot sin, that can only do righteousness. The Holy Spirit’s work in sanctification is not the improvement of our old nature, but the maturing of the new, steadily causing the believer to grow in the grace and knowledge of Christ and bring forth fruit unto God.
Every believer knows the duality of his nature by painful, bitterly painful experience. Ask any child of God what he desires above all things and he will quickly reply, “That I may live without sin in perfect conformity to Christ, perfectly obeying the will of God in all things.” But that which he most greatly desires is an utter impossibility in this life. Is it not so with you? Though you delight in the law of God after the inward man, there is another law of evil in your members, warring against you. You would do good; but evil is always present with you, so that you cannot do the things that you would. Even your best, noblest, most sincere acts of good, when honestly evaluated, are so marred by sin in motive and in execution that you must confess, “All my righteousnesses are filthy rags!”
It is this warfare between the flesh and the spirit more than anything else that keeps the believer from being satisfied with life in this world. Blessed be God, we shall soon be free! When we have dropped this robe of flesh we shall be perfectly conformed to the image of him who loved us and gave himself for us!
Faith in Christ
“This I say then.” — If we would overcome the horrible propensity of our flesh to evil, if we would avoid biting and devouring one another like mad dogs, we must live not by the carnal rule of the law, which only stirs up sin, but by the gracious rule of the Holy Spirit.
“Walk in the Spirit.” — The believer’s life in this world is often compared to a journey. The word “walk” is used in Holy Scripture as a synonym for “live” (Mark 7:5; Rom. 4:12; 6:4; 8:1). Paul is talking here about God the Holy Spirit. To walk in the Spirit is to live by faith in Christ. Those who walk in the Spirit walk with God, as Enoch did, trusting Christ alone for acceptance with the Holy Lord God. All who walk in the Spirit, all who trust Christ, have the witness and testimony of God within them that they please God, being accepted of God in Christ (Heb. 11:5-6; 1 John 5:10-13; Eph. 1:3-6). This is what Paul declares in Romans 8:1-4.
“There is therefore now no condemnation to them which are in Christ Jesus, who walk not after the flesh, but after the Spirit. For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus hath made me free from the law of sin and death. For what the law could not do, in that it was weak through the flesh, God sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh, and for sin, condemned sin in the flesh: That the righteousness of the law might be fulfilled in us, who walk not after the flesh, but after the Spirit.”
“And ye shall not fulfill the lust of the flesh.” — Paul does not say that the flesh shall not be in us, or that the lust of the flesh will no longer burn within us. He says that living by faith in Christ, as we walk “in the Spirit,” we “shall not fulfill the lust of the flesh.” This is not stated as a possibility, but as a certainty. Believers do not live by the evil dictates of the flesh, but by the gracious rule of the Spirit. This is stated as a matter of fact. Paul is not here telling us that we might not fulfill the lust of the flesh if we can manage, by self-discipline and self-denial, to yield ourselves to the influence of the Holy Spirit. Rather, he is telling us that if we live by faith in Christ, if our lives are ruled by the Spirit of God, we “shall not fulfill the lust of the flesh.” Paul’s subject has not changed. He is talking about God’s ongoing work of grace in the believer. He is telling us, as Edgar Andrews states, “that the law and the flesh are co-conspirators against grace and the Spirit.”
Flesh and Spirit
“The flesh lusteth against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh.” — As he uses it here, the word “flesh” does not refer to the physical body in which we live in this world, but to our fallen, corrupt, Adamic nature, the old man that still exists in saved sinners. It is that internal principle of corruption, “the carnal mind,” that is ever “enmity against God” (Rom. 8:7). The flesh is flesh, nothing else, just sinful flesh. It can do nothing but evil. “The Spirit” is the internal principle of grace in regenerate men and women. It refers to the Holy Spirit who dwells in us. This is “Christ in you, the Hope of glory” (Col. 1:27). This is that holy thing born of God that cannot sin (1 John 3:9).
“These are contrary the one to the other.” — They are enemies. “The flesh, or the old man, the carnal I, in regenerate persons, wills, chooses, desires, and loves carnal things, which are contrary to the Spirit or principle of grace in the soul…The Spirit or the new man, the spiritual I, wills, chooses, desires, approves, and loves spiritual things, such as are contrary to corrupt nature.” (John Gill). They are as contrary to one another as light and darkness or fire and water. They continually war against one another.
Because the flesh ever lusts against the Spirit and the Spirit against the flesh, “ye cannot do the things that ye would.” The believer would do perfectly good. That is our desire. Yet, we cannot do that which is good, because sin dwells within us. Our old nature of flesh would do nothing but sin, that which we hate. But the Spirit of Christ reigning within keeps the flesh from having its way (Rom. 7:15-17,22,23.)
Two Armies
This is the lamentation expressed by God’s church in the Song of Solomon (6:13). — “What will ye see in Solyma? As it were the company of two armies.” She is saying, “There is nothing in me but conflict and confusion. In my heart two armies are at war. If you look upon me, you will see a raging battle, good fighting evil, light contending with darkness. I am a house divided against itself.” This is a true and accurate description of the people of God. All of God’s elect experience constant warfare within, constant conflict between the flesh and the Spirit, so long as we live in this body of flesh. This conflict, this warfare causes us so much pain and trouble.
These inward conflicts are facts in every believer’s life. The believer’s life is not all sweets. It is not all joy and peace. Faith in Christ brings some bitter conflicts, which cause God’s child much pain, much toil, and many tears. The struggles between the flesh and the Spirit are evident enough to all who are born of God. To the unbelieving, unregenerate religionist, true Christians are confusing paradoxes. We are the happiest and the most mournful people in the world. We are the richest and the poorest people on earth. We are men and women who possess perfect peace; yet, we are always at war.
We see traces of this conflict throughout the Song of Solomon (1:5; 3:1; 5:2). We see these inward conflicts throughout the Psalms of David (Psa. 42; 43; 73). We see them dealt with and explained in Romans 7:14-25, and here in Galatians 5:16-18. And we see these terrible inward conflicts in our own daily experience of grace.
The people of God throughout the centuries have had the same struggles that we now have. John Bunyan wrote a book about his conflicts of heart and soul, which he titled, “The Holy War.” Richard Sibbes wrote a similar book called, “The Soul’s Conflict.” Though we are born of God, God’s saints in this world have a corrupt nature within, which would drive us to sin. Yet, we have within us a righteous nature, which would draw us into perfect conformity and union with Christ. Between these two forces of good and evil there is no peace (1 John 3:7-9).
Two Natures
This conflict is caused by and begins in regeneration. C. H. Spurgeon said, “The reigning power of sin falls dead the moment a man is converted, but the struggling power of sin does not die until the man dies.” A new nature has been planted within us; but the old nature is not eradicated.
Do not think for a moment that the old nature dies in regeneration, or even that it gets better. Flesh is flesh, and will never be anything but flesh. Noah, Lot, Moses, David, and Peter, like all other believers, had to struggle with this fact. We need no proof of the fact that God’s people in this world have two warring natures within beyond an honest examination of our own hearts and lives. Our best thoughts are corrupted with sin. Our most fervent prayers are defiled by lusts of the flesh. Our reading of Holy Scripture is corrupted by carnal passions. Our most spiritual worship is marred by the blackness within. Our most holy aspirations are vile. Our purest love for our Savior is so corrupted by our love of self and love for this world that we can hardly call our love for Christ love. From time to time we have all found, by bitter experience, the truthfulness of the hymn…
“Prone to wander, Lord, I feel it!
Prone to leave the God I love:
Here’s my heart, O take and seal it,
Seal it for Thy courts above.”
My Hope
I am reasonably confident that I am loved and chosen of God (Jer. 1:5; 31:3), redeemed by the precious blood of Christ (Gal. 2:20; 2 Cor. 5:21), and born again by the power and grace of God the Holy Spirit (Eph. 2:1-4). These things give me great joy, peace, and comfort. I have a good hope through grace regarding these things. I have some measure of confidence and assurance before God that these things are so, and that I am a child of God and an heir of eternal salvation. And I base that assurance upon the fact that I trust the Lord Jesus Christ alone as my Savior (1 John 5:1, 12-13; Heb. 11:1).
“My hope is built on nothing less
Than Jesus’ blood and righteousness
I dare not trust the sweetest frame,
But wholly lean on Jesus’ name.”
Yet, there is a terrible struggle within my soul, a tormenting trial in my spirit, a heavy burden upon my heart. I have a new heart and a new will, a new, heaven-bent nature, created in me by the grace of God, a nature that longs for and seeks after righteousness and conformity to the Lord Jesus Christ. But I cannot do the things I would. I find a law in my members that when I would do good evil is present with me. I find in my soul iniquity, transgression, and sin far more hideous and ignominious than the most profane acts of ungodly men. I want to pray; but there is too much selfish lust in my prayers to call them prayer. I want to worship God; but there is too much pride in my worship to call it worship. I want to be completely free of earthly care, trusting God in all things, but there is too much unbelief and selfish resentment toward God’s providence to call my faith, faith, or my submission, submission. The envy that is in me is enmity against God. My lack of contentment is the despising of God’s providence. My worry is questioning God’s wisdom and goodness. My fears are the denial of God’s power. My covetousness is proud rebellion against God.
“Progressive Holiness”
I hear men talk of becoming less and less sinful and progressively holier today than they were yesterday. I hear men talking about what they call “progressive sanctification.” Their doctrine is that God’s children grow in righteousness and holiness until they are ripe for heaven. They teach that glorification is the end result of their own progressive attainments in personal holiness. If their doctrine is true, then, it is possible for men, by diligent self-denial and personal holiness, to eventually attain sinless perfection in this life.
Such doctrine, of course, is contrary to Holy Scripture (1 John 1:8, 10). Honesty compels me to acknowledge that such doctrine is totally contrary to all personal experience. I have, I believe, over these past 37 years grown in grace. My love, faith, commitment to Christ, and joy in the Lord have grown, increased, and matured by the grace of God. But, my sin has not diminished. My outward acts of sin are more restricted and controlled. But the inward evil of my flesh has not diminished. If anything, it is worse now than ever. Reader, Is it not so with you? With aching heart, I confess my sin. Though I am redeemed, justified, and sanctified in Christ, I am still a man in the flesh, full of sin. Do you not experience the same thing? Paul did (Rom. 7:14-24). This is my soul’s greatest trouble. I wish it were not so, but it is. The fact is, we who believe God, we who walk in the Spirit, trusting Christ as our Savior, are people with two natures, two principles, warring against one another continually; and those two natures are the flesh and the Spirit (1 John 3:9).
David’s Struggle
The thing Paul is talking about in Galatians 5:16-17 is clearly displayed in the life of David, the man after God’s own heart. In Psalm 73 David describes before God the warfare and struggle of his own soul between the flesh and the spirit. When he looked over his own household, with all its troubles, and thought about the propriety and peace of the wicked around him, he said, “My feet were almost gone; my steps had well nigh slipped. For I was envious at the foolish, when I saw the prosperity of the wicked… Verily I have cleansed my heart in vain, and washed my hands in innocency. For all the day long have I been plagued, and chastened every morning” (Ps. 73:2,3,13,14). Then, he went into the house of God and understood their end. Then, he said, “Thus my heart was grieved, and I was pricked in my reins. So foolish was I, and ignorant: I was as a beast before thee” (Ps. 73:21-22).
Sinner Still
Taking David’s words as my own, I make the painful confession of my sin before God and before you who read these lines. It is my hope that by writing as I do in the first person, you can and will identify with what you are reading. Though I am saved by the grace of God, I am a terribly foul and sinful man. — “So foolish was I, and ignorant: I was as a beast before thee” (v. 22). I have had a few trials in my life. But the most painful, most difficult trial I have ever had to endure is one that I must endure so long as I live in this world. It is the ever-increasing realization and awareness of my sin.
David uses three words to describe his sin before God: “foolish,” “ignorant,” “beastly.” He says, “I have behaved as a fool before God.” This is a very strong word. It is the same word he uses to describe the atheist in Psalm 14:1. It means “one who forgets God and loves evil.” Yet, David uses this word to describe himself. He even intensifies his foolishness – “So foolish was I.” Then he says, “I have been ignorant.” My speech, my thoughts, and my actions betray my ignorance. How often we act like ignorant men and women! And David goes on to say, “I have behaved like a brute beast before God.” This word “beast” speaks of some hideous, monstrous, astonishingly wild creature. This is an accurate description of our flesh. The old man is a sinful, beastly, monstrous creature.
“I would disclose my whole complaint,
But where shall I begin?
No words of mine can fully paint
A picture of my sin.”
Like David, I most truly describe myself when I describe myself “as a beast before” God. Like the brute beasts of the earth, I am too much attached to this world. The hog, grubbing in the mud for its roots, cares nothing for the stars. The wild ass’s colt, roaming the hills, cares nothing for the angels of God. The ravenous wolf has no regard for eternity. Educate the beast, train it as well as you can, but it will have no regard for anything, but its natural appetite. How much like beasts I am! ― Is it not so with you? Are we not too fondly attached to the things of this world? Let us never be content with our beastly attachment to this world. But do not be so proud and foolish as to deny it.
I am like the wild beasts in this regard, too. I seem to have so little emotion and passion for heavenly things.
“Look how we grovel here below,
Fond of these trifling toys;
Our souls can neither fly nor go
To reach eternal joys.
In vain we tune our formal songs,
In vain we strive to rise;
Hosannahs languish on our tongues,
And our devotion dies.
Dear Lord, and shall we ever live
At this poor, dying rate?
Our love so faint, so cold to Thee,
And Thine to us so great?”
There is a beastly deadness, coldness of heart, and apathetic indifference about everything I do. My preaching, my repentance, my Bible reading, my praying, my singing, my worship, everything is so dead! Like brute beasts, we are terribly short-sighted. Our hearts and minds are too much concerned for the things of time, and too little concerned for the things of eternity.
And we may well compare ourselves to brute beasts because of our animal like passions. I will not go far into this dark path of our painful experience. I will say only enough to make you understand that this is the common experience of God’s elect. C. H. Spurgeon said, “He that hath fellowship with God will sometimes feel the devil within him till he thinketh himself a devil.”
When we honestly look within, we will find that there is nothing lovely to be seen. We are as brute beasts before God. There is no evil of which this sinful flesh is not capable. We are evil, only evil, and that continually. Were it not for the free grace and sovereign love of God for us, we could not live with ourselves. The characteristics of beasts rage within each of us. In my flesh there still remains the pride of a lion, the lust of the horseleech, the raging anger of a bull, the envy of a wolf, and the stubbornness of a jackass.
Old Nature Unchanged
Again, let us understand that the grace of God does not change our old nature. Grace gives us a new nature. But flesh is still flesh, undiluted evil, just as evil as it was before the Lord saved us. Old Adam is still old Adam, even though Christ is in the heart. Grace conquers Adam and grace rules Adam, but grace does not change Adam. “The flesh lusteth against the Spirit and the Spirit against the flesh.” This warfare and struggle within each of us is constant and perpetual. It will continue, until at last grace wins the victory, the flesh returns to the earth, and we are received up into glory. This is my painful, but honest confession of sin. “So foolish was I, and ignorant: I was as a beast before thee.” This one thing I must acknowledge, “I am carnal, sold under sin…I know that in me, that is in my flesh, dwelleth no good thing.”
A Believer Still
Though I am a vile, sinful man, I still trust the Lord Jesus Christ. I am a believer still. I still sing with David, “Nevertheless I am continually with thee: thou hast holden me by my right hand. Thou shalt guide me with thy counsel, and afterward receive me to glory” (vv. 23-24). I am sinful, shamefully sinful; but God is faithful, gloriously faithful. Therefore, trusting the Lord my God, I can say with joy and confidence, “Nevertheless I am continually with thee.” Notwithstanding all my sin, God is faithful! This is a glorious fact. If you are a believer, if you are in Christ, your sins shall never be charged to you, be they ever so great, ever so many, and ever so constant! And they will never separate you from the Lord your God (Rom. 4:8; 8:1; 1 John 2:1-2).
Four Pillars
Here are four blessed pillars for your faith and mine.
1. First, the Psalmists asserts God’s perseverance. — “Nevertheless I am continually with thee.”
God perseveres in his grace toward us. We are one with Christ. Not until the Lord God forsakes his own dear Son will he forsake us who are in his Son.
“Near, so very near to God,
Nearer I cannot be;
For in the Person of His Son,
I am as near as He.
Dear, so very dear to God,
Dearer I cannot be,
For in the Person of His Son,
I am as dear as He!”
Our position and relationship with the eternal God is as immutable as God himself. We are continually upon his mind, before his eye, in his hand, on his heart, and in is favor. We are accepted in the Beloved.
“With His spotless garments on,
I am as holy as God’s own Son!”
It takes very little faith, when you think you have many graces and many virtues, to say, “I am accepted in Christ.” But when a vile, wretched man, who knows his own evil heart and tastes the bitterness of his utter depravity, can look to God and say, “Though I am a sinful beast before You, I trust Christ alone as my Lord and Savior,” that is faith. Only as sinners do we need a Substitute!
Our security does not depend upon our faithfulness, but upon God’s faithfulness (Mal. 3:6). It does not depend upon our perseverance, but upon our God’s. I want you to get this. May God help you to understand it and rejoice in it. I made this statement in a Bible conference more than 20 years ago. What an uproar I stirred! But I cannot tell you how this blessed fact comforts my soul! ― My relationship with the eternal God does in great measure determine what I do. But what I do in no way determine my relationship with God.
It is good, wonderfully good, for me to look up to my Father, my God, my Savior and say, “Nevertheless, I am continually with thee.” But here is something even better. I could be mistaken. But when God beholds my sin and says, “Nevertheless,” he is not mistaken. Read Psalm 89:27-37.
“Also I will make him my firstborn, higher than the kings of the earth. My mercy will I keep for him for evermore, and my covenant shall stand fast with him. His seed also will I make to endure for ever, and his throne as the days of heaven. If his children forsake my law, and walk not in my judgments; If they break my statutes, and keep not my commandments; Then will I visit their transgression with the rod, and their iniquity with stripes. Nevertheless my lovingkindness will I not utterly take from him, nor suffer my faithfulness to fail. My covenant will I not break, nor alter the thing that is gone out of my lips. Once have I sworn by my holiness that I will not lie unto David. His seed shall endure for ever, and his throne as the sun before me. It shall be established for ever as the moon, and as a faithful witness in heaven. Selah.”
2. Second, David speaks of God’s unfailing help. – “Thou hast holden me by my right hand.”
The right hand signifies strength. For God to hold me by my right hand implies that the hand of my strength is only weakness. He holds me by omnipotent grace. He has held me. He is holding me. He will not let me go!
He may, in his wise and good providence, allow me to fall; but even when I fall, he is holding me still.
3. Third, the Psalmists sings confidently of divine guidance for the future. – “Thou shalt guide me with thy counsel.”
According to his wise decree, God orders my steps. By his written Word, God directs my path. By his Holy Spirit, God leads me in his way (Prov. 3:5-6).
4. Then, fourth, he speaks with assurance of everlasting acceptance in glory. — “And afterward receive me up to glory.”
Yes, old Adam shall soon be sent to the grave to rot because of sin; but God will receive his own up into glory (Eph. 5:25-27; Jude 24-25; Jer. 50:20; Psa. 17:15). Did you ever notice what our Lord Jesus said to Peter immediately after telling his faithful disciple that before the rising of the morning sun he would deny his Savior three times? Here is the Master’s very next word to that disciple…
“Let not your heart be troubled: ye believe in God, believe also in me. In my Father’s house are many mansions: if it were not so, I would have told you. I go to prepare a place for you. And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again, and receive you unto myself; that where I am, there ye may be also” (John 14:1-3).
My Only Hope
My soul’s only hope of eternal glory is God my Savior. — “Whom have I in heaven but thee? and there is none upon earth that I desire beside thee. My flesh and my heart faileth: but God is the strength of my heart, and my portion for ever” (vv. 25-26).
I have no hope in myself. ― “My heart and my flesh faileth.” There is nothing in me, nothing done by me, and nothing felt in my heart that gives me hope or commendation before God. My only hope of salvation and acceptance with God is God himself, the Lord Jesus Christ. In simple faith, because I can do nothing else, this sinful man turns to Christ Jesus the Lord and casts himself upon a Substitute. Christ is my only Hope. And Christ is Hope enough. Christ is all the hope I have and Christ is all the hope I desire. ― “Whom have I in heaven but thee?” No one. “And there is none upon earth that I desire beside thee.” “Christ is all” for cleansing, for pardon, for righteousness, for peace, for holiness, for sanctification, for acceptance. Jesus Christ alone is the Rock of my salvation and the Strength of my heart. He is the Rock upon which I am built. And he is the Strength, the Support, Comfort, and Assurance of my heart. God, as he is revealed in Christ, is my portion forever. Therefore, I will hope in him (Lam. 3:21-26).
Do not ever expect to be free from sin in this world. Do not ever expect your brethren to be free from sin in this world. In the midst of your sin go on trusting the Lord Jesus Christ. He will not cast you off (1 John 2:1-2). Give praise, honor, and glory to God your Savior. His blood is effectual. His grace is unchangeable. His love is unfailing. “His mercy endureth forever!”
Good Effect
Without question, our heavenly Father could remove all this evil from us, but he chooses not to do so. Why? — The fact is, these inward conflicts do have some good effect. Hard as they are to bear now, in heaven’s glory we will look back upon these days of great evil with gratitude, and see the wisdom and goodness of God in all of our struggles with sin. Our struggles with sin help humble us and curb our pride. Our struggles with sin force us to lean upon Christ alone for all our salvation (1 Cor. 1:30), and confess with Jonah, “Salvation is of the Lord.” Struggling hard with sin, we find that “Christ is all” indeed. Our struggles with sin cause us to prize the faithfulness of our God (Lam. 3:1-27). Our struggles with sin upon this earth will make the glorious victory of heaven sweeter. And our struggles with sin make us rejoice in the fact that “salvation is of the Lord.”
I do not doubt that in eternity we will be made to see that God wisely and graciously allowed us to fall into one evil to keep us from a greater evil, or to make us more useful in his hands. Certainly, an honest acknowledgement of the sin that is in us, and of the fact that we are never without sin (1 John 1:8-10) ought to make us gracious, kind, forgiving, and patient with one another.
Soon Over
Blessed be God, these inward conflicts will soon be over (Phil. 1:6; Jude 24-25). We shall soon drop this earthly tabernacle and shall be completely free from sin. We shall be perfect, personally perfect, at last. We shall be triumphant in the end. In that day when our God shall make all things new, the former things shall not only pass away, they shall be remembered no more! All the evil consequences of sin shall be forever removed. We shall be forever “faultless before the presence of his glory with exceeding joy.”
Yet, so long as we live in this world we will be “as the company of two armies.” So I give you this word of admonition — “Keep thy heart with all diligence: for out of it are the issues of life” (Pro. 4:23). Keep your heart tender. Keep your heart in the fellowship of Christ. Keep you heart full of the Word. Keep your heart in prayer. Keep your heart full of the cross. Keep your heart full of Christ and rest your soul upon Christ. — “This I say then, Walk in the Spirit, and ye shall not fulfil the lust of the flesh.”
Chapter 30
“But If Ye Be Led of the Spirit”
"But if ye be led of the Spirit, ye are not under the law. Now the works of the flesh are manifest, which are these; Adultery, fornication, uncleanness, lasciviousness, Idolatry, witchcraft, hatred, variance, emulations, wrath, strife, seditions, heresies, Envyings, murders, drunkenness, revellings, and such like: of the which I tell you before, as I have also told you in time past, that they which do such things shall not inherit the kingdom of God."
(Galatians 5:18-21)
What a horrid warfare rages in our souls, a warfare between the flesh and the Spirit! "But,” how good it is to read that word here, “But.” That means the Apostle has more instruction to give us about this matter. — “But if ye be led of the Spirit” — That is to say, if we are led by God the Holy Spirit, as children are led by the hand, and taught to live by faith in Christ, we “are not under the law.”
Life Implied
The fact that we are led by the Spirit of God implies that he has given us life in Christ, that we are born of God. A dead person cannot be led. “It also supposes some strength,” John Gill wrote, “though a good deal of weakness. Were there no spiritual strength derived from Christ, they could not be led. And if there was no weakness, there would be no need of leading.”
All who are led of the Spirit are led by him out of the paths of bondage and sin and ruin and destruction to Christ. They are led away from Sinai’s fiery mount to Christ. They are led away from all creature trust in legal works and personal righteousness to Christ. We are led to him for shelter, safety, and salvation. The Spirit of God leads us to Christ’s sin-atoning blood for pardon and cleansing, to his righteousness for justification and sanctification, and to his fulness for every supply of grace. He guides us into all truth and causes believing sinners to walk in the ways of faith and truth, in the paths of righteousness and holiness, looking to Christ alone as our hope before God. He leads through all the days of our pilgrimage in grace and leads at last to glory.
“Not Under Law”
Being led by the Spirit, living by faith in Christ, we have nothing to fear from the law. It is written, “Ye are not under the law.” This is not an obscure statement, but one that is repeated numerous times in the New Testament (Rom. 6:14, 15; 7:4; 10:4). God’s saints in this world are not under the law. Those who are born of God, those who live by faith in Christ are not under the law.
Read it again — “Ye are not under the law.” Being led by the Spirit of God to Christ alone for righteousness, sanctification, and redemption, we are completely delivered from and free from the law, both in fact and in our own consciences. Trusting Christ, we possess the comfortable knowledge and experience of freedom from the law, freedom from all possibility of condemnation, because we are assured of our indestructible acceptance with God by the merits of our Redeemer.
Believers do not need the law (as religious hypocrites do) to force them to the performance of legal duties and religious activity. Believers delight in the law of God after the inward man and cheerfully serve God their Savior and one another, being constrained by the love of Christ. God’s saints are not mercenaries, but volunteers. We are not motivated by fear of punishment, reward, or loss of reward. When Paul says, “If ye are led of the Spirit, ye are not under the law,” this, too, is implied. — If you are led by the law, you are not led by the Spirit.
Life in the Spirit
What is this life that Paul is describing? Is it a “deeper” life? Is it a “higher” life? Is it a life that some believers enjoy, while others live as mere “carnal Christians?” Is Paul here promoting the idea that there are class distinctions in the church and kingdom of Christ? The answer to those questions is an emphatic “No!” The life Paul is describing in this passage is the life of faith in Christ. It is written, “The just shall live by faith.” We do not make ourselves alive by faith in Christ. God the Holy Spirit creates life in us by his omnipotent grace. And the life he gives us in Christ is a life of faith. Just as the natural man lives by breathing, the children of God live believing Christ. Life in the Spirit is a life of faith in Christ. Those who do not live in the Spirit but in the flesh, those who are not led of the Spirit but by the lusts of the flesh, those who live after the carnal mind and not after the Spirit are yet dead in sin (Rom. 8:1-14).
To “walk in the Spirit (v. 16) is to be “led of the Spirit” (v. 18). And those who walk in and are led of the Spirit of God bear fruit by the Spirit, having “crucified the flesh with the affections and lusts” (vv. 22-25). Paul’s whole emphasis here is the work of God the Holy Spirit in us, not a work we do for God. Paul is telling us that his admonition to use our liberty in Christ to “by love serve one another” (v. 13), and asserts that “all the law is fulfilled in this one word, even in this, Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself” (v. 14), he is not urging us to go back to the law. Rather, he is telling us that the grace of God in us writes the law of God upon our hearts (Heb. 8:10), causing us to love one another.
“Ye Shall Not”
Remember, Paul did not say, “Walk in the Spirit, and ye may not fulfil the lusts of the flesh.” He said, “Walk in the Spirit, and ye shall not fulfil the lusts of the flesh” (v. 16). Verse 18 is another way of saying the same thing. — “If ye be led of the Spirit, ye are not under the law.” Then, in verses 19-21 he tells us what the works of the flesh are.
"Now the works of the flesh are manifest, which are these; Adultery, fornication, uncleanness, lasciviousness, Idolatry, witchcraft, hatred, variance, emulations, wrath, strife, seditions, heresies, Envyings, murders, drunkenness, revellings, and such like: of the which I tell you before, as I have also told you in time past, that they which do such things shall not inherit the kingdom of God."
We do not need to look very far to see the horrible evils Paul here speaks of as “the works of the flesh.” We find them in our own hearts. This we must confess if we are honest before God. Remember, as Paul uses this term “flesh” he does not have reference to the physical body, but to the fallen nature of man. It is the word from which we have the word carnal. The carnal man is all that man is by nature and all that he brings with him into the world. Our thoughts, our affections, our consciences, and our wills are all governed by sin as natural men. The flesh is the carnal mind, which is enmity against God. It will not and cannot please God (Rom. 8:6-7). This carnal mind (the flesh) asserts itself in works, which are clearly opposed to the Spirit of God. They are manifestly the works of the flesh. They are manifest before God. They are manifest in the law. And they are manifest in the consciences of men.
“Works of the Flesh”
Paul says these things are works of the flesh, whereas that produced in us by grace is the fruit of the Spirit. Paul specifically mentions seventeen different, manifest works of the flesh. These sins of humanity are common in all human beings in all ages. That which Paul describes here are evils flowing in a constant stream of vileness from the depraved hearts of depraved men. These are not things learned by bad company, but evils arising from the corrupt hearts of fallen men (Mark 7:20-23).
Sins of Passion
Paul first mentions sins of passion. Passion is a disease of the heart that betrays itself in constant restlessness. It is never satisfied with what it possesses. They include, but are not limited to, what we commonly think of as “sexual sins.” The sins of passion Paul names are “adultery, fornication, uncleanness, and lasciviousness.” — “Adultery” is the defilement of the marriage bed (Pro. 5:18-19). — “Fornication” is a word used to describe any illicit sexual behavior between unmarried people. The word here translated “fornication” is the word from which we get our English word “pornography.” It includes incest, homosexuality, and all other forms of deviant sexual behavior. — “Uncleanness” is a word generally used to portray any lack of chastity in thought, word, or action. Like fornication, it commonly has reference to sodomy and other perversions. — “Lasciviousness” speaks of all lustful, sensual desires and those things that lead to acts of uncleanness, such as impure words and filthy gestures. Lasciviousness is the lack of self-control that characterizes the person who gives way to his lusts. Society and, often, even the religious world tolerates and even promotes these evils. But they are things in direct opposition to both the law of God and the gospel of the grace of God (1 Cor. 6:9-11).
Sins of Profanity
Next, the Apostle speaks of sins of profanity: idolatry and witchcraft. — “Idolatry” certainly includes covetousness (Col. 3:5). However, in this place it has specific reference to the worship of false gods and images. Idolatry is participating in such worship. Any representations of the divine being are idolatrous, including religious pictures, images, icons, etc. The substitution of anything, or any person, for the love, adoration, and desire of the true God as he has revealed himself in Jesus Christ is idolatry. — “Witchcraft” is the use of magic to accomplish real or supposed superhuman acts. The carnal mind turns to the basest absurdities of witchcraft (fortune tellers, horoscopes, etc.), and rejects the Revelation of God in Holy Scripture.
Sins of Pride
Next, Paul names a long list of what might be called sins of pride. — “Hatred” is murder. G. S. Bishop wrote, “The two extremes of nature are sensuality and murder. The pendulum swings between these. The worship of the beautiful ends in an orgy! Shechem admires Dinah and defiles her. Amnon ruins Tamar and drives her from his house in anger.”
“Variance” is fighting and quarreling with one another. — “Emulations” are a boiling, a rising of temper because of the honor or happiness enjoyed by someone else. — “Wrath” is the violent passion that seeks revenge.
“Strife” is the disruption of peace and harmony, causing discord (James 3:14-16). “A wrathful man stirreth up strife.” Believers appease it (Pro. 15:18). Strife always occurs when men are moved by selfish motives, each craving honor for himself. “He loveth transgression that loveth strife: and he that exalteth his gate seeketh destruction” (Pro. 17:19). Strife is always the result of pride. “He that is of a proud heart stirreth up strife” (Pro. 28:25).
“Seditions” are schisms, factions, and divisions. Whether social, domestic, or religious, “seditions” (schisms) are always the evil result of pride and strife. — “Heresies” are bad principles of doctrine, things that subvert the gospel. Heresy is the result of that miserable pride which sets itself up as the critic and judge of God’s Word.
“Envyings” are those uneasy, grieving vexations of the mind that arise because of the good others enjoy. Envy is aroused by pride when we see someone else advancing before us. Envy destroys the soul (Pro. 14:30). Envy caused Cain to murder Abel. Envy caused Joseph’s brothers to sell him into slavery. Envy caused Korah, Dathan, and Abiram to rise up in rebellion against Moses. Envy kept the prodigal’s brother out of the Father’s house. Love is not envious (Gal. 5:13; 1 Cor. 13:4).
“Murders” are acts by which one man takes the life of another deliberately, merely to gratify his own hatred and wrath. — “Drunkenness” is intoxication of the mind and body with drugs, alcoholic drinks, or any other means. — “Revelings” are the uncontrolled riotousness of drunks.
Then, Paul says, “and such like.” With those words, John Gill tells us “He shuts up the account, it being too tedious to give an enumeration of all the works of the flesh; nor was it necessary, judgment may be made of the rest by these; nor might it be so proper, since the carnal heart is but the more pleased with, and irritated by, the mention of evil things.” The law of God was given to restrain and condemn all such behavior among men (1 Tim. 1:9-10).
Unregenerate People
At the end of verse 21 the Apostle tells us plainly that all such people are utterly without grace and life in Christ. They are unregenerate, unbelieving people. — “Of the which I tell you before, as I have also told you in time past, that they which do such things shall not inherit the kingdom of God.” Henry Mahan wrote…
“Understand that these sinful practices are characteristics of the flesh, and though we have done these things and the potential to do them is still present in our flesh (as evidenced by Abraham, David, Lot, and Peter), yet this is not our pattern of life This is not the practice of the believer! Our tenor of life and the bent of our wills is holiness, righteousness and peace. Those who would still live by these principles and practices of the flesh are not redeemed and shall not inherit the kingdom of God.”
The flesh is the proud root of depravity and God hating rebellion in every human heart. It always exalts itself, either with great subtly in proud self-righteousness or in blatant, God defying immorality. It is written, “If ye live after the flesh, ye shall die” (Rom. 8:13).
Chapter 31
“The Fruit of the Spirit is…”
“But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, longsuffering, gentleness, goodness, faith, Meekness, temperance: against such there is no law.”
Galatians 5:22-23
Here is a blessed contrast to what we saw in verses 19-21. There the Apostle set before us seventeen works of the flesh, products of the carnal mind that hates God, works produced by the efforts of hearts at enmity against the holy Lord God. All who continue in such works must be forever damned. Here he shows us that which is the fruit of the Holy Spirit, that which is produced in (not wrought by, but produced in) the heaven born soul by the almighty grace of God the Holy Spirit.
Paul does not deal with the fruit of the Spirit as many things, but as one. He is describing the fruit (singular) not the fruits (plural) of the Spirit. The fruit of the Spirit is a cluster of fruit, like a cluster of grapes, brought forth in all who are born of God in the new creation of grace. This fruit of the Spirit is not spoken of as that which ought to be in the believer, but as that which is produced in the believer. Paul is not setting before us that which is given to some as an extra-ordinary gift of God, but the common, constant fruit of God the Holy Spirit in all who are born again.
In this cluster Paul specifically names nine things as the fruit of the Spirit: “Love, joy, peace, longsuffering, gentleness, goodness, faith, meekness, and temperance.” With reference to God, all believers have created in them love, joy, and peace. With reference to one another, all are given long-suffering, gentleness, and goodness. With reference to themselves, all who know God are people of faith, meekness, and temperance.
Love, Joy, Peace
“The fruit of the Spirit is love.” — Man by nature loves himself and really only himself. He “loves” all other things (family, friends, possessions, etc.) only for what they add to himself. Though many who do not even profess faith in Christ claim to love God, they only love their own concept of what God ought to be. All men by nature vainly imagine that God exists only to benefit men. This is a condition that never changes. “That which is born of the flesh is flesh; that which is born of the Spirit is spirit” (John 3:6). Love is the fruit of the Spirit, not the fruit of the flesh. It is like faith, indeed, along with faith, the gift of God. When a person is born again, he gains the capacity to love God, to love God as he is revealed in the Scriptures, as he is revealed in Christ, to love God as he really is in his true character. He not only gains the capacity to love God, he truly does love God (1 Cor. 16:22; 1 John 4:19).
All who are born of God love and seek his glory. This is part of the miracle of the new creation in Christ (2 Cor. 5:17). Because the believer truly loves God, all other loves are never the same. He no longer loves only that which gratifies and exalts the flesh. He always has an eye to that which honors God his Savior. All other loves are made subservient to this love. And when our love for family and friends, yes, even for men in common, is subservient to love for God, then we truly love others and seek to serve their best interests in all things.
No, this love is far from perfect. It is nothing about which we have reason to boast. Yet, this is the true testimony of every heaven born soul. — “We love him because he first loved us.” We do not love him as we desire. We do not love him as we know we should. We do not love him as we soon shall. But we do really love him. It is not possible for a man to experience the grace of God in salvation and not love the God of all grace. It is not possible for a man to know the efficacy of Christ’s blood in his own soul and not love his gracious Redeemer. It is not possible for a man to have his heart renewed by the power of the Holy Spirit and not love the Spirit of life. In spite of our many weaknesses, sins and failures, we do honestly and sincerely confess, “Lord, thou knowest all things, thou knowest that I love thee.”
We know also that we would never have loved him if he had not loved us first. The love of God for us precedes our love for him. “He first loved us.” He loved us before we had any desire to be loved by him. He loved us before we sought his grace. He loved us before we had any repentance or faith. He loved us before we had any being. He loved us eternally. Does he not say, “I have loved thee with an everlasting love, therefore with lovingkindness have I called thee”? He chose us, redeemed us, and called us because he loved us.
Not only does God’s love for us precede our love for God; but God’s love for us is the cause of our love for him. “We love him, because he first loved us.” Our hearts are so hard and our wills so stubborn that we would never have loved the Lord, if he had not intervened to conquer us with his love. In the midst of our sin and corruption, he passed by, and behold it was “the time of love.” He revealed his great love for us in Christ. As we beheld the crucified Christ, dying in the place of sinners, the love of God conquered our rebel hearts. Trusting Christ as our only Savior, we are compelled to love him, “because he first loved us.”
“The fruit of the Spirit is joy.” — Believers possess and enjoy a gladness of heart, a joy, of which the world knows nothing. Unregenerate men enjoy the pleasures of sin for brief seasons; but theirs is misspent and transient happiness that comes and goes with the empty bubbles they chase. The believer’s joy is based on something more substancial. We rejoice in the Lord (Phil. 4:4). With Habakkuk, we sing, “Although the fig tree shall not blossom, neither shall fruit be in the vines; the labour of the olive shall fail, and the fields shall yield no meat; the flock shall be cut off from the fold, and there shall be no herd in the stalls: Yet I will rejoice in the LORD, I will joy in the God of my salvation” (Hab. 3: 17, 18). Having no confidence in the flesh, we “rejoice in Christ Jesus” (Phil. 3:3).
When Job lost everything, he yet blessed the name of the Lord because the object of his love and joy was God his Savior, not what God had given him, but God himself. It was only when he feared that the Lord had turned his back that horror and despair cast their ominous shadow over his soul. This is not natural to man, but is the gift and fruit of the Spirit.
Believers do not fake joy. They possess it. We do not walk like giddy air-heads, oblivious to real sorrow and grief, as some many do. We do, however, possess real and enduring joy, rejoicing in him by whom and in whom we are so monumentally and eternally blessed, being assured of his unfailing goodness and grace (Rom. 8:28). Pastor Chris Cunningham wrote, “Our joy is irrepressible because the object of our delight is infinitely and invariably delightful.”
When others despise us, as Michael despised David, we rejoice in God’s electing love as David did. When men and Satan hurl accusations against us, as Shemei did against David, we rejoice in the knowledge that our God sends them for our good, to drive us to Christ our Redemption and Righteousness. When our weakness is manifest, we rejoice in Christ, whose strength is made perfect in weakness. When we see our utter insufficiency, we rejoice to know that “our sufficiency is of God.” When it is obvious that things are out of control, as far as we are concerned and as far as all other creatures are concerned, we rejoice to see God our Savior, the Lamb upon his throne. When our bodies are dying, we rejoice in Christ who is our Life.
“The fruit of the Spirit is peace.” — We have peace with God being reconciled to him by the death of his Son, and peace from God being ruled in our hearts by the Prince of peace, and the peace of God because the Spirit of God has spoken peace to our hearts giving us faith in Christ. Though we are, by nature, “like the troubled sea, when it cannot rest, whose waters cast up mire and dirt” (Isaiah 57:20), by the gift and grace of God the Spirit, we are as lambs under the ever-watchful eye and omnipotent care of the Good Shepherd. Though our sin is ever before us, we have peace in our consciences, knowing that all our sin and guilt is forever put away by the sin-atoning sacrifice of our Lord Jesus Christ. Though, at times, the weight of the world and its care crushes our souls, we have peace of mind, casting all our care upon him who cares for us. And God gives us peace in our hearts, causing us to be fully satisfied and delighted with him, knowing that he is fully and forever satisfied and delighted with us in his Son, who has washed away our sins in his blood and robed us with his perfect righteousness. And when our time on earth is finished, we shall, like Simeon of old, depart this body of flesh in peace, having our eyes fixed upon our Salvation. In that day, we will lay down in peace and sleep, “for thou, Lord, only makest us to dwell in safety” (Ps. 4:8).
Long-suffering, Gentleness, Goodness
With reference to God, all believers have created in them love, joy and peace. With reference to one another, all are given long-suffering, gentleness and goodness. “The fruit of the Spirit is long-suffering.” — God the Holy Spirit, when he creates life and faith in our souls, gives us long-suffering, and teaches us to be long-suffering. He gives us patience to endure trials from our heavenly Father and troublesome, irksome things in and done by others. Grace experienced in the soul makes saved sinners slow to anger and ready to forgive. Grace causes people who are, by nature, easily offended and quick to retaliate to patiently bear affronts and be forbearing with those who offend.
Our Lord Jesus is more than an example for us to follow. Everything he did in life, he did in obedience to the Father as our Mediator and Representative, working out perfect righteousness for us. And everything he endured in death, he endured as our Substitute to satisfy the justice of God for us. But we must never forget that in all his life and death, our blessed Savior is also our example (1 Pet. 2:21-25). Should any ask, “What is long-suffering?” I say, “Look to Christ. He is the very embodiment of long-suffering.”
When his disciples displayed an utter ignorance of the things he taught, he patiently taught the same truths again and again. When they were filled with unbelief and fear, he showed them their folly, not by belittling them, but by removing the cause of their fear. Even when they forsook him (and they all did), he did not abandon them. Rather, like the Good Shepherd he is, as soon as he was risen from the dead, he began seeking his scattered sheep. When Peter was ashamed to come to him, he sent his messengers to Peter to tell him that he would meet him in Galilee.
How great is his long-suffering toward us! Throughout the days of our rebellion, with every breath and deed, we spewed out our hatred against him; but his long-suffering was our salvation. We scoffed him; but he was long-suffering to us. We blasphemed him; but he was long-suffering to us. We despised his blood and righteousness; but he was long-suffering to us. And in all the days of our lives, since he snatched us as brands from the burning out of the very jaws of hell by his omnipotent mercy, how we have sinned and continue to sin against him. Yet, he knows our frame and remembers that we are dust, and refuses to deal with us after our sins and reward us according to our iniquities.
That is what Paul means by this term, “long-suffering.” God the Holy Spirit makes chosen, redeemed, called sinners long-suffering. Yet, as with our love, joy, and peace toward God, our long-suffering with one another in this world is such horrid short-temperedness that it must be bathed in the blood of Christ, robed in his righteousness, and forgiven by his grace. Yet, God’s saints are a people patient and long-suffering with one another.
“The fruit of the Spirit is gentleness.” — Long-suffering is accompanied with gentleness, kindness, and courtesy. This gentleness is seen in our attitudes toward others, our speech to and about others, and our treatment of others. This, too, is exemplified in “the gentleness of Christ.” Gentleness is a mild, peaceful, moderate spirit, bestowed upon those who are “made partakers of the divine nature.” It is the spirit of Christ our Savior (1 Cor. 10:1) and the spirit he gives by his grace, by which fallen men are made to be great men and wise (2 Sam. 22:36; Ps. 18:35). “The wisdom that is from above is gentle” (James 3:17). This gentleness is not a passive spirit of compromise and cowardice that destroys manhood and usefulness. That is a vice rather than a virtue, a display of depravity rather than of grace. Our Lord Jesus was the most gentle man who ever lived, and the boldest and most courageous. Charles Buck very accurately says of gentleness, “It renounces no just right from fear; it gives up no important truth from flattery: it is, indeed, not only consistent with a firm mind, but it necessarily requires a manly spirit and a fixed principle, in order to give it any real value.”
Yet, gentleness is the very opposite of harshness and severity, of pride and arrogance, and of violence and oppression. It is charitable spirit of brotherly love and kindness that causes God’s saints in this world to take great care neither to offend nor hurt another. It causes the believer to seek to relieve the needs and burdens of others, be patient and forbearing with the offenses of others, and prevents severe judgment and retaliation. Gentleness is that spirit of meekness and humility that causes believers to restore one another when fallen (Gal. 6:1-2), weep with those who weep, and rejoice with those who rejoice. Believers are not bitter but benevolent, not harsh but helpful, not mean but merciful. Truly, gentleness is both greatness and wisdom!
“The fruit of the Spirit is goodness.” — Goodness is a readiness to do good, particularly a readiness to do good to and for one another. Yet, the Apostle Paul, writing as a believer, said “I know that in me (that is, in my flesh,) dwelleth no good thing” (Rom. 7:18). Goodness is not in us by nature. “There is none good, but God,” our Master declares. God alone is good, infinitely good, immutably good, and perfectly good. Fallen man is not good, but bad; and there is no possibility of any man doing that which is good. “There is none that doeth good, no, not one.” Still, when God the Holy Spirit performs his mighty operations of grace in chosen, redeemed sinners, he makes them to be a people whose lives are marked by goodness. Any goodness found in us or performed by us is God’s work in us, the fruit of the Spirit.
What is this goodness that is the fruit of the Spirit? How is it manifest? Is there ever an act performed by, or even a thought in the heart of a believer that is truly and absolutely good and pure, perfect and righteous, worthy of God’s acceptance? The answer, of course, is, “No.” Both the Scriptures and an honest consideration of our own life experience compel us to acknowledge these things (1 John 1:8, 10). The Spirit that is in us is good, perfectly good. That which is born of God cannot sin (1 John 3:9); but our old nature is nothing but sin. How, then, can the fruit of the Spirit in us be called “goodness”?
“Goodness” is that indwelling grace of God the Holy Spirit, that attribute of the divine nature of which we are made partakers in the new birth, which disposes believers to acts of goodness to others. There is much talk in the religious world about “good works”. As defined by men, good works are measured by the observance of various rules of conduct relating to dress codes, diet, and outward appearance. But in the Word of God good works are always connected with acts of brotherly love, kindness, self-denial, and sacrifice: visiting the sick, feeding the hungry, helping the needy, etc. (Matt. 25:31-46; James 1:26-27).
Good works, works acceptable and well pleasing to God, are works of faith, works by which faith is shown (James 2:14-26). Good works are never spoken of in Scripture except as manifestations of faith. If faith without works is dead, then what are works without faith? A good work is a work of faith, arising from and connected with faith in Christ, without which it is impossible to please God (Heb. 11:6). Our good works are acceptable and well-pleasing to God only in Christ, only because we are one with Christ, who alone is our Righteousness (Eph. 4:32-5:2; 1 Pet. 2:5).
Faith, Meekness, Temperance
With reference to God, all believers have created in them love, joy, and peace. With reference to one another, all are given long-suffering, gentleness and goodness. And with reference to themselves, all who know God are people of faith, meekness and temperance. “The fruit of the Spirit is faith.” — As Paul uses the word “faith” here, it refers not so much to our faith in Christ (though that is included) as it does to our faithfulness as believers in all things. In other words, Paul is saying, “The fruit of the Spirit is faithfulness.” The one thing God requires of all who serve him as stewards in his house and kingdom is faithfulness. And when God the Holy Spirit makes sinners the willing servants of Christ, he makes them faithful.
There is nothing more admirable in our God and Savior than the fact that “he abideth faithful.” And there is nothing more admirable in his children than faithfulness. Believers are people who are faithful: faithful to God, faithful to his Word, faithful to his glory, faithful to one another, and faithful in their lives. This faithfulness certainly includes dependability; but many are dependable in their responsibilities who have no knowledge of the eternal God at all. This faithfulness is more than that. This is an inward principle of grace, an inward, heart fidelity to Christ, by which the lives of God’s saints are regulated in this world.
“The fruit of the Spirit is meekness.” — With regard to meekness (as with all other spiritual matters), it must be stated and clearly understood that the opinions of unregenerate men are exactly opposite to the teachings of Holy Scripture. Meekness is not a weakness of character that makes men useless wimps. We read in the Book of God that, “The man Moses was very meek, above all the men which were upon the face of the earth” (Num. 12:3). But I am pretty confident that had anyone who asked Pharaoh for an example of meekness, Moses would have been the very last man to come to his mind.
Meekness is a spirit that is not easily provoked, a tamed spirit (James 3:7-8). It is that attitude of heart, created in God’s elect by the Holy Spirit in the gift of faith, that causes believing souls to be at ease in the world. Where the Prince of Peace reigns meekness reigns. Meekness is that frame of mind, that disposition of soul in believing men and women that arises from a recognition of the fact that we are sinners forgiven and accepted of God in Christ and that we belong to God our Savior. We are his property, his children, and his servants.
This meekness makes believers humble before God and men. We know that we are nothing but sinners saved by grace. That knowledge causes us to walk humbly with our God and to be gracious to one another. At the same time, meekness (true meekness) gives people backbone. It causes men and women as the children and servants of God to be bold, courageous, and faithful, knowing that he who is God indeed is our God and Father. “The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear? The LORD is the strength of my life; of whom shall I be afraid?” (Ps. 27:1).
Most everyone thinks of the man Christ Jesus as a man of weakness, which they call “meekness”. But our Lord Jesus was truly meek. In meekness he voluntarily bowed to his Father’s will and became “obedient unto death, even the death of the cross.” In meekness he drove the money-changers out of the temple. In meekness he set his face like a flint to go up to Jerusalem. In meekness he denounced as pretentious hypocrites the most highly respected religious leaders of the day. In meekness he called idolaters idolaters, adulterers adulterers, and self-serving politicians foxes. In meekness he cast out the prince of this world and triumphantly conquered death, hell, and the grave in his sin-atoning death.
“The fruit of the Spirit is temperance.” — Temperance is self-control, continence, or control from within. Without question, it is seen in the control of our appetites, in moderation in eating and drinking; but there is much more to temperance than self-discipline. When God the Holy Spirit comes in saving power, Christ sits up his throne in the hearts of saved sinners and makes them kings (1 Pet. 2:5, 9; Rev, 1:6; 5:10; 20:6). Kings are men who reign. The Lord Jesus reigns within the hearts of his people, giving them dominion over their passions, over the world around them, and even over death, so that all who are born of God live in this world in temperance, being controlled not by the things around them but by Christ who reigns within them.
This fruit of the Spirit is altogether contrary to nature. It is not something produced by us, but something produced in us by God the Holy Spirit. It is the result of the new birth, the gift of faith in Christ, and the indwelling Spirit of God. If it is ours, it is ours only by grace (1 Cor. 4:7). It is fruit found in every believer. In some it is but newly planted seed in the heart. In others it is mature fruit. In none is it perfect. But in all it is present. Of this fruit, John Gill wrote…
“It may be observed, that these fruits of the Spirit are opposed to the works of the flesh. So love is opposed to hatred; joy to emulations and envying; peace to variance, strife, and seditions; longsuffering, gentleness, goodness, and meekness, to wrath and murders; faith to idolatry, witchcraft, and heresies; and temperance to adultery, fornication, uncleanness, lasciviousness, drunkenness, and revellings.”
“Against such there is no law.” — Obviously, these things are in full agreement with God’s holy law. To practice such things is to “by love serve one another.” But Paul’s declaration here refers not to the fruit of the Spirit, but to those in whom this fruit is found, to those who walk in the Spirit, to those who are born of God, to those who live by faith in Christ. He is saying, “There is therefore now no condemnation to them which are in Christ Jesus, who walk not after the flesh, but after the Spirit.” The works of the flesh and those who live after the flesh are under the curse and condemnation of the law. “But if ye be led of the Spirit, ye are not under the law.”
Chapter 32
Walk in the Spirit
“And they that are Christ’s have crucified the flesh with the affections and lusts. If we live in the Spirit, let us also walk in the Spirit. Let us not be desirous of vain glory, provoking one another, envying one another
Galatians 5:24-26
Paul is continuing with his exhortation to us to “walk in the Spirit” (v. 16). We recognize that the believer’s life of faith in Christ is a life lived by grace, sustained by grace, and worked in us by grace. The fruit of the Spirit within us, and manifest in our outward behavior is altogether the work of God’s unceasing grace and goodness. However, the life of faith in Christ is not a life of spiritual passivity. Rather, it is a life of relentless, determined resolve for the glory of God. While we are made willing by God our Savior to be his servants, all true believers are willing servants.
A Deliberate Crucifixion
“And they that are Christ’s have crucified the flesh with the affections and lusts.” — Those who are Christ’s are those who are united to him by faith; and they have nailed their flesh to his cross. Believers are people who have deliberately, purposefully, and willingly crucified the flesh. They are a people who belong to Christ.
We were his secretly from eternity, given to him in the covenant of grace from eternity by the Father who chose us in him before the foundations of the earth were laid (John 6:39). We were given to him as his sheep and his people, made to be one with him and accepted in him as our Mediator before the world began (Eph. 1:3-6). And we are his by purchase. The Lord Jesus Christ bought us with his precious blood. We are not our own; we have been bought with the price of Christ’s life’s blood poured out for us at Calvary. And we are Christ’s by the effectual, irresistible call of his Spirit in omnipotent grace. He has saved us by his grace. But there is more.
We belong to Christ by willful, deliberate faith. In our baptism, the believer’s public profession of faith in Christ, we were symbolically buried with Christ in the watery grave, declaring to Christ, his church, and the world that we were crucified with Christ, that we have been raised from death to life by his grace, and that we are his forever to walk with him in the newness of life, that we have deliberately given ourselves up to him (Rom. 6:3-10). Faith in Christ is the voluntary, willful surrender of ourselves to him. It is the deliberate denial of self, the surrender of our lives to Christ as Lord (Matt. 16:24-25; Mark 8:34-35; Luke 14:26-33). This is what Paul refers to when he speaks of us having crucified the flesh with its affections and lusts. Confessing Christ as our Savior and Lord, we have declared (and continually declare) that our old man has no right to live, “mortifying the deeds of the body” (Rom. 8:13).
Chosen in eternal love
By my God, Who reigns above,
All I am and own I bring
Under rule to Christ my King:
I submit to Christ my God.”
Chosen and redeemed and called,
Let no fear my heart intrude:
Christ will feed and clothe His own,
And protect me by His throne:
I will trust Him, Christ my God.
Savior, let me live on earth
To proclaim Your matchless worth:
In body and spirit, Lord,
I would glorify my God:
I will live for Christ my God.
Though my sinful flesh rebel,
Force me, Lord, to do Your will:
When my work on earth is done,
Bring me safely to Your throne:
I will see my Christ, my God!
A Determined Consecration
The interpretation I have given of verse 24 is confirmed by verse 25. — “If we live in the Spirit, let us also walk in the Spirit.” Those who are Christ’s “live in the Spirit.” God the Holy Spirit has given us eternal life, and that life is life we have by the Spirit of Christ dwelling in us. “I am crucified with Christ: nevertheless I live; yet not I, but Christ liveth in me: and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by the faith of the Son of God, who loved me, and gave himself for me” (Gal. 2:20).
Still, this is not a life of spiritual passiveness, but a life of determined consecration to Christ our Savior. To walk in the Spirit is to live by the rule of his Word, under his influence and direction, constantly surrendering our will to our Savior’s will, ever seeking his glory. Yes, this is something we must continually do. It involves the continual, deliberate renunciation of self, the continual, deliberate surrender of self to Christ. “Whether therefore ye eat, or drink, or whatsoever ye do, do all to the glory of God” (1 Cor. 10:31). Some might ask, “Is such total, constant surrender to Christ reasonable?” Indeed, it is. It is the most reasonable thing in the world. — “I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that ye present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God, which is your reasonable service” (Rom. 12:1).
How much owest thou unto my Lord?” (Luke 16:5) — Were this question, which the unjust steward put to his lord’s debtors, put to me concerning that immense debt which has made me forever insolvent, how could it be answered? It is an indescribable debt I cannot calculate, much less pay. I am a debtor to God’s infinite, free, and sovereign grace.
When I think of my being, I realize that no human ledger is sufficient to calculate even the gifts of creation and providence with which I have been boundlessly blessed all the days of my life. Looking back over all my days, I am compelled to declare to the praise of my God, “Surely goodness and mercy have pursued me all the days of my life.”
But when I think of my well-being in Christ, of the boundless riches of God’s free grace bestowed upon my soul in Christ, I am humbled with gratitude and overawed with wonder and praise. The calculation of my debt is infinite. Before God’s holy law, I was utterly bankrupt, condemned by the righteous justice of God and under the dreadful penalty of everlasting death in hell. The terrors and alarms of a guilty, screaming conscience held me in fear of death. The accusations of Satan tormented me day and night. What an oppressive load of guilt and sin I carried in my dark soul! My heart sank within me. “But God, who is rich in mercy, for his great love wherewith he loved us,” stepped in, gave me life and faith in Christ, spoke peace to my soul by the blood and righteousness of his darling Son, revealing Christ in me as my all-glorious, almighty Savior, and my burden fell from my soul! — “How much owest thou,” O my soul?
When I think of my Savior, the Lord Jesus, and remember that he has restored all that I owed, fed my hungry soul, and clothed my nakedness with his own righteous garments, I bow before him in amazement. He has made me to be a man who has done that which is lawful and right before God, as one who has walked in his statutes and kept his judgments. All the bounty of his grace he has given to this sinful man freely, not “upon usury,” but freely, taking no increase from me. Yes, he has ransomed me from the power of death by his death in my stead. He is for me the plague of death and the destruction of the grave (Ezek. 18:5-13; Hosea 13:14). My ever-blessed Savior has cancelled all my debts. He has fulfilled all the demands of God’s holy law for me. He has silenced Satan, my accuser. He has redeemed me out of the hands of everlasting bondage, misery, and eternal death. He has brought me into his everlasting kingdom of freedom, joy, and glory. He has made me an heir of God and joint-heir with himself! — “How much owest thou,” O my soul?
When I consider the love of God my Father in giving his dear Son to be my Savior, when I meditate upon my great Redeemer’s love in coming to save me, when I think about the love of God the Holy Spirit made known to my soul in effectual grace, my heart cries out, “How much owest thou,” O my soul! Oh precious debt! It is ever increasing. Yet, owing it makes me blessed forever!
“Here, Lord, I give myself away,
‘Tis all that I can do.”
A Denied Exaltation
In verse 26 Paul again shows us that this matter of walking in the Spirit, this matter of living in this world for the glory of God is directly connected with brotherly love. If we would walk in the Spirit, “Let us not be desirous of vain glory, provoking one another, envying one another.” We must make it a matter of constant determination not to desire and seek honor, esteem, and applause from men. What we are in Christ, we are by the grace of God. He and he alone has made us to differ from others. We must ever abase ourselves and prefer one another. We who know ourselves to be the chief of sinners must take care not to despise and provoke one another by a show of pretentious superiority. And we must not envy the gifts and abilities God has bestowed upon others, but rejoice in them.
“As” and “So”
The Apostle Paul makes a statement in Colossians 2:6 that goes to the very heart of this matter of walking in the Spirit. There he says, “As ye have therefore received Christ Jesus the Lord, so walk ye in him.” How did you receive Christ? We did not receive Christ by the works of the flesh, or by the hearing of the law, but by faith (Gal. 3:1-3). That is how we must live, if we would honor God. We honor God, fulfill the law, and magnify our Savior, only by faith in him (Rom. 3:31; Heb. 11:4-6).
How did you receive Christ? If you have received him, you received him by faith. You came to him as a sinner, trusting him as your Savior (1 Cor. 1:30-31). You bowed to him as a servant, receiving him as your Lord. You became the willing servant of Jesus Christ (Ex. 21:1-6). You came to him as a bride, like Gomer, conquered by his love, embracing him as your husband.
As you received Christ Jesus the Lord, so walk in him, trusting Christ’s goodness, grace, love, and providence in all things (Ps. 23:1; Pro. 3:5-6). Walk in faith, following Christ. Worship Him. In everything give thanks to him. Sing praise to him. Ever follow his example (John 13:15; 1 Pet. 2:20-24; Eph. 4:32-5:2).
If we would live in this world for the glory of God our Savior, if we would walk in the Spirit, we must seek the will and glory of God in all things and above all things. I do not mean that we should endeavor to show people that we love the Lord (Matt. 6:1-17). But I do mean that we ought to be consumed with love for Christ, utterly consumed with love for Christ. “Seek ye first the kingdom of God and his righteousness.” “Set your affection on things above, not on things on the earth.” The secret to satisfaction in this world is serving God, doing his will (John 4:31-34). Daily surrender all things to Christ. Call everything but dung in comparison to him (Phil. 3:7-10). Take up your cross daily, and follow him. Lose your life to Christ, and you will save it. “Whatsoever he saith unto you, do it.”
I cannot think of a better way of summarizing Paul’s message in Galatians 5 than by quoting a statement I heard a preacher make when I was just a very young man. — “Don’t ever lose your sweetheart love for Christ.”
Chapter 33
Serving One Another
“Brethren, if a man be overtaken in a fault, ye which are spiritual, restore such an one in the spirit of meekness; considering thyself, lest thou also be tempted. Bear ye one another’s burdens, and so fulfil the law of Christ. For if a man think himself to be something, when he is nothing, he deceiveth himself. But let every man prove his own work, and then shall he have rejoicing in himself alone, and not in another. For every man shall bear his own burden.”
(Galatians 6:1-5)
The Galatians had foolishly been trying to bear the heavy burden of the Mosaic law. They had entangled themselves again with the yoke of bondage. They endeavored to establish righteousness for themselves by the works of the law. None of them said, “We are saved by our own works.” Satan does not work in such an open manner. These lawmongers at Galatia were saying, “We are saved by grace, but only if we keep the law.” Others of them said, “We are saved by grace alone, in so far as our justification is concerned; but in order to be sanctified we must keep the law as a rule of life.” In reality their doctrine was the same. They were attempting to mix law and grace. They had forsaken the gospel way of salvation by grace alone.
Now Paul says to them, “Do you want a law to live by? Then live by the rule of the law of Christ ⎯ love.” Here is a law that is a living principle. It touches the heart, influences the life, honors God, and is sympathetic towards and helpful to men. The whole law is fulfilled in this one thing ⎯ love. Without it, all the pretentious, self-righteous piety men claim to possess is hypocrisy.
It seems quite remarkable to me that those self-righteous people, who apparently want all men to know that they make the law of Moses their rule of life, usually forget that which is the essence and spirit of the law — love. They are (in their own minds) so righteous that they become stern, hard, severe, critical, and judgmental, which is being unrighteous. Even the righteousness of the Mosaic law is a righteousness of love. But I have never found one of those self-righteous legalists who was tender-hearted, kind, and gentle. He looks at the killing letter of the law and becomes as hard and stern as death.
Let this be the law by which we live: —”Love one another.” Reject that which is hard, stern, and severe. “Be ye kind one to another, tender-hearted, forgiving one another, even as God for Christ’s sake hath forgiven you.” In chapter 5 the Apostle urged us to serve one another by love, telling us that it is love that fulfils the law, not religious ceremony and a pretentious show of piety (5:13-14). Here, he tells us how to serve one another in love.
Restore the Fallen
Paul begins this chapter by telling us that when a brother or sister in Christ is fallen, those who are spiritual (that is to say, believers, those who walk in the Spirit) are to restore the fallen. — “Brethren, if a man be overtaken in a fault, ye which are spiritual, restore such an one.” He tells us how to restore them. — “In the spirit of meekness.” He explains what the spirit of meekness is. — “Considering thyself.” Then, he presses his admonition home. — “Lest thou also be tempted.”
The church of God is a family. Believers are brothers and sisters in the household of faith. The love that knits a family together and makes it strong is manifest in the tender care each member of the family has for the rest. In a strong, loving family the whole family rallies to the needs of one. The greater the need is, the more the family’s love is poured out to meet the need. And the need is never greater than when one in the family is, by his own folly, fallen.
That is the need to which Paul addresses himself here. Believers never have greater opportunity to show their love to one another, or greater opportunity to exemplify that which James calls “pure religion and undefiled,” than in seeking the restoration of a fallen brother or sister in Christ.
Those who walk in the Spirit must take great care, when they look upon one who is fallen, not to indulge the lust of the flesh, that pride and self-righteousness that is quick to take the judgment-seat, looking down upon the fallen in a pretense of pity that says, “Stand by thyself, come not near to me; for I am holier than thou.” Let us ever hear our Savior’s words, “Judge not, that ye be not judged.” Anytime we start to look upon a fallen saint with such self-righteous contempt, we ought to ask ourselves, “Why dost thou judge thy brother? or why dost thou set at nought thy brother? for we shall all stand before the judgment-seat of Christ.”
It is the lust of the flesh that jumps at the chance to distance ourselves from the fallen, put them out of the church, and show the world that we are a “holy” people who do not countenance sin. The instruction Paul gives us here is not in any way a detriment to proper church discipline. Rather, it is proper church discipline. The purpose of discipline in the family is not to exclude the fallen member, but to restore him.
There are many who move from church to church, looking for that perfect church. They attend a church only long enough to see a problem, and then they are off to another in their endless search of a congregation that is worthy of such fine people as they think themselves to be. A story is commonly told that illustrates my point.
Frederick the Great of Prussia once toured a prison, interviewing many of the inmates. One prisoner after another insisted that he was innocent of the crime for which he was imprisoned, asserting that he had been falsely accused and convicted. Finally, he spoke to a prisoner who frankly admitted his guilt and acknowledged that his imprisonment was just. Frederick called for the prison guards — “Quickly! Release this man, lest he corrupt all these innocent men!”
In all things, our Lord Jesus teaches us to be compassionate and tender, not harsh and severe. We are to restore the fallen “in the spirit of meekness.” Paul’s own explanation of this “spirit of meekness” is given in his next words. — “Considering thyself, lest thou also be tempted.” When we remind ourselves that we are nothing but sinners saved by grace, that our only righteousness is Christ, and that we are kept from doing the very same thing our fallen brother or sister has done, only by the grace of God, we are compelled to be gentle in dealing with the fallen.
The absolute truth of the matter is that we are all sinners (Rom. 6:23). If we say we have no sin, or that in anything we have not sinned, we deceive ourselves (1 John 1:8, 10). “In many things, we offend all”(James 3:2). Sin is not necessarily a matter of willful rebellion against God. It is often, as stated here, being “overtaken in a fault.” Stumbles and falls do not imply willfulness, but weakness. That is not an attempt to excuse sin; but it is an indication of how we are to look upon the sins of our brothers and sisters in Christ, — not as crimes to be punished, but as weaknesses requiring help. When a child falls, you do not beat him, or even scold him. You pick him up, help him, and do whatever needs to be done for him. Regardless of the nature of the fall, when a brother or sister is “overtaken in a fault,” those who trust Christ, those who walk in the Spirit, those who know they are sinners saved by grace alone, are to restore the fallen.
Burden Bearing
Here is another way we are to serve one another in love. — “Bear ye one another’s burdens, and so fulfil the law of Christ” (v. 2). Pastor Scott Richardson once said, “Life in this world begins with a slap on the bottom and ends with a shovel full of dirt in your face; and everything between the two are but bumps and bruises and heartache.” That is exactly the way Solomon describes it. Isn’t it? — “For all his days are sorrows, and his travail grief; yea, his heart taketh not rest in the night. This is also vanity. There is nothing better for a man, than that he should eat and drink, and that he should make his soul enjoy good in his labour. This also I saw, that it was from the hand of God” (Eccles. 2:23-24).
Life can be difficult. For some people one heartache seems to follow another, often in rapid succession. Faith in Christ does not change that fact. Believers suffer the same heartaches and sorrows that other people suffer. Many who walk with God in faith, trusting Christ, like David, have spouses who despise them and children who crush their hearts. Many who are made perfect in Christ, like Job, endure bereavement, bodily sickness, emotional anguish, being misunderstood and misrepresented by friends, and at times feel utterly forsaken by God. The fact is we all need help along the way as we make our pilgrimage through this world.
Life in this world is full of trouble and care. If a brother or sister is weighed down by some burden, we are to be alert to their needs and do what we can to help. We must not allow them to carry the crushing load alone. And we must take care not to add to their burden, like the Pharisees (Matt. 23:4), indicating that their burden is somehow connected with their own lack of faith and righteousness, or some secret sin.
We must not divorce verse 2 from verse 1. The two are connected. Paul is specifically telling us that we are to bear our fallen bother or sister’s burden of sin, and to bear it as our own, in love ministering to the needs of the fallen, forgiving the fault, and helping them to recover. Someone once said, “Christians are the only ones who shoot their wounded.” That is not true. Religious people may shoot their wounded, but Christians mend the wounds.
The way we treat those who have fallen is a very real indication of our own relationship with Christ. By thus bearing one another’s burdens, Paul says, we “fulfil the law of Christ” (John 13:34-35). The Judaizers at Galatia were attempting to bring the Galatian believers back under the law of Moses. Here Paul makes a clear contrast, telling us that we are to live and be motivated not by the law of Moses written on tables of stone, but by the law of Christ written in our hearts.
Self-deception
All pride is self-deception. — “For if a man think himself to be something, when he is nothing, he deceiveth himself” (v. 3). If anyone imagines that he is better than his fallen brother or sister, or that he would not do the things the fallen has done because he is stronger, more spiritual, more righteous, or more holy than the one who has fallen, he is simply deceiving himself (1 John 1:7-10). — “Man at his best state is altogether vanity.” — “In my flesh dwelleth no good thing.” We owe our being, our knowledge, our mercies, our preservation, and our gifts to God alone (1 Cor. 4:7). In ourselves, and left to ourselves, we are nothing and know nothing. All such pride and self-righteousness is an abomination to God (Pro. 6:16-18). Such an attitude in anyone, John Gill correctly observed, is an indication that, “He is destitute of the grace of God, he deceives himself and the truth is not in him.”
Self-examination
“But let every man prove his own work, and then shall he have rejoicing in himself alone, and not in another” (v. 4). — Here Paul calls for self-examination. We are not to sit in judgment over others, but over ourselves. It is so easy to compare ourselves with others, whom we look upon as weaker or less gifted believers because they have fallen, and to think we are something special, that we are strong, or that we are better than them. What arrogant folly! Let us each prove the sincerity of our faith in and love for Christ by the Word of God. If we are honest, we will find plenty to judge and condemn in ourselves, without having to compare ourselves with others and condemning them.
When Paul says, “then shall he have rejoicing in himself alone,” he is speaking ironically. His meaning is just the opposite of that. We know that is the case because he declares in Philippians 3:3 that all who are born of God “rejoice in Christ Jesus and have no confidence in the flesh.” He is not here telling us that we are to look within ourselves for personal righteousness, that we may have assurance of salvation. We are to look outside ourselves to Christ alone for assurance (Heb. 11:1; 1 Cor. 1:30-31). — “For if a man think himself to be something, when he is nothing, he deceiveth himself.”
If we will heed Paul’s admonition, we will have every reason to be ashamed of ourselves. We will own and acknowledge our sinfulness and shame, while at the same time rejoicing in a conscience void of guilt before God, because Christ has redeemed us and given us perfect righteousness, complete forgiveness, and absolute acceptance with the holy Lord God (Heb. 9:12-14; 10:22; 2 Cor. 1:12). It is in this sense that we are to understand Paul’s words. A believer may rejoice “in himself,” in the vindication of his own character before men, though not before God, as Job and David did. The fruit of the Spirit in us is the result, not the cause, of our justification and righteousness before God.
Believers do not point to the sins and faults of others, rejoicing in those things to their own praise, using them to convince themselves or others that they are not like the fallen. That is the attitude of the self-righteous Pharisee and hypocrite.
Judgment Day
Believers understand and live in the awareness that every person will be judged for his own works, not for another’s. — “For every man shall bear his own burden” (v. 5). In the Day of Judgment we will answer for ourselves, not for others. Yes, there is a day coming when we shall be judged according to our works (2 Cor. 5:10; Rev. 20:11-15).
“It is appointed unto men once to die, but after this the judgment” (Heb 9:27). The Judge, before whom we must stand, is the God-man, whom we have crucified (John 5:22; Acts 17:31; 2 Cor 5:10). We will be judged out of the books, according to the record of God’s strict justice.
When the books are opened, what shocks of terror will seize the hearts and souls of those who have no righteousness and no atonement before the holy Lord God! With the opening of the books, every crime, every offense, every sin they have ever committed in mind, in heart, and in deed shall be exposed! “Judgment was set; and the books were opened” (Dan. 7:10).
I realize that this is figurative language. God does not need books to remember man’s sins. However, as John Gill wrote, “This judgment out of the books, and according to works, is designed to show with what accuracy and exactness, with what justice and equity, it will be executed, in allusion to statute-books in courts of judicature.” In the Scriptures God is often represented as writing and keeping books. And according to these books we all shall be judged.
What are the books? — The Book of Divine Omniscience (Mal. 3:5) — The Book of Divine Remembrance (Mal. 3:16) — The Book of Creation (Rom. 1:18-20) — The Book of God’s Providence (Rom. 2:4-5) — The Book of Conscience (Rom. 2:15) — The Book of God’s Holy Law (Rom. 2:12) {This book of the law has two tables. The first table contains all the sins of men against God (Ex. 20:3-11). The second table contains all the sins of men against one another (Ex. 20:12-17).} — And the Book of the Gospel (Rom. 2:16).
But there are some against whom no crimes, no sins, no offenses can be found, not even by the omniscient eye of God himself! — “In those days, and in that time, saith the LORD, the iniquity of Israel shall be sought for, and there shall be none; and the sins of Judah, and they shall not be found: for I will pardon them whom I reserve” (Jer 50:20). Their names are found in another book, a book which God himself wrote and sealed before the worlds were made. It is called, “The Book of Life.” In this book there is a record of divine election, the name of Christ our divine Surety, a record of perfect righteousness (Jer. 23:6, Cf. 33:16), a record of complete satisfaction, and the promise of eternal life.
The question is often raised, “Will God judge his elect for their sins and failures, committed after they were saved, and expose them in the Day of Judgment?” The only reason that question is ever raised is because many retain a remnant of the Roman doctrine of purgatory, by which they hope to hold over God’s saints the whip and terror of the law. There is absolutely no sense in which those who trust Christ shall ever be made to pay for their sins! Our sins were imputed to Christ and shall never be imputed to us again (Rom. 4:8). Christ paid our debt to God’s law and justice; and God will never require us to pay. God who has blotted out our transgressions will never write them again. He who covered our sins will never uncover them!
The perfect righteousness of Christ has been imputed to us. On the Day of Judgment, God’s elect are never represented as having done any evil, but only good (Matt. 25:31-40). The Day of Judgment will be a day of glory and bliss for Christ and his people, not a day of mourning and sorrow. It will be a marriage supper. Christ will glory in his Church. God will display the glory of his grace in us. And we will glory in our God.
Those who are found perfectly righteous, righteous according to the records of God himself, shall enter into eternal life and inherit everlasting glory with Christ. They that have done good, nothing but good, perfect good, without any spot of sin, wrinkle of iniquity, or trace of transgression, shall enter into everlasting life. (Rev 22:11).
Who are these perfectly righteous ones? They are all who are saved by God’s free and sovereign grace in Christ (1 Cor. 6:9-11; Rom. 8:1, 32-34). Heaven was earned and purchased for all God’s elect by Christ. We were predestined to obtain our inheritance from eternity (Eph. 1:11). Christ has taken possession of heaven’s glory as our forerunner (Heb. 6:20). We are heirs of God and joint-heirs with Jesus Christ (Rom. 8:17). Our Savior gave all the glory he earned as our Mediator to all his elect (John 17:5, 20). And in Christ every believer is worthy of heaven’s glory (Col. 1:12). Glorification is but the consummation of salvation; and salvation is by grace alone! That means no part of heaven’s bliss and glory is the reward of our works, but all the reward of God’s free grace in Christ! All spiritual blessings are ours from eternity in Christ (Eph. 1:3).
All who are found guilty of sin in that great and terrible Day of Judgment shall be cast into the lake of fire and there be made to suffer the unmitigated wrath of almighty God forever! One by one, God will call the wicked before his throne and judge them. As he says, “Depart ye cursed,” he will say to his holy angels, “Take him! Bind him! Cast him into outer darkness!”
In that day there will be no mercy, no pity, no sorrow, no hope, and no end for the wicked! To hell they deserve to go! To hell they must go! To hell they shall go! Let all who read these lines beware. Unless you flee to Christ and take refuge in him, in that great day the wrath of God shall seize you and destroy you forever! I beseech you now, by the mercies of God, be reconciled to God by trusting his darling Son! In that great and terrible day let us be found in Christ, not having our own righteousness, but the righteousness of God in Christ.
In that great day, “every man shall bear his own burden.”
Chapter 34
Sowing in the Spirit
“Let him that is taught in the word communicate unto him that teacheth in all good things. Be not deceived; God is not mocked: for whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap. For he that soweth to his flesh shall of the flesh reap corruption; but he that soweth to the Spirit shall of the Spirit reap life everlasting. And let us not be weary in well doing: for in due season we shall reap, if we faint not. As we have therefore opportunity, let us do good unto all men, especially unto them who are of the household of faith.”
Galatians 6:6-10
Paul continues to give us instructions about what it is to “walk in the Spirit.” Just as the Lord Jesus “went about doing good” (Acts 10:38), those who walk in the Spirit, that is to say, all who follow him, all who are his disciples, go through this world doing good (Eph. 2:10). Those who sow to the flesh (who live after the flesh) shall reap eternal woe. And those who sow to the Spirit (who live after the Spirit) shall reap life eternal in Christ (Rom. 8:5-6; Gal 6:8). Of course, Paul is not telling us that we are justified, sanctified, or even that we gain or lose reward in heaven upon the basis of our works. He is simply telling us that believers are people whose faith in Christ is manifest by their works. Let us ever trace our mercies to their Source. — “It is God which worketh in you both to will and to do of his good pleasure” (Phil. 2:13).
Pastoral Support
“Let him that is taught in the word communicate unto him that teacheth in all good things” (v. 6). — Here Paul tells us that those who teach the Word of God (pastors of local churches, missionaries, and evangelists) are to be supported financially by those who profit from their labors. The doctor who ministers to your bodily health, the policeman who protects you, the carpenter who builds an addition on your house, the mechanic who changes the oil in your car, and the neighborhood boy who mows your lawn for you are all compensated according to their service. Even so, the man who studies the Word, seeks a message for your soul from God, prays for you and teaches you the Word of God (the most important service) is to share in your material substance. Gospel preachers are to be supported and maintained in their livelihood by the voluntary generosity of those for whom they labor. This is one of the clearest statements in the Bible about the support of gospel preachers. All who profit from the preaching of the gospel are expected to give of their means for the support of those who preach the gospel. — “Let him that is taught in the word communicate unto him that teacheth in all good things.”
The fact is every local church needs money to operate. Buildings must be erected. Bills must be paid. Office supplies must be purchased. Equipment must be maintained and salaries must be paid. We are to preach the gospel freely to all men, seeking nothing in return; but in order for us to preach the gospel freely, someone has to pay for it. How is the work of the ministry to be maintained? How should local churches raise the money needed to support pastors, missionaries, and various works for the furtherance of the gospel? These questions need to be answered plainly and frankly from the Word of God.
There is no scarcity of material in the Holy Scriptures regarding the financial support of the gospel ministry. It is a subject that appears again and again throughout the Bible. Under the Mosaic economy of the Old Testament those who ministered about the holy things of divine service lived upon the things of the temple. Those who served the altar were partakers of the altar (1 Cor. 9:13). God prescribed by law that the priesthood, the children of Levi, should receive a tenth of all the possessions of the children of Israel, a tenth of their money, property, crops, and herds, for their service in the tabernacle of the congregation. The Jews were required to pay a tithe to be used exclusively for the financial support of the ministry of the Levitical priesthood (Num. 18:21). Failure to do so, for any reason, was regarded as robbing God himself (Mal. 3:8-9).
However, we are not under the law today. God’s people are no more required to pay a tithe in this gospel age than we are required to keep the sabbath day, or observe the Passover (Col. 2:16-23). We are free from the law. A. D. Muse, the late pastor of Hearts Harbor Tabernacle in Louisville, Kentucky, used to say, “If you tithe, you’re under the law. And if you don’t tithe, you’re an outlaw.” In other words, the person who just pays his tithe is a mere legalist, and anyone who does not do that much is an antinomian. Anyone who uses his freedom from the law as an excuse for being a niggardly miser and selfishly refuses to give of his means for the support of the gospel of Christ is, I fear, without grace. God’s people give. They give generously, and they give cheerfully.
The instructions given in the New Testament regarding the financial support of the gospel ministry are unmistakably clear. Those men and women who believe the gospel of the grace of God are expected to support generously those who preach it. Not only is this expected, among God’s saints it is practiced. God’s children are not miserly, self-centered worldlings. They are stewards who use what God has put in their hands for the cause of Christ. They need only to be instructed from the Word of God, and they gladly submit to it.
Our Lord Jesus Christ tells us plainly and repeatedly that those who preach the gospel are to live by the gospel (Matt. 10:9-10; Luke 10:4-7; 1 Cor. 9:14; 1 Tim. 5:17-18). Those men who faithfully preach the gospel of God’s free and sovereign grace in Christ are to be supported and maintained by the people to whom they minister. Faithful missionaries should be as fully and generously supported by the churches that send them out as the pastors of those local churches.
There were times when Paul and his companions were required to make tents to support themselves in the work of the gospel. It was an honorable thing for them to do so. Paul tells us that his goal was not to enrich himself, but to avoid being a burden to young churches (1 Thess. 2:9) and to avoid causing an offence to young, weak believers (1 Cor. 9:15-19). But the fact that God’s messenger had to spend his time and efforts making tents was a shameful reproach upon the churches. Those churches that were established in the gospel should have assumed the responsibility of supplying Paul’s needs and the needs of his companions, as they travelled from place to place preaching the gospel. The New Testament clearly makes it the responsibility of every local church to provide for the financial, material support of those who preach the gospel of Christ.
A Reasonable Precept
“Let him that is taught in the word communicate unto him that teacheth in all good things.” —The word “communicate” means “to share with or distribute to”. It comes from the word “communion” and basically means the same thing as “fellowship”. Paul is saying, “Let everyone to whom the gospel is preached have fellowship with and participate in the preaching of the gospel by supplying the earthly, material needs of those who preach it.” Edgar Andrews explains…
“Paul's formula is very simple: those who are 'taught the word' should share their material wealth with 'him who teaches'. In other words, the congregation should support its minister(s) financially, and do so (as the word 'share' implies) at the same standard of living as they themselves enjoy. This was the principle that God laid down for the support of the Levites by the remaining tribes of Israel in Old Testament times (though the New Testament transmutes obligation into willingness). Where pioneer missions are involved, and until there is a congregation to support the preacher, the sending church or churches will bear this responsibility. But let us also notice that when Paul and Barnabas were sent out by the church at Antioch (Acts 13:3), they did not spend the first six months securing pledges for their support! On the contrary, they departed immediately for Cyprus, to preach the Word of God. They knew they had been sent out, not only by the church, but by the Holy Spirit, who was well able to care for their needs as they arose (Acts 13:4-5).”
To whom is this communication to be made? Paul did not lay down a blanket rule that we should give financial support to every preacher, evangelist, or missionary who comes along claiming to speak for God. Those who deny the gospel of Christ, preachers of free-will, works religion, are not to be supported by God’s saints (2 John 9-11).
Paul’s doctrine is this: those preachers who faithfully teach the Word of God are to be supported by the church; particularly, they are to be supported by the churches they pastor. We must not let ourselves be deceived by personality, charm, or flowery speech. God’s prophets are not always personable, but they are always profitable. Their delivery is not always impressive, but their message is always instructive. Their preaching is not always stirring, but it is always sound. Every preacher must be judged by one thing: what does he preach? What is his doctrine? God’s servants faithfully instruct men and women in the Word by preaching the gospel of Christ. They teach their hearers the Word of truth; and those who hear them are taught in the Word of truth. If a man is sent of God to preach the gospel, he will preach with such unmistakable clarity that all who hear him regularly will be taught the doctrine of Christ.
If you want to know what a man preaches, ask the people who hear him. If he consciously and consistently preaches the gospel, they will know it (see John 18:19-21). It is impossible for a person to hear a man preach the gospel regularly and not know, at least in his head, the doctrine of the gospel. He will know his lost condition of depravity and condemnation by nature (Rom. 5:12; Eph. 2:1-3). He will have some understanding of the doctrine of Christ: our Lord’s divine person, his incarnation and virgin birth, his representative obedience to God for his people, his effectual, sin-atoning, substitutionary death. Those who are privileged to hear a man faithfully preach the gospel will know that salvation is by grace alone through faith in Christ alone. All who hear the gospel faithfully preached are taught what happened in the garden, what happened on the cross, and how God saves sinners. And the man who faithfully preaches those things is worthy of the financial support of God’s people.
It is the responsibility of God’s church to generously supply the needs of every man who faithfully preaches the gospel of God’s free and sovereign grace in Christ. This is only reasonable. Are you taught the good things of the gospel? Then it is your reasonable and equitable responsibility to supply the material needs of the man who teaches you. You should supply him with good things materially who supplies you with good things spiritually (1 Cor. 9:11). It is the ordinance of Christ that, “They which preach the gospel should live of the gospel” (1 Cor. 9:14). No man who preaches the gospel of the grace of God should be required to provide for himself or his family (Acts 6:2-4; 2 Tim. 2:4). This support of the ministry must begin with each local church supporting its own pastor. Once that is taken care of, every local church should assume responsibility for the support of faithful missionaries. Those churches that are well established should also assist in the support of smaller churches and their pastors.
God’s servants are not ambitious, greedy men. Faithful men will not abuse, or take advantage of, the generosity of God’s people (1 Cor. 9:17-18). But God’s preachers should never be expected to live as paupers. Those men who labor in the Word and doctrine of Christ, faithfully giving themselves to the work of the ministry, are to be supported generously in a comfortable life-style.
I am often asked, “How much should the church pay its pastor?” I often reply,” How much does it take for you to live?” The pastor has a wife and children to clothe, feed, house, and educate, just like you. And he will incur many necessary expenses that you do not. His home is a virtual free hotel for God’s people, and he wants it to be. His table almost always has a few extra mouths to feed, and he wants them there. He has miles to travel and books to buy, necessary for his work. All these things require cold, hard cash every week. When the church contemplates the pastor’s salary, a good rule of thumb is this: pay the pastor at least as much as the average income of the working men in the congregation; and then add enough to cover his additional expenses. If the church is not able to do what is needed, it is expected and responsible to do the best it can, and this is only reasonable.
Cheerful Giving
How is this financial support to be secured? This may seem strange to some; but the way to secure financial support for the gospel of Christ and those who preach it is in fact not to secure it. God will supply the needs of his church and his servants by the free, voluntary, generous gifts of his people. The moment a preacher, a missionary, or a church begins to secure its financial stability on its own, it leans upon the arm of the flesh and dishonors God.
There are some things, dishonoring to God and contrary to the gospel of his grace, which must not be done. God’s church must never be brought back under the law by having the law of the tithe imposed upon them. We must never solicit pledges from people, hold bake sales or rummage sales, or set up investment schemes to raise money for God’s work. God’s servants and his churches must never beg and grovel for help from men, as though the work of God depended upon man’s assistance. Nor must we ever solicit the aid of unbelievers. I know these things are commonly practiced in our day; but they are contrary to every principle of grace and faith. God’s church operates by faith, and faith looks to God, not man! Any work that is of God will have its needs supplied by God through the free, voluntary gifts of God’s saints (2 Cor. 9:7).
If a pastor wants the people to whom he preaches to be generous, he must be generous. In all things, like a shepherd, the pastor must lead God’s sheep and show them the way by personal example. The moment men and women detect selfishness, greed, and unfaithfulness in their pastor, these things will be reflected in them.
The Word of God supplies us with an abundance of instruction about the matter of giving. All of 1 Corinthians 9 and 2 Corinthians chapters 8-9 are taken up with this subject. But there are no commands given to the people of God anywhere in the New Testament about how much we are to give, when we are give, or where we are to give. Tithing and all systems like it are totally foreign to the New Testament. Giving, like all other acts of worship, is an act of faith and grace. It must be free and voluntary, or it is unacceptable. However, there are some plain, simple guidelines laid down in the Scriptures for us to follow. Here are ten things revealed in the New Testament about giving.
1. Our giving should be planned (2 Cor. 9:7).
2. Our giving must be free, voluntary, unconstrained (2 Cor. 9:7).
3. Our giving must be motivated by love and gratitude towards Christ (2 Cor. 8:7-9).
4. Our giving must arise from a willing heart (2 Cor. 8:12).
5. Every believer should give to the work of the gospel according to his personal ability (1 Cor. 16:2).
6. Every believer should give a portion of his goods for the cause of Christ (1 Cor. 16:2).
7. Our gifts for the gospel should be liberal and sacrificial (2 Cor. 9:5-6; Mark 12:41-44).
8. We are to give as unto the Lord (Matt. 6:1-5).
9. This kind of giving is well-pleasing to God (2 Cor. 9:7; Phil. 4:18; Heb. 13:16).
10. If we are willing to give, God will supply us with the ability to give (2 Cor. 9:10: Luke 6:38; Phil. 4:19).
Someone once said, “There are three kinds of giving: grudge-giving, duty-giving and thanksgiving. Grudge-giving says, ‘I have to.’ Duty-giving says, ‘I ought to.’ Thanksgiving says, ‘I want to.’”
A Recognized Principle
“Be not deceived; God is not mocked: for whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap. For he that soweth to his flesh shall of the flesh reap corruption; but he that soweth to the Spirit shall of the Spirit reap life everlasting” (v. 7).
“Be not deceived.” — The Judaizers and false teachers at Galatia were persuading these men and women not to support the men who faithfully preached the gospel of Christ to them, and devised many excuses for them not to do so, which the Galatians readily seized. People are easily led astray from what they know to be right by personal greed and covetousness. They often excuse their miserliness by their own earthly cares and responsibilities, or by finding some petty fault with the preacher. Neither excuse is valid. If we work hard and live within our means, we will not be too financially strapped to give. Nor do our personal likes or dislikes of something about God’s messenger in any way lessen our responsibility to support him in the work of the gospel. Men with money often try to exert control over a pastor by how much they give, or refuse to give. It should not need saying that God’s people do not have this attitude, or that God’s servants cannot be controlled by money!
“God is not mocked.” — Men and women who find excuses not to give to the cause of Christ and work of the gospel mock God. Paul is saying, “You cannot insult God and get away with it!” Remember, in the context Paul is talking about the support of the gospel ministry. If a man comes to you in the name of God, preaching the gospel of Christ, and you refuse to give of your means to support him, you insult God! And you will not get away with it!
“For whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap.” — This is a universal law, applying to every realm of life. Generally speaking, whatever we sow, as to kind, quality, and quantity, we will reap. If a farmer sows wheat, he reaps wheat. If he sows sparingly, he will reap sparingly. If he sows bountifully, he will reap bountifully. If he sows good seed, he will reap a good harvest. If he sows nothing, he will reap nothing. Everyone understands that in the natural world; but here Paul applies it to the things of God.
“He that soweth to his flesh shall of the flesh reap corruption.” — In other words, if we use what God puts in our hands to pamper our flesh and gratify our personal greed and covetousness, if we spend our substance upon luxuries for ourselves and our families, or hoard it up to increase our riches, we shall of the flesh reap corruption. Paul is telling us that the way we use, or abuse, our money reveals the true state and condition of our hearts (see Matt. 6:19-24).
“But he that soweth to the Spirit shall of the Spirit reap life everlasting.” — This does not mean that men and women can earn salvation, or even a greater degree of heavenly reward and glory by what they give to the cause of Christ. The text simply means that, if we lay out our worldly substance for the cause of Christ, the preaching of the gospel, and the good of his kingdom, we will reap that for which we have sown it — “life everlasting”! Our use of what God puts in our hands does not secure anything for us, but it does reveal the true state and condition of our hearts (Matt. 25:24-30).
A Required Perseverance
“And let us not be weary in well doing: for in due season we shall reap, if we faint not. As we have therefore opportunity, let us do good unto all men, especially unto them who are of the household of faith” (vv. 9-10). — Satan uses many things to discourage us, and God uses many things to try us. We do not see immediate results. Our circumstances, the economy of the nation and the needs of our families all change. We sometimes begin to think, “Maybe I ought to stop, or at least curtail my giving. Nothing much appears to be accomplished by it. The kingdom of God will get along all right without my few dollars in the offering plate.”
To such thoughts, Paul says, “Don’t give up now!” “In due season,” at God’ s appointed time, “we shall reap, if we faint not.” The seed sown will spring up again, and the bread cast upon the waters will be found after many days. But there must be a time of waiting between the sowing of the seed and the reaping of the harvest. This time of waiting is to try our faith, to prove whether we really believe God. It is our responsibility to use what God has given us for the cause of Christ, to sow to the Spirit and to wait for God to give the increase. He will give it in his way, at his time, for his glory. Robert Hawker’s comments on this verse are excellent…
“The Apostle’s train of argument is, that the Lord’s people should never be weary, nor faint in their minds, at any exercises they meet with, in the present time-state of their existence. Christ is their portion. And in due season, on his account, and for his sake alone, they will reap the blessed fruits of that inheritance, to which, as his people, they are begotten, by his soul-travail, blood-shedding, and righteousness. The expression is not unsimilar to what is said in Hebrews 6:12 ⎯ ‘Be ye not slothful, but followers of them who, through faith and patience, inherit the promises.’”
“As we have therefore opportunity, let us do good unto all men, especially unto them who are of the household of faith.” — By doing good, Paul means communicating to the needs of men and women, particularly to the needs of God’s children, and, in this context, to the needs of his servants. While the time of life lasts, let us use what God gives us for the good of his people and the furtherance of the gospel. If we do so, then we partake of and have fellowship with God’s servants in their work (Matt. 10:40-42; 3 John 1:8).
Paul is calling for commitment to Christ. If I am committed to something, I throw my life into it; and if I am committed to the cause of Christ in this world, I throw my life into his cause. That means that I do whatever has to be done and give whatever has to be given to get the job done. The very least that I can do is give! Let us give ourselves in unreserved commitment to Christ and the cause of the gospel of his grace for the glory of our God.
Chapter 35
Glorying in the Cross
“Ye see how large a letter I have written unto you with mine own hand. As many as desire to make a fair show in the flesh, they constrain you to be circumcised; only lest they should suffer persecution for the cross of Christ. For neither they themselves who are circumcised keep the law; but desire to have you circumcised, that they may glory in your flesh. But God forbid that I should glory, save in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by whom the world is crucified unto me, and I unto the world. For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision availeth any thing, nor uncircumcision, but a new creature. And as many as walk according to this rule, peace be on them, and mercy, and upon the Israel of God. From henceforth let no man trouble me: for I bear in my body the marks of the Lord Jesus. Brethren, the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit. Amen.”
Galatians 6:11-18
In these final verses of this tremendous Epistle the Apostle Paul seems determined to leave his readers with their hearts and minds fixed resolutely upon “the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ.” Throughout these chapters, he has been showing us that it is in the cross of Christ that the law of God finds its fulfillment and end, that it is Mt. Calvary and not Mt. Sinai that saves, and that all the blessings of grace, righteousness, salvation, and eternal life flow to sinners only by the merits of the cross. His message throughout this Epistle (throughout all his Epistles) is set before us in this one dogmatic assertion. — “God forbid that I should glory, save in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ.”
Paul’s Concern
“Ye see how large a letter I have written unto you with mine own hand” (v. 11). —Paul wrote much longer epistles than this (Romans, 1st and 2nd Corinthians, and Hebrews), but some of those epistles to the various churches were dictated by him to others (Rom. 16:22). This epistle was written with his own hand. He calls attention to this fact as an expression of great affection for the saints at Galatia. He cared deeply for them and was very concerned for their well-being. The errors to which they had been exposed, and the fact that many had fallen by Satanic deception into the errors of the legalists, caused him great grief. Oh, for a heart that cares for others and that is broken when their peace is threatened by error or sin!
False Teachers
In verses 12 and 13 Paul identifies the false teachers he has been exposing throughout this epistle and states plainly what the motives of such men are. They are hypocrites, motivated by their own personal interests, and not the glory of God and the good of men’s souls. — “As many as desire to make a fair show in the flesh, they constrain you to be circumcised; only lest they should suffer persecution for the cross of Christ” (v. 12). They do what they do to be seen of men. Their religion is nothing but an outward show by which they seek the approval and applause of men (Matt. 6:1-5). By force of influence, doctrine, church creeds, and the opinions of others like themselves, they try to constrain believers to be regulated by the rule of law and observe religious ceremonies, holy days, and customs, rather than living as those who have been made free in Christ.
They sway men and women to adopt their legalists rules, “lest they suffer persecution” from the religious people who are offended by “the simplicity that is in Christ” and the preaching of the total sufficiency and efficacy of Christ as our Savior. Christ crucified is our atonement. Christ’s obedience is our righteousness. Our works contribute nothing to our acceptance with God. We are complete in him.
“For neither they themselves who are circumcised keep the law; but desire to have you circumcised, that they may glory in your flesh” (v. 13). — These religious teachers, who preach the law, teach the law, and boast of their regard for the law are nothing but hypocrites. They do not keep the law themselves; and they know it (Gal. 3:10). Yet, they require others to do what they cannot do, so that they can boast before men about the number of people who follow them, and how “holy” they are. Henry Mahan observes that, “Every religious person glories or rejoices in something. These false teachers glory in the flesh, in the outward form, in the noise they make, in the work they do and in the souls they have won.”
The Cross
“But God forbid that I should glory, save in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by whom the world is crucified unto me, and I unto the world” (v. 14). — True faith brings needy sinners to Christ, puts on Christ, and walks in Christ. Faith brings sinners to the cross and glories only in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by whom the world is crucified unto us and we unto the world. Though faith is not righteousness, it is the believer’s connection to righteousness. Faith finds in Christ and enjoys in Christ the assurance of perfect, indestructible righteousness before God through the merits of God’s own Son. Faith in Christ assures the believing sinner of eternal life and everlasting righteousness in the ages to come, depending upon the perpetuity of that righteousness which can never change. We shall never put off that Christ whom we put on when we believed (Rom 12:14; Gal 3:27). The garments of salvation shall never wear thin. The robe of righteousness in which the Lord God has clothed us shall never wax old. The beauty our Savior has put upon us (his own beauty) is a beauty that fadeth not away.
Faith abides ever at the cross. It never takes us away from the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, to which at first it led us. Many seem to think that believers quickly get beyond the cross and leave it behind. Like the legalists at Galatia, they never openly do so, but their subtle doctrine is that the cross has done all it can for us once we believe the gospel, and teaches that once we believe we are to abandon the cross and go forward, that to remain always at the cross is to be babes, not men of faith. Nonsense!
What is the cross? Paul is not talking about the historic fact that Christ died upon the cross. The knowledge of that fact, though it is necessary to salvation, is not salvation. Neither is Paul referring to the literal, wooden cross upon which Christ died. He was not an idolater, a worshipper of religious relics. He knew that there is no superstitious, spiritual value in that piece of wood. And he certainly is not suggesting that we glory in some sign, symbol, representation, or form of the cross.
When Paul speaks of the cross, he is talking about the glorious, soul saving doctrine of the cross, the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ. He is talking about blood atonement (Rom. 5:6-11), legal propitiation (Rom. 3:24-26), substitutionary redemption (2 Cor. 5:18-21), and free justification (Rom. 5:19).
As it is used here in Galatians 6:14, and as it is commonly used in the Epistles of the New Testament, the word “cross” refers to the gospel of Christ. Pagans glory in religious relics. Idolaters glory in religious images, signs, and symbols. Ignorant people glory in religious feelings, emotions, and experiences. God’s people glory in the gospel of Christ, not in the “old rugged cross” sentimentalists sing about, but the old, old story of redeeming blood. We glory in that which is the revelation of the glory of God. We can no more part with that than we can part with life eternal. In this sense, to turn our back upon the cross would be turning our back upon Christ crucified. It would be giving up our connection with the Lamb of God slain upon the cursed tree! This we cannot, must not, and shall not do!
All that Christ did and suffered from the manger to his resurrection glory forms one glorious whole. No part of our Redeemer’s work shall ever become needless or obsolete. To forsake any part of his work is to forsake him. I rejoice in the incarnation of Christ. Yet, I know that the incarnation cannot save. I delight to follow my Master into Gethsemane. Yet, I know that his agony there was not the finished work. I glory in the cross. My face is always toward it. My eye is ever on the crucified One. I am convinced that the sacrifice there was completed once for all. I never cease to look into the empty tomb with delight. I rejoice to know that it is the risen, ascended, exalted, reigning Christ who gives eternal life to this needy sinner. Leaving nothing behind, I trust the whole Christ and the whole of his work for all my righteousness, justification, forgiveness, acceptance, and everlasting salvation.
Glory in the Cross
The word “glory” means to exalt, to boast of, and to rejoice in. Paul exalted, boasted of, and rejoiced in the sin atoning death of the Lord Jesus Christ upon the cursed tree. He exalted the doctrine of the cross as the only theme of Holy Scripture and the singular subject of his preaching (1 Cor. 2:2; 9:16). He saw “Christ crucified” as the whole counsel of God, the message of all the types, promises, and prophecies of the Old Testament, the basis of hope for sinners, the motive of all godliness, and the message he was sent to proclaim.
He rejoiced in the cross, the gospel of Christ, as the only grounds of his confident hope before God. He trusted Christ alone as his Savior (Phil. 3:3; 1 Cor. 1:30). He counted all his religious works, knowledge, and experiences to be nothing but dung that he might be found in Christ, robed in his righteousness and washed in his blood.
And he preached the cross, boasting of Christ’s death as the only means of reconciliation to and acceptance with God, the only means of salvation for guilty sinners (Gal. 2:21). If righteousness cannot be gained by man’s obedience to the law of God (And it cannot!), then no man can be saved by anything else he might do. Nothing can save a man’s soul, nothing can bring a sinner to God, nothing can make a sinner acceptable in the sight of God, but the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ.
It is “the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ” that makes it possible for the holy Lord God to be both “a just God and a Savior.” It is the cross of Christ that makes it possible for God to be both “just and Justifier.” Sinners have hope before God only because of “the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ.” Therefore, saved sinners rejoice to say with the Apostle, “God forbid that I should glory, save in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by whom the world is crucified unto me, and I unto the world.”
Crucified
“By which the world is crucified unto me” (v. 14). — Faith in Christ, the assurance of redemption by Christ, caused the Apostle Paul to look upon the world as a thing crucified. He knew that he had no more reason to fear his most implacable enemies in this world than a man would to fear someone crucified and dead. Happy is that person who learns this! Because our Lord Jesus Christ, by his death upon the cross as our Substitute and Redeemer, has overcome the world, conquered Satan (the prince of this world) and cast him out, and vanquished death, hell and the grave, since he has put away our sins by the sacrifice of himself, we are more than conquerors in him (Rom. 8:32-39). We have nothing to fear in this world or from this world. As the children of Israel looked upon Pharaoh and the Egyptian army slain by God in the Red Sea and sang praise to him, so we ought to look upon all that opposes us in this world as dead and sing praise to God our Savior who has “triumphed gloriously.” Let us neither love the world, nor the things that are in the world, but look upon them as dead things. The gospel of the grace of God experienced in the soul teaches us to despise the riches, honors, and applause of the world.
The profits, pleasures, and praises of dead men are as worthless as dung. That is exactly how they are to be looked upon and counted by all who seek Christ (Phil. 3:7-15). But, as Paul uses the term “world” here in the book of Galatians, he is specifically referring to “the weak and beggarly elements of the world” (Gal. 4:3-9), the carnal ordinances and ceremonies of the law. He is declaring that since “Christ is the end of the law” (Rom. 10:4), the law’s sabbath days, sacrifices, and services are to be looked upon by us as dead things. — “Wherefore, my brethren, ye also are become dead to the law by the body of Christ; that ye should be married to another, even to him who is raised from the dead, that we should bring forth fruit unto God.”— “For I through the law am dead to the law, that I might live unto God. I am crucified with Christ: nevertheless I live; yet not I, but Christ liveth in me: and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by the faith of the Son of God, who loved me, and gave himself for me” (Rom. 6:15; 7:4; Gal. 2:19-20). Our all-glorious Redeemer took “the handwriting of the ordinances that was against us, which was contrary to us, out of the way, nailing it to his cross” (Col. 2:14).
“The world is crucified unto me, and I unto the world.” — As the world had no more attraction for Paul than a dead corpse, so he had no attraction for the world, but was despised by it for Christ’s sake. So it shall ever be with those who follow Christ. As the law was dead to him and had no power over him, so he was dead to the law by the sacrifice of Christ. He had nothing to do with those weak and beggarly elements of bondage.
A New Creature
Here is the reason why we must have nothing to do with legal, works religion, why we must look to, trust, and glory only “in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ.” — “For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision availeth any thing, nor uncircumcision, but a new creature” (v. 15). Circumcision and the carnal ordinances of the law are utterly meaningless, being totally abolished by Christ. Being uncircumcised is no barrier to the blessings of the gospel and all the privileges of the children of God.
It must be stated that Paul is not here suggesting that baptism, or the refusal to confess Christ in believer’s baptism are meaningless things. Those who give such a perverse interpretation of Paul’s words here ignore the teaching of Scripture regarding gospel ordinances. John Gill wrote…
“Though baptism is of no avail in the business of salvation, yet it cannot be said of it, as of circumcision, that it avails not anything as a command; for it is a standing ordinance of Christ; or as an emblem and sign, for it is significative of the death and burial, and resurrection of Christ; or as a privilege, for it is of use to lead the faith of God’s people to his blood and righteousness for pardon and justification; for he that believes, and is baptized, shall be saved; and it is necessary to church communion. And, on the other hand, it cannot be said that non-baptism avails not; it is a bar to church fellowship; and a neglect of baptism in those who are the proper subjects of it, is resented by Christ, and is a rejecting of the counsel of God against themselves; which was the case of the Pharisees, in the time of John the Baptist.”
That which is significant and meaningful, the only thing that is, is “a new creature,” or a new creation (2 Cor. 5:17). This new creation is “Christ in you, the hope of glory” (Col. 1:27), “the hidden man of the heart” which is not corruptible (1 Pet. 3:4). This new creation is that work of God performed for us at Calvary when Christ made all things new, putting away our sins and giving us his perfect righteousness, reconciling us to God in justification (2 Cor. 5:17). It is also that which God performs in us, causing us to be reconciled to God in regeneration, faith, and conversion (2 Pet. 1:4; 1 John 3:9). Again, John Gill’s explanation is excellent.
“This is a ‘new’ creature, in opposition to the old man; and because it is a principle in man, which never was there before. It consists of a new heart and spirit, of new eyes, ears, hands, and feet, expressive of new principles and actions, of new light, life, love, desires, joys, comforts, and duties. Now this is of avail. It is a branch of the new covenant of grace, which God has therein promised to bestow on his people. It is an evidence of interest in Christ, the new and living way to the Father, and eternal life. Such are newborn babes, regenerated persons, and have a right and meetness for the kingdom of God. They shall possess the new Jerusalem, shall dwell in the new heavens and new earth. They are called by the Lord’s new name, the adopted children of God; and have a new song put into their mouths, which none but redeemed and newborn souls can sing; and shall drink the new wine of endless joys and everlasting pleasures with Christ, in his Father’s kingdom.”
By virtue of our union with Christ in his death and resurrection and by the power and grace of God the Holy Spirit, all who are born of God are new creatures in Christ. We are no longer under the sentence of condemnation, but entirely free from the law, free in Christ, having past from spiritual death to spiritual life, in Christ we possess eternal life. We now live in the Spirit, are led by the Spirit, and shall never come into condemnation (Rom. 8:1-17). All merely outward religion is utterly meaningless. True Christianity is the work of God in us, transforming us into the sons of God (John 4:24; Phil. 3:3). It is the life of God in you, Christ in you, being made “partakers of the divine nature.” That cannot be accomplished by outward ceremonies, or by the will and choice of a man, but by the creative power of God alone. In this work of the new creation “all things are of God” (2 Cor. 5:18).
The Israel of God
In verse 16 Paul pronounces a blessing of peace and mercy upon all the Israel of God. — “And as many as walk according to this rule, peace be on them, and mercy, and upon the Israel of God.” No blessing of grace is conveyed to anyone because of his physical descent (John 1:12-13). The Israel of God does not refer to the physical nation of Israel (Abraham’s physical seed), but to the church of God’s elect (Abraham’s spiritual seed), made up of all believer’s. All the Israel of God shall be saved by Christ (Rom. 11:25-27). Peace and mercy shall be theirs forever.
Who are these people, this “holy nation,” these chosen heirs of eternal life? Who can rightfully claim this promise of peace and mercy in Christ? ⎯ Only those who “walk by this rule”: — the rule of faith. This is the rule of every believer’s life: not law but love (2 Cor. 5:14-15), not works but faith (1 John 3:23). Those who are God’s elect are those who renounce all confidence in, dependence upon, and trust in themselves, and any thing done or experienced by them (Phil. 3:3), believing on the Lord Jesus Christ as their only and all-sufficient Savior (1 Cor. 1:30-31), glorying only in the cross of our Redeemer.
“From henceforth let no man trouble me: for I bear in my body the marks of the Lord Jesus” (v. 17) — Those who make merchandise of the souls of men boast of their works and the works they get others to do, just as the Judaizers at Galatia gloried in circumcision, sabbath keeping, and carnal ceremonies. Paul cared for none of those things. He was determined not to be troubled by those who trouble God’s churches with their false doctrine. He counted their enemies his enemies, and washed his hands of them.
He bore in his body the scars of Christ. Paul was stigmatized in reputation as a preacher of Christ, his cross, and God’s free grace to sinners without works. He bore the stigma gladly. He bore it not only in his constantly maligned reputation, but in his very body, in the scars he bore in his body as the result of the things he had suffered for the preaching of the gospel (2 Cor. 6:4-10; 11:13-33). He holds them before us as a soldier might hold up the stub of an arm lost in battle as the only argument needed to prove his bravery and devotion. All the claims of those false prophets of success and authority in the preaching of legal works and will worship, Paul hereby mocks as hypocrisy and deceit. His obedience to his Master was made obvious by the things he suffered in his Master’s cause. With that, he closes the epistle, expressing his love for God’s people as his brothers and sisters in Christ, desiring for them the boundless blessing of God’s manifest grace in Christ. — “Brethren, the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit. Amen.”
1 Judaizers are people who teach that believers are still under the law of Moses as a rule of life, though they profess to be followers of Christ.
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