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Galatians 2:15-21; Luke 18:9-14 
 
Review of Pandemic Series 
Quickly move through Resurrection, Emmaus Road, Choosing of the Seven, stoning of 
Stephen, Philip & Ethiopian Eunuch, conversion of Saul; commissioning of Paul and 
Barnabas; Jerusalem Council. 
Phase 6: Global outbreak. Full-blown pandemic. Can no longer be controlled; it just has 
to play itself out. But also, in the spread of a virus, there comes a time when the 
immune system jumps into gear and starts fighting against the infection. Pushing back 
against it. Trying to drive it out of the body. And in our reading from Galatians today, we 
see that there has been a group of people that have done a pretty good job of pushing 
back against this wild spread of the Gospel. And it is having some dire consequences for 
the church. 
 
History of Galatians – why is Paul writing? 

• Essentially a continuation of the conversation we heard about last week with the 
story of the Jerusalem Council 

o Some leaders from the church in Jerusalem came down to Antioch where 
Paul was stationed and began trying to tell the new Gentile believers 
there that they could not be part of God’s kingdom unless they willingly 
submitted to every jot and tittle of the law. Namely, if they were not 
circumcised, and if they did not hold to strict dietary codes, then there 
was no place for them in the church. 

o But Paul disagreed, and he made it loudly known that he disagreed. So 
much so that the whole lot of them packed up in a huff and marched off 
to Jerusalem to meet with the Jerusalem Council – the group of Jewish 
Christian leaders who would make the final decision on this matter. And 
finally, in the end, the Council decided that there was no need for the 
Gentile believers to submit themselves to every piece of the Jewish law. 
That the grace of God was enough. 

• That was the official ruling, declared from on high. But as we in today’s culture 
know altogether too well, what is legal and official, and what is widely-perceived 
and believed are two different things entirely. There were plenty of people in the 
area who vehemently disagreed with the position of the Jerusalem Council. And 
who essentially said to themselves, “We don’t care what Paul and Barnabas and 
Peter and James and the rest of the Council are saying. They made the wrong 
call. The law is important. You can’t just throw it out. And we must stay true to 
our own beliefs and customs and traditions and continue to preach what we 
have always believed. That obedience to God as revealed in the law of God is the 
only way to salvation.” 
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• And so the people in the churches start getting conflicting news sources. The 
CNN of the first century is saying something very different than the FOX News of 
the same time and place. 

 
And here is where the book of Galatians comes in. Galatians is a short little book – 6 
chapters long – and is a letter that Paul wrote to the people in Galatia, a region in the 
center of what is now modern-day Turkey. What sets the book of Galatians apart from 
most of Paul’s other letters is that in Galatians, Paul is mad. Like, seriously mad. Fuming 
angry. 

• In most of Paul’s letters we get this common structure in the beginning of the 
book that he sticks to, very closely: 

o He always identifies himself as Paul, an apostle or a servant of Christ 
Jesus, and he identifies anyone who might be travelling with him. 

o He identifies the people he is writing to. In this case, “To the churches in 
Galatia” 

o Then he offers words of grace and peace from God, 
o And then usually, in almost all of Paul’s letters, he offers words of praise 

and thanksgiving and encouragement to the people in the church. He 
reports back to them the great things he has been hearing about their 
work as a church. He thanks them for their gracious hospitality, or for 
their encouragement of him in his journeys. Whatever gifts he has heard 
about or seen he names, and he thanks the church for being so faithful 
and diligent in their work. 

o Except in this case. Galatians skips this section. There is no thanksgiving in 
Galatians. Instead, he jumps right to the point: 
“I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one who called you 
in the name of Christ and are turning to a different gospel…” 

• So here’s what’s going on: Paul had fairly recently visited Galatia and established 
a church there. Actually, he had a great time in Galatia and he was very well-
received and well-respected by the Galatians. And things were going great-guns. 
The church was off to an amazing start. Then Paul leaves for the next place on 
his journey and apparently, there was a group of people who came in behind 
Paul – very much like the people who had met Paul down in Antioch before the 
Jerusalem Council – and they started proclaiming the same thing that they had 
proclaimed before: “If you want to be people of God – if you want to have a 
place in the kingdom of God – you must be law-observant. You must be 
circumcised. You must follow these dietary practices. You must offer such-and-
such sacrifices in such-and-such a way. Essentially, you must convert to Judaism 
if you want a place at God’s table. 

• And the Galatians took in every word that these folks said and believed it.  

• And so Paul writes this letter to the Galatians saying “NO!!! This is NOT how God 
works! You CANNOT save yourselves by following this long list of rules! You 
cannot save yourselves AT ALL! Salvation is a gift. The grace of God is a gift. It is a 
gift of God freely-given on God’s own terms and at God’s own initiative. And for 
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anyone to proclaim otherwise, Paul writes, is to “corrupt the gospel.” And you, O 
Galatians, are falling for it! 

• When we get to verse 16 of today’s reading, Paul gives us the whole thesis of the 
book of Galatians. What he took six chapters to expand upon, he basically sums 
up in one little verse: “We know that a person is justified not by the works of the 
law but through faith in Jesus Christ.” Boom. Period. Full stop. That’s it. 

 
Throughout the history of the church, dating all the way back to its earliest beginnings, 
we have always been really good about setting up barriers to people. Imposing arbitrary 
rules and standards and creating policies to define who is in and who is out. If you don’t 
look a certain way, or dress a certain way, or talk a certain way, or believe a certain way 
or conduct yourself in a certain way, or fit into a certain mold, then you have crossed 
this imaginary line. And that line keeps moving. That line falls in different places 
depending on where we are – what denomination or faith community we are in, where 
we are in the country or in the world, as well as where we are in history. I remember as 
a kid visiting my grandparents’ church, and if I wasn’t wearing a dress – well, the church 
would probably have let me in, but there is no way under the sun that my grandmother 
would have let me out of the house. That, for her, was crossing the line. 
 
When I was in college there was a time when I was doing yoga as a part of my fitness 
routine – something I loved because not only was it a good, gentle form of exercise but 
it was also relaxing enough that in the middle of trying to cram everything I could into 
my head, here was a time and space when I could clear my mind and enter into a time 
of prayer. That was my time with God, and I guarded that time. And I remember a day 
when I received a letter from an acquaintance – not somebody I knew well at all – 
somebody who had certainly never taken the time to sit down and share a meal with me 
in the dining hall, or get to know me in any meaningful sort of way – and yet this letter 
outlined all the reasons that practicing yoga was going to lead me straight to hell. 
 
A few years ago my parents were at a revival in their church in which the evangelist 
stood up and told the congregation – and I quote – “If you do not believe exactly what I 
am telling you now, then I doubt your Christianity.” 
 
And Paul says – and Jesus says, in our reading this morning from Luke – NO! This is not 
how it works! Whether you are circumcised or not, whether you keep dietary laws and 
refrain from eating cheese on your hamburger or not – whether you believe pineapple 
belongs on pizza or not – whether you wear a dress or shorts and a tank top; whether 
you pray with your eyes closed kneeling by your bedside or while trying to balance in 
tree pose; whether you hang on every word the evangelist says or not; whether you are 
worshipping in a sanctuary or at home in your pajamas; none of that is what matters in 
the end. None of these things have the power to save us. But getting hung up on all this 
stuff will provide a barrier to the grace of God working in our lives and the lives of those 
around us. 
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I love the way our parable this morning begins: “He told this parable to some who 
trusted in themselves that they were righteous and regarded others with contempt.” 
And then Jesus launches into a story about two men: A Pharisee – a respected man who 
kept every bit of the law, down to the very last letter. And a tax collector – a despised 
man who made his fortune skimming off the surface of an already corrupt tax system. A 
man who lived a good, clean life and kept his life in order, and a man who had clearly 
stepped over the line of even basic human decency. And yet, for all of the Pharisee’s 
pious (and somewhat pompous) words, it was the tax collector who walked away having 
experienced the grace and the mercy and the love of God that day.  
 
In the end, it did not matter that the Pharisee was a law-keeper and the tax collector 
was not. It did not matter that the Pharisee kept his life and his house in order and the 
tax collector was a bit of a mess. What mattered was that one of these two men walked 
in with his heart open, ready and willing to receive the grace that God had to offer. And 
that was the man who walked away changed. Walked away with a brand new life. 
Walked away with an infectious faith that had the power to transform and spread. 
 
Folks, the point here is not that following God’s law is unimportant. It is important. Very 
important. Living our lives every day in a way that places us in a posture to receive the 
grace of God – this is our daily challenge. Our daily task. Practicing what John Wesley 
called the “Means of Grace” – doing the work of prayer, and study, and worship, and 
outreach, and generosity. These are all things that nurture and cultivate our spiritual 
lives and draw us closer to Christ. It is absolutely critical that we do these things. 
 
However, where we run into problems is when we start to get Pharisaical about what 
we do and how we do it. When we say “the only faithful way to do something is the way 
we’ve always done it.” 
 
Maybe one of the biggest gifts of these last couple of months – and I’m not saying that 
the Coronavirus is in any way a gift. But I do think that if we look, we can see places 
where God is shaping us through this time. And I think maybe one of the gifts that God 
has given us is that we have been forced to do things differently. To look at our spiritual 
lives differently. To think creatively and to really honestly assess “what is really most 
important?” 
 
Is worship only what happens in the sanctuary? Or, can I form my whole life – every day 
– around little ways to worship? 
 
Are we only a community when we are gathered together? Or, can we find ways to 
reach out and support and love on one another from afar? 
 
Is the work of the church primarily what happens within the four walls of the church 
building? Or, can we use the tools at our fingertips – a computer; the Internet; a blank 
notecard and a pen and a stamp – can we use these things to expand the reach of the 
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church into a world full of people who may never feel comfortable setting foot inside a 
church building but they still deeply long for a connection with the sacred? 
 
Friends, we have been Pharisees for far too long. We have gotten really comfortable 
with the way “church” is. The way we always do things. And yet, the words of the 
Apostle Paul and the words of Jesus both invite us to see beyond our places of comfort 
and to take a step into those places where God just might be doing a new thing. 


