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Today we are beginning a new series and a new season here at Fort George.  But as we dig into our text these two things may seem contradictory – but they aren’t.  We are going to be studying the book of Galatians as we begin our yearly observance of Lent. 

Now before we get to Galatians, let me briefly explain Lent in case you are unfamiliar.   So in the Christian calendar there are seasons that prepare us for major celebrations.  For example, Advent leads us into Christmas.  Well similarly Lent leads us into Easter.  And Lent is a season of humbly reflecting on the astonishing grace God extended to us at the cross.  And so during Lent we intentionally pursue humility.

Now how do you grow in humility?  Well, the same way you grow in anything – you practice it.  So during Lent many Christians fast.  Maybe it’s a meal a day, or something you enjoy like coffee, chocolate or alcohol.  Maybe it’s a habit like screen time.  But for the 40 days leading up to Easter you lay something down – not to earn points with God, but to say, “God, You are more important to me than anything else.”  

Now, as you do this, your body will protest – and when it does, you are reminding yourself that you are servant of Christ, not a servant of your appetites.  And as this happens, and you bring your weakness Jesus, your humility will grow.
  
Now we will talk about this more as we go, but the last thing I’ll say is that part of Lent also includes breaking your fast weekly in community.  So we are encouraging small groups to practice Lent together and then break your fasts together weekly as you meet – have a meal and talk about what you are learning.  And we’ve posted discussion questions on our website to help guide that discussion.
…
Alright, let’s turn to Galatians.  We’ll be here throughout Lent.  Now as we read this you’ll notice right away—the tone is intense.  Paul sees serious problems in Galatia, and he doesn’t ease in gently.  So be ready.

If you’ve got a Bible open it to Galatians chapter 1.  Would you stand with me as we come before God’s word?  Hear now the word of the Lord.

[Read Galatians 1:1-10]

This is the word of the Lord.  You may be seated.

You’ve probably heard of Martin Luther.  He was the German monk who in 1517 nailed his 95 Theses to a church door and helped ignite the Protestant Reformation.

That was the moment he shot into the limelight, but as a younger man Luther was tormented by the fear that he wasn’t good enough for God.  So he would go to confession regularly for 5 hours straight.  He would fast.  He would whip himself to show God he was serious.  Yet he never felt it was enough and so he would continually ask his mentors what he was missing.

Eventually the man he was confessing to encouraged him to try teaching the Bible at university.  Now this might sound like a strange thing to tell someone like Luther.  But the idea was that in teaching Luther would get the word of God into himself.  And that is exactly what happened.  

As he lectured through books like Romans and Galatians, he began to see how far Christians had drifted from the true gospel.  He later said that Romans taught him what the gospel is, and Galatians taught him what it is not.  And Luther saw that both these things were as important for the church of his day as they were for Paul’s.  And it turns out they are just as important for us.  

So let’s dig in.  In verses 1 to 5 we get a very ordinary opening to a letter.  And we know this because every speaker has a way of breaking the ice.  So when I get up you generally know what’s going to happen.  I’m going to call us back from coffee break.  Then I’ll pray.  Then I’ll usually tell some self-deprecating story to affirm that I really need what I’m about to say.  And then I’ll proceed to yell at you for 30 minutes.  

Well it was the same with Paul.  He had a regular way of opening his letters.  First there was the introduction where we find out who the letter is from.  Then there is the address to a specific church community – in this case “the churches in Galatia.”  But then something shocking happens.  In every other letter Paul affirms the church for something he is thankful they are doing well, but not here.   Instead, in verse 6 he explodes:
I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one who called you to live in the grace of Christ and are turning to a different gospel— which is really no gospel at all. (Galatians 1:6-7)

The people reading this would have been floored.  But Paul speaks harshly because of how serious an issue he is addressing.  So to unpack this we need to recognize and reject the false gospel that Paul is railing against, and second, we need to know whether we’ve encountered the true gospel ourselves.  That’s where we’re going today.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Outline adapted from JD Greear https://summitchurch.com/GetFile.ashx?Guid=5e974d0e-745a-4274-9a91-3a277d5e827e (Accessed February 10, 2026).  Other works consulted, Tim Keller https://gospelinlife.com/sermon/no-other-gospel/  Martin Luther’s conversion https://www.christianstudylibrary.org/article/just-shall-live-faith-conversion-martin-luther  ] 


So what is this false gospel that made Paul so furious?  Well, in the first century most Christians were Jews.  And when these Jews encountered Jesus and received His forgiveness, they entered new life.  But it wasn’t immediately clear which parts of Jewish tradition were still part of their story and which parts were not.
So remember in the Sermon on the Mount Jesus said:
I did not come to abolish the law… but to fulfill it. (Matthew 5:17)

See Jesus was a Jew.  He loved the Old Testament.  He loved God’s Law.  But He didn’t love how the Jews had twisted the Law into a system for earning God’s approval.  And this is what the false gospel was all about.
…
Now the big issue for these early Christians was circumcision.  After all circumcision had always been the thing that made the Jews different.  So when Gentiles began trusting Jesus, some Jewish Christians—often called Judaizers—insisted that circumcision was still required.  If you want to be saved, believe in Jesus—and get circumcised.

Now if you’re not sure what circumcision is I don’t have time to unpack it at length.  I’ll have to cut short my explanation.  But if you’re confused about any of this, I would encourage you to book appointments with our associate pastors – Nate or Brad.  They’ve got all the anatomical charts necessary to help you slice through this complicated topic.  Kyle could probably help too.  We’ll leave that there.

Here’s the point: this was the “different gospel” Paul confronts.  And in verse 6 he calls it “no gospel at all.”  In verse 7 he says they are trying to “pervert” the gospel.  And this doesn’t mean slightly distort it—it means reverse it.  This perverted gospel wasn’t almost right it was an anti-gospel.  So what is the gospel that this anti-gospel opposed?  Well Paul summarizes it in verse 3.  He says:
The Lord Jesus Christ… gave Himself for our sins to rescue us from the present evil age, according to the will of our God and Father (Galatians 1:3-4)

So God acted.  The Father willed it.  The Son gave Himself.  God dealt with our sin and rescued us.  So there is an agent doing something – in this case it’s God.  And there are recipients receiving something – in this case it’s us.

And the word “rescue” tells us everything about our role.  If you need to be rescued it means you’re helpless.  And there are two parts to our helplessness.  So first, we were condemned which meant to rescue us Jesus had to live the life we failed to live.
…
A couple weeks back I told you about waking up to the realization that I needed to study if I was going to survive university.  Well I had a dormmate who never received that revelation.  Instead he invested his parent’s money in a computer to play Starcraft.  And he played day and night.  And he failed every exam we wrote.  And he didn’t show up second semester.
  
Now this wouldn’t have worked long term but imagine that for one of those exams he sat beside a model student who aced the exam.  But when it came time to turn the exam in that model student replaced his exam with my dormmates.  Then the model student would receive the failure; and my dormmate would receive the honors.  

As crazy as that would be, that’s the gospel.  Jesus lived the life we should have lived but didn’t; and then He took the condemnation we deserved, and we got the right standing with God that He earned.  This is part one.
…
But Jesus didn’t only live for us – He died for us.  Romans tells us “the wages of sin is death.”  Not academic probation – death.  And Jesus died in our place to rescue us so we could live now and forever.  
…
Now again, think about the difference between a rescuer and a corpse.  Like imagine you fell overboard and drown.  And you were there floating face down in the water all night – like Lazarus four days in the tomb.  And then Jesus comes along and plucks you out of the water and breaths life into you.  

That’s the gospel.  See our role in the gospel is condemned and dead sinner.  Jesus’ role is Saviour and Rescuer.  He does everything.  We do nothing.  

But the anti-gospel flips that.  It says: if you want to be saved, believe in Jesus - and add something.  And with the Judaizers this was keeping the Law and getting circumcised. 

Now not many people are hung up on circumcision today, but this anti-gospel is still alive and well.  And there are three dominant ways it shows up in 2026.  

One version shows up among progressive Christians.  They say “Christianity isn’t about rules, it’s about love.  God doesn’t care what you believe so much as how you treat people.  And so they pour their energy into justice and advocacy. 

And guess what – these are great things that we should care about.  Jesus cares about the poor and vulnerable.  But the problem with progressive Christianity is that it tends to think God saves people who are enlightened.  So it’s bigots and racists who are in trouble, and it’s openminded people, like me, who are blessed and saved.

But the true gospel says something far more humbling: God doesn’t save good, open-minded people, there are no good people.  None of us see clearly.  All of us are dead and need rescue.  And God specializes in saving people who aren’t enlightened at all – think Peter.
…
Another version shows up in small-c conservative circles.  This is often closer to home for people like us.  We can fall into saying, “yes, God cares about love, but He also cares about morality and truth.  And so you need to believe the right things, and follow the rules if you want to get in.  So believe in Jesus and come to church and take communion and get baptised and don’t have sex outside of marriage and don’t forget to read your Bible and pray.  

And guess what – all of these are all good things.  Jesus cares about truth and morality.  But the mistake is thinking that you need to do all these things in order for God to accept you.  That’s the anti-gospel.

Now think about what happens if you slip into this: Well if you’ve had a great week, and obeyed the rules, then when you show up on Sunday you feel close to God and it feels good.  So when the music starts you sing loudly and you smile big.  But if you’ve had a bad week and haven’t done all these good things – and maybe you slipped back into some of the things you meant to leave behind – then when the music starts you don’t feel close to God at all.  So you shrink back and promise to try harder next week. 
…
When I was 18, I wore a cross around my neck – but only after three “good” days in a row.  And let me tell you three days was tough.  So if I showed up at church wearing my cross I felt like a champ.  I’d earned my place.  And then I’d take communion and sing as loud as I could.  But if I wasn’t wearing it then no communion for me.  I didn’t deserve Jesus’ forgiveness.  I hadn’t done enough.  

Friends, that’s the anti-gospel.  See the gospel isn’t that if you follow the rules and you’re straight then God will save you.  The gospel is that all of us have gone astray; we’re all dead condemned and needing rescue.  And God specializes in saving people who have been the worst at following the rules – think Matthew the tax collector.
…
Now there’s one more way we sometimes fall into the error of the Galatians.  And that is by believing good things are actually ultimate things.
…
So there are Christians who believe in Jesus, but for them the central thing is holding the right perspective on their pet theology.  So for some this means you believe the right things about creation.  Others say you nail down the exact timeline of the end times.  Others insist you must know exactly what Israel’s role is in being the people of God.  

Now all of these are worthwhile topics.  But when they become the center, the message becomes: you’re saved by believing in Jesus and having correct theology – which is always the kind I have.
…
Now theology matters – I spend half my week working on it.  But guess what, having your theology correct is not how you get saved.  I mean think of the thief on the cross.  Can you imagine Gabriel standing there as he shows up at the Pearly Gates and saying: “Wow, how did you get in here?”  And the thief says, “I don’t really know.”  And Gabriel says, “What do you mean you don’t know?  How many times did you go to church and confess your sins?”  And the thief says, “Um… I never did any of that.”  

And then Gabriel says “Well, at least you understand how substitutionary atonement works right?”  And the thief says “Nope.  I’ve got no idea.”  And so Gabriel says, “Well how is it you got here?”  And the guy says “I don’t know.  All I know is that the Guy on the middle cross said I could come.”  

See you don’t need perfect theology to be saved.  And that’s good because let’s face it, none of us have God figured out.  He’s way beyond what we could ask or imagine.  But the gospel isn’t that you need to have your theology all right – the gospel is that Jesus has done it all.  And He rescues those who trust in Him.  That’s what you need.
…
Now, how do you know if this has happened to you?  How do you know if the real gospel has truly taken hold – or if you’re quietly embracing an anti-gospel?

Well, Paul says it comes down to hearing the call.  Look again at verse 6:
I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the One who called you to live in the grace of Christ (Galatians 1:6)

We will unpack this more as the series goes on, but here’s one key today: you know you’ve encountered the real gospel when the power of it’s call begins to transform you.

See, in scripture, when God “calls”, it’s never a weak invitation.  It’s effectual.  It accomplishes something.  And this is different from us.  Like when I call downstairs, “Dinner’s ready.”  My kids yell back, “coming!” – and then nothing happens.  My words often don’t create action. 

But God’s word is power.  When God says, “let there be light,” light appears.  When Jesus says, “Lazarus come out” death doesn’t argue and complain like your kids, the dead man just walks.  And when God calls someone into His salvation, His word carries this power.  It doesn’t just inform – it transforms.  And this is how you can know the real gospel has gotten into you.

See encountering Jesus’ gospel isn’t about learning all the stories.  Satan knows the stories.  And it’s not about praying a prayer as though the words “Jesus, come into my heart” are magic words – they aren’t.  

Encountering Jesus gospel happens when you realize “Oh my goodness, Jesus came to save me!  I might have known this in my head before, but I didn’t really know it until now.  I don’t deserve anything good from God.  I’m a sinner condemned dead.  And Jesus has reached His hand down into death to pull me out.
…
If you’ve come to that then that’s the moment when the power of the gospel has gotten into you.  And it doesn’t change what you do, it changes what you want to do.

See before grace grips you, following God is about earning acceptance.  After grace grips you, you already have acceptance – and something inside you begins to shift. 

The gospel is that the God of the universe stepped into your story, took your sin and condemnation, lived the life you couldn’t live, and died the death you deserved – simply because He loves you.

And when that love becomes real to you, everything changes.  You start wanting things you never wanted before.  All of a sudden, it’s not about trying hard to be good.  You want to read scripture and pray.  You want to be surrounded by people who love Jesus.  You care about the poor and oppressed.  And you start doing all sorts of things you never imagined you would do before – and you do them not to score points, but because Jesus is at work in you.  That’s the power of the gospel.

Have you had a moment like that?
…
When Martin Luther was lecturing through the Psalms, he came to Psalm 22 and he was struck by something.  The text starts, “My God, My God, why have You forsaken me?”  And Luther thought, “that’s how I feel – forsaken.  But why would Jesus feel like that?  He’s perfect.”

And then it dawned on him: Jesus was forsaken in his place.  And all of a sudden, all his knowledge about God began to come crashing together.  Luther realized he wasn’t justified by penance, confession marathons, or rule-keeping.  He was justified by faith in what Jesus had done.  And when he realized that he wrote, “I felt myself to be reborn and to have gone through open doors into paradise.”

That’s what happens when the call lands.

So let me ask you: has the gospel taken hold of you? Or are you still trying to be good enough and believe the right things?

If you’re still trying to be good enough, that’s the anti-gospel. And it will crush you because no matter how good you are, you will never be good enough.  So stop trying to earn what can only be received. Start trusting Jesus. Let His obedience count for you. Let Him write the exam. Let His resurrection power reshape your heart from the inside out.

And this is why Lent and the real gospel are not in contradiction.  Lent is not a season for earning God’s approval. You already have that in Christ.  Lent is one thing people do when they’ve seen how much God suffered for them and they want to grow in godliness—for His glory and their good.  See we fast not to be accepted, but because we are accepted.  We lay things down because He laid Himself down for us.  And we’ve tasted and seen that He is good.

