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In 2006 Nikki and I moved to South Korea, where we lived for four years teaching English and working in a small neighbourhood church of 40,000.  That’s right, 40,000 people.  And they weren’t casual attenders; they were passionate. 

So almost weekly the pastor would announce a 5am Monday prayer meeting.  Imagine getting that invitation.  I’m not sure I’d go.  But in South Korea, thousands would show up in their Sunday best at 5am to pray.
…
If you’ve been with us over the last couple weeks you know we’re in a series in Galatians.  And today we’re in chapter 2, looking at a text I guarantee no one has chosen as a life verse - “Not even Titus was compelled to be circumcised."  

It just doesn’t seem that inspiring.  But it’s incredibly important as you will see.  So if you’ve got a Bible, open it up to Galatians chapter 2.  Would you stand with me as we come before God’s word?  Hear now the word of the Lord.

[Read Galatians 2:1-10]

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

So your Bible probable has a heading over this section – actually there are headings over every section.  The title my Bible has over last week’s text is, “Paul called by God.”  And then today the section is titled, “Paul accepted by the Apostles.”  And next week we will look at a section called “Paul opposes Cephas.”  Headings aren’t weird.  But what is weird is that Paul begins his letter by telling his story.  He doesn’t do this in other letters, so why do it here?  It’s because he sees that his story is a perfect illustration of the problem the Galatians were facing.  

So remember two weeks ago we saw how Paul was astonished that the Galatians had turned away from Christ towards what he calls a “perverted gospel.”  That’s the problem Paul is attacking.  And it isn’t just an issue a bunch of ancient people struggled with; we are just as much in danger of what Paul attacks today.  
…
So Paul starts by talking about a trip to Jerusalem he made fourteen years after his “Damascus Road” encounter with Jesus.  This is the moment he went from persecuting Christians to becoming one.  And on this trip he brought Titus, a Greek believer, to meet Peter and the other apostles.  

Now at this time most Christians were Jews, which made Titus an anomaly.  But Paul brought Titus to Jerusalem to illustrate a point.  So in verse 2 he says:
I presented to [the Apostles] the gospel that I preach among the Gentiles. I wanted to be sure I was not running… my race in vain. Yet not even Titus, who was with me, was compelled to be circumcised…. This matter arose because some false believers had infiltrated our ranks to spy on the freedom we have in Christ Jesus and to make us slaves. (Galatians 2:2-5)

So Paul was fighting for the heart of the gospel which is that Jesus saves people who have done nothing to deserve it.  And Titus was the test case – he wasn’t keeping Jewish law.  And this was scandalous to a church full of people who pretty much looked and acted the same.  But Titus didn’t.  And so the question was simple: can you belong to Jesus without looking like everyone else?

And on paper that sounds easy, but people were teaching, “If you’re following Jesus that’s great, but if Jesus has really saved you then you’ll prove it by living like God’s people.”

But Paul said, that’s not Christianity.  And that’s where we get to verse 6 which is the central verse in this text even though it doesn’t sound like it.  Paul writes:
As for those who were held in high esteem—whatever they were makes no difference to me; God does not show favoritism—they added nothing to my message. (Galatians 2:6)

Wouldn’t that verse look good over your fireplace?  Probably not.  It sounds like a throw away, but actually your faith stands or falls on that sentence.  There is a mystery here that Paul unfolds like a riddle.  And there are three parts to it.  First there is something about the gospel you need, but can know all about, and yet not have.  Second, even if you have it, the moment you add to it, you lose it.  And finally, it will die if you give in to the weight of what others demand.[footnoteRef:1]   [1:  Outline adapted from Tim Keller https://gospelinlife.com/sermon/the-fellowship-of-the-gospel/  also consulted: https://www.desiringgod.org/messages/that-the-truth-of-the-gospel-be-preserved-for-you ] 


So first, there is something about the gospel you need, but can know all about, and still not have.  

So Paul went to Jerusalem because doctrine matters. Theology matters.  And Paul wanted to make sure that he and the other Apostles agreed on the gospel.  

Now in Canada today, truth isn’t our main concern.  What matters is whether something makes us happy.  

So, for example, don’t talk to me about marriage.  I want intimacy, but not “till death do us part.”  Marriage is outdated.  It doesn’t fit with modern sentimentality.  I’m the authority on who I am and what I need, and I don’t need external rules shaping my pursuit of happiness.  That’s our cultural air: I am the authority on me.

And we bring our culture with us on our faith journey.  So we say, “I want to be spiritual  - but on my terms.  I’ll choose what parts of Christianity I embrace and which I’ll ignore.”  The trouble with this is that Jesus is so pesky.  He says:
“I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through Me.” (John 14:6)

In other words Jesus believed truth matters.  He believed His way was the only way to God, and our ways were not helpful at all.  But there are two sides to this because doctrine is like a map.  

So the last time I used a map was in Israel in 2019.  We rented a car, and my dad was navigating and, you aren’t going to believe this, but he had a huge sheet of paper unfolded in front of him that he used to direct us on roads we had never traveled before.  Paper!

Now a map is just coloured paper with lines.  The map was not Israel.  Like if we had put the map on the ground and roasted a hotdog over it, it would be crazy to say I’d had a picnic in Israel.  But without that map we would never have experienced Israel at all.

That’s doctrine.  You need it, but you can have it and still miss what it points to.  Like you need to believe that you are a sinner who had no chance of earning your way to God.  But because of His love, when God saw you trapped in your sin He stepped down into the brokenness of the world to overcome sin and death and bring you back to Himself.  You need to believe that to be saved – that’s the map.

But in a sense, it’s just coloured paper.  It’s possible to believe all that and still not know God –like someone standing on a map and thinking they are in Israel.  

On the other hand, if you insist on being the authority over your spiritual life — using Jesus when He’s useful but rejecting your need for a Saviour — then knowing God at all is impossible. That would be like driving through Israel with no map.

Doctrine is essential.  You need it.  But you can know it thoroughly and never arrive where it leads.  That’s why Paul went to Jerusalem.  He wanted to confirm that he and the other apostles weren’t just agreeing on words, but actually sharing the same encounter with the living God those words describe.  Freedom in Christ.
…
So what doctrine Paul was Paul defending?  This brings us to the second point: when it comes to the gospel, if you have it, and something else, you have nothing.  Look again at verse 6.  Paul says:
As for those who were held in high esteem—whatever they were makes no difference to me; God does not show favoritism—they added nothing to my message. (Galatians 2:6)


Now at first this doesn’t sound like a gospel statement.  But notice how Paul begins – with favoritism.  And his point is God doesn’t give anyone a pass because of their résumé.  He has no favorites.  And that doesn’t sound too shocking until you realize who Paul is talking about – He’s talking about Peter, James and John – Jesus’ inner circle.  If God has favorites, it would be these guys.  But Paul says even they added nothing to the gospel.  

Why?  Because acceptance with God is not based on who you are or what you do.  The gospel is not: Jesus plus impressive obedience equals salvation.  It is Jesus plus nothing.  That’s why this verse is so crucial.  Your faith literally stands or falls on this sentence.  But to really see this we need to understand the context.  
…
So in Acts 15 we get the story behind this text.  There we read:
Certain people came down from Judea to Antioch and were teaching the believers: “Unless you are circumcised, according to the custom taught by Moses, you cannot be saved… the Gentiles must be circumcised and required to keep the law of Moses.” (Acts 15:1-5)

So some Jewish Christians were teaching that in order for Gentiles to be saved they had to believe in Jesus and obey the Old Testament law.  But Paul says, “No, salvation is by grace alone – you don’t have to obey the law to be saved.”  

Now this can sound a little confusing.  Like what parts of the Old Testament don’t we have to obey?  I mean are we saying the commandments don’t matter?  Is murder fine now?  Of course not.  

But here’s why.  The Old Testament Law has two dimensions: the moral law and the ceremonial Law.    And the moral law contains things like “Do not murder” and “Do not steal” and this reflects God’s character.  And no one in Scripture suggests those are optional.  But the ceremonial law takes a bit more to get your head around.

So it focused on ritual cleanliness.  And this wasn’t about killing germs – they didn’t know about germs – ritual cleanliness was about setting Israel apart culturally.  So there were rules about what you ate and wore and touched.  And these rules made the Jews look and smell different than their neighbours.  

And really there were two purposes for this.  So at one level the Ceremonial Law kept Israel separate from their neighbours so they wouldn’t get absorbed into the people around them and stop being God’s nation.  And actually these laws accomplished this in an incredible way.  I mean Israel didn’t exist from 70AD to 1948 and yet even though they didn’t have a country for 1900 years there were still Jews to repopulate.  There is no other people group in the world that has kept their identity as separate as the Jews.

But second, the Ceremonial Laws constantly reminded the Jews they needed God.  See ceremonially it was impossible to stay clean, but if you were unclean you couldn’t worship at the temple.  And this happened all the time.
Like touch a dead relative?  Unclean.  Certain bodily functions?  Unclean.  Brush against someone unclean in the market?  Now you’re unclean.  And there were hundreds of ways to become unclean – and endless ceremonies required to become clean again.  But even after all that effort, when you went to the temple to worship a priest still had to sacrifice an animal to atone for any uncleanliness you forgot you had.

Here’s the point: no matter how hard you tried you could not make yourself clean enough for God.  And this was the point of the Ceremonial Law.
…
Now enter Jesus and everything changes.  Jesus fulfilled the Law.  And this is why Romans 10 says:
Christ is the culmination of the law so that there may be righteousness for everyone who believes. (Romans 10:4)

All of a sudden everyone who is in Christ is clean instead of unclean.  Jesus brushes against us in the marked and infects us with His righteousness.  That’s a remarkable shift.  But what this doesn’t mean is that the Law is abolished.  Jesus didn’t get rid of the Law, He fulfilled it.  This means all the law, moral and ceremonial, points to Him.  It shows us God’s character, and how to please Him, and exposes that we can’t get there ourselves.  And this is what Jesus is all about.

But if Jesus fulfilled the Law, what do we do with it?  Is the Old Testament not important anymore?  Nothing could be further from the truth.  But the way we relate to it has changed.  See since Christ substituted Himself for us now we can finally relate to the Law the way God intended all along – not as a means of earning His acceptance but as a way of responding to His love.
…
Think about it, what’s the purpose of the law “You shall not murder”?  It shows us that God values human life.  And what’s the purpose of the law “You shall not lie?”  It’s that God values integrity.  And when you’ve met the God who loves you, then you start automatically loving the things He loves.  So of course you obey those laws.
…
Now, what’s the purpose of the law “You must not touch or eat anything unclean”?  It’s the same purpose for all the Ceremonial Law, and that is that you realize your need for a Saviour.  You need someone to make you clean because you can’t do it yourself.  But now that Jesus covers your sin, the way to honour the heart behind the law is to never practice it again.  In fact, we can go further, the way to dishonour the Law is to try to keep it as a way of getting right with God.

So Law hasn’t been abolished at all, and every Jesus follower keeps it.  Like when you come to the communion table you come as someone who doesn’t deserve to be there.  How dare you come before God’s holy meal!
…
I’ll tell you how you dare.  You dare because Jesus has reconciled you to God through His body on the cross.  You can come because you’re clean.  You’re clothed in the righteousness of Jesus.  This is why Colossians says:
[God] has reconciled you by Christ’s physical body through death to present you holy in His sight, without blemish and free from accusation (Colossians 1:22)
…
Now here’s where this gets practical: your reconciliation with God depends entirely on Jesus’ sacrifice.  So the moment you add something to it, you undermine it.  That’s why Paul calls those teachers who said circumcision was necessary “false believers.” If you have grace and add law, you lose grace.
…
Now circumcision was the issue then,  Today it’s different – but the danger is the same.  So when most people come to Christ they often repent of their sin, but then settle right in to trying really hard to follow Jesus.  And eventually some walk away saying, “I tried Jesus.  He didn’t work.”  But what they tried was forgiveness plus performance and that’s not Jesus at all.

See when we come to Christ we don’t just have to repent from our sin, we also have to repent from our righteousness.  We have to repent from all the good things we trust for our worth.  So Isaiah says:
All of us have become like one who is unclean,
    and all our righteous acts are like filthy rags; (Isaiah 64:6)

See it’s not just rebellion that keeps us from God it’s anything we use to justify ourselves.  So some people try to arrive in life by pursuing pleasure and putting themselves first – and of course we have to repent from that.  But other people try to get to God by being good and obeying the rules and this is just as troublesome.  See God doesn’t show favoritism.  The Jews who kept the Law still needed a sacrifice and so do you.  The only way to God is clinging completely to the mercy of Jesus.

So ask yourself, have I repented of sin, but now I’m trying to earn God’s approval by trying harder?  If so, repent again – not just from sin, but from self-made righteousness.  See if you try to add anything to Jesus you haven’t tried Jesus at all.
…
Alright, finally, what Jesus gives us dies if we give in to what others demand.  

So every group of Jesus followers develops unwritten rules about what “real” faith looks like.  We might say, “If you’re a serious Christian, you’ll dress like us, talk like us, show up like us.”  And if you don’t?  Questions start.  

But those are cultural expectations, not Scripture.  And every culture has its own version.

So in Asian culture, respect is paramount.  And if you are a person of respect, like a pastor, then your word has to be obeyed.  That’s why thousands showed up at 5 a.m. for prayer — not just devotion, but expectation. That’s what committed Christians do.

Now I’m not saying that’s worse or better than us.  I’m saying cultural pressure is universal.  
Ironically, in Canada, the pressure runs in the opposite direction. Here, maturity means self-respect.  It’s not what truths you’ve given yourself to, but how true you are to yourself that matters.  You are the authority on your spiritual journey.  So Korean culture and Canadian culture look totally different — but both can enslave.  Both pressure us to add what our culture values to our faith.  

But this doesn’t work.  The moment being “saved” means aligning with what our culture prizes — whether religious performance or personal autonomy — we’ve repeated Galatia’s mistake. We’ve added something to Jesus. And when we add something, we lose everything.  Following Jesus will always put you at odds with culture — religious or secular.  So watch out when being a good Christian means looking like the people beside you whether they are in the church or in the world.
…
Now one final thought: Paul admits he was afraid when he went to Jerusalem. He says, “I wanted to be sure I was not running my race in vain.” Now he wasn’t afraid he was wrong – He’d met Jesus.  And he wasn’t even afraid the apostles would disagree.  What he feared was that they might shrink back under pressure.  He feared they would compromise to appease the loudest voices.  And next week we’ll see that Peter eventually did.

But not this time.  This time, the apostles added nothing to Paul’s message.  They stood firm: the gospel is Jesus plus nothing.  
…
Now think about what was on the line at that meeting.  If the apostles had compromised there would be two Christianities: one layered with cultural expectations – Jesus plus whatever is respectable at the moment – and one built on sheer grace.  And no one would know which was true.  But God preserved His church.  He preserved His gospel.

And this is the good news.  Our world is full of fear right now.  Wars and rumors of war.  Anxiety everywhere.  But you don’t have to wonder whether God will take care of you.  He secured your salvation 2000 years ago when He preserved the truth that saves, and He’s not going to abandon you now no matter what happens.

See at the cross Jesus showed us who God is.  Not a distant rule-keeper demanding performance, but a Father pursuing relationship.  When we were trapped in sin, He stepped into our world in flesh and blood and bore our uncleanness Himself.  And He did it because He loves you.  

So don’t add anything to His message.  Don’t burden grace with performance.  Don’t let culture define your salvation.  Instead let your soul be won by Jesus’ love and then do whatever looks like loving Him back.  This is the freedom He invites us into.  
