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Galatians 1:1-5 
Paul an apostle – sent neither by human commission nor from human authorities, but 
through Jesus Christ and God the Father, who raised him from the dead--and all the 
members of God's family who are with me, To the churches of Galatia: Grace to you and 
peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ, who gave himself for our sins to set 
us free from the present evil age, according to the will of our God and Father, to whom be 
the glory forever and ever. Amen. I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one 
who called you in the grace of Christ and are turning to a different gospel--not that there is 
another gospel, but there are some who are confusing you and want to pervert the gospel of 
Christ. But even if we or an angel from heaven should proclaim to you a gospel contrary to 
what we proclaimed to you, let that one be accursed! As we have said before, so now I 
repeat, if anyone proclaims to you a gospel contrary to what you received, let that one be 
accursed!  Am I now seeking human approval, or God's approval? Or am I trying to please 
people? If I were still pleasing people, I would not be a servant of Christ. For I want you to 
know, brothers and sisters, that the gospel that was proclaimed by me is not of human 
origin; for I did not receive it from a human source, nor was I taught it, but I received it 
through a revelation of Jesus Christ. 

Most Sundays, I tend to talk about the gospel reading of the day. Today, I’d like to spend 
some time talking about the man who contributed most of the writing to our New 
Testament Bible, St. Paul.  
Just a heads up. Later, in my homily, I’ll ask you a question to discuss with someone sitting 
near you. Don’t worry, it won’t be a test on whether you were listening or not! It will be a 
question about what you think, personally, is happening in today’s world. 
For the next few Sundays, our second reading from the bible is from St. Paul’s letter to the 
Galatians.  
In the first chapter of his epistle to the followers of Jesus who lived in Galatia, in fact the 
few first verses, Paul lets us know that he is not a happy camper. He is upset with this faith 
community he planted a few years earlier, and he wants to let off some ‘steam’. 
The faith community is located in Galatia, a province in the First Century’s Roman Empire. 
It is in the present day country we know as Turkey. Paul first visited there on one of his 
missions to several communities locaged around the Mediterranean Sea. He goes there in 
the year 48 CE, just 18 or so years after Jesus is executed. The population, there, is made 
up mostly ‘Gentiles’ who we know are non-Jewish people who mostly speak Greek and 
Roman, not Hebrew.  Paul and his companions introduce the Gentiles to the faith of Jesus 
Christ and they begin to form faith-communities with followers of Jesus. 
About six years after Paul’s visit to the faith communities in Galatia, in about the year 54 
CE, Paul hears that someone has been persuading the Galatians to split off from the church 
that Paul has helped establish by saying that they haven’t been properly initiated into the 
Christian faith. The males, they say, have not been circumcised. Circumcision of males, we 
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know was a ritual practiced for many centuries by the Hebrew people which was a sign that 
they had been initiated into the Jewish religion. So, these ‘missionaries’ are followers of 
Jesus who have been born Jewish or brought up in the Jewish faith and who had converted 
to Christianity. For them, the practices and rituals arising from the Torah, the first five 
books in the Hebrew Bible, are politically correct and required. Just having ‘faith’ in God, 
which Paul was preaching, was not enough for them to become followers of Jesus. And this 
enraged Paul, because he and the Apostles, the leaders of the followers of Jesus had agreed 
that Gentiles do not have to be circumcised to be initiated as followers of Jesus. Baptism 
with water and the Holy Spirit was a legitimate initiation for them.  
So, this controversy was causing a lot of conflict within the faith communities in Galatia 
and disrupting, in Paul’s thinking, the spiritual health of the newly converted Christian 
faith-community.  
Herbert O’Driscoll, in his series on the lectionary readings entitled The Word Among us, 
says this about today’s reading (1:1-5) from Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians: 
“If ever we are tempted to think the development of the early church was all smiles and 
cooperation and a general good time, we have only to read the letters of Paul. Even in the 
very first line of this epistle (to the Galatians) a problem is implied. Paul has to stress that 
Christianity is not some crazy and manipulative human invention!” 
The other thing that gets under Paul’s skin is the fact that these same ‘Jewish-Christian’ 
missionaries are perverting the minds of the Galatians by claiming that he, Paul, does not 
have the proper credentials as an Apostle. He is not someone, they say, who Jesus 
personally commissioned as one of his disciples during his life-time or during his 
resurrection appearances. In fact, they are trying to convince people that Paul’s religion is, 
in their understanding, ‘Christianity-light’, and not the true faith of Jesus and the original 
apostles.  
So, Paul spends a lot of time in this letter trying to persuade people that he is the genuine 
thing. He does the same in many of his other letters to faith-communities he has helped 
establish when the same issue appears. He reminds them that he was converted to become a 
follower of Jesus in a sudden and profound experience while on his way to Emmaus in 
Palestine (Acts 9:1-9). Jesus spoke directly to him, he says, and told him to stop 
persecuting the followers of Jesus. Paul says, following this, that he was properly 
commissioned an Apostle of Jesus, like the other Apostles, even though he was not one of 
the original disciples. 
Talking about Paul’s conversion, I came across this interesting story the other day about the 
conversion of a prominent person in the nineteenth century. It is a story of two agnostics, two 
very famous infidels of that era, Colonel Robert Ingersoll and his companion, General Lew 
Wallace. These two men weren’t convinced about the existence of God. They were on a train 
one day and Ingersoll said toWallace, “People are still enamoured of Christianity and this man 



Pentecost 2C  2016 St. Stephen the Martyr Church, Burnaby 

Page 3 of 4 

Jesus Christ. You’re a writer. Why don’t you write a book exposing Jesus Christ for the fraud 
that he is?  
Wallace was an intellectual and a thorough man and he began to research for a book that 
would expose Jesus for what he was, a fraud. To do that, he had to read the bible. Then he 
had to visit the Holy Land. And for the first time in his life, he began to speak with ordinary 
people of great faith and not just other intellectuals. At the end of his exploration, as you 
may know, he wrote the book Ben Hur, which some of us older folk may remember was 
made into a Hollywood movie, and usually appears on TV at Easter and Passover times. 
One of the sayings that Wallace included in the book was from a Roman Centurion who 
said according to the bible at the time of Jesus’ crucifixion “Truly this is The Son of God” 
One of the things that Wallace did when he finished the book was to also say that Jesus was 
indeed God’s Son, and he, too, became a believer. 
So, returning to today’s reading. In his epistle to the faithful living in Galatia, Paul was able 
to let some of his frustration go, with the writing of this letter. 
As O’Driscoll says from the quotation I mentioned earlier, there were attitudes in the early 
church and indeed, throughout history, that have gotten in the way of the spiritual health of 
congregations. And that also happens in today’s world, in our collective experience. 
Sometimes today’s attitudes are not unlike the perverted gospel, which Paul says, that the 
missionaries are giving the Galatians. Some of these attitudes try to tell us that we do not 
practice our faith in the right or correct way. They range from things like, ‘the only way to 
pray is when you are on your knees’ to unless you believe in the Virgin birth, you will go to 
hell. Or, Christians are the cause of much hatred in the world and ‘you are not a Christian 
when you don’t believe in life after death’, just to give a few examples. 
I said, earlier that I was going to have you do a little bit of work, today. I’d like you to talk 
for three or four minutes with anyone sitting near you by asking this question: what do you 
think are some of the attitudes in our world, in our churches that get in the way of our 
spiritual health? What are the things that get in the way of our practicing our faith? For 
example, do you think the apathy of people is a problem that gets in the way of our spiritual 
health; or, are we too strict or too loose in our expectations of what people should believe?  
What do you think gets in the way of our spiritual health? 
After three or four minutes, I’ll ask if anyone would like to volunteer what they come up 
with. 
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I’d like to finish with another story. It is one about authenticity. The kind of authenticity 
that Paul was trying to establish for himself. 
One morning, early in her career, a teacher arrived at school early and was surprised to see 
a youngster anxiously waiting at the door. “It’s locked,” the student said as the teacher tried 
the door. In the teacher’s words: 
I began to fumble for my keys, and the child immediately brightened. “You’re a teacher!” 
he said enthusiastically. “How do you know that?” I asked. He hesitated for a moment, then 
said with respect, “You have the key.” I was overwhelmed by that simple statement. It 
started me pondering my responsibilities as a teacher. It was perhaps the most significant 
statement directed toward me in my entire career, and I have never ceased to ponder it. 
I think, like this teacher, like St. Paul, in fact, we all want to feel authentic. We need to 
know that, in this world of so many possibilities, so many different ways of being spiritual, 
of relating to God and to each other – we need to know that what we do and think has 
meaning, has a purpose. We may not agree with each other, but we still love, as God loves 
us.  
 
Sources: William Bausch, A World of Stories; Fred B. Craddock et. al., Preaching Through 
the Christian Year; David L. Bartlett and Barbara Brown Taylor, Editors, Feasting on the 
Word Year C Vol. 3. 
 
 
 
 
  
 

-The Reverend Gary Hamblin.  
 


