
Beginning and Ending
Galatians 3:1-3

Our text this afternoon is really the climax of this whole book.  
It is the focal point of the message the Apostle Paul has for the 
churches of Galatia.  The surface issue he has been addressing 
may not seem too disastrous, but surely it is.  Namely, the 
requirement and obligation of circumcision.  In other words, the 
obligation of the Jewish ceremonial laws upon the converted 
Gentiles.  In doctrinal terms, Paul has explained that such a 
requirement is contrary to the doctrine of justification by faith.  
Ultimately, as we saw at the end of chapter 2, such an error in 
doctrine and in practice means that “Christ died in vain.”  “For no 
purpose.”  If circumcision is necessary to be a Christian, then you 
are actually being saved by your works, and if that is true, then 
Jesus didn’t need to die.  If there is something you can do to 
accomplish your own salvation, then Jesus died in vain.

The statement is certainly clear enough, and repeated three 
times for emphasis in verse 16, “by the works of the law no flesh 
shall be justified.”  And if you attempt to do so, it is as if you 
believe that Jesus died in vain, for no purpose.

So now Paul gets personal.  Now he addresses the Galatian 
people directly, and quite forcefully.  “O foolish Galatians!”  It is,

I. A NECESSARY REBUKE IN A VERY DANGEROUS 
SITUATION.
The exact definition of their grave error is expressed in verse 

3, and though that verse is put in the form of a question, the false 
teaching is summarized this way:  “You began as a Christian by 
faith, believing in God and trust in Jesus by the power and work of 
the Holy Spirit in your heart.”  “But now, as a believer, you are 
trying to be made perfect, to mature as a Christian, by the work of 

your own effort.”  By your own strength.  By what Paul calls, the 
flesh.  By your own works of righteousness in obedience to the 
law, by what you do.

We’ll look at that error more closely in a few minutes, but at 
the outset I want to make sure you understand what Paul was 
dealing with.  The problem is with those who are seeking to be 
made perfect, seeking to grow in Christian maturity, on the basis 
of their own strength or ability to perform some outward ritual.

Christians still do that.  We still face that temptation.  Being 
perfected by the flesh.  Maybe it is a rigorous spiritual discipline.  
Maybe it is a radical form of obedience to some regulation that 
goes beyond Scripture.  You measure your spirituality by some 
external benchmark.  It could be clothing, a certain style of 
clothing, hairstyle, or even catch phrases that you speak.  
Christian lingo, an outward impression of spirituality.  It could 
simply be activity, even church activity.  When I went to seminary, 
it seemed that some students were there for that very reason, to 
make themselves mature by going to seminary.  As if that were 
the only appropriate path for a godly young man to pursue. 

It might be the imposition of extra-biblical requirements that 
you impose upon yourself, and others, to measure the deepness 
of your commitment to God.  It could be the spirit of perfectionism, 
as if any of your own human imperfections necessarily mean you 
are less mature in the Lord.  

In the Roman church, it would be the call to asceticism, the 
call of the priesthood to poverty, chastity and obedience.  Among 
the Amish or old order Mennonite, is the imposition of certain 
clothing, especially for women.  A friend of mine would always 
refer to that as a “uniform.”  And the  point is that Christians are 
not made perfect by wearing a uniform!
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In older generations it might have been a woman’s hair bun.  
Or maybe simply a dress.  For men it might be wearing a tie, your 
“Sunday best.”  As if that by itself measures your devotion to 
Christ.  

It might be a commitment to “give up something for Lent,” as I 
did as a child.  Or giving a lot of money to charity, or to the 
church.  It could be in the form of athletic training, or weight loss.  
Maybe you think that the mark of homeschooling makes you more 
spiritual, in and of itself.  Or perfect attendance at Sunday School.  
Or an active devotion to social justice, to fighting abortion or to 
political action.  It might just be the obsessive compulsive 
behavior of trying to do whatever it is that others expect of you, a 
classic people-pleaser.  The same question can be asked, 
“Having begun in the Spirit, are you now being made perfect by 
the flesh?”

That’s the issue, and I want you to be able to identify it when 
you see it in others.  I want you to recognize it when it comes as a 
temptation in your own life.  And so with those descriptions of how 
this problem makes itself known, read again.

v.1

Strong words with strong emotion, profound sorrow by the 
pastor/apostle, not that Paul himself was offended but by this 
foolishness of the Galatian people, Jesus was turned away.  It 
was a,

A. Foolish rejection of Christ.
And that is why is was foolish, because it was a rejection of 

Christ.  They heard the gospel.  They knew the gospel.  And they 
applied the gospel.  Remember, Peter was eating freely with 
Gentiles until these Judaizers from Rome and unsettled the 

churches in Galatia.  

Gal. 2:12  “…for before certain men came from James, he 
would eat with the Gentiles; but when they came, he withdrew 
and separated himself, fearing those who were of the 
circumcision.”

Peter had learned that lesson from Jesus himself.
Acts 10:9  “The next day, as they were on their journey and 

approaching the city, Peter went up on the housetop about the 
sixth hour to pray. 10 And he became hungry and wanted 
something to eat, but while they were preparing it, he fell into a 
trance 11 and saw the heavens opened and something like a 
great sheet descending, being let down by its four corners upon 
the earth. 12 In it were all kinds of animals and reptiles and birds 
of the air. 13 And there came a voice to him: Rise, Peter; kill and 
eat. 14 But Peter said, By no means, Lord; for I have never eaten 
anything that is common or unclean. 15 And the voice came to 
him again a second time, What God has made clean, do not call 
common.”

Then notice how well Peter understands what he was taught,
Acts 10:28  And he said to them, “You yourselves know how 

unlawful it is for a Jew to associate with or to visit anyone of 
another nation, but God has shown me that I should not call any 
person common or unclean.”

The point wasn’t about the food, in the distinction between 
clean and unclean food.  Instead, the point was in people, among 
men, there was no longer a distinction.  There are no longer those 
who are unclean by national origin or ethnic identity.  There no 
longer is Jew and Gentile.  Yet, reinstituting circumcision would 
deny all of that.  Requiring circumcision means that the distinction 
between Jew and Gentile abides, and that outward ceremonies 
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were necessary for a right standing with God.  That’s how it is a 
rejection of Christ!

How foolish that is, and foolish because it is so dangerous.  I 
have seen people go down this path.  When it comes to the 
progress and advancement in the Christian life, I have seen 
people adopt all sorts of substitutes for the grace which is ours by 
faith in Christ.  We’re all tempted.  

This is legalism at its worst.  This is works-righteousness at its 
worst.  This is slavery at its worst, the slavery of performance.  
The slavery of perfectionism.  The slavery of having to fulfill some 
particular external standard of self-imposed rigor.  All in the name 
of being made perfect, becoming mature, by the flesh.  By self-
effort.  By the exercise of self-denial, self-discipline, self-help.  
And this foolish error, which had such disastrous consequences, 
was also,

B. An inexcusable rejection of Christ.
They knew better!  They are described in verse 1 as those,  
v.1b  “before whose eyes Jesus Christ was clearly portrayed 

among you as crucified?”

That could be a reference to the Lord’s Supper, as an obvious, 
outward demonstration of God’s grace and saving power.  More 
likely, I believe, it would refer to the simple, straightforward, plain 
and clear preaching that they received.  There was not question 
about what the church had learned, and Paul himself had made 
that clear.  Going back to that crucial declaration in,

Gal. 2:16  “...knowing that a man is not justified by the works 
of the law but by faith in Jesus Christ.”

Beloved, as much as the ability is in me, I will make that clear 

to you as well, “by the works of the law no flesh shall be justified..”  
Rom. 5:1  “Therefore, since we have been justified by faith, we 

have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.”

Rom. 3:21  “But now the righteousness of God has been 
manifested apart from the law, although the Law and the Prophets 
bear witness to it— 22 the righteousness of God through faith in 
Jesus Christ for all who believe. For there is no distinction: 23 for 
all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and are 
justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in 
Christ Jesus, 25 whom God put forward as a propitiation by his 
blood, to be received by faith.”

Justification is a gift.  That’s what grace is.  Not of works, not 
of your own effort or labor.  

Tit. 3:4  “But when the goodness and loving kindness of God 
our Savior appeared, 5 he saved us, not because of works done 
by us in righteousness, but according to his own mercy, by the 
washing of regeneration and renewal of the Holy Spirit, 6 whom 
he poured out on us richly through Jesus Christ our Savior, 7 so 
that being justified by his grace we might become heirs according 
to the hope of eternal life.”

People of God, beware the foolishness that bewitched the 
Galatians.  For the gospel itself is at stake.  That’s why Paul  
frames this argument as,

II. A DEFENSE OF THE GOSPEL.
Indeed,

A. The gospel is at stake.
This bewitching and dangerous false doctrine is not on some 

peripheral doctrine.  This is not a matter in which, in charity, we 
can disagree with one another without giving up our own faith nor 
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a warmth of fellowship.  Some doctrines fall in that category.  
Christians disagree upon them, and while that is far from ideal, it 
is not disastrous either to our communion together nor to our 
relationship with Jesus.

But this doctrine does impinge upon those things.  This false 
doctrine rises to level of a dangerous threat to the very heart of 
the gospel itself.  So Paul exclaims,  “O foolish Galatians! Who 
has bewitched you?”  Indeed, as Paul says, they were bewitched.   
Almost as if a magic spell had been cast upon them.  More 
accurately in this context, an evil influence has come upon them.  
Some mysterious power of evil.  Remember Paul’s warning,

Eph. 6:12  “For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but 
against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the 
darkness of this age, against spiritual hosts of wickedness in the 
heavenly places.”

This evil power, this spiritual force of evil was evidence of what 
was at stake in this debate.  If you lose this doctrine, you lost 
Christ.  If you miss this point, you miss Jesus.  If you have to work 
to do something yourself, if you mature in the faith by your own 
effort, by your own achievement or accomplishment, you deny 
Jesus.

Let me give you Paul’s own illustration of just how important 
this whole matter is.  Again, with reference to circumcision, look at 
what he writes in, 

Gal. 5:2  “Indeed I, Paul, say to you that if you become 
circumcised, Christ will profit you nothing. 3 And I testify again to 
every man who becomes circumcised that he is a debtor to keep 
the whole law. 4 You have become estranged from Christ, you 
who attempt to be justified by law; you have fallen from grace.”

Then, he continues, and I’m somewhat embarrassed to read 

his description in mixed company.
Gal. 5:11  “And I, brethren, if I still preach circumcision, why do 

I still suffer persecution? Then the offense of the cross has 
ceased. 12 I could wish that those who trouble you would even 
cut themselves off!”

If circumcision is so important, says Paul, then you’d actually 
be better off to go all the way and castrate yourself.  The verb 
Paul uses means to cut off, and that rather graphic language all 
the more makes his point.  The gospel is at stake.  And,

B. The necessity of Jesus’ death is central to the gospel.
The idea of propitiation, as I read earlier from Romans 3, not 

the mere motivational example of a martyr.  Jesus died with a 
purpose.  He died as the atoning sacrifice for your sins.  He died 
to satisfy the demands of God’s law and justice, to endure his 
wrath.  And, as Isaiah puts it,

Is. 53:4  “Surely he has borne our griefs and carried our 
sorrows; yet we esteemed him stricken, smitten by God, and 
afflicted.  5 But he was pierced for our transgressions; he was 
crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the chastisement that 
brought us peace, and with his wounds we are healed.  6 All we 
like sheep have gone astray; we have turned—every one—to his 
own way;  and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all.”

He died for our sins!  And the whole of the gospel can be 
summarized as Paul does in,

1 Cor. 2:2  “For I decided to know nothing among you except 
Jesus Christ and him crucified.”

And so Paul emphasizes to the Galatians, it was “…before 
[your] eyes Jesus Christ was clearly portrayed among you as 
crucified.”  And when you try to perfect yourself by what you do, 
you are, in effect, saying, “Jesus didn’t have to die.” You are 
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denying the gospel.  “You are severed from Christ.”   “You have 
fallen away from grace.”

“O foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you?”    And then,

III. A PROBING QUESTION.
v.2-3

That is, of course, two questions, but the first one is a 
rhetorical question.  Paul knew the answer.  The people of Galatia 
knew the answer.  They received the Spirit by hearing with faith.  
They were saved by faith.  They were justified by believing what 
they heard, believing what God said, believing what Jesus had 
taught.

They believed in the resurrection.  They knew the same thing 
as the Romans knew, for they had received the same word,

Rom. 10:8  “But what does it say? The word is near you, in 
your mouth and in your heart (that is, the word of faith that we 
proclaim); 9 because, if you confess with your mouth that Jesus is 
Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, 
you will be saved.”

They believed in the resurrection.  They were saved.  And they 
knew that all of that was by the powerful working of the Holy 
Spirit.  So the first question lays the foundation for the second 
question.

A. Beginning in the faith by the power of the Holy Spirit.
The answer to the question of verse 2 is, “Yes.”  “Of course, 

yes.”  Now then, Paul probes,
v.3

The Greek word for “being perfected” is a word that refers to 

the goal, the end result.  The finish line, the accomplishment that 
you are seeking to achieve.  The purpose.  Are you achieving 
your purpose by your own strength?  By the power of your own 
flesh?  Having begun by the Spirit, are you,

B. Ending by the power of the flesh?
You know that wasn’t the situation when you were saved.  You 

understand that.  You know that you were saved because you 
believed on the Lord Jesus Christ.  You know that you were dead 
in your sins, that you were made alive by the power of God 
himself, by the power of the Holy Spirit.  You know that.  And, 
beloved, if you are a Christian today, you know that as well.  If 
you listen to me preach, if you pay attention to what is taught, if 
you read your Bible yourself, you know those things.  That is 
foundational to our faith, and that doctrine of salvation by grace 
through faith has been the foundation of this church since it first 
began.  It is the foundation of the Orthodox Presbyterian Church 
since 1936.  And it is the foundation of the church that emerged 
out of the Protestant Reformation, a church that reestablished the 
faith and doctrine of the early church and the apostolic church.

You are saved by grace, through faith.  You know that, and 
you have heard that taught.  So...are you ready for the 
penetrating question?  Why are you trying to be perfected by the 
flesh?

Why are you measuring the strength of your faith and the 
extent of your godliness by the effort of your flesh?  Why are you 
depending upon the strength of your flesh to walk with God now?  

Why do you measure godliness and faithfulness by the works 
of your flesh?  Like circumcision.  Or maybe, some other external 
ordinance that man has created.  Why do you submit to the rules 
of man?  Clothing.  Food and diet.  
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Why do you honor the expectations of others?  Becoming a 
men-pleaser, seeking the approval and affection of others.  Why 
do you strive for perfectionism outwardly, such that your own 
human weakness somehow becomes a spiritual failing?  As if, if 
you could just rid yourself of the weaknesses of the flesh, you 
would be more spiritually mature.

v.3

As if, if you could just meet the expectations that everyone 
else places upon you, you would be more spiritually mature.  As 
if, if you would just try harder, just discipline yourself more fully, 
just deprive yourself more exhaustively, just punish yourself 
deeply, that all of that would make you more spiritually mature.

v.3

If you were just a better parent, or a better wife.  Or husband.  
If you could just loose a little more weight, or grow your hair just a 
little bit longer, if you could just have more children.  If you were 
just more outgoing, if you would just witness more often, if you 
would just be able to give more money, or pray longer, or 
memorize more verses, or fast more frequently.  If you would just 
sign up for more committees, attend more Bible studies.  Then 
you would be perfected, you would reach the goal of maturity.

So are you trying to be perfected by the flesh?  If that question 
is a little unsettling, then...good.  It should be.  We are all tempted 
by this.  And the point of the probing question is to identify the 
temptation that comes to you.  The point of these questions is for 
you to recognize this danger when it confronts you.

The goal is sanctification.  That’s the end, the purpose of 
God’s work in our lives on earth.  Sanctification, growth in 
holiness, godliness and righteousness.  As a positive answer to 

all those probing questions, let me read again that definition we 
read earlier this morning from the Shorter Catechism.  
“Sanctification is the work of God's free grace, whereby we are 
renewed in the whole man after the image of God, and are 
enabled more and more to die unto sin, and live unto 
righteousness.”

So you do die unto sin.  You do increase in righteousness.  
But it is still the work of God’s free grace.  It is still God who 
renews your heart and mind, and your will.  It is God who enables 
you, more and more, to die unto sin.  It is the work of God’s free 
grace.

And here really is the key.  God uses means to accomplish his 
purpose.  Many of those things I mentioned earlier are good 
things.  But they are means.  They are the instruments God uses 
to enable you.  And so the power, the ability, is not in your flesh.  
And it never will be.  The power is in God.  We begin in the Spirit, 
and we are perfected by the Spirit.

Use the means God gives you.  Absolutely.  But don’t let those 
means become the end.  You are not perfected by the strength of 
your flesh.  

So how do you measure your progress?  How should you 
measure your progress?  By your ability, by your practice, of 
walking by faith.  Trusting God.  Trusting his word to be true.   And 
by living out in practical applications what God enables you to do, 
using the means he provides.  

So your strength is not in your own personal resolutions, but in 
the Spirit of God at work in you.  Your strength is not in the 
measurement of your own outward accomplishments, but in the 
degree to which the Holy Spirit fills and governs your whole heart 
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and life.

What is the alternative to being perfected in the flesh?  Paul 
answers that question in,

Eph. 6:10  “Finally, my brethren, be strong in the Lord and in 
the power of His might. 11 Put on the whole armor of God, that 
you may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil. 12 For we 
do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against principalities, 
against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this age, 
against spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places. 13 
Therefore take up the whole armor of God, that you may be able 
to withstand in the evil day, and having done all, to stand.”

Page �  of �7 7


