

Prioritizing the Gospel
The Severe Results of Submitting to Works Righteousness Instead of Jesus
Galatians 5:2-12
Faith West
Aaron Birk

Introduction

Pastor Stefan reminded us of last week in Galatians 4 about two very different ways to live. 
One path under slavery and one path of freedom.
Slavery was found in a works-based view of righteousness according to the Law.
Freedom was found in the promise of God in Jesus Christ through faith.

Slavery or Freedom. 

For the Galatians their were some teaching an enslaving works-based righteousness view about the Mosaic Law. 
But we must recognize that the same works-based righteousness views can occur today, but people are just choosing a different law.
So not everyone who is enslaved to works-righteousness agrees on the law that they submit themselves to as slaves.

Islam, Mormonism, Catholicism each teach different established rules and laws that you must keep achieving their understanding of salvation.

But even in the secular realm, you have laws that are the authority for large groups of people that they use to measure their righteousness and judge.
For example, laws like tolerance in cancel culture mean that you will be publicly shamed and shunned if you break the tolerance by saying certain sexual ethics are sinful.

Put simply, works-based righteousness for mankind can take all kinds of shapes and forms. However popular or appealing these forms seem from the outside, they are enslaving and damning. So, we should not think of one of these forms of slavery as necessarily better in the end. They should be avoided at all costs because of the severe results of submitting to these over Jesus.

There is something better. Freedom. Paul said…
Galatians 5:1 - It was for freedom that Christ set us free; therefore keep standing firm and do not be subject again to a yoke of slavery.

We don’t want to exchange one slavery for another different form of slavery. The good news of Jesus Christ sets us free from slavery to sin and to the Law. Whom the Son sets free is free indeed! verse 1…FOR FREEDOM Christ set us free.

· Christ set us free for the purpose of living in freedom! 
· Jesus didn’t set us free from one cruel dominating slave master to lead us to a new slave master that will do the same. 
· Christ set us free to live in freedom continually.   

Turn in your Bibles to Galatians chapter 5. 

We are continuing our series on Prioritizing the Gospel. 

This passage this morning is primarily a warning. 

The goal of the warning is to encourage us to do what it says v.1:
...stand firm and do not be subject again to a yoke of slavery.  

The warning this morning is... 
The Severe Results of Submitting to Works Righteousness Instead of Jesus… 

The results are severe.  

[READ Galatians 5:2-12]

How would you describe the intended tone of the text?

Did you hear how v.12...Paul says…
I wish those who are troubling you would even mutilate themselves. The ESV uses the word emasculate instead of mutilate. To clarify Paul says, “I wish they would castrate themselves!”  

Can you think of anywhere else where Paul talks in this kind of severity with his opponents?  

· There are opponents in lots of his other letters, but he doesn’t use such strong language.
  
In Romans 1 Paul confronts sexual immorality. In 1 Cor 6 he gives rebukes the sexual immorality of the Corinthians...In 1 Corinthians 5 Paul even tells the church to publicly discipline and excommunicate a man who is having sex with his stepmom, but not even there does he say, “I wish he would castrate himself!” Instead, he says, “turn him over to Satan for the destruction of the flesh so that his spirit might be saved in the day of the Lord.”  
Paul is angry. Why Paul is so angry? 
So, why is Paul so angry here?  

· It’s because this false teaching was polluting the truth of the gospel of Jesus Christ. This teaching was a religious way of denying salvation by grace alone.  
· Sexual immorality is serious...but that sin by itself is not as serious as the overt teaching of works-based righteousness. 
· Pride, Greed, Anger, Laziness are all serious sins against a holy God, but those instances of sin are not as dangerous as teaching a denial of salvation by grace alone, through faith alone in Christ alone!   
Paul is really angry because works based righteousness is being taught and spread within the church and it was troubling and hindering people who had began well in the gospel, but are now in danger from this teaching.

So Paul is warning them.

There are a number of phrases especially in vv.2-4 that all raise the issue of apostasy (abandoning faith in Christ).
That is, the issue of people who had professed in Jesus falling away from the faith.

The question that warnings like this bring to the forefront is, “Is it possible for a genuine believer to lose their salvation?”  
· The short answer is no. 
· The entire message of Galatians has been about how we are justified by faith apart from any works of the law! Works do not save you; they cannot save you; and they add nothing to salvation! 
 
The follow up objection then is, “Well, if a genuine believer cannot lose their salvation because their works have nothing to do with their salvation, then these warnings must not be for Christians.”  

I don’t agree with this point. I believe that warnings are often meant for genuine children of God because God knows his children and what is helpful for their well-being.\

1. Children are often the recipient of the strongest warnings.

Similarly, a genuine child of God probably wants to hear the warnings and be benefited by them because they know that the strong warnings come from a place of love because of the serious and severe consequences involved.

2. Warnings are in one sense like the negative side of remembering. Scripture explicitly states in many places that we need to be reminded...authors say things like, “It is safe for me to remind you.”  
I’ve never heard anyone say, “Believers don’t need to be reminded of truth.” We of course need to be reminded of truth because we are prone to forgetting. We need the positive reminders of God’s promises as well as the negative side of remembering which are his warnings.  

3. Positive and negative warnings are for the purpose of persevering and remind us of God’s grace is what saves. You heard about the gospel. That was God’s grace that you heard and believed. God continues to show his grace through teaching and warnings. It is all part of God’s grace and the means by which he helps his children persevere to the end!  

Look now at the first consequence of submitting to works-righteousness...

Galatians 5:2-4 - Behold I, Paul, say to you that if you receive circumcision, Christ will be of no benefit to you. And I testify again to every man who receives circumcision, that he is under obligation to keep the whole Law. You have been severed from Christ, you who are seeking to be justified by law; you have fallen from grace.

I. You Exchange the Benefit of Christ for Works That Cannot Save You
Galatians 5:2 - Behold I, Paul, say to you that if you receive circumcision, Christ will be of no benefit to you.

Paul begins the warning with “Look” and emphasizes a reference to himself (Paul). This is personal and serious.

Verse 2 can be a bit confusing. Because if you read it by itself in isolation of the context and the argument of Galatians, if you are a man and circumcised you would be like…what?? I don’t know about you, but Christ is of great benefit to me! 
It’s clear that Paul is saying that to accept/receive circumcision is a rejection of Christ. So what does he mean?
The issue is circumcision is that a Gentile’s acceptance of circumcision was a sign of full conversion to Judaism and demonstrated a willingness to submit to the Jewish law as a way of life. So circumcision in this context was the sign/presenting issue of the false teaching of requiring someone submitting to the Mosaic Law again for righteousness. 
From Paul’s point, this step shows they don’t have confidence in Jesus Christ’s complete obedience to the Law, and his sufficient death and resurrection to redeem us from the law’s curse. It’s a sign that they are going back to what Christ freed us from.
Remember what Paul said earlier.
Galatians 2:3–5 – 3 But not even Titus, who was with me, though he was a Greek, was compelled to be circumcised. 4 But it was because of the false brethren secretly brought in, who had sneaked in to spy out our liberty which we have in Christ Jesus, in order to bring us into bondage. 5 But we did not yield in subjection to them for even an hour, so that the truth of the gospel would remain with you. 

Paul and Titus didn’t yield to having Titus circumcised so that the truth of the gospel would remain...or other versions say, “So the gospel would be preserved.”

But then just 4 verses later in Galatians 5 Paul says... 
Galatians 5:6 – For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision means anything, but faith working through love. 

What??? Paul just said that neither circumcision nor uncircumcision means anything! 
Didn’t he just say a couple verses earlier was that circumcision really, really means something...and receiving circumcision means something really bad! 
· He said to accept circumcision means to reject the benefit of Christ.
· He says in v4. to receive circumcision is to sever yourself from Christ...it’s to fall away from grace. 
All of those statements make it seem like circumcision really is something, and it’s something really bad!! But then he says in v.6 that neither circumcision nor circumcision means anything... 

But then add in Paul’s interaction in Acts 16 with Timothy…
Acts 16:3 - Paul wanted this man [Timothy] to go with him; and he took him and circumcised him because of the Jews who were in those parts, for they all knew that his father was a Greek. 

What?? What’s going on? Is Paul just changing his mind and making stuff up as he goes? No.

Pastor Birk…(some newborn boys in our church) I just want to know circumcision. Good or Bad?  No.

The issue with circumcision has to do with the motivation. Paul is coming down really hard on circumcision throughout Galatians because the false teachers are promoting a false “gospel” that says, “Of course you need to believe in Jesus, BUT you also need to be circumcised and follow the OT law.”  
· To be circumcised with the motive of this is something I must do...a work that is required for salvation is to deny God’s grace in Christ.  
· This is opposed to the free gift of God in Christ Jesus through faith. And that’s why Paul says if you receive circumcision then Christ will be of no advantage to you.  
Paul’s point wasn’t against circumcision on its own. It was with the motive behind why they were doing it and the teaching associated with it. They were boasting in it... and teaching others that it must be done to be righteous.
When Paul says, “uncircumcision doesn’t mean anything.” His point is that just because I’ve said accepting circumcision severs you from Christ, does not mean that not accepting circumcision is a work that you can boast in! Neither one matters!  
What matters is faith! And Paul says, faith works through love or faith produces love.  

So, the first consequence of submitting to self-righteousness is that you lose all the benefits of Christ which means a rejection of God’s saving work in Christ. 
You exchange the benefit of Christ and all the benefits of the freedom of salvation in him, for something that is of no benefit to save you! Bad DEAL #1! 
- All God’s People Say NO DEAL!

II. You Put Your Confidence in Your Ability to Do Good Over Jesus Christ’s Righteous Work on Your Behalf

Again…receiving circumcision here is equivalent to bring your good works and moral living to God along with belief in Jesus. 
In other words, its, Jesus + he needs some help from me.
If you bring any of your righteousness to God as if it’s a good thing, as if it merits you something, you do not get Christ’s righteousness...you do not get how salvation comes by God according to his grace through faith. 
Now a key question that I think needs to be asked is, “Why do we have to be told not to submit AGAIN to a yoke of slavery?” In other words, why do we have to warned not to go back to slavery? Doesn’t it seem like something that no one would ever do?  
· If no one ever did it, then I don’t think God would have warned us about going back so often. 
Then we should ask, “Why is going back to slavery so alluring? What’s so attractive?”  
· I think one reason is: “I want to boast “Look what I did!” I want to be able to say I achieved and earned and deserved the result!”  
If my works cannot save me, and I’m saved by grace alone through faith in Jesus then that means I have zero grounds for boasting in anything! Remember our previous Scripture memory verse:
Ephesians 2:8-9 – 8 For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God; 9 not as a result of works, so that no one may boast.


· That is why Paul says in the next chapter... 
Galatians 6:14 - But may it never be that I would boast, except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, through which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world. 
To boast and glory in the cross of Christ alone is to acknowledge that I deserved hell. That my sin is so serious that the only way I could escape the punishment is if God died in my place.  
· If you boast in Christ, in the cross, and in the grace of God, then that means you receive his righteousness accounted to you as a free gift.  
· You receive forgiveness, which he freely gives to you through faith, but which was purchased at the costly price of Jesus’ blood to set us free! 

Christian…
1 Corinthians 4:7 ...What do you have that you did not receive? And if you did receive it, why do you boast as if you had not received it? 

Baseball Cards – Trading and boasting in better cards than my friends. Better because I had some cards and they didn’t. 

Now here are the key details that you need to know about how I got those cards. 
· By the grace of God, my parents paid for some sets before I was even born! Knowing we would enjoy them.  
· By God’s grace, my parents paid for the house they were stored in until my birth.
· By God’s grace, my parents fed and clothed me to the age of appreciating the cards.
· By God’s grace, my parents paid for me to play baseball to grow in my enjoyment of the sport.  
· By God’s grace, I was taught how to read and understand who the players were and to know their statistical performances.
What grounds did I have to boast in myself for the baseball cards?  
· NONE! 
· I should have been rolling around the high school shouting out the praises of God’s grace through my parents and their love.
Why did that not cross my mind as a child?  
· Because according to the sinful flesh, I want to be able to boast in what I do! 
So, the seduction of self-righteousness is strong. Stand firm and don’t submit again to that yoke of slavery.   
How do our hearts subtly move towards submitting to slavery again?
1) Bible study/prayer/spiritual disciplines/piety (Matt 6:1-8)
2) Measuring ourselves against one another (2 Cor 10:12)
Be on guard for putting confidence in your works [flesh] [Resume of Philippians 3 Example], rather than by faith boasting in Jesus Christ’s righteousness on your behalf. 

Galatians 2:16 - …nevertheless knowing that a man is not justified by the works of the Law but through faith in Christ Jesus, even we have believed in Christ Jesus, so that we may be justified by faith in Christ and not by the works of the Law; since by the works of the Law no flesh will be justified.

You will not be declared righteous by what you have done. But only by what Jesus has done on your behalf according to his mercy that you must receive by faith.

III. You Take Up a Burden That You Cannot Keep That Will Curse and Condemn You

Galatians 5:3 - And I testify again to every man who receives circumcision, that he is under obligation to keep the whole Law.

Paul repeats the idea of verse 2, but instead of saying you’ll lose the benefit of something, he says you are committing yourself to something. And it’s a BAD DEAL.
In v.2 he says receiving circumcision means losing the benefit of Christ. Here in v.3 he says that accepting circumcision means taking on the obligation of keeping the entire law PERFECTLY. 
To try and keep the entire law perfectly is an overwhelming burden and an impossibility! 
The word “obligation” in v.3 is the word for debtor. So, this is the word that shows up in the Lord’s prayer... 
Matthew 6:12 ‘And forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors. 
It also shows up in the parable of the man who was forgiven 10,000 talents... 
Matthew 18:24 When he had begun to settle them, one who owed him ten thousand talents was brought to him. 
The “financial” connotations of the word for going to a works-based righteousness view of the law means that you are choosing to submit yourself to living in debt like a slave. And there is no amount of work you can do that will make the math turn positive in your favor.


Example: 
· Customer contract that submitted to with disastrous consequences.
· As we did more work and the contract went longer, the prices rose higher, the cost of our work was even greater, causing more harm with every part produced.
· No amount of work was changing the equation.
· More of “our working” was only building greater losses/costs for us in the red.

Every moment of every single day you “owe” obedience and perfection to the whole law in that moment.  
For the sake of argument, let’s say you could even do that a period of time, which is impossible for sinful mankind.
But for sake of argument, let’s say you were perfectly obeying the law for a whole year!  
· What would that “profit you” for next year? Nothing, you still must obey the whole law perfectly next year.
· And if you fail at any point in the law you go “negative” and there is nothing you can do to MAKE UP for that negative!  
· Putting yourself under obligation to the law is essentially signing up to be a debtor for the rest of your life! You are cursed. 
· And the Law shows that we stand condemned, unless God graciously intervenes!
Christ redeems us you from the position of a debtor! Do not go back to that slavery!
Galatians 3:13–14 Christ redeemed us from the curse of the Law, having become a curse for us—for it is written, “CURSED IS EVERYONE WHO HANGS ON A TREE”— 14 in order that in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might come to the Gentiles, so that we would receive the promise of the Spirit through faith. 

IV. You Sever Yourself From the Freedom Found in Jesus by Faith
Galatians 5:4 - You have been severed from Christ, you who are seeking to be justified by law; you have fallen from grace.
The text continues to emphasize the severe results of our actions if we turn back to slavery and works-based righteousness... 
When you seek to be justified by the law, YOU sever yourself from Christ. The way I read a passage like this is that I’m the one that is choosing to cut myself off from Christ. 
There may be some here this morning that believe living by faith in God is not a freedom and blessing, but a burden.
· I really want to challenge you to consider if perhaps the reason you feel that way about God is because you’re going back to a yoke of slavery. 
· Perhaps you are seeking to sever yourself from the advantages and freedom in Christ because you are seeking to be justified and righteous on your own works.  
Don’t fall away from the wonderful kindness and grace of God.
· Grace is what weak, sinful, helpless people need. People that know they are weak, sinful and helpless love God’s undeserved kindness! 
· But if you’re trying to be righteous on your own, if you’re trying to be strong and righteous on your own merits, then you are not asking for God’s help and grace.

Turn away from trying to be justified by your own works and place your faith and trust in Christ’s righteousness and death, burial and resurrection alone for your salvation!
  
Galatians 5:1 – It was for freedom that Christ set us free... 
The Lord wants you to live in freedom! Christ came to set us free so that we’d live in freedom. If you feel stuck, trapped, hopeless...that may very well be because you’re still enslaved. The Lord wants the weight and misery of slavery to drive us to Christ who will set you free through faith in Christ!  

Additionally, 
V. You Forfeit the Joy of Confident Hope in Future Glorification for the Anxiety of Your Self-Righteousness Not Being Enough
Galatians 5:5 - For we through the Spirit, by faith, are waiting for the hope of righteousness.

Galatians 5:5 gives the correct posture of believers before God.
Believers in Christ are waiting eagerly for the hope of righteousness. 
But what’s interesting about that verse is it’s not actually what I think we’d expect Paul to say... The emphasis in Galatians has been how by faith in Jesus Christ you can be justified at the point of belief! You don’t have to work for it. At the moment of belief you are made perfectly righteous in Christ. 
Galatians 2:16 - nevertheless knowing that a man is not justified by the works of the Law but through faith in Christ Jesus, even we have believed in Christ Jesus, so that we may be justified by faith in Christ and not by the works of the Law; since by the works of the Law no flesh will be justified. 
So I think what we would have expected v.5 to say is something like, “through the Spirit, by faith we are resting or rejoicing in the righteousness of Christ.” 
But this verse very clearly points to the hope of righteousness in the future.  
Why? I think the answer is because the good news of salvation and righteousness in Christ is future looking!  
Being declared righteous and forgiven now is a great and glorious reality! There is real freedom in Christ now for believers and no condemnation.
But the fullness of that freedom, and the fullness of that joy in being made righteous is still yet to come and has not been fully realized. The indwelling Holy Spirit as adopted sons of God guarantees our future so we eagerly await the hope of glorification!  
But here’s the warning...if you turn back to a yoke of slavery...if you do not continue in faith in Christ but turn towards your own self-righteousness, then you exchange the joy and confidence of the future judgment when you’ll hear, “Well done good and faithful servant! Enter into the joy of your master!” 
· Instead, you choose to submit to a life of ever-increasing anxiety and uncertainty of whether or not your self-righteousness will be good enough. 
I’m not sure if you know this or not, but some of who the world says are the “most successful people on the planet” are driven by anxiety and fear. 
And it’s the fear of not being “good enough, or successful enough, or strong enough.”  
Here’s one such example (Put this picture in the PowerPoint).[image: ] 
In this interview where he talks about how he built the company “ring” that makes the ring camera and doorbell.
He mentions how he is driven by fear. One of their company values was never celebrate anything. 
Because if you stop, some other company could come along and do what you do better and crush you.  
That is what slavery feels like. You can never, ever do enough.  
If you feel like that’s where you live...if you feel like it’s never good enough, oh I hope you’re recognizing that is a yoke of slavery that Jesus wants you to be free from!  
The Lord has been clear your righteousness will never, ever, ever be enough! It’s just like the business world...when have reached enough success? When will you have made enough money? When can you stop and rest?  
Sadly, while many people say in just a couple years it will slow down. Once I get out of this season then I can rest...usually once that season ends, the next season of trying to prove yourself starts. 
There is genuine freedom in Christ. Christian, I hope you want to live more and more in the freedom that Christ has won for you!  
· For those who are here and you know you’ve never trusted in Christ, I hope you are being drawn to see the glory of the freedom that Christ offers to you simply through faith in him.  
· Backsliding Christian...I’m hoping you are seeing the foolishness of the direction you are going and see the freedom that Christ is beckoning you back to! 
Finally, consequence #6... 
VI. You Won’t Show the Fruit of Faith in the Gospel Through Love but Will Reap the Consequences of Following False Teaching
Galatians 5:6-12 - For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision means anything, but faith working through love. You were running well; who hindered you from obeying the truth? This persuasion did not come from Him who calls you. A little leaven leavens the whole lump of dough. I have confidence in you in the Lord that you will adopt no other view; but the one who is disturbing you will bear his judgment, whoever he is. But I, brethren, if I still preach circumcision, why am I still persecuted? Then the stumbling block of the cross has been abolished. I wish that those who are troubling you would even mutilate themselves.

This paragraph is a heartfelt appeal from the apostle Paul to the Galatians. 
We’re going to quickly look at 3 consequences/fruits that follow from following the false teaching of works-based salvation.  

A. Hindering obedience to the truth vs. helping believers obey in love

Paul asks, “Who hindered you” Who “CUT IN” The false teaching is hindering believers from obeying the truth.
It uses the language of athletic imagery of these false teachers… want to cut in and hinder you from finishing well…when you started well and were on a good pace.
[Example of Track/Traffic if time allows]
Paul doesn’t say, “Who hindered you from believing the truth.”  
Paul’s point, which is clear through the Scripture is that genuine saving faith/believing produces obedience...obedience to God by faith is not self-righteousness... 
This is important because often people want to say, “I believe” when they live in disobedience. 
If you continue to live in disobedience to the truth, you must ask yourself whether you truly believe the truth.  
The believers need to identify and know who they are so they stop following their teaching.  
One of the marks of following self-righteous works-righteousness is causing you to hinder others to obedience to the truth. 
As believers we are supposed to be spurring one another on to further growth, faith and love in Christ! 
But if we ourselves are actually slipping into self-righteousness, that will start to color our view of others, how speak to others and whether we demonstrate the love of Christ to others or not.  
We can relate to others in the body that hinders obedience rather than helps Christ be formed in them.

B. Spreading the influence of false teaching vs. sowing the truth of the gospel

The phrase a little leaven, leavens the whole lump is a warning. Turning back to a yoke of slavery and what is happening has a negative spreading effect on the whole of the church.  
This is why Paul uses that same phrase in 1 Cor. 5 in regards to church discipline. He says you must remove the leaven...remove the person who is continuing in sin because that will effect the rest of the church. 

“This persuasion”…is not encouraging trust in the call of God by grace in Christ. The call that Paul is concerned at the beginning of Galatians of them so quickly deserting.

Paul gives some encouragement that he believes God will bring the believers to believe the genuine gospel and see these false teachers for what they are…

C. A disturber and troubler of believers vs. a builder of the body
Paul describes such false teachers as…“disturbing you” and such persons will bear their judgment from God for how they treat the body of Christ.

In contrast to these teachers, Paul is seeking to care and help the body be built up in the freedom and love of Christ by God’s grace until Christ is formed in them.

Pray.
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