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Galatians 4:12-20

Tonight’s passage is a bit difficult for me. The benefits of teaching expositionally through a book are that I am able to let the text take the blame for uncomfortable and unexciting passages. However, the flip side is that sometimes, I don’t like what I’m going to teach on. Tonight is like that. We’re talking about church, about pastors, about ministry. It probably would be better if I had a guest speaker tonight, someone who could come up and talk about how you should listen to me since I’m not here. But you’ve got me, and I’ll try not to be self-serving and to just show you what the text says without tooting my own horn or anything.

Paul has been reaming the Galatians for their lack of fidelity to the gospel. To this point, his arguments have been mostly doctrinal, appealing to their minds to figure out and process what they were taught, and how what they’re hearing now isn’t consistent with Paul’s teaching and the teachings of Christ.

Now though, he takes a different tactic. Paul the apostle is also Paul the pastor. He speaks to their hearts too, not just their minds. Let’s look at the facts of the passage first, then the modus operandi for Paul and therefore us, and what all this mean for us.

The facts


As I mentioned, Paul communicates to them as “Brothers” and he also says, “my little children.” These are obvious terms of affection, and he talks to them as believers whom he deeply cares about. 


As we keep reading, we see that Paul came to them as a result of an ailment. We’re not sure what this was.  Commentators theorize it may have been malaria or that it had something to do with his eyes, which is a leading candidate because he mentions that “if possible, you would have gouged out your eyes and given them to me.” He mentions this “thorn in the flesh” in other places, so it must have been a recurring thing, but something that still allowed him to do ministry. It is interesting to note that God allows suffering in His children. The goal of the Christian life isn’t to escape suffering or to be free from all sickness and suffering.  The scriptural teaching nullifies those thoughts – God allows suffering in His people to bring about a greater good. Likewise, it seems that God changed Paul’s plans, because Paul hadn’t really planned on going to Galatia. Our plans must be submitted before the Lord and often He will be doing something different than what we had originally thought would happen.  We need to be flexible and make our plans as best as possible, but to take those before God and see what He will do.


Whatever Paul’s ailment was, it certainly must have been noticeable. He writes, “though my condition was a trial to you, you did not scorn or despise me.” We don’t know what it was, but it reads like this ailment disfigured him somehow and perhaps made him a bit difficult to be around or look at. 


But the people Paul ministered to didn’t mind. They “received me as an angel of God, as Christ Jesus.” This is remarkable. Paul is not saying that they worshipped him, for he had that happen in Acts and told the people to stop. He is saying that the people understood that he was an apostle and that as he spoke, God was speaking. They respected him and listened to him for he brought the Word of God as assuredly as if Jesus Christ himself was standing there. Whoa.


But something happened. Something between the moment we just spoke of and the writing of this letter. Now the Galatians aren’t listening. Paul asks them, “What then has become of the blessing you felt?” and “Have I then become your enemy by telling you the truth?” The Judaizers had come in and were teaching the church a different message, a contradiction of the gospel. Now all of a sudden, Paul was on the outs, his message wasn’t good, and he was an outcast to them. He asks, who changed? Me or you? 


Paul has been discussing this issue all throughout the book, so we don’t have to retell all of it. But even in this passage, a few things become clear. Paul says that “They make much of you, but for no good purpose. They want to shut you out, that you may make much of them.” One of the characteristics of this non-gospel ministry is that it flatters the hearers. Everyone feels good about themselves, and the leaders start to get more and more attention. There is a real “spin” going on here, and attempt to make everything look and sound good. The leaders here need the attention, the devotion and the obedience of the followers in order to feel good about themselves, in order to feel like they are loved by God.


John McArthur explains that “the term ‘seek’ carries the idea of taking a serious interest in someone and was often used of a man courting a woman. ‘The Judaizers talk like they really care for you,’ Paul was saying, ‘but they are false suitors who have no genuine love for or interested in you or your welfare.’”
 Boice says the illustration is that of a “seducer who would alienate an engaged woman from her fiance or a bride from her husband.”
 Either way, we need to go up and take these people down with one punch.


Paul on the other hand desires only to preach and teach the gospel and lets things fall out from there.
 Of course he cares about the people, and of course he wants them to like him (which they did, receiving his message like an angel or even Christ Jesus). But he will never compromise by merely telling the people what they want to hear. He will not flatter them, he will not sugar coat for them, he will not stop from proclaiming the message he has been given. His message is that Christ needs to formed in them.


Slipping into application for a second, this part of the teaching should hit us hard. It is so tempting for me to get up here and give you what you/our culture wants. Bells and whistles. A show. No Bible. An hour or two of singing songs that you like. And I want to accommodate that when I can, when it is appropriate and when there is every reason to do so. But one of the reasons that that is so tempting for me is that I honestly think we could get more people here that way. And since we might get more people, I would feel better about myself, better about the newsletters and reports I could give, and we might become the biggest gospel group on campus. I’m also tempted to have all of you like the things I like, as if rooting for the Cardinals was a measure of godliness or holiness. 


And you are the same way. We don’t all have to like Bob Dylan or Nsync. We don’t all have to go to the same church, or wear the same kind of clothes, or like the same movies. We can be different, as long as we are concentrating on Jesus, and are aware of our sinfulness and our innate desire to promote ourselves above Jesus Christ.


Paul tells them the truth, but he does so with love.
 I’ve had many conversations with you this past few weeks, and many times I’ve come away with a supernatural feeling. Not that I’m supernatural, but that God has been at work in our time together. I feel this way because I have often said some things that I would have no right to say if it weren’t true and you didn’t want to love Christ more. In one conversation, after it was over I said, “I really appreciate you and your willingness to hear these things. I know that God is at work in you life because you are responding the way you are. And you have to realize that I’m not saying these things to make myself feel better and certainly not to win you over to me. If I wanted you to like me, I’d have to take a totally different tactic, because blasting you with the gospel isn’t in any chapters of How to Win Friends and Influence People. I have to get past myself and tell you the truth, because that is my calling and that is my job. And God is at work in you through me somehow. I can’t explain it, but there it is.” This is so true. You have to let the truth in. 


Emily Dickinson says we should tell the truth but tell it slant. That we can’t take the truth unless we get it by bits and pieces. In one way she is correct. If God gave it all to us at once, it would be too much to bear, much like Isaiah’s experience. He does graciously give it to us  bit by bit, but even then we are so tempted to reject it. We have to seek it out, even when it hurts and slays us to the core. The truth is our friend, because we have grace. Grace makes truth work; it makes truth bearable.


 Paul gives them this truth, but says that he loves them, that they are like his children and he feels like he’s in childbirth because of them. In 1 Thess. 2, he says that he was like a nursing mother taking care of her children, and that he was like a father with his children. He loves them as his own, and that is what makes this truth bearable for them – and for us. He is perplexed, astonished at their responses to the gospel now and is praying that they will listen to the truth once more.


Let’s look at Paul’s modus operandi, his method for all of this gospel and rebuking he’s doing.


The modus operandi - Become as I am, for I also have become as you are. Tim Keller has helped influence my thoughts on this. He writes that there are four aspects to this gospel ministry that we can see from Paul’s ministry and apply to ourselves. If you want to be an agent of change in people’s lives, if you want to minister to your friends and family, if you want to understand what ministry is in general, then these points should become a part of who you are.


Gospel ministry is culturally flexible. Paul says that he became as they were. Christianity and Christian culture isn’t frozen into a particular time or time area or even a place. The way we do things and the way we experience our faith may very well be a by-product of our culture and not of Christianity at all. We have to realize that or we will impose our culture on other people can be calling them to something that is not Christianity in the slightest. 


A few examples may help. On the negative side, a gospel-plus or legalistic faith makes everything a big deal. It’s all a huge issue, and everyone has to figure out what is right and what is wrong and do those things. I can remember being in a ministry and we took about an hour one meeting deciding what kind of cups we should use for parties. We can make huge issues over what people wear, what people say, what people watch and listen to, how people spend their time. Now since we believe that Jesus cares about everything in life and that our Christian and Reformed worldview makes a difference in everything we do, we should be able to talk about those things and cannot be defensive when the subjects come up. But we should be attempting to discern what Jesus wants us to do and not what our culture says is acceptable or not.


Another example of becoming as they are. When you graduate from college, you very well may move somewhere else. Let’s just say you move to Lubbock. When you get to Lubbock, if you want to minister to the people around you, what is the first thing you should do? I say the first thing you should do is to put away all your OU stuff and go out and buy some Tech gear. This will be painful. This will hurt you. This will be suffering for you. But isn’t that what Paul teaches. He says that you should become like the people around you as long as they aren’t sinning. I know some of you will think it is sinful to root for Tech, but I’m assuring you that it actually is not. Now you can also root for OU, and when they play each other, go ahead and root for OU to beat the snot out of Tech, but you will win zero friends if you are the obnoxious OU fan who cannot give it a rest and drives everyone crazy. 


Gospel ministry is transparent. Paul not only says “I became like you” but he also calls them to “be like me.” If he had only said, “be like me” without being like them, then that would have been extremely arrogant. But because he loves them, has sacrificed for them, and given them the gospel without legalism, he can call them to “be like me.” Can we do the same? What are we saying if we say, “Be like me”? 


We aren’t saying just what we said we aren’t saying earlier. We aren’t saying, “You need to like all my cds. You should love Waiting for Guffman. Be like me in my love for baseball.” That would be contradictory to Paul’s message. Since he is talking about legalism all throughout the book, he cannot be calling them to reject their legalism and put on his legalism.


Paul is saying that they should be like him in his freedom on Christ alone for his salvation and sanctification. That they need to look at his life and see that that truth is being worked out. We are not promoting ourselves as models of perfection, or as models of holiness or as models of goodness. We should be able to tell people that Jesus satisfies us
, that because we love Him we are able to handle relationships, hurt, disappointment, frustration and even greatness in a way that is real and has hope. This is how people find faith – it is through flawed-but-honest relationships with loving, truth-telling Christians. 


The gospel ministry is based on authoritative truth. All of this to this point could sound rather mushy and touchy-feely. But Paul didn’t just go in there and be their buddies. He didn’t do counseling to help them actualize their feelings and set them on a course that would get them in touch with their inner selves and goals. He didn’t write warm fuzzies to help them feel good about the world and their place in it. He told them the message of Jesus Christ and His ongoing ministry in their lives. That is something concrete, historical, accurate and cognative. They received his message as if he were an angel or Jesus Christ himself. John Stott writes, “This is an extraordinary expression. It is another plain indication of Paul’s self-conscious apostolic authority. Paul sees nothing incongrous about the Galatians receiving him as if he were one of God’s angels or even as if he were Christ Jesus... although personally he knew that he was only their fellow sinner, indeed the foremost of sinners (1 Tim 1:15), yet officially he was an apostle...invested with the authority of Christ... and the message of Christ.”


This reminds us that we alone cannot do it. Even after we have become like them, and they see in us something that they should be like – the Holy Spirit must work and illumine their hearts and give them faith to believe and call upon the Lord so they can be save. We cannot do it – God must work, and we are assured that He is working out there and through us.


Finally, gospel ministry expects to suffer that others must grow. This is a point that I’d like to conveniently leave out. I don’t like it. But Paul and Jesus and the Bible won’t let me. He says that he has gone through the pains of childbirth for them. Now I know someone who has birthed four children, and though I haven’t personally felt the pains of childbirth, I feel fairly confident that that is not a fun time. Actually, Julie goes so quickly that she never had any drugs in her system until our last child, Anna. Ruth only weighed 2 lbs., 4 ounces, so that doesn’t count quite as badly (though she will tell you it still hurts no matter what), but Cal and Drew came quickly, big babies with no drugs. Yikes.


Paul says ministering to people is like that. If you are expecting everyone to love you and appreciate you and write you thank you cards for telling them the truth, and give you gift certificates, then you don’t understand ministry at all. If you are ministering to people, then you can expect to be misunderstood, disappointed and drained. As we call people to be truly who they are, to be all of who Christ has for them to be (and not little disciples of ourselves), then it will entail pain in our lives. Ouch.


As I think back to the people in my life who have made the most impact on me, I think about how much they gave their lives away to me. How much pain and suffering I caused them. How unappreciative I was for the sacrifices in time, money and energy they made for me. How they probably talked about me to their counselor because I was driving them crazy. And I rejoice that they didn’t abandon me or leave me alone, but stuck it out with me and saw me through those growth periods. 


The people you are ministering to, giving your life away to will be like that. Don’t give up. Don’t leave them on someone else’s doorstep because you can’t handle it. Think of Jesus and what He has done for you, and call on Him for strength as we share Him with others.

So what does all this mean for us? I’ve mentioned some things along the way, but want to flesh out a few more implications.


The first is to consider your needs. What does this text say you need to grow as a Christian? 


You need a pastor. You need someone in your life who is looking out for your soul. I know that that sounds weird and in our society and age and culture we don’t value this, don’t consider it and don’t want to admit it even. But Paul is saying that there has to be someone in your life who cares about you and is helping you walk with Jesus. “We should very definitely attach ourselves to a faith community where we have real shepherds and overseers.” Hebrews 13:17 says, “Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they are keeping watch over your souls, as those who will have to give an account. Let them do this with joy and not with groaning, for that would be of no advantage to you.” If you had to turn in a card right now, who would you put down is your leader, your overseer, the elder to whom you obey and submit to?


It doesn’t have to be me. I’m not interested in turf wars or promoting myself as the greatest leader. But it does have to be someone. In college, and in our society, it is easy to go from place to place, group to group, church to church and never be known anywhere, to never land. No one knows you. No one can speak into your life, and you never allow anyone to tell you the truth, to tell you things you don’t want to hear but which are true and which will help you walk with Jesus. I’ve done this flitting around, and many if not most of you are doing it. Your friends are. People you know say they are Christians and yet never once in a week or even a month go to church or a campus ministry to hear the Word. 


Paul says you need it. It is like food for your soul. It is the bread of life. You have to have someone explain it to you and apply it to your lives. This also needs to be done with each other, and not some pyramid scheme with me on the top, but there is a structure to the church and your elders are the ones appointed to lead. You have to realize that it is good to submit to that, it is wise, it will help you, it is beneficial, it is Christian. Figure out who in your life is that person, make sure he is godly and cares about the gospel and is faithful to the Bible and the gospel and not by his style or charisma or success.
 

You also must be and do this for others. You are ministers of the gospel. You need to “small-p” pastor those around you, your friends and acquaintances. You have to become like them, and enter their worlds and care about what they care about. Go roller blading with them. Go to the Bjork concert even though you don’t like her. Try to figure out PS2 games so you can play with them. Visit their rooms. Open your doors. 

Let them see how you are dealing with your idols and getting rid of their power in your life. Let them see how you aren’t calling them to Christian Legalism or Christian Behaviorism, but to Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, which is so sweet and amazing and incredible that we cannot get enough of it.

Invite them to hear the Word of God plainly preached and taught. Not slick illustrations and witty acronyms, but Bible. That should be in church, here at RUF I hope, in small groups, even just personally with you perhaps through the book of John. Who is Jesus? What is He like? What did He do? Does that matter? Does that matter to me and you? 

John Stott concludes his writing on this passage with  this: “The church needs people who, in listening to their pastor, listen for the message of Christ, and pastors who, in laboring among the people, look for the image of Christ.”

This is real ministry. It’s the ministry of Paul and of Jesus Christ himself. May He empower us to be ambassadors in His name, giving Him all the glory .

� McArthur, Galatians, p. 119.


� Boice, Galatians/Ephesians, p. 74.


� “The false teachers were seeking themselves to dominate the Galatians; Paul longed that Christ be formed in them. They had a selfish eye to their own prestige and position; Paul was prepared to sacrifice himself for them, to be in travail until Christ was formed in them.” Stott, p. 115-116.


� “If ministers wish to do any good, let them labour to form Christ, not to form themselves, in their hearers. John Calvin, quoted from Stott, p. 118.


� “All Christians should be able to say something like this, especially to unbelievers, namely that we are so satisfied with Jesus Christ, with His freedom, joy and salvation, that we want other people to become like us.” Stott, p. 112


� Stott, p. 114-115. Stott goes on to say, “When the Galatians recognized Paul’s apostolic authority, they treated him as an angel, as Christ Jesus. But when they did not like his message, he became their enemy. How fickle they were, and foolish! An apostle’s authority does not cease when he begins to teach unpopular truths. We cannot be selective in our reading of the apostolic doctrine of the New Testament. We cannot, when we like what an apostle teaches, defer to him as an angel, and when we do not like what he teaches, hate and reject him as an enemy. No, the apostles of Jesus Christ have authority in everything they teach, whether we happen to like it or not.”


� Stott again: “Certainly, people have cause for criticism if the preacher is unfaithful to his commission, if he makes no attempt to preach biblically, or if he is not himself subject tot he apostolic word. But when the minister expounds Scripture, the Word of God, the proper reaction of the congregation should be to receive the message, rather than to criticize it – not on the authority of the minister, but on the authority of Christ whose message it is. Most Christian congregations today could be more alert, more humble and more hungry in listening to the exposition of God’s Word.” (118)


Boice puts it this way: “Today there are no apostles. But to the degree that ministers and teachers of the Word of God do teach the Word, to that same degree should they be received as the Galatians received the apostle Paul. Ministers should not be received and evaluated on the basis of their personal appearance, intellectual attainments, or winsome manner, but as to whether or not they are indeed God’s messengers bearing the word of Christ. If they are, the message is to be received and acted upon, whether it appeals to a particular congregation or not.” Boice, Galatians/Ephesians, p. 73. 
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