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To all faithful preachers, teachers, and Christian leaders
who seek to accurately expound the Word of God 

from pulpits or in Sunday school classes or in home Bible study groups.
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13

1

Liberated in Christ—
or Slaves to Ritual?

Galatians 1:1-9

Mohandas K. Gandhi led the Indian nationalist movement in 
British-ruled India in the early twentieth century. His example 

inspired nonviolent freedom movements across the world, includ-
ing the civil rights movement in the United States. Gandhi was a 
Hindu, but he was also an admirer of the words and life of Jesus 
Christ. There’s a saying often attributed to Gandhi, and though I 
cannot confirm that he actually said it, it is certainly consistent with 
other statements he has made: “I like your Christ, but I do not like 
your Christians. Your Christians are so unlike your Christ.” 

If only Christians would be more like Christ!
Even one of the world’s most scathing atheists has expressed a 

reluctant admiration for the Lord Jesus. Though biologist Rich-
ard Dawkins regularly accuses Christians of hypocrisy, in The God 
Delusion he writes: “Jesus, if he existed…was surely one of the great 
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ethical innovators of history. The Sermon on the Mount is way 
ahead of its time. His ‘turn the other cheek’ anticipated Gandhi and 
Martin Luther King by two thousand years.”  1

As Christians, let’s not be defensive and let’s not be hypocritical. 
When people outside the church call Christians “hypocrites,” their 
criticism is all too often true. None of us can claim to always live 
up to the teachings of Jesus—and many of us have to admit that we 
regularly fall far short of the Lord’s teachings.

Look at our hypocrisy as Christians: We are offended by profan-
ity and obscenity (as we should be), yet we wink at the sin of pride 
(especially our own). We condemn lust and sex outside of marriage 
(as well we should), but we eagerly engage in gossip, slander, and 
backbiting and justify it as “telephone ministry.” We condemn the 
sins of passion, yet we rationalize the sins of a bitter disposition. We 
speak the language of heaven on Sunday, and breathe hellfire the 
rest of the week. We speak of the sweetness of knowing Christ, yet 
we walk around looking as if we’ve been baptized in vinegar.

A friend of mine, a former pastor of a prominent church, told 
me that he once moved the doxology from one part of the worship 
service to another. He didn’t leave out the doxology and he didn’t 
change the wording of the doxology—he simply moved it to a dif-
ferent place in the order of worship. He received twenty-four let-
ters of complaint! 

We claim we are saved by grace through faith in Jesus alone, yet if 
the pastor makes the slightest change in our churchly rituals, we treat 
it as the vilest form of heresy. And we wonder why the world tells 
us that the church is no longer relevant—and why the two fastest- 
growing worldviews in America today are Islam and atheism.

The world views Christianity as a culture, if not a cult, of hypoc-
risy and legalism. We are more interested in enforcing certain legal-
istic rules than in enjoying the liberating presence of the Holy Spirit. 
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As Paul told the believers in Corinth, “Now the Lord is the Spirit, 
and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom” (2 Corinthi-
ans 3:17).

Instead of the Spirit of the Lord, the spirit of hypocrisy and legal-
ism reigns supreme across much of our evangelical culture today—
and this spirit is hindering the work of the Holy Spirit. God doesn’t 
want to see his people bound up in legalistic rules and rituals. 

Jesus warned against the hypocrisy and legalism of the scribes 
and Pharisees when he told the crowd: 

“The scribes and the Pharisees sit on Moses’ seat, so do 
and observe whatever they tell you, but not the works 
they do. For they preach, but do not practice. They tie 
up heavy burdens, hard to bear, and lay them on people’s 
shoulders, but they themselves are not willing to move 
them with their finger…

But woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For 
you shut the kingdom of heaven in people’s faces. For 
you neither enter yourselves nor allow those who would 
enter to go in” (Matthew 23:2-4,13).

Like the Lord Jesus, the apostle Paul warns against religious 
hypocrisy and legalism. As we will see in Galatians 2, trying to save 
ourselves through legalistic rituals has the opposite effect: it nulli-
fies the grace of God, because “if righteousness were through the law, 
then Christ died for no purpose” (2:21). In other words, if we were 
able to save ourselves through our own observance of rules and rit-
uals, then Jesus died in vain.

I can’t imagine any more horrible thought than that Jesus might 
have died for nothing. What a terrible sin we would commit if we 
canceled out God’s grace and rendered the death of Jesus on the 
cross meaningless—completely null and void. And yet that’s exactly 
the sin many people in the church commit to this day.
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Jesus battled legalism throughout his earthly ministry. He stood 
up to the hatred, hypocrisy, and legalism of the scribes and Pharisees, 
and that is why they plotted to kill him. Legalism gave them power 
over the people, and Jesus threatened that power.

Legalism is the theology of Satan. When we practice hypocriti-
cal legalism in the evangelical community, we literally put Satan in 
charge of the church.

The apostle of grace versus false teachers of the law

Paul opens the letter by stating his credentials as an apostle. The 
word apostle literally means “ambassador” or “messenger,” one who 
was sent to another place as a personal representative. Paul, the apos-
tle, was God’s ambassador who personally represented God to the 
churches. That is Paul’s authority. Paul writes:

Paul, an apostle—not from men nor through man, but 
through Jesus Christ and God the Father, who raised him 
from the dead—and all the brothers 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 deliver 
us from the present evil age, according to the will of our 
God and Father, to whom be the glory forever and ever. 
Amen (1:1-5).

Whenever the apostle Paul wrote letters to the churches, such 
as in Rome or Ephesus or Philippi, he began by thanking God for 
the people in that church. He even expressed thankfulness for the 
church in Corinth, a church that would have made headlines for its 
scandalous behavior. But when Paul wrote to the churches in Gala-
tia, he didn’t express gratitude. His greeting—the first five verses of 
Galatians—starts out cordially enough. But beginning at verse 6, 
Paul lowers the boom:
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I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting him 
who called you in the grace of Christ and are turning to a 
different gospel—not that there is another one, but there 
are some who trouble you and want to distort the gospel 
of Christ. But even if we or an angel from heaven should 
preach to you a gospel contrary to the one we preached 
to you, let him be accursed. As we have said before, so 
now I say again: If anyone is preaching to you a gospel con-
trary to the one you received, let him be accursed (1:6-9).

The tone Paul takes in these verses makes this letter completely 
unlike all of his other letters. Here he is emotional, intense, at times 
angry—indeed, almost violently so! Later in this letter, we will see 
Paul expressing his wrath toward a group of people called Judaizers. 
These people had an outward profession of Christianity, yet they 
insisted on imposing the old rituals and rules of Judaism on the 
church. The Judaizers taught a perverted and false version of Paul’s 
gospel. They belittled Paul’s teachings, claiming that a gospel of sal-
vation by grace alone was not sufficient to save.

The Christians in the Galatian churches were almost entirely 
Gentiles, people who had never been steeped in the traditions of 
the Jewish faith. Paul had converted them out of paganism, and 
now they embraced the liberating grace of faith in Jesus Christ. But 
suddenly these legalistic Judaizers had come to them preaching that 
they were not complete as Christians until they adopted all the old 
rules and rituals of Judaism. According to the Judaizers, these Gen-
tile Christians in Galatia needed to be circumcised, keep the law of 
Moses, and obey all the rituals and rules of the Old Testament.

What about Jesus? What about his death on the cross? The Juda-
izers said, yes, it’s important to have faith in Jesus—but you are not 
truly complete as a Christian unless you obey the Old Testament 
law. That’s why Paul says in these verses that these Judaizers “want 
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to distort the gospel of Christ.” These hypocritical Judaizers were 
telling the new converts that:

•	 Jesus alone is not enough.
•	 Repentance and forgiveness are not enough.
•	 The gospel is incomplete and inadequate without the cer-

emonial laws.

The Judaizers also practiced a dishonest form of argument called 
ad hominem attack (from the Latin for “against the man”). They 
sought to undermine the gospel message by attacking the messenger, 
the apostle Paul. If they could undermine his authority, then they 
could cast doubt on the validity of the gospel of grace. So these Juda-
izers were telling the Galatian believers that Paul was not a true apos-
tle because he wasn’t one of the original Twelve. They claimed that 
he had appointed himself without having any legitimate credentials.

People today still use personal attacks in an attempt to under-
mine the teaching of the apostle Paul. I’ve heard feminists in the 
church today refer to Paul as a “woman hater.” They vilify Paul in 
order to plant the notion in unsuspecting minds that Paul’s teach-
ing (rooted in Genesis 3) lacks authority as Scripture. Their goal is 
to make it easier to dismiss the biblical teaching of a husband’s spir-
itual headship in the home. In this way, they can elevate the author-
ity of secular feminist values over the authority of Paul’s teaching in 
Scripture.

When people don’t have facts, authority, and logic on their side, 
they invariably resort to personal attacks. The Judaizers were no 
exception. They condemned Paul for not being one of the original 
Twelve, claiming he was therefore not qualified as an apostle and 
his teaching was not valid. But what qualified the Judaizers to con-
demn Paul? What validation did they offer for their so-called gos-
pel? Had they walked with Jesus? Were they apostles? Of course not.
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Isn’t it amazing that people often accuse others of not having 
what they themselves lack? These self-appointed, nonapostolic, 
uncommissioned “teachers” accused Paul of being self-appointed, 
nonapostolic, and uncommissioned! Yet Paul had actually been 
commissioned and appointed as an apostle in the most dramatic 
way imaginable: Jesus himself, the risen Lord, confronted Paul face-
to-face on the road to Damascus (see Acts 9:1-9).

So Paul, in the very first verse of this letter, sets forth his credentials 
as an apostle: “Paul, an apostle—not from men nor through man, 
but through Jesus Christ and God the Father, who raised him from 
the dead.” Or, to paraphrase that verse, “The Lord Jesus and God 
the Father appointed me as an apostle of the gospel, so you can tell 
all those weasels who are spreading lies about me to put a sock in it!”

Paul wants the Galatian Christians to know that the gospel he 
preached to them from the beginning is the full, complete, and one-
and-only gospel of Jesus Christ. As for the false and legalistic gos-
pel of the Judaizers, Paul does not mince words: “But even if we or 
an angel from heaven should preach to you a gospel contrary to the 
one we preached to you, let him be accursed. As we have said before, 
so now I say again: If anyone is preaching to you a gospel contrary 
to the one you received, let him be accursed.” 

These are blunt words. The apostle does not want anyone to 
mistake his meaning. The word accursed refers to eternal damna-
tion. To paraphrase Paul, he is saying that anyone who preaches a 
distorted gospel, a gospel that is different from the one Paul orig-
inally preached, should be condemned to hell. Paul goes so far as 
to say that even if he himself now preached a different gospel from 
the gospel of grace he had originally preached, he too should be 
condemned! Paul leaves no doubt as to how strongly he feels about 
those who would corrupt the gospel of salvation through faith in 
Jesus Christ.
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Some of us might wince at Paul’s bluntness, at the intensity of 
this curse. But Paul is not being rude or profane. He is speaking 
as God’s ambassador, inspired by the Spirit of God. It was God 
himself who sent Jesus to bring grace, forgiveness, and salvation to 
the human race, and Paul speaks for God when he says that those 
who would corrupt the good news of Jesus Christ deserve absolute 
condemnation.

So there is a fiery intensity that burns hotly throughout Paul’s let-
ter to the Galatian churches. Paul is deeply disturbed by the hypoc-
risy, legalism, deception, and false teachings that had infected these 
churches he had planted. Paul reflects the intensity of God, who 
does not want to see the good news of Jesus Christ perverted, and 
who does not want to see these young churches enslaved by hypo-
critical legalism.

The Judaizers in the Galatian churches are no different from the 
scribes and Pharisees that Jesus confronted when he said, “But woe 
to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you shut the king-
dom of heaven in people’s faces. For you neither enter yourselves 
nor allow those who would enter to go in.” The destructive spirit of 
hypocritical legalism was pervasive in Jesus’s day and in Paul’s day, 
and it is active in our day as well.

The sweet, pure message of the gospel is so simple that Paul 
summed it up in a single phrase in verses 3 and 4: “Grace to you 
and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ, who gave 
himself for our sins to deliver us from the present evil age.” Jesus gave 
himself for our sins—he justified and saved us. And Jesus is delivering 
us from this present evil age—that’s sanctification, a gradual process 
of being made holy and Christlike in our character. This simple gos-
pel is entirely a matter of God’s grace, not of any works of our own.

Again and again throughout Galatians, we’re going to see the 
intensity of Paul’s passion for defending the purity of the gospel of 
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Jesus Christ. For example, when we come to Galatians 3:1, we’ll hear 
Paul shout, “O foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you?” Why 
was Paul so intense and angry with these churches? There was no 
suggestion of adultery, drunkenness, and embezzling in Galatia as 
there was in the church at Corinth—yet Paul expressed more out-
rage toward the Galatians than he did toward the extravagant scan-
dals of the Corinthians.

What was the sin of the Galatian churches? What made Paul so 
angry? 

Legalism! The Galatians had become so wrapped up in dead rit-
uals and useless traditions that legalism had become their “gospel.” 
The Galatians had nullified the grace of God—and if the grace of 
God has been nullified, then Christ has died in vain. Paul wrote 
the letter of Galatians to correct this spiritually dangerous situation.

A message of grace and peace

After asserting his authority as a true apostle, sent by the risen 
Christ to preach the gospel, Paul goes on to establish the two pillars 
on which the gospel stands. Those two pillars are grace and peace:

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the 
Lord Jesus Christ, who gave himself for our sins to deliver 
us from the present evil age, according to the will of our 
God and Father, to whom be the glory forever and ever. 
Amen (1:3-5).

Grace and peace! These are two of the most precious words in 
the Christian life. Grace is the source of our salvation. Peace is the 
result of our salvation. Grace and peace flow together from God our 
Father through his Son, the Lord Jesus Christ.

The heart of the gospel is that Jesus Christ willingly sacrificed 
himself for our sins. His sacrifice is not only sufficient to save us from 
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our sins, but is the only thing that can save us from our sins. You 
cannot be saved by willpower or by the effort to resist sinful habits 
and eradicate sin from your life. You cannot be saved by doing good 
works, giving to charity, or observing religious rituals. You cannot 
be saved by becoming better educated, reforming your ways, read-
ing self-help books, or attending self-improvement seminars. Salva-
tion is through Jesus Christ alone. As Paul wrote to the Ephesians, 
“For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your 
own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one 
may boast” (Ephesians 2:8-9).

Jesus did all the work for our salvation. That is God’s grace to us. 
Our response is simply to trust in God’s promise to forgive our sins 
according to the work of Jesus Christ on the cross.

Many people would like to separate Christ from the cross. They 
would like to focus on the teachings, the love, the kindness, and the 
compassion of Jesus while setting aside the cross and the resurrec-
tion. They claim that it’s enough to simply try to follow the teach-
ings of Jesus without believing that he is the Word made flesh, that 
his death atones for our sins, and that his resurrection brings us eter-
nal life.

But take away the cross and the resurrection, and the earthly 
ministry of Jesus Christ—his teachings, his acts of compassion, and 
his miracles—would all be meaningless. Without the cross and the 
resurrection, Jesus would have no more power to save than Buddha, 
Krishna, or Muhammad—“prophets” who founded religions, but 
who had no power to save even themselves.

The salvation Jesus purchased for us on the cross is, Paul tells us, 
a heroic act of rescue. Jesus rescued us from this present evil age and 
delivered us to eternal life. He rescued us from eternal judgment in 
hell and delivered us to eternal bliss in heaven. He rescued us from 
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the punishment we deserve and delivered us to a reward of unmer-
ited grace.

It has become increasingly unpopular to talk about hell in evan-
gelical Christian circles today. A recent book by a popular author 
promotes the idea that the Bible doesn’t really mean what it says 
about hell. He claims that biblical references to hell can be inter-
preted in a variety of ways, including a notion (known as “univer-
sal reconciliation”) that the author describes this way: “Hell is not 
forever, and love, in the end, wins and all will be reconciled to God.”

The author would like us to believe that his views are actually 
in the mainstream of orthodox Christian tradition. In the intro-
duction to his book, he writes, “I haven’t come up with a radical 
new teaching that’s any kind of departure from what’s been said an 
untold number of times. That’s the beauty of the historic, orthodox 
Christian faith. It’s a deep, wide, diverse stream that’s been flowing 
for thousands of years, carrying a staggering variety of voices, per-
spectives, and experiences.”

This man’s teaching may not be new (it is, in fact, an ancient 
heresy), but it is clearly not historic, orthodox Christianity. For 
these past twenty centuries, orthodox Christianity has rejected this 
notion as apostasy. If we claim to follow the teachings of Jesus, then 
we have no choice but to reject the teachings of those who bring a 
different gospel, a “gospel” of so-called “universal reconciliation.” If 
hell is not forever and all will be reconciled to God, then why did 
Jesus say, “Do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the 
soul. Rather fear him who can destroy both soul and body in hell” 
(Matthew 10:28)? As you read through the Gospels, you cannot 
help being struck by the fact that Jesus has more to say about eter-
nal judgment in hell than all the rest of the New Testament writ-
ers put together.
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Is the doctrine of hell troubling and disturbing to the soul? Abso-
lutely! For in the final analysis, the question is why would God, who 
is all-loving and all-powerful, not forcefully stop people from choos-
ing to suffer an eternity in hell? But my thoughts and questions are 
unimportant. The Word of God is the Word of God regardless of 
what anyone else thinks or feels.

I choose to trust in the wisdom, justice, and love of God. Instead 
of embracing unbiblical universalism, I choose to follow the exam-
ple of Jesus himself. I choose to call people to faith in Christ, preach-
ing the promise of eternal rewards while warning of the terrors of 
eternal judgment. Jesus is the only one who can rescue us from hell 
and from this present evil age.

Jesus plus nothing

The natural direction of the world is toward eternal judgment. 
Those who have lived their lives according to the false values of this 
present age are on a constantly moving conveyor belt that leads 
to hell—a place Jesus described (citing Isaiah 66:24) as “where 
‘the worms that eat them do not die, and the fire is not quenched’ ” 
(Mark 9:48 niv). 

That’s why the apostle Paul is absolutely flabbergasted and aston-
ished at the Galatians’ turnaround. They had already boarded the 
rescue ship that would take them away from hell and damnation 
and would lead them to the safe harbor of heaven. Yet many had 
leaped overboard, following the false teachers who claimed that 
Jesus and the cross were not sufficient for salvation. 

Here is an important principle for all believers to heed: Satan 
and his emissaries seek to deceive us through other human beings—
and most especially through so-called “religious leaders.” Paul, in 
Galatians 2:4, calls them “false brothers secretly brought in—who 
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slipped in to spy out our freedom that we have in Christ Jesus, so 
that they might bring us into slavery.” 

How can you tell the difference between a true teacher and a false 
teacher? Paul gives us a simple litmus test: 

[Y]et we know that a person is not justified by works of 
the law but through faith in Jesus Christ, so we also have 
believed in Christ Jesus, in order to be justified by faith in 
Christ and not by works of the law, because by works of 
the law no one will be justified (2:16).

In other words, we know that we are saved by faith in Jesus alone. 
If anyone tells you that you can be saved through Jesus plus keeping 
the ceremonial law, that person is a false teacher. If anyone tells you 
that you can be saved through Jesus plus baptism or receiving com-
munion, that person is a false teacher. If anyone tells you that you 
can be saved through Jesus plus a certain style of worship or observ-
ing certain rituals, that person is a false teacher. If anyone tells you 
that you can be saved through Jesus plus belonging to a certain “one 
true church,” that person is a false teacher. If anyone tells you that 
salvation is a matter of Jesus plus anything else, that person is a false 
teacher.

A righteous and godly way of life is an important evidence that 
we belong to God, but our righteous actions cannot save us. Bap-
tism and holy communion are important symbols of our faith and 
reminders of our identification with Christ’s death and resurrection, 
but these symbols cannot save us. Certain rituals and forms of wor-
ship can help us to focus our minds and hearts on God, but rituals 
cannot save us.

Salvation is a matter of Jesus plus nothing. Anyone who preaches 
a gospel different from that is a false teacher.
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There is a saying among some liberal theologians and clergy: 
“Doctrine divides; sacraments unite.” In other words, it doesn’t 
matter what you believe; all that matters is that you go through 
the motions of the sacraments. Ritual trumps spiritual reality. I’m 
convinced that Satan achieves his most effective work through the 
deceptive teachings of false teachers who pretend to speak for God. 

Look at the history of Israel. Whenever the priests and kings of 
Israel compromised God’s truth, the people of Israel fell into idola-
try and pagan practices. 

We see this principle throughout the book of Judges, which is a 
record of repeated compromise and moral failure, resulting in the 
steady decline of the nation of Israel. The nation repeatedly dis-
obeyed God, intermarrying with the Canaanites, sacrificing to their 
demon gods, and compromising with the godless world around 
them. 

Solomon, the wisest man who ever lived, became a fool at the 
end of his life. He compromised with the world by marrying pagan 
wives—and they seduced him into compromising his faith and 
sacrificing to false gods. As a result of Solomon’s compromise, the 
splendor of Israel faded, the kingdom was divided, and most of the 
kings who descended from Solomon were evil men who led the 
nation into spiritual, moral, and economic decline. 

One of Israel’s evil kings, Ahaz (2 Kings 16), actually sacrificed 
his own son to the demon-god Moloch and desecrated the tem-
ple of Solomon. After a long succession of mostly wicked kings, 
God finally permitted the Assyrians to conquer the northern king-
dom (Israel) and permitted the Babylonians to conquer the south-
ern kingdom (    Judah). 

When Israel was unfaithful to God, the change never came about 
abruptly. The unfaithfulness of Israel always began with small steps 
of compromise. The Israelites never said, “Let’s abandon God and 
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begin serving Moloch.” Instead, they would say, “We serve the Lord 
God—but it doesn’t hurt to worship Moloch now and then too. It’s 
okay to have an altar to the Canaanite gods on one of the high places. 
We believe in tolerance toward other cultures, ideas, and religions. 
We believe in reasonable compromise.”

But compromise leads to apostasy. You cannot serve both God 
and idols. You must choose. God still sets the same choice before 
us today. He will not let us live a life of compromise. We cannot 
serve both God and money. We cannot serve both God and worldly 
ambition. We cannot serve both God and pride. We cannot serve 
both God and selfish glory. We cannot serve both God and friend-
ship with the world. 

We cannot compromise; we must choose.

A church in decline

We need to wake up and look around and realize that what hap-
pened in Israel in the Old Testament is now happening to churches 
in the twenty-first century. America was once a godly nation, 
founded on Christian principles. I’m not saying that the found-
ing fathers were all evangelical Christians, but they all respected the 
role of Judeo-Christian principles and the Christian faith in the life 
of the nation.

George Washington in his farewell address (September 19, 1796), 
said, “Of all the dispositions and habits which lead to political pros-
perity, religion and morality are indispensable supports. In vain 
would that man claim the tribute of Patriotism, who should labor to 
subvert these great pillars of human happiness, these firmest props 
of the duties of Man and citizens.”  2

And John Adams, addressing the Massachusetts militia in 1798, 
said, “Our constitution was made only for a moral and religious 
people. It is wholly inadequate for the government of any other.” 
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The first chief justice of the Supreme Court, John Jay, wrote in 1797, 
“Providence has given to our people the choice of their rulers, and 
it is the duty, as well as the privilege and interest of our Christian 
nation to select and prefer Christians for their rulers.”  3

But the godly practices and Christian principles that our nation 
was founded on have steadily eroded. America is now in decline. 
Our government and our economy teeter on the brink of collapse 
due to trillions of dollars of unsustainable debt. Our economic 
growth is anemic, and we have lost our global competitiveness. Our 
education system is in decay; we graduate children who cannot read 
their own diplomas. American fifteen-year-olds score in the bottom 
half of all advanced nations in math and science literacy.  4 The Amer-
ican people have become slaves to their own debt; they owe far more 
on their homes than the properties can be sold for. 

The nation that put men on the moon can now no longer afford a 
manned space program. As one commentator noted, “The manned 
space program was a great accomplishment, and it’s now in decline 
and disintegrating.”  5 America could never launch a program as 
ambitious as the Apollo mission or the space shuttle program in 
today’s economic climate—and that is because America is in decline.

I attribute America’s decline to the corrosive effect of spiritual 
and moral compromise. Greed has replaced charity. License has 
replaced liberty. Pride has replaced prudence. We now tolerate every 
form of excess, obscenity, vulgarity, immorality, and godlessness. 
In fact, we are tolerant of practically anything except the Christian 
faith and its moral principles—the voice of faith must be throttled 
and silenced! We teach our children that the solution to unwanted 
pregnancies is not abstinence but abortion. The welfare state we 
have created is killing human initiative, encouraging generational 
dependency, destroying families, and trapping children in a life of 
poverty.
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What happened to America? Why is our culture in moral free 
fall? 

Let’s not point fingers of blame at the godless people in our soci-
ety. As John R.W. Stott once observed, “We should not ask, ‘What 
is wrong with the world?’ for that diagnosis has already been given. 
Rather we should ask, ‘What has happened to salt and light?’ ”  6 
Godless people are just doing what godless people naturally do. The 
problem is not the world. The problem is the church. We in the 
church, including many leaders and teachers and preachers, have 
compromised God’s truth. We have tolerated sin. We have ques-
tioned the authenticity of God’s Word, and we have undermined 
its authority.

Just as the Judaizers in the Galatian churches taught that salva-
tion is a matter of Christ plus works, many in the church today have 
debated and questioned the doctrine of the sufficiency of Christ. 
Many teach that our message is not a gospel of salvation by grace 
through faith in Jesus Christ; they say instead that the church should 
preach a social gospel consisting largely of the “progressive” political 
agenda—enlarging the welfare state, amnesty for illegal immigrants, 
socialized medicine, green environmental policy, and so forth.

Many so-called Christian leaders today seek the favor of men 
above the favor of God and the purity of God’s truth. In order to 
maintain their popularity and approval in a godless world, they have 
watered down the truth of God’s Word. In our evangelical seminar-
ies, we have allowed radical professors to attack and “deconstruct” 
God’s Word from a variety of worldly perspectives, including post-
modernism, feminism, liberation theology, and even atheism and 
agnosticism.

All of these babbling voices seem bent on one goal: undermin-
ing the biblical doctrine of salvation by grace through faith in Jesus 
Christ. I would go so far as to say that Satan himself is behind this 
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effort to confuse the church about the central issue of our faith. 
Satan knows that if he can sow confusion in the minds of Chris-
tians over what salvation is and how salvation is attained, then he 
can neutralize the effectiveness and influence of the church.

People sometimes come to me and say, “I’m not sure if my min-
ister is preaching God’s truth or not. Is there some way I can tell if 
my minister believes and preaches the pure Word of God?” 

I reply, “There is a simple test. Ask your minister this question: 
‘Is Jesus Christ the one and only way to heaven?’ If he answers yes, 
then he is preaching God’s truth. If he answers no, he is not preach-
ing God’s truth. He is preaching a different gospel. If he waffles, if 
he hems and haws, or if he gives you a long, complicated answer that 
is difficult to understand, then keep asking for a yes or no answer.”

Grace is the essence of the gospel. The gospel message is that 
Jesus Christ is the way to salvation—Jesus plus nothing else. 

Don’t be misled!

Galatians is the most intense and fiery epistle in the New Testa-
ment. Paul is filled with righteous indignation! His words are like a 
sword that cuts cleanly, dividing right from wrong, truth from error, 
gospel from lie. He wants the believers in Galatia to know that reli-
gious ritualism and legalism are powerless to save. Religious works 
cannot move us from death to life, cannot give us power over sin, 
cannot remove the punishment of sin, and cannot deliver us from 
the present evil age and take us to heaven.

Paul was angry—righteously, rightfully angry—that false teach-
ers had invaded the churches he had planted. These false Christians 
had brought confusion into the minds and hearts of people he him-
self had led to the Lord. 

Many people today are in the same predicament as the Gala-
tian Christians. They have received the pure gospel of Jesus Christ. 
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They have placed their trust and faith in him. Then they hear a false 
teacher speak or read a book by a false teacher or attend a class led 
by a false teacher who says that salvation is Jesus plus something else 
or that God is too big to allow only one way to heaven.

Don’t be misled; don’t be confused. The Christian gospel con-
sists of Jesus and only Jesus and nothing but Jesus.

The greatest danger you face as a Christian is not atheism or 
agnosticism or paganism or Wicca or Satanism or Eastern mys-
ticism. The greatest danger you face as a Christian comes from 
“Christians” who subtly deny the authority of Scripture. They won’t 
attack your faith bluntly and boldly. They will gently try to under-
mine your faith, poke holes in your faith, or add something to your 
faith as the Judaizers did. They will convince you that having a pos-
itive outlook on life is the source of your salvation.

One small amount of yeast can leaven all the dough. One bad 
apple can spread its rot to the entire bushel. A little compromise, a 
little false teaching, can undermine the gospel in your mind and 
heart. As the Galatians discovered, it can even infect and under-
mine entire churches.

Be on guard against modern-day Judaizers who preach a differ-
ent gospel than the gospel you have received. Be aware of the tech-
niques these modern-day Judaizers use to appeal to your emotions. 
Be aware of their use of jargon or warm-and-fuzzy language to cre-
ate confusion—words such as inclusive, emergent, harmony, holistic 
gospel, organic, missional message, and contextualization of the gospel. 
Notice, too, that modern-day Judaizers reject the clear and plain-
spoken vocabulary of God’s Word—terms such as salvation, justifi-
cation, truth, sound doctrine, false teaching, heresy, and apostasy.

Like the Judaizers of the first century, today’s Judaizers would be 
uncomfortable, if not downright offended, at Paul’s statement, “If 
anyone is preaching to you a gospel contrary to the one you received, 
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let him be accursed.” That’s too strong! That’s intolerant! That’s not 
inclusive! 

But it’s the truth. Paul had no patience with false teachers, and 
neither should we.

The Scriptures tell us that Satan can transform himself into an 
angel of light to fool the nations (2 Corinthians 11:14). In the same 
way, Satan can make his false religious system appear enlightened, 
harmonious, and true. Don’t be misled. As Paul warns, those who 
teach a false gospel have been set aside for destruction. They are 
accursed. They deserve to be condemned to hell, because they lead 
other souls besides themselves into destruction and condemnation.

Strengthen the foundation of your faith, for as the psalmist said, 
“if the foundations are destroyed, what can the righteous do?” (Psalm 
11:3). Don’t let anyone weaken the sure, strong foundation of the 
gospel. Don’t let anyone contaminate the purity of your faith in 
Christ. 

The gospel is Jesus plus nothing, period.
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