Law vs. Faith

5th Sunday after Pentecost

Galatians 3: 23-29

Paul, in his letter to the Galatians gives us what seems like a confusing and circuitous argument for/against The Law. If we read it like glancing at the headlines in the daily newspaper, we come away, shaking our heads in confusion.  What does he mean? 

First he says that The Law is not opposed to the promises of God. Ok, then the law must be good, right?

Then he says that The Law holds us prisoners. Ok, then the law must be bad, right? Well, which is it? Is The Law good or is it bad? 

Perhaps you have thought that this question was irrelevant since you had been taught that the Law is obsolete for Christians.

I would like to look at this idea from a slightly different perspective. First, I assure you that The Law does apply to our time and to our culture; it is not obsolete. We know that law can be either BAD or GOOD. We all know of unjust laws as well as good laws applied unjustly or unfairly. But the people of Israel had over the centuries, begun to consider that The Law was the door to salvation. If you obeyed it, every dot and title of it, you were ‘OK’, if you broke even the most minor of restrictions, and they were very restrictive, you were in serious trouble. I’m not even sure what the consequences were but they were believed to be absolute and unquestionable. At the celluar level, the Law had become God to them. 

What Paul is saying in this reading today, and many others, is that the Law doesn’t have the power to either get in the way of God’s promises nor does it guarantee salvation or award God’s promises. It, in and of itself, has no power. It is a guideline to living in accordance with God’s way. Even without a faith in God, these precepts, honestly followed, would ensure a health society. To ignore them is a sign of childishness and evidence of the seriousness of our social, political and religious disease. 

For the Galatians, gentiles who were facing circumcision and other restrictive laws enforced on the Jews, this was a very freeing understanding. Of course, Paul was right, rigid obedience to The Law could not make them ‘Children of God’ or Abraham’s descendents. 

But to the Jews of Jerusalem, this was a startling saying and very difficult because of the apostasy they had fallen into. Obedience to The Law had become their entitlement to God’s promises to the children of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. With their core understanding, literally, a man could be very wrong and very evil and still be ‘saved’. 

You may say, this can’t be,” but if you check it out, this is exactly what we believe, a person can be wrong, break any of the laws of God and still be ‘saved’ just by accepting Jesus. We assume that accepting Jesus would mean that that person would change their way of life but we know that is often not the case. How many “Christians” have tarnished that name by their continued sinning. In fact, when a person is identified as a Christian, meaning for that reason we ought to give them our trust, most of us will run the other way as quickly as possible. As the saying goes, “I’d rather deal with a crook. At least I would know what to expect.”

But the problem that Paul had to deal with was not throwing out The Law but putting it back in the position it necessarily held without loosing any of it’s power and purpose.

Paul was following Jesus’ lead. He didn’t come to destroy The Law, as he said in Matthew, 

"Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them. I tell you the truth, until heaven and earth disappear, not the smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen, will by any means disappear from the Law until everything is accomplished. Anyone who breaks one of the least of these commandments and teaches others to do the same will be called least in the kingdom of heaven, but whoever practices and teaches these commands will be called great in the kingdom of heaven. For I tell you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven.“

In the final account, no one can measure their righteousness by The Law, for God sees the heart and knows wherein it lies and we’d better be about pleasing God rather than ourselves or others. 

So what of The Law? Paul tells us very clearly, The Law is a very important tool in guiding God’s creation to holiness. Without it, we would wander eternally throughout the universe, tripping and stumbling all over ourselves, trying to figure out what  worked and what didn’t. You and I know, we don’t live long enough to ever figure it out. Even the whole of humanity hasn’t lived long enough to figure it out by themselves. The Law is God’s gift to His creation which stands as a tuning fork, as Paul says, ‘ a guide’ to bring us to the feet of God and to His Heavenly Kingdom.

Paul tells us that without the Law, we would not recognize where the problems are, what we needed to change, what we had to sacrifice. When we finally ‘get it’, we will arrive with and through Christ to a clear understanding of the ‘Absolute Certainty of Goodness’. When we arrive there, when we’ve finally got it, we will no longer require The Law to remind us how far we have strayed and redirect our steps, we will have arrived and we will be free.

I love this quotation from Jeremiah 31 verses 33-34

"This is the covenant I will make with the house of Israel after that time," declares the LORD. "I will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts. I will be their God, and they will be my people. 

No longer will a man teach his neighbor, or a man his brother, saying, 'Know the LORD,' because they will all know me, from the least of them to the greatest,"  declares the LORD. “For I will forgive their wickedness and will remember their sins no more." 

But, since we are not free yet of the fears and foibles of  our limited human consciousness, to claim that we are free from The Law and to refuse to see and acknowledge our own sinfulness is a denial of the gift that God has given to guide us back home. It is like wanting to go from Houston to Seattle, Washington and refusing to look at a map.

Far better to admit that: I am blind, I am easily tempted, I am fearful, I am selfish, basically, I am sinful; and accept Christ’s love and forgiveness; resolve to accept the Law’s guidance for my live and ‘get on with it.’

The Law is not in opposition or limitation of Christ’s love, it is a gift of guidance. Christ’s love does not remove the help and necessity of the Law but it does change it from a role of supervision to one of tender directions, a reminder that there is a way and a light 

Paul says, before Christ came bringing us Faith, the Absolute Certainty of Goodness, we were held prisoners by the Law, locked up in fear and death. Now that we have that Absolute Certainty of Goodness, the Faith that Jesus taught us, we no long have to fear The Law and be intimidated by it, but love and cherish it for the gift it is. This is not just for the Jews but for all who accept Christ’s truth and choose to walk in that path.

I love Paul’s final statement in today’s reading. He emphasizes that not in spite of The Law, which Christians want to say, nor through the power of The Law, which Jews want to insist on, but because of the grace of the gift of The Law - - 

“You are ALL sons of God through this faith and your choice to wear the mantle of Christ. Then there is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one on Christ Jesus. If you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the promise.”
Return to Messages

Return to Home Page
Email: Reverend Mother Winnie Blair
PAGE  
6

