Ash Wednesday Sermon
2-6-08

Galatians 1:1-12

Dear friends in Christ, grace and peace. Amen

When was the last time you sat down and wrote a letter? 

A real letter with paper and pen – a letter where you shared your thoughts and feelings with someone who was important to you and it took 2 or 3 or 4 pages to write it all out.
And when was the last time you received a letter like this? 
One you opened up with anticipation after looking to see who it was from.

 The kind of letter where you sit down and carefully read it and savor it and then go back to read it again.

There is a person in this congregation who sends me letters from time to time – always the same kind of paper – white graph paper with blue lines – I think he has a life-time supply of it. He writes about his family, church, what’s going on in his life.
They are always written in ink – he neatly covers the whole page; the front and the back in a strong and readable script – top to bottom and side to side on that crazy graph paper.
It is hard for me to throw these letters away – I know the thought and the care and the effort that has gone into writing the letter and I enjoy it every time I see one in my mail.
What we often call the” book” of Galatians in the New Testament is really a letter. This letter is our Lenten theme.
Look at how it begins;

Paul an apostle—sent neither by human commission nor from human authorities, but through Jesus Christ and God the Father, who raised him from the dead—2and all the members of God’s family£ who are with me,
To the churches of Galatia:
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 
Isn’t that a nice way to begin a letter? Paul identifies himself and tells them where his authority comes from as an apostle – from Jesus.

He identifies the recipients of the letter – the churches of Galatia. And he says grace and peace to you.
At this point in the letter we might expect Paul to ask about their churches; how are things going? What have you been up too?
But that is not what he does – there is a sudden urgency to his tone. The stakes are high and there isn’t time for small talk and niceties so Paul gets right to the point
I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one who called you in the grace of Christ and are turning to a different gospel—7not that there is another gospel, but there are some who are confusing you and want to pervert the gospel of Christ.
Strong language – the kind of language one uses when important matters are at hand – when you need to make a point – when someone you love and care about is straying off the path.
I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one who called you in the grace of Christ and are turning to a different gospel.
Paul came to the Galatians and told them about Jesus and his death and resurrection. Paul shared with them the gospel – the good news about Jesus – Paul told them salvation was available to them through Jesus – by faith and faith alone. And they believed and followed Jesus.
And this was important as the Galatians were not Jews – they were Gentiles.
Then outsiders showed up and confused the Galatians – these outsiders said that in order to become a Christian you had to become a Jew and follow the Law of Moses.

They said that if you wanted to follow Jesus you had to be circumcised first – as a sign.
It would be like having a preacher show up at Augustana and tell us that we now had to follow the book of Mormon if we wanted to be real Christians – it would be like putting another layer of rules and regulations on the heart of the Christian faith.

Can you understand why Paul was so upset - As we have said before, so now I repeat, if anyone proclaims to you a gospel contrary to what you received, let that one be accursed!
No other gospel – Paul writes in 1 Corinthians - For I handed on to you as of first importance what I in turn had received: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures, 4and that he was buried, and that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the scriptures, 5and that he appeared to Peter, then to the twelve.
This is it good people – this is the good news.

This is why we can come and have ashes placed on our foreheads or our hands and hear the words – remember that you are dust and to dust you shall return – and not be afraid.

This is why we can stand before God and confess our sin and brokenness and not be afraid because Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures.
This is why Paul is so angry at the beginning of this letter because understanding what the gospel is and what it does is the most important part of our faith – Paul says it in verse 4 as he speaks about Jesus –who gave himself for our sins to set us free from the present evil age.

We have to get this right.

We place our trust

· our faith 

· our hope 

· in Christ 

· in Christ alone 

· there is no other gospel.
We will explore what this means in the next 5 weeks as we journey through Lent – as we journey through this letter to the Galatians. 

It is a letter to us as well – a letter that points us always to the word of life – the word made flesh – Jesus – the crucified one.
In His name and for His sake Amen
