
 

Galatians 1:1-17 

AN APOSTLE 

 We read from the letter to the Galatians. Galatia is not a city but 
a province – an area. On his very first missionary journey, Paul had 
started little house-churches in Pisidian Antioch, Lystra, Iconium, and 
Derbe. He was beaten and stoned for his efforts, but these churches held 
on in the heartland of today’s Turkey. It may well be that this letter to 
the handful of new Christians in this area is chronologically the first and 
oldest writing in the New Testament. (First Thessalonians holds that spot 
for some.) Paul writes back to his friends – the fruits of his first major 
effort to form churches – and encourages them to keep clear about their 
faith and keep true to the wondrous grace they have found in Jesus 
Christ, and all that this portends for their future. 

 Often called “Little Romans,” the letter to the Galatians rough-drafts 
the themes and issues that appear in the longer and more polished letter 
to the Romans. But the brevity and personal candor of Galatians keep it 
fresh and powerful in its impact. Some think the letter a little severe, but 
I suspect that’s only the cold ink on white paper. Paul chides and teases 
and exhorts, to be sure, but it comes from the warmth and closeness of 
all that has been shared, endured, and believed together. No one would 
talk this way to strangers or formal acquaintances. Chapter three starts 
off, “You stupid Galatians!” You cannot get away with that except where 
friendships are true and close. Most of the letter makes it clear that Paul 
is writing to dear friends. (3:15, 26; 4:6, 12, 19, 28, 31; 5:13; 6:1) 

 Sometimes I have visited in territory where I have preached in 
former years. I often find myself wanting to say to them, “Have you read 
Galatians lately? Why don’t you read Galatians? You really ought to 
read Galatians together.” I don’t say it, of course. Besides being pre-
sumptuous, I am not their pastor anymore. So I keep my mouth shut. 
But it builds up in me all the same: “You should read Galatians!” Only, 
now I am back home in my own territory, and this comment has been 
building up until it needs to go somewhere. Guess where? “Have YOU 
read Galatians lately? Why don’t you read Galatians? You really ought 
to read Galatians!” There is no insult intended. I don’t read it to insult 
myself either. It’s just such a great blessing. 

 On the other hand, it might be even more fun if we read it together – 

read it and muse as we go. Galatians is only six chapters. You can read 
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the whole thing in ten or fifteen minutes. But it is one of those little 
writings that has changed, transformed, and inspired thousands of 
people – when they finally started to hear it. So maybe you will decide 
to read the whole letter at least once each week, and I will preach from 
Galatians for the next few Sundays, and we’ll see if it can reach any of us. 

 Scripture gets the most interesting when we get in dialogue with it – 

when we get involved with it personally. Most of the time, people are 
trying to “be right” about Scripture – trying to have correct views; trying 
to have the one right, best, and only understanding of what it really 
means. Isn’t that pathetic? Is that the way you would approach a sunset? 
Or a symphony? Or even another human being? 

 Well, some of us would have to confess to the same blunder, at 
least occasionally, with other human beings. “Jill is bad.” “Jane is good.” 
Jill hurt my feelings the other day, therefore no matter what she thinks, 
says, or does or what side of any issue she is on from now on ... she is 
bad. Jane, on the other hand, has been really wonderful to me and my 
family. Therefore no matter what she says, does, or thinks from now 
on ... she is good and right. Well, who knows, maybe I am right about 
Jane, but in no way am I right about Jill. Neither am I “right” about 
Scripture. There is no “being right” about Scripture, because life is not 
a true-or-false quiz. Life is an essay exam, and we write the answers 
with our lives – with the way we live, day by day. 

 Reading Galatians together will not bring us to right opinions on 
various subjects. There may be some things that move us deeply or call 
us to see things in a special light. We might feel moments of shame, or 
blessing, or of serendipity, or strong aversion. And if we read the same 
words over again a few days from now, the impact may come in a dif-
ferent way. Scripture is just as alive as we will allow it to be, even as 
Paul was very much alive when he wrote this letter to the Galatians. 
So we will not be in a hurry. We will take all the time we need to get 
connected. And doubtless we will never finish reading Galatians at 
this rate. That’s okay; it will be around the next time we want to pick 
it up. Some people will be reading Galatians for as long as human life 
exists on this planet. And some people will be missing it. Of course, 
some people will read it a few times and still miss it. But my point is: 
Most of what we read is not this tried-and-true. Most of what we read 
will not be read past next year. Even less of it will matter to people 
fifty or sixty years from now. How many of the movies that we spend time 
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and life viewing today will matter to people two generations from now? 
I do not claim to know how to keep balance between knowing what is 
relevant in the present moment and knowing what is relevant in the long 
run. But I do know that the present moment is fleeting, and that if the 
present is all we care about, we have no notion of what is really going 
on, even in the present. 

 Galatians, chapter one, first verse: “From Paul, an apostle 
commissioned not by any human authority or human act, but by 
Jesus Christ and God the Father who raised him from the dead.” 

 Usually we would go right on reading. Who stops to look around 
after the very first sentence or after the very first step of any journey? 
This is supposed to be an eight-mile hike; nothing interesting is allowed 
to happen for at least the first mile. If interesting things were going to 
happen in the morning, God would never have invented the afternoon 
or evening, right? So work hard until noon or maybe two o’clock, and 
then start watching for interesting developments. 

 Paul often sneaks vast foundations into his first few sentences. 
We can be annoyed or bored – or we can move into the dynamism and 
excitement of what he is saying. 

 “From Paul, an apostle.” How many apostles have you known 
personally? How many of you are apostles? Could I see a show of 
hands please? Or better yet, would the apostles among us please 
stand up for just a moment? How many of you are apostles? 

 Does it take nerve to make such a claim, or what?! [Thanks, you 
may be seated, if you like.] Would a person rise to that identity in pride, 
or in humility? Let’s not get fancy here. This definition is not from 
any theological work; its straight from a college dictionary (American 
Heritage): Apostle = Someone chosen by Christ to preach his gospel; 
a missionary of the early church; one who leads or advocates a new 
cause. From the Greek apostolos = messenger, envoy. 

 With such hesitancy do we claim certainty that we are messengers 
of Jesus the Christ! How tentative we are about being advocates for 
Jesus! Is it a matter of pride or of humility if we consider ourselves to 
be chosen by Christ to be errand-runners – messengers? Certainly it 
was not our idea! No matter how much we may come to love it, and 
take heart because of it, and experience the Kingdom as a result of our 
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involvement in it – nonetheless, it was not our idea. Nor was it Paul’s. 
“You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you that you 
should go and bear fruit and that your fruit should abide.” (John 15:16) 
Paul did not come before the Galatians as one who had figured every-
thing out, nor did he come before them with “the answers.” No, it was 
not his idea, his personal agenda, or his design. Someone greater than 
himself had called him out, set him apart, asked him to carry a message 
not his own – a MESSAGE far greater than any message he could ever 
have contemplated or imagined. Paul’s comment may sound arrogant to 
thoughtless ears, but it is made in deepest humility. 

 Paul writes back to the Galatian churches, knowing they will share 
his letter around the various congregations, and he starts off reminding 
them that he is a mere messenger – a mere errand-boy – of the Christ. 
He does not think that he himself is much, but he does believe that the 
Message he carries is tremendously important. After all, it is not his 
Message. Because of where he knows it comes from, he is certain that 
there is no more important Message, no greater topic, no higher agenda 
anywhere in the world. He is not great, but, through no fault of his own, 
he carries this greatness with him. He wants to talk about the Crucified 
One who, in love beyond imagination, wants to be with us, share life 
with us, heal us, guide us more and more into a heavenly Kingdom in and 
beyond and more real than the physical realm where we are presently 
living. 

 Four words to begin a letter: “From Paul, an apostle.” Now familiar, 
it was an incredible and audacious way to start a letter back then. It is 
still incredible, if we hear it. It strikes me, though, that we cannot fully 
hear or respond to this letter unless we identify in some way. Most of us 
would agree that Paul was an apostle. Actually, I keep running into 
people who are not willing to grant Paul this title anymore. No big 
surprise; many people in his own day also rejected his claim. In fact, 
Paul would not be making this claim in this letter if people were not 
challenging his right to call himself an apostle. So I should not be sur-
prised when former cohorts of mine “swear off” the Apostle Paul, and 
claim that he corrupted the teachings of Jesus and invented a church 
and a theology that are really against who Jesus was and what Jesus 
taught. It should not surprise me – but, of course, it does. 

 And they try to persuade me that we should no longer talk about 
sin or salvation, about conversion or redemption, about atonement or 
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grace or forgiveness or repentance. That’s all negative thinking, they say, 
and comes out of the warped perspective of a Paul who did not under-
stand Jesus or true Christness. They assure me that the Gnostic heretics 
were the ones who got it right, but then were persecuted and driven 
underground by all the narrow-minded and hateful bigots who had 
somehow gained control of the entire early church. And that finally, 
in our time, Gnosticism is resurfacing with the true Message of Jesus, 
and now we can realize that we ourselves are the Christ, sin is not a 
problem, and Christness can now emerge in us if we just decide to stop 
feeling guilty and let our wonderfulness unfold. Only, we must no longer 
deal with sin or shame or any of the images that suggest something is 
wrong with us. Never repent, or apologize, or convert – just bloom and 
grow. You do not need a Savior – just believe in the Christness within. 

 Without animosity or rancor, I must say that when these people 
speak of Paul, it is not about any Paul that I recognize. And when they 
talk of the new religion, however nicely they word it, it is not a religion 
I trust or identify with. True heresy never dies, because humans will do 
almost anything to stay in charge of their own lives, stay separated 
from God, keep in control instead of turning will and life over to the 
Holy Spirit. This still leads ultimately to despair. If that is what they 
want – fine. But if that is what you want – that is not fine! There is 
something far greater awaiting you. Paul was rooted and grounded in 
Christ, and indeed he was the Great Apostle – called, converted, led, 
and sent by the Resurrected Jesus. He knew the Message because it had 
happened to him. That did not make him perfect. Indeed, such a notion 
would be false to the Message itself. Perfection is for heretics. But Paul 
knew the Message because it had happened to him. Therefore, he carried 
it with authentic power and appropriate humility. 

 Clearly Paul did not think of himself as the Christ. Though he 
spoke of “life in Christ” and said things like “It is no longer I, but Christ 
who lives in me,” yet it is clear that he did not think of himself as the 
Christ. But he did think of himself as a sinner who was forgiven and 
redeemed and was now appointed to carry the Message of this possibility 
to others. Paul knew that some kind of reconciliation between God and 
each one of us is necessary before the spiritual journey can truly begin. 
And after that, it still requires a daily reiteration of the theme: a turning 
it over, a constant WAY of prayer and devotion and obedience – a Way 
based on this new relationship between forgiven, loved, supported sinners 
and the Resurrected Christ who came for us, who never quits on us, 
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who never merges with us but always stays relational – loving, caring, 
guiding. We become Christlike insofar as we grow in a closer and closer 
bond with the Resurrected Jesus until gratitude and obedience, love and 
hope, repentance and forgiveness talk to each other in and around every-
thing that happens to us. But we do not “hatch” out of our individuality 
into Christness, nor do we ever desire to walk apart, alone, or self-
contained. Neither do we want or expect to lose our separateness, 
merging into a Christness that no longer sings praises or feels love or 
gratitude – that no longer knows it is being saved by the love of Another, 
or is being groomed for dimensions that go far beyond this one. 

 “From Paul, the Christed one, to all the other Christs that have 
emerged in Galatia.” Not hardly! Audacious as it sounds, Paul claims 
a title far below that. In humility and wonder, he merely claims to be 
an apostle – a messenger of the Christ. There is a difference between 
being the Christ and being a messenger of the Christ. And of course 
that makes the Message very different too. 

 Can you identify? Now that you have had time to think about it 
a little more, how many of you are apostles? Would ... will ... any more 
of you stand with those who stood before? 

 Paul is an apostle because of the Damascus Road theophany. 
Never mind any of the details for the moment. For Paul, there had been 
a dramatic encounter with the Living Christ on that road. No matter 
how anybody explains it – with negative words or positive, with approval 
or scorn – the fact remains that Paul’s life was changed forever. He knew 
from that moment on that someONE in very high places loved him, 
cared about him, had work for him to do. And yes, despite everything 
he had been and done before that. Forgiveness and grace are real! He 
had been surrounded by them, or that would have been the end of his 
journey instead of its beginning. 

 Now, some contend that this was all a delusion. If it was a delusion, 
that delusion operated as powerfully as any reality that had ever existed. 
If Paul were standing here at this moment and we said to him something 
like: “Hey Paul, in our modern day of scientific, psychological knowledge – 

far beyond anything known in your day – we have concluded that what 
you experienced on the Damascus Road was really a delusion brought 
on by a combination of your guilt for persecuting Christians, and an 
unresolved inner conflict resulting from your need for approval from your 
unloving and overdemanding father. It was only a kind of wakeful 
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dream ... ” Paul would merely laugh and say, “May you all dream such 
a dream and find a waking reality to touch you as that one touched me – 

and may you know that it came from the Resurrected Christ. And may 
it come to you soon!” (By the way, psychologists who play that game 
don’t seem to recall that becoming a rabbi, as Paul was doing until the 
Damascus Road experience, would have pleased his father a lot more 
than conversion to Christianity.) 

 Reading these four words, “From Paul, an apostle,” it struck me 
that, like it or not – through no particular fault or virtue of my own – 

I am an apostle as well. And it also struck me that most of you are 
apostles too! I happen to know that most of you have had encounters 
with the Undefinable One. Today I am only asking: Can you admit it? 
Do you claim it? Are you an apostle? Have you acknowledged the love 
and the grace and, in some way clear at least to yourself, become a 
messenger of Jesus the Christ? There are, I hope you all realize, a 
myriad of ways to be messengers for Jesus – to be apostles. One of them 
is tailored just for you. It may be fun to watch professional tennis 
players, but they are not the only tennis players on earth. I get to 
play too. The fact that they do it before millions of people for millions of 
dollars doesn’t change that. I get to play too! In Christendom, there is 
nobody who cannot play. There are only those who do not want to. 

 Paul also knows that he is an apostle because of the fruits of his 
labors. That is, wherever he goes, the Spirit is at work. It’s not just Paul 
at work, and it never actually happens quite like Paul plans or imagines 
it. Sometimes very little happens, when he thinks a lot should. More 
often, things are happening all over and around his efforts that exceed 
and are different from what Paul expects. Nevertheless, wherever Paul 
goes, the Spirit moves people, changes people, things happen. The 
Message of God’s undeserved love, as revealed in Jesus Christ, makes 
some people furious. Of course! Humans hate anything undeserved, 
especially if it comes to others. Paul is an apostle – a messenger. Reactions 
to any message in this world are always mixed. If it is a great message, 
the reaction will be great – both positive and negative. Paul is merely an 
apostle. He carries a Message. What happens as a result of that Message 
is not his province – it’s none of his business. Though he will carry the 
Message in the best way he knows how – and improve on how he carries 
it all along the WAY – nevertheless, what results from the Message is in 
the hands of the One from which it came. 
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 I have asked you, as I have been asking myself: Are you an apostle? 
On appropriate levels, and in ways tailored to you and your own life, 
have you been called, touched, given a MESSAGE and a HOPE to carry 
wherever you go? Have you, and do you, see any fruits coming from your 
carrying the Message? Do not answer in haste. Be fair to the One who 
blesses your efforts. 

 No faith in the world is so exciting for followers – and so boring for 
spectators – as Christianity. If you read Galatians thinking Paul is an 
apostle but you are not, then yawn – double bore – and any television 
program is better. But if you identify ... if living for the Kingdom is your 
game too ... if you also are a messenger, in some fashion, for the 
Christ – then musing together with this old pro named Paul is wonderful 
encouragement indeed. For we are “commissioned not by any human 
authority or human act, but by Jesus the Christ and God the Father, 
who raised him from the dead.” 
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