“First Things First”

Galatians 1:1-5

October 9, 2005

I. Introduction

a. Greetings

b. Text: Galatians 1:1-5

i. Three part formula: writer, addressee, and words of greeting.

ii. Expands on writer and words of greeting.

iii. Will deal with specific issues later, now wants to lay a foundation

II. Paul introduces himself: Apostle, sent from God the Father and Jesus Christ (elaborates to remind them who he is)

a. God sends leaders.

i. Not sent by men, not sent by denomination

ii. Paul makes this point to establish his authority as an apostle with the people, but it also reminds us that it is God who is sovereign and sends leaders. God directs, we discern. 

iii. The call process is a bit of a dance, as the pastor and the pnc spend time together and separately discerning God’s call. Many in the presbytery can probably tell horror stories of when pastors and congregations have NOT spent time discerning God’s will and then tried to fill a job description.

iv. Terrye’s journey here is a story of sending – her contact with the church, her interviews, her preaching in a neutral pulpit, and all the steps – it has been a journey where she has been sent. God sends leaders.

v. Paul expands his self-identification to remind the people in the churches in Galatia. It is important to remember what God has done. It is important to proclaim to others what God has done. It is important that we live in hope and bear witness to our faith in what God has done because God is faithful and his steadfast love endures forever.

b. God provides leaders.

i. Paul, in writing to the Galatians, is providing leadership. The bulk of the letter deals with issues that they need to address; here, however, he establishes why they should pay attention to his authority.

ii. It is important to note that God provides leaders – ministers of word and sacrament – because it means that the leaders are to serve God and not the people. God is God, the people are not. 

1. The shepherd takes care of the sheep because he serves the master, he doesn’t worship the sheep.

2. Often times, a shepherd has to corral the sheep; returning the sheep from wandering. This occurs even when the sheep are unaware that they are wandering. 

3. The shepherds staff is the word of God, and the shepherd’s job is to point the flock to where the master would like them to go. Discipline – as noted in the Scots confession – is used to nourish virtue and repress vice. No one likes to have their vice repressed and sometimes we worry about having too much virtue. 

4. Now, I mention this because you are receiving Terrye as the shepherd whom God sent. This congregation has had such leaders in the past – this morning in Sunday School, I heard the account of a couple building a home in the area. They were greeted by a neighbor, who welcomed them. He then invited them to the church where he was the pastor; that being this church. That’s a shepherd.

5. In the time I have known Terrye, I have seen her work in congregations and I have seen her work at General Assemblies. At General Assemblies, we have often had young people working with us. Terrye has taken several under her wing with the admonition that she is like a “granny wearing combat boots.” You should expect no less.

6. Terrye, part of your job here is to nourish virtue and represses vice. Brothers and sisters in Christ, you may have confidence that you have been sent a leader who will do her best as God allows to preserve the marks of the true kirk. God sends us leaders.
7. It is important to remember what God has done. It is important to proclaim to others what God has done. It is important that we live in hope and bear witness to our faith in what God has done because God is faithful and his steadfast love endures forever.

c. It is God who is sovereign. God is powerful. God is real.

i. Later, Galatians will read all about how the realization that God is sovereign impacts their current practices. For now, he is establishing the foundation that they have already accepted – that God the Father raised Jesus Christ from the dead. Not metaphorically. Not symbolically. Actually.

ii. Sometimes we forget how amazing this is, but for Paul and for the Galatians, this IS the issue. The Galatians are struggling with the question of being faithful to the gospel – is it enough? Should we take on old practices just to hedge our bets and make sure we’re covered?

iii. This morning, Terrye preached about Paul’s visit in Athens, where the “enlightened” community had all sorts of idols including an altar to worship “the unknown God.” We shake our heads at this kind of culture – but we need to realize that we live in this kind of a culture. Even the church today has been impacted by this kind of thinking.

1. Crystal Cathedral: Samantha Runyeon memorial was held there. They had candles on the communion table to all the gods of the community, to Krishna, to Buddha, and even one to “the unknown God.”

2. In the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), there’s a live debate about whether we need to have a more pluralistic understanding of God’s plan for salvation, that Jesus is “like a window through which God’s light shines, but there are many other windows.” 

iv. Paul’s emphasis in identifying himself as being sent by God the Father, who raised Jesus from the dead is that the God who has revealed himself sends leaders to remind, to proclaim, to bear witness. 

III. Grace and peace to you (elaborates on words of greeting to remind them who God is)

a. Grace (part 1): From Lord Jesus Christ, who gave himself for our sins

i. Truism these days, but we don’t seem to have the same sense of terror for the consequence of sin.

1. Passion of the Christ – startled a number of people for the extent of Christ’s physical suffering.

2. Larger issue is the giving himself as a consequence of sin. Just finished preaching on the Golden Calf incident in Exodus 32. Moses is on the top of the mountain with God for a long time when the people demand that Aaron make them gods to go before them because they don’t know what’s happened to Moses. Of course, this completely breaks the covenant they have just made in the receiving of the Ten Commandments. Moses is sent back down the mountain, sees the idol and all the shenanigans, and breaks the tablets of stone (signifying the broken covenant). However, here’s the piece we don’t often talk about and remember: Moses calls out to any who are faithful to Yahweh to come to him; Aaron’s sons the Levites do. Moses instructs them to take the sword and slay their brothers and sisters. Three thousand people are killed that day and the Levites are praised. Why did Moses issue the command? Well it goes back to covenants – I realize we’re digressing here for a moment – but the example of the covenant in Genesis 15 with Abraham, animal sacrifices were made, cut in half, to say, “May it be to me as with these if I break the terms of the covenant.” The Levites effected judgment on sinners that day for breaking the covenant. Jesus Christ took the horrible, ghastly, consequence of sin for all of us – he who knew no sin became sin for us.

3. We gloss over this to our detriment and our hearts get hard if we do not recognize the just consequence of our sin.

b. Grace (part 2) God did not leave us in the position of “may it be to me as with these…” for we have broken the covenant. In God’s grace, Jesus Christ rescues us from this evil age.

i. The death and resurrection of Jesus Christ is a pivot point; it marks a change in the human condition. For while evil still exists – and we have plenty of evidence to support that – we are not left to fend against it by ourselves.

ii. Salvation is rescue. It is rescue from the bondage and consequence of sin – which is not ignored or tolerated, but addressed through Christ’s blood shed on the cross for us.

iii. In remembering, we live lives that proclaim the hope we have in our rescue. Our rescue has been accomplished. It is achieved. We have not done so and thus, cannot boast in ourselves. We boast in the one who has rescued us. It’s good news. It’s grace. It is the source of our joy.

iv. Friends, I believe you will find that Terrye Mac is filled with joy that is rooted in the grace of God. You need not flatter her, hoping that God will like you because she likes you. (You can flatter her for other reasons…just not that one). She is here to share your joy in the rescue you have received in your salvation through Jesus Christ.

c. Peace (part 1): According to the will of our God and Father

i. The reconciling act of God in Jesus Christ brings us peace.

ii. Peace is different than complacency. Peace is an ongoing understanding of our communion with God made possible through the shedding of the blood of the Lamb for us.

iii. Paul’s greeting reminds the people that it is God whose will being done; it didn’t “just happen.” Further, salvation is according what God planned, not what we would like to see done or how we think it could have been done. God is able to chose and has chosen how salvation would be accomplished.

d. Peace (part 2) To whom be the glory forever and ever.

i. God is due all glory laud and honor. The chief end of man? To glorify God and enjoy him forever.

ii. Peace with God is 

iii. Terrye’s calling, as shepherd for the people of this congregation and as a member of this presbytery, is to serve God and to shepherd the people. We celebrate what God has done in sending her here, in answering the prayers of this congregation and presbytery for God to provide a leader, and for her witness to the power of the sovereign God. May she be a living witness of grace and peace.

IV. Conclusion

a. Message, Terrye, is that you were sent by God to minister in this place to these people and among your colleagues in ministry throughout this presbytery: that is, you are to called to shepherd this flock, remembering that they are the flock but you serve God. Preach to the people so that they remember who God is and so that they are equipped to be ambassadors for Christ in this place.

b. Message, First Presbyterian Church, is God has given you a leader to shepherd you as you serve as ambassadors for Christ in this place. Terrye is not the church. You have not hired her to be the church for you. You are the church in this place. You are called to remember this gospel – in its purity – and to proclaim it, even in the midst of adversity, controversy, enmity, and/or apathy.

c. Message, Presbytery of East Tennessee, is that you are part of the body of Christ in this place; you are called to bear witness to the power of God who loves us so much that he sent his only begotten Son to die for us that we might be delivered from this evil age, according to the will of our God and Father, to whom be the glory forever and ever. 

d. Amen? Amen.
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