lof7
Circumcision v Christ dll v JelA & (2 5:1-12)

The Significance of ‘Circumcision’

We continue the series from Galatians after last week seeing Paul prove that the Law itself shows that
there are two spiritual categories of people in the world....those who take matters into their own hands to
try & earn God'’s favour....those who depend on God’s grace by faith.

The former, Paul said are children of the slave — represented by Hagar — Sinai/old covenant—
Jerusalem 50AD. The latter are those who like Isaac, son of Sarah — are born according to the Spirit =
spiritual heirs of the NC = all believers

This week Paul hones in on the disastrous consequence of submitting to the false teaching & contrasts it
with faith in Christ...to drive us back to Christ.

Though the particular heresy of the circumcision group underlies Paul’s strong teaching throughout the
first 4 chapters...... it's in this passage where Paul first states it clearly. For us who live nearly 20
centuries later, in a very different culture...... we may well wonder, ‘What’s the significance of male
circumcision??’ It’s this; male circumcision had become the particular sign of human effort to merit God’s
approval — to gain a right standing — to be justified.

We can also helpfully understand the issue at hand from what Paul says in Philippians 3:4ff. Re
‘confidence in the flesh’...“....If anyone else thinks he has reason for confidence in the flesh, | have
more: circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of
Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the

law, blameless.”

The appeal of circumcision is as we saw last week — human pride — the delusion of autonomy — that
we have power to justify ourselves through who we are or by what we do... The spirituality behind the
push for male circumcision of Christians in Galatia 50 AD is what drives every world view apart from faith
in Christ alone ....
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From secular humanism to world religions, cults & churches they teach that salvation or redemption of
various kinds comes by doing your bit..... “I can save myself”’ ....It masquerades as freedom when
ironically all it does is enslave.

Though one might think that I'm preaching to the converted...... Consider the question, ‘where do |
practically seek my everyday spiritual confidence?’ Do | think that God loves me more when I've had a
good week, morally speaking or that He loves me less when I've fallen into sin? If yes, then it’s a sign
that in some way I’'m facing the same danger as the believers of Galatia.

The great solution Paul gives is to contrast circumcision with faith in Christ. That we would understand
the consequences of submitting to works of merit, that we would be refreshed & renewed in the hope we
have in Christ.

The Spiritual Catastrophe of Circumcision (1-4)

v1, ‘For freedom Christ has set us free; stand firm therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke of
slavery. Look: I, Paul, say to you that if you accept circumcision, Christ will be of no advantage to you. |
testify again to every man who accepts circumcision that he is obligated to keep the whole law. You are
severed from Christ, you who would be justified by the law; you have fallen away from grace.’

Paul begins by stating the purpose of Christ’s redemption as freedom. Notice he includes himself with
the Galatians as having been liberated. Christ had set Paul free from the condemnation of the law to live
as an heir of freedom under grace....Christ had set the Galatians free from the condemnation of being
bound to idols
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Both systems of religion saw the adherents under the same kind of tyranny that brought conviction &
condemnation. The Galatians as we know — under the influence of the false teachers — were being tempted to
add human effort to the finished work of Christ. Paul warns them not to submit again to spiritual slavery. The word
translated, ‘yoke’ was the wooden bar put over an animal’s neck that made them ‘beasts of burden.’ He then alerts
the Galatians to the catastrophic consequences of submitting to circumcision.

Firstly, ‘Christ will be of no advantage to you.’ It shows that the Galatians thought they could trust Christ while also
adding male circumcision to make them acceptable. Circumcision stood for the whole law of God. Jews were
circumcised already as a sign of the covenant God gave Abraham...but for the Galatians to submit to that sign
would also mean they were bound to keep the whole law.

It may have seemed like a minor addition. It was a complete enslavement. Any addition to the work of Christ is to
say that His work is insufficient. That is to cut ourselves off from with Christ which is the same as having fallen from
grace. There is no favour from God in trying to earn His favour...His favour is found in Christ alone.

The very essence of mercy is to receive...it stops being mercy when we try to contribute or think we can add
something.

P Ryken: ‘What is your mode of justification? Getting circumcised is one alternative to faith in Christ, but there are many others.
Some people base their standing before God on the work they do in the church, or on the quality or frequency of their personal
devotions. Others depend on the decision they made for Christ when they walked down the aisle or raised their hand at an
evangelistic rally, as if they were saved by that gesture. Still others seek to justify themselves by the fact that they are baptised
& confirmed members of a Christian church. If we try to be justified before God by anything we do, no matter how small it is, we
are not free. This is why justification must come by faith alone. What Jesus did on the cross & through the empty tomb is the
only thing that justifies sinners. Right standing before God can only depend on His righteousness imputed to me...not on
anything | have done...otherwise, | am enslaved by my own works.’
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Faith alone, on the other hand is the only thing that produces genuine, God-glorifying works...

The Faith-Driven Hope of Christ (5-6)
V5, ‘For through the Spirit, by faith, we ourselves eagerly wait for the hope of righteousness.’

Waiting for God'’s final declaration of righteousness — with certain hope is a demonstration of faith in
what Christ has done already to justify all who trust Him! Eager waiting is a mark of our quality of faith in
the sufficiency of Christ.

A test is the degree to which we wait with hopeful expectation the our judge will declare what He has
promised all who are united to Christ by faith.

v6, ‘For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anything, but only faith
working through love.’

Neither circumcision or uncircumcision counts...nothing can improve our standing before God.... What
matters before God = faith working through love

Faith is not a work....it's the bare means or instrument that God enables by the Spirit to receive His
message of Christ crucified, risen & reigning.....that there was only One who lived under the Law
perfectly & gave Himself to free all who receive His righteousness by faith

It's the principle to which God calls all who are in Christ — ie — all who are free, to live. Faith expressing
itself through love means living by the principle of grace.

‘The righteous shall live by faith’ (Romans 1:17, Gal 3:11, Hab 2:4). Faith in Christ means loving Him —
by grace He empowers us to love...... we grow in love as we grow in depth of trust in the extent of Jesus’
love for us.
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As Jesus said to Simon the Pharisee in response to the woman who anointed his feet with ointment, “he
who is forgiven little, loves little” (Luke 7:47)

The opposite of faith in Christ is the lie of performance based religion......

The Telling Contrast of the Preachers (7-12)
v7, ‘You were running well. Who hindered you from obeying the truth?’

Paul’'s question shows that the Judaizers were trying to block the Galatians from truth.
The word translated, ‘hindered,” was associated with the ancient Greek games about the dirty tactic for
winning by cutting in on one’s opponent.

In Paul's question we see the start in this final section of him drawing a contrast b/w the false teachers &
himself as a preacher of the cross. Clearly the implication is that the troublemakers were being devious
& false.

Despite the way they had presented themselves — as being followers of true religion....they were
anything but... v8, ‘This persuasion is not from him who calls you.’

Paul wanted them to draw the conclusion to the question — if God wasn’t behind the persuasion, then
who was? They looked respectable. They sounded convincing. They were persuasive. They were of the
devil. In 2 Cor 11 Paul wrote about deceitful workers — servants of Satan masquerading as servants of
righteousness.

Beware of those who have a strong persuasive appeal but questionable substance that in the end leads
us away from the truth of Christ. Their effect is dangerously pervasive....
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v9, ‘A little leaven leavens the whole lump.’
It's the image of yeast or leaven that the Lord uses in the gospels about the spiritual influence of the
Pharisees. Paul also uses it about the polluting effects of tolerating immorality in 1 Corinthians.

Here in light of having spent 4 chapters warning them in the strongest possible terms....Paul now writes
with hope of their godly response....

v10, ‘I have confidence in the Lord that you will take no other view, and the one who is troubling you will
bear the penalty, whoever he is.’

Paul is the great contrast with the troublemakers....
v11, ‘Butif I, brothers, still preach circumcision, why am | still being persecuted? In that case the offence
of the cross has been removed. | wish those who unsettle you would emasculate themselves!’

It seems that part of their deception was even to insinuate that Paul was united with them in his
understanding of circumcision.....but nothing could be further from the truth. His persecution proved His
unity with Christ who died for sinners who turn from self-righteousness to that found in Him alone.

It sounds shocking that the great Apostle, while not threatening the false preachers of circumcision with
violence, wished that they would castrate themselves. It helps to know the context from both pagan
spirituality & the OT law to understand Paul’'s meaning. The pagan priests in Northern Galatia at the time
of the female fertility idol Cybele were made eunuchs at an annual festival. Paul was saying something
like this: “the deceptive circumcision preachers are no different to the pagan priests & they ought to
reflect this by doing what they do.” The OT b/g is from Deut 23:1 which says, “No one who has been
emasculated by crushing or cutting may enter the assembly of the Lord”.

It's as if Paul is merely expressing in physical terms the logical conclusion of their spiritual damage.
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Circumcision seems like a small thing....though it stands for false religion ...... because simply put.....it
does the opposite of justify... Paul's wish is that such agitators would be cut off from their influence on
God'’s people...

While some take offence at Paul’'s strong language...the majority of the non-Christian world takes
offence at what lies behind it... ‘that God does not help those who help themselves... The central
message of salvation by faith alone through the merits of Christ alone is offensive...it renders all our
proud efforts to be of no consequence & not only that, but deserving of God’s judgement...

Beware of the Danger, Live by Faith

But ‘the cross where Christ was crucified to pay for human sin’ was the offensive message Paul
preached. It stood & forever will stand against the pride that so often tempts us away from faith in Christ
alone to trusting ourselves.

That’s the appeal of all man-centred religion or philosophy.....it tells us what our self-centred itching ears
want to hear. We must beware! The choice can only be, ‘circumcision or Christ'? ’human effort or God’s
grace’?

One seems appealing but can only begin & end in catastrophe... The only alternative is to live by faith in
Christ....His great love empowers us to love others....Faith works hope until hope is realised .........
when we will be with Him forever
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