Fighting for Freedom #4

“Be Sure of Your Source”

Galatians 1:11-24

Journalists know that their work is only as good as their sources. When sources are reliable, writers can either break news stories first or provide depth and insight that sets them apart from others. On the other hand, if one’s sources are not trustworthy, the journalists is open to embarrassing blunders or even the loss of a job.


Sources are important in education as well. I recall my high school and college teachers driving home the magnitude of gathering credible sources of information, as well as the correct way to cite sources in one’s writing. (This explains why my sermons and books look like research papers.) 


The same can also be said for preaching and teaching. Whenever we hear one present a message, we should immediately ask, “Where is this coming from?” As we saw last week, people can name the name of Jesus and use the Bible and still proclaim a false message. The sources of a speaker’s message is vitally important.


As we turn once again to Paul’s letter to the Galatians, we are reminded that the false teachers in Galatia were attacking both the man and the message of the apostle. Upon Paul’s declaration in the first half of chapter one that his message was the only true gospel, the next logical question would be, “What makes Paul’s gospel the only true one? Why should we believe him?”


Based on what Paul writes, these critics were probably claiming that Paul had either made up his message himself, was parroting someone else’s words, or perhaps had been misinformed by somebody. To these challenges Paul writes in Galatians 1:11-12,

I want you to know, brothers, that the gospel I preached is not something that man made up. I did not receive it from any man, nor was I taught it; rather, I received it by revelation from Jesus Christ.


Paul begins with the phrase, “I want you to know, brothers.” This is a serious, formal way to introduce his statement.
 It is not far from Jesus’ phrase, “Verily, verily, I say unto you.”  Paul is saying, “Listen up! What I am about to say is extremely important.”


The emphasis of these verses is not Paul himself but his message. “The gospel I preached” is literally “the gospel that I gospelled to you.”
 This good news, Paul states, is not something stemming from the imagination of man, nor is it a second-hand religion passed from one generation to another (which is, ironically, what Paul’s opponents were advocating).
 In the rest of the chapter Paul goes into further detail.
My Message Didn’t Come from Jewish Authorities


First, Paul tells the Galatians, “My message didn’t come from Jewish authorities.” Reading from verses 13-16,

For you have heard of my previous way of life in Judaism, how intensely I persecuted the church of God and tried to destroy it. I was advancing in Judaism beyond many Jews of my own age and was extremely zealous for the traditions of my fathers. But when God, who set me apart from birth﻿ and called me by his grace, was pleased to reveal his Son in me so that I might preach him among the Gentiles, I did not consult any man… 


Paul looks back to his days before conversion, when he was as zealous a Jew as anybody. He was taught the religion of the rabbis and was advancing up the ranks quickly. In his fervor to defend rabbinic Judaism, Paul attacked Christianity with a vengeance. 


Of course, we look back at the time with horror, reading it from the Christian perspective. But for the Jews, Paul was their champion. Warren Wiersbe writes,

Everybody knew that this brilliant student of Rabbi Gamaliel was well on his way to becoming an influential leader of the Jewish faith. His personal religious life, his scholarship, and his zeal in opposing alien religious faiths, all combined to make him the most respected young rabbi of his day.
 
Unlike Jesus of Nazareth, the rogue carpenter-turned-preacher from the backwater area of Galilee who always seemed to be at odds with the teachers of the Law, Paul was the darling of the devoted Jews.

But then something happened: Saul of Tarsus, the persecutor of the church, became Paul the Apostle, the preacher of the Gospel. This change was not gradual; it happened suddenly and without warning. Saul was on his way to Damascus to persecute the Christians; a few days later he was in Damascus preaching to the Jews that the Christians are right. How the people of that time must have shaken their heads and asked, “What happened here?”

What happened was nothing less than divine intervention. We are familiar (as, it seems, were the Galatians) with the story of Paul’s encounter with Jesus on the road to Damascus. He was literally blinded by the light and, though his sight was restored, he was never the same afterwards.

Stott points out the change of subjects in this paragraph. In verses 13-14 it is all “I”—“I persecuted the church”…”I was advancing in Judaism”…”I was extremely zealous.” But then in verses 16-17 the subject becomes God—“God set me apart”…”God called me by his grace”…”God was pleased to reveal his Son in me.”
 This change did not come about by human determination or strength, nor by subtle manipulation of others. Only God Almighty could so dramatically change the direction of his life!

Let’s bring this back into the flow of Paul’s thought, though. His focus is on the source of his message, both negatively and positively. His point is that there was no preparation for his present Christian life in the past Judaistic life he lived before his conversion. Certainly his present message could not have originated in this previous way of life.
 Nor was it encouraged by the Jewish authorities; his conversion was an embarrassment to them!

My Message Didn’t Come from Jerusalem Apostles


Secondly, Paul states, “My message didn’t come from the Jerusalem apostles.” He writes in verses 16-24,

…I did not consult any man, nor did I go up to Jerusalem to see those who were apostles before I was, but I went immediately into Arabia and later returned to Damascus. Then after three years, I went up to Jerusalem to get acquainted with Peter and stayed with him fifteen days. I saw none of the other apostles—only James, the Lord’s brother. I assure you before God that what I am writing you is no lie. Later I went to Syria and Cilicia. I was personally unknown to the churches of Judea that are in Christ. They only heard the report: “The man who formerly persecuted us is now preaching the faith he once tried to destroy.” And they praised God because of me. 


Here Paul gives us a glimpse of his life story not revealed anywhere else. The book of Acts does record much of Paul’s life and ministry from his conversion to his arrival in Rome, but it does not provide a complete biography of the apostle. Luke’s account is supplemented by passages like this one where Paul provides autobiographical material. Yet even with that scholars debate about some of the missing parts of his story.


According to Jack Finegan—the preeminent scholar on biblical chronology—Jesus died and rose again in 33 ad. The conversion of Paul fits into the history of the time at 36 ad.
 As you can see, not much time had elapsed from the end of Jesus’ earthly ministry and the beginning of Paul’s.


What happened to Paul after his dramatic conversion to Christianity? Was there a reception in the Upper Room hosted by the apostles welcoming the new believer with open arms? Did he receive a tickertape parade through the streets of Jerusalem? Hardly!

In his own words, Paul “immediately went to Arabia.” This probably evokes images of the oil sheiks of Saudi Arabia, but that is not the same place meant here. In the first century “Arabia” meant the desert land from south of Damascus down along the east side of the Jordan River and all the way south through the Sinai Peninsula. At the time of Paul’s conversion, Aretas, the Nabataean king, was at war with Herod Antipas, tetarch of Galilee and Perea, over the insult done to his daughter, whom Herod had divorced to marry Herodias.
 

Paul does not specify where in Arabia he went. Some have suggested he went to Mount Sinai—that he was pondering on the new covenant in the place where the old covenant was given.
 This cannot be known for certain, and in fact he could have stayed rather close to Damascus and still been in “Arabia” as it was then known.  

The important point here is that  Paul went off into a deserted place to pray and to think.
 It has even been suggested that those three years in Arabia were a deliberate compensation for the three years of instruction which Jesus gave the other apostles, but which Paul missed. Now he had Jesus to himself, as it were, for three years of solitude in the wilderness.

 There’s a lesson to be learned here. When we spend time alone with the Lord, we grow deep and strong in our faith. Remember the words of Psalm 46:10, “Be still and know that I am God.” Can we really know God deeply without being still?

Yet this is uncommon for most Christians, as Chuck Swindoll observes,

The deeper life is a subject greatly admired but rarely experienced. In fact, it is seldom discussed, even though all of us would consider it of highest importance. We sing of its virtues, but we don’t embrace them. We long for its quenching water, but rarely dip into its well. We love the benefits it af​fords, but our frenzied lifestyles crowd out their significance. Unless we’re compelled by the Lord Himself to accept the ingredients of the hidden life, either through a lengthy period of illness or some cataclysmic event, depth of character remains a distant dream.

A life marked by depth can only be cultivated in protracted periods of time spent in solitude, quietness, and obscurity—concepts foreign to those who live their lives at the speed of light. [You may] desire to go deeper in your relationship to Christ. Yet, a major obstacle that prevents us from getting there is our lifestyle. We’re simply too busy.

I imagine Paul must have thought to himself, “I’ve been commissioned to be the apostle to the Gentiles. Wow, what a responsibility! I’ve got to get busy!” Instead, he secluded himself for nearly three years, preparing himself for a lifetime of missionary service. As Abraham Lincoln is quoted as saying, “If I only had an hour to chop down a tree, I would spend the first 45 minutes sharpening my axe.”
 We don’t think that way anymore. Maybe we should.

Later Paul returned to Damascus and continued to preach there. All of this period, from conversion and initial preaching at Damascus, through the time in Ara​bia, and then back to Damascus, totaled three years, as indicated in verse 18.


Only after all of this did Paul finally visit Jerusalem. When he arrived, he only spoke to two of the apostles—Simon Peter and James, the half-brother of Jesus—and he only stayed fifteen days. Not enough time to be taught by them.

Then Paul returned to his hometown of Tarsus, far north of Judea. Historians have concluded that he remained there perhaps seven years, until Barnabas recruited him for the work in Antioch. A few believers in Jerusalem knew Paul, but the believers in the churches of Judea did not know him, though they heard that he was now preaching the very faith he had once tried to destroy.

To sum up, Paul’s first visit to Jerusalem was only after three years, it lasted only two weeks, and he saw only two apostles. It was, therefore, ludicrous to suggest that he obtained his gospel from the Jerusalem apostles.

My Message Did Come from Jesus Alone


This brings us back to verse twelve, the main emphasis of Paul in this section: “I did not receive it from any man, nor was I taught it; rather, I received it by revelation from Jesus Christ.” Paul wanted the Galatians to know that when they listened to him preaching the gospel they were hearing a message the preacher had received directly from God; he was not giving a personal interpretation or a misunderstanding of something he had heard from other apostles.
 As Stott puts it,

He is affirming that his message is not his message but God’s message, that his gospel is not his gospel but God’s gospel, that his words are not his words but God’s words.
 

How can we apply this to our lives today? Should we sell all our possessions and live in the Arabian desert for three years? Should we expect to be taught directly by a revelation of Jesus Christ? 


The answer to both questions is, “No.” We need not retrace Paul’s steps. We are not to become hermits and withdraw from the world. And we should not expect to receive new revelations of Christ. (I know there are those on television today who claim to have such revelations. When you hear that, turn the channel!)


We have God’s complete revelation to us right here in the Bible. When John penned the final “Amen” to the book of Revelation, God’s full disclosure of Himself and His plan was finished. 


How we apply this text in Galatians is the same way Paul’s original readers were to apply it. They were not to seek personal revelations of God, but were to trust those to whom God revealed Himself. Paul wrote to them, “Trust my gospel…not because of who I am but because of who He is!” 

There will be those who question the validity of the Bible, just as there were those who questioned the validity of Paul’s gospel in the first century. We must understand that the Bible is different that any other book in history. As Paul wrote elsewhere in 2 Timothy 3:16, “All Scripture is God-breathed, and is profitable for teaching, for rebuking, for correcting, and for training in righteousness.” Jesus said while praying to the Father in John 17:3, “Your word is truth.” 


Perhaps the clearest passage on the subject in 2 Peter 1:20-21,

Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpretation. For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.


Paul assured the Galatians that he had not made up his gospel; this text tells us that none of the biblical writers came up with this stuff off the top of their head. 


Our faith must not rest on men or men’s opinions. God’s revelation to man has been completed in what we have as the Bible. Do not follow anybody who claims to have received new revelations from God. 

We need to trust God’s Word—the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. 
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