
“The Gospel Martin Luther Loved”                                            October 29, 2017 
Galatians 1:1-2:10 

SI:  This coming Tuesday, October 31, is a significant date in church history. 
500 years ago, October 31, 1517, a German monk named Martin Luther wrote a list  
   of 95 objections to false teachings and abuses in the church. 
He put that list of objections up in public where everybody could read them,  
   on the door of the Castle Church in Wittenberg, Germany. 

Those objections came to be called Luther’s 95 Theses. 
   They were reprinted and spread all over Germany and Europe. 
   His action was a catalyst for a great rediscovery of the Gospel. 
That rediscovery is called the Protestant Reformation. 
   Christians rediscovered great truths of Scripture.  Rediscovered God’s grace. 
   And the church was revived. 

Tonight:  Southwood Pres, 6:00 worship service for churches in our Presbytery. 

With that in mind, on this historic occasion, I want us to remember Martin Luther. 
   To do so, we’re not going to focus so much on Luther,  
   but Luther’s favorite book of the Bible. 
So please open your Bibles to Galatians 1.  
   Do you know why you have a copy of your own Bible in your own language? 
   Martin Luther and the Protestant Reformation.   
For centuries the church only allowed the Bible in Latin, only let priests read it. 
   Luther and the Reformers believed God’s Word should be in every hand.   
   So praise God for the Reformation. 



INTRO:  Martin Luther was a law student, had just gotten his masters degree,  
  was going home to visit parents.  Caught in thunderstorm, bold of lighting. 
Life flashed before eyes, terrified of dying and going to hell.   
   Cried out to his patron saint:  St. Anne, save me, I will become a monk. 
The church taught if you wanted to really please God, and really live a holy life,  
   and really have a good shot at heaven,  
   you should become a priest, monk, or nun and take a vow of celibacy. 
Luther wanted those bonus points with God, so he became a monk. 
   But when started reading Bible, discovered you can’t get bonus points with God. 
   Jesus has all the bonus points.  He gives them to everyone who trusts him. 
   Salvation is by grace. 

Luther also discovered that a married person can be just as pleasing to God  
   as a celibate person, he helped a nun escape from a monastery and married her. 
Her name was Katherine von Bora and they were made for each other.   
   They had six children and a garden and chickens and loved to play lawn bowling.   
Martin called her Kate.  And that’s what he called the book of Galatians. 
   He called it “my Kate.”  It was his favorite book of the Bible.   
Luther wrote a commentary on Galatians that is still in print today. 

John Bunyan said his favorite book besides the Bible—Luther’s Galatians. 
   It instrumental in the conversion of both John and Charles Wesley. 
Wesley brothers had a friend named William Holland. 
   They suggested that they get together and read Luther’s Galatians commentary. 
Charles Wesley was reading aloud the preface where Luther is explaining Paul’s  
   message that Jesus Christ has done everything for our salvation.   
Luther asks the question: 
   “What, have we then nothing to do?  No!  Nothing but only accept Christ, who God has  
   made our wisdom and righteousness and sanctification and redemption.   

William Holland said that when he heard those words: 
   There came such a power over me as I cannot well describe, my great burden fell off in an  
   instant, my heart was so filled with peace and love that I burst into tears.  I almost thought that  
   I saw our Savior.” 
The power was not Luther’s words—it was the Gospel.  The Good News. 

Paul wrote Galatians because some people in church were perverting the Gospel.   
   They were preaching a different gospel. 

Their message was that the way to get right with God is faith in Jesus plus— 



   you had to be circumcised.  Believe and be circumcised and you’ll be saved. 
And Paul says very strongly.  I never preached that.  That’s the opposite of what I  
   preached.  That’s a contradiction and perversion of what I preached.   
   And none of the founding Apostles preached that message either. 

Paul says he visited Jerusalem three years after his conversion and he talked to  
   Peter and James and they all had the same message about faith in Jesus.   
Fourteen years later he went back to Jerusalem. 
   While there meet privately with leaders of the Jeru church—Peter, James, John— 
   to set before them the Gospel he was preaching. 
   He didn’t do this to get their approval or because he was uncertain.. 
He did it to find out if they were still preaching the same Gospel they had been 
   preaching 14 years earlier when Paul first met them. 
Paul wanted to know if they were still saying that a person is right with God 
   by faith in Jesus Christ plus nothing or if they had changed their message. 

There was a growing controversy in all parts of the church— 
   controversy led by a party of Jews who had converted to Christianity— 
   who were saying that faith in Jesus is not enough.  
You also have to keep the law of Moses— 
   specifically, Gentiles also have to be circumcised in order to be saved. 

So Paul wondered what he was going to find in Jerusalem—mother church. 
   Would he find a message of faith in Jesus only or faith in Jesus plus? 
   So there was this remarkable meeting—Peter, James, John, Paul. 
And what was the sum of the meeting?  “They added nothing to my message.” 
   As proof that there was no misunderstanding— 
   Paul took along an uncircumcised Greek Christian—Titus. 
Let’s make sure we understand—what about him?  Does he have to be circumcised? 
   And the answer was clear—Titus was not compelled to be circumcised. 

So the Gospel message was re-affirmed.  Jesus plus nothing.  
   How did Luther put it in his commentary?   
   “What, have we then nothing to do?  No!  Nothing but only accept Christ, who God has  
   made our wisdom and righteousness and sanctification and redemption.   

Let’s ponder three lessons from Galatians and Luther and the Reformation. 

MP#1  The church will always be pressured to add to the Gospel. 
Paul mentions the pressure he and others felt to require faith plus circumcision. 



   Paul says these people—calls them false brothers—even spied on his private  
   meeting with Peter, James, John and tried to exert some influence over them. 
This conflict over circumcision troubled the NT church for several decades— 
   until there was a General Assembly called in Jerusalem— 
   and the church reaffirmed the Gospel of Jesus plus nothing (in Acts 15). 

But this is how it has been throughout church history. 
You could examine any time, any era, and find people in the church, sometimes  
   even whole branches of the church and denominations adding to the Gospel. 
Yes, we believe in Jesus.  He’s the divine Son of God.  He died for our sins.   
   He rose from grave.  If you’re going to be saved and right with God you 
   have to believe in Jesus, and, you also have to—fill in the blank. 

In Luther’s day, in the medieval church, it was an elaborate system of sacraments 
   and holy days and offerings—all these extra requirements added on believers. 
When Luther was a monk, he tried to do it all   
   He stayed up all night praying, he fasted, he performed rituals. 
   He went to confession so often, priest hearing his confession exasperated. 
   “If ever a monk could get to heaven by his monkery, it was I.” 
The Protestant Reformation swept away that whole structure and reaffirmed 
   the simple Gospel of faith in Jesus plus nothing. 
But there will always be pressure to add requirements to the Gospel. 

Some branches of the church insist that you must believe in Christ plus be baptized  
   to be saved.  For some it’s Jesus plus membership in their church only. 
Some churches say you are saved by faith in Christ alone, but then they place such  
   importance on certain distinctives that those distinctives are the real defining  
   mark.  So it basically amounts to a the same thing—a Jesus plus equation.   
Things like a particular style of baptism or manifestation of gift of the spirit or 
   particular experience or way of talking or affirming a particular doctrine, 
   or rules about things like dress, hair, family size, political party— 

Tim Keller points out that both theologically conservative churches  
   and theologically liberal churches end up with the very same message of  
   Jesus Christ plus—it’s just that the extra things required are different. 
For one church it’s Jesus plus keeping the rules and avoiding worldliness. 
   For the other church Jesus plus social activism and environmental concern. 
So churches across the theological spectrum are capable of adding to Gospel. 
Two comments about this, first related to our church, then to each personally. 
It’s so easy to spot additions to the Gospel in other churches— 



   it’s harder to see them in your own church. 
Classic case of the beam in your own eye. 

Some of the best diagnostic questions we can ask are these: 
   Do we have a sense of superiority over other Christians, other churches? 
   If so, what makes us feel superior? 
The Judaizers felt superior to Gentile believers— 
   looked down on Titus, looked down on Antioch church—inferior Christians— 
   if they are even Christians at all.   

As a church, what makes us feel superior to other churches? 
   That may be something that we have added to the Gospel. 
Not officially of course—but is there something that makes us think— 
   however subtly—that we are a notch above? 
Yes, Christ has saved us, but the thing that has really  
   kicked us up a notch as a church is our doctrine, our freedom from legalism. 
Do you see how subtle that is?   
   It erodes the humble amazement that comes from believing in Jesus alone. 

You have to bring it home to your own heart. 
Do you have a sense of spiritual superiority over other professing Christians? 
   They can’t be, or if they are, very much inferior to me. 
   Because they don’t do this or that or hold to this or that. 
You might be right, but it’s a spirit that can detract from Christ alone.  

Let’s remember that as pray for Christ Covenant—never be a church where 
   Titus is compelled to be circumcised.  Never be anything that we push— 
   through our teachings or attitudes need to do to be right with God but Christ.  



MP#2  Additions to the Gospel must be vigorously opposed. 
Sometimes those additions are good things in themselves, even biblical things. 
   That was the case with circumcision. 
There is nothing wrong with circumcision—it’s in the Bible. 
   God commanded it as a sign and seal of his covenant with his people. 
We are still obligated by the Lord’s command to perform the sign of the covenant. 
   It’s no longer circumcision, now it’s baptism. 
   But Jesus himself commands the church to baptize.  Go ye therefore. . .  

If this conflict over circumcision in the Galatian had been a matter of understanding  
   the transition from OT to NT, Paul would have treated differently. 
If some of the Jewish Christians had said: 
   Look, we know circumcision is not necessary for salvation—never has been. 
   Abraham was saved by faith long before he was circumcised. 
But we don’t understand why the Gentiles who believe in Christ don’t have 
   to be circumcised.  Why is baptism enough?  Why has baptism taken place? 

If that was the issue Paul would have said:  This is the reason.   
   All prophecies about God’s salvation going to nations being fulfilled in our days.   
Jesus said go to all world, make disciples of all nations. 
   Holy Spirit at Pentecost sign of tongues—power to church to fulfill mission. 
Circumcision had a distinctly Jewish identity. 
   In fact, God used it to keep Jews separate from nations. 
   Now all nations are being called to believe. 
So God has given us a new sign of his promise for a new age. 
   Baptism can be adopted by all nations and cultures. 

If these Jewish Christians said:  OK Paul, but is it wrong for us to continue 
   to circumcise our sons as part of our Hebrew heritage? 
Paul would have said:  Absolutely not.  It’s a wonderful heritage. 
   In fact, when I took young man named Timothy as my assistant in ministry— 
   I circumcised him because his mother was Jewish—wanted to honor tradition. 
Just remember—can never be insisted on as necessary to make right with God. 

If that had been the issue—Paul would have spoken highly of circumcision— 
   and he would have treated the concerns of the Jewish Christians with respect. 
But that was not the issue.  It was:  Gentiles have to do this to be saved. 
   So Paul was not gentle at all—vigorously opposed.   

The reason he brought Titus—uncircumcised Greek Christian was so that 



   he would be able to shove this man into the faces of Judaizers if necessary 
   and say—Circumcision is worthless. 
In fact, it’s worse than worthless.  It keeps you from trusting him completely. 
We must always be willing to call good things worthless—worse than worthless— 
   if those things are insisted on as necessary for salvation and take away from Jesus. 

Let me give you an example: 
I took a communion wafer off the table before the service. 
   When I serve communion, I treat this bread with respect. 
Point out that it is a gift.  Conduit of God’s grace. 
   Eating in faith, Holy Spirit uses this as a means to draw close to Christ. 

But if a group in church began to think that eating this bread forgave their sins— 
   then I would have to say something different—would have to treat disrespectfully. 
This bread is powerless to do anything for you. 
   If you think your sins forgiven by eating it—worse than worthless— 
   it’s an idol that will keep you from Jesus Christ. 

One reason Jesus ate with tax collectors and sinners— 
   Pharisees taught right with God by staying away from those sorts of people. 
   Jesus was being intentionally offensive because Gospel at stake. 
I told you about Luther’s marriage.  He didn’t just marry for love. 
   He married out of conviction.   
   To spite the pope, to vex the devil, to glorify his heavenly Father. 

As much as possible ought to honor one another’s convictions about Christian life. 
   If there are convictions that individuals have in this body that differ from yours, 
   you ought to respect those convictions.   
In dealing with other churches, doctrinal distinctives—treat those with respect. 

But if ever there are things that are added to the Gospel able to forgive sins— 
   or necessary to be right with God—we have to be willing to vigorously oppose. 
   Even to the point of offensiveness. 

MP#3  The pure Gospel is the only source of spiritual freedom. 
The way Paul finishes his account of the Jerusalem visit is fascinating.   



They added nothing to my message. 
   But then, before Paul left, they added something. 
   “All they asked was that we should continue to remember the poor.” 
The Gospel does not mean that Christians don’t have to obey the law of God. 
   You have to love your neighbor as yourself—Lord demands it. 
   He demands mercy and generosity to the poor—especially poor believers. 

Christians are commanded not to lie, steal, commit adultery and so on. 
   All the moral law of God is required. 
Circumcision is still required—though the form has changed. 
   Jesus left no option when he commanded us to baptize. 

But, the Good News of Jesus plus nothing brings an entirely different dimension  
   to the commands of God and the obedience He requires. 
Without the pure Gospel of Jesus plus nothing you cannot help seeing 
   your obedience to God’s commands as a requirement to earn His favor. 

It is inevitable.  Remember the poor becomes— 
   Remember the poor or else God won’t remember you. 
And so all of your obedience comes with this conscious or sub-conscious 
   account keeping—am I doing enough?  Am I doing it right? 
   Am I doing enough and right and with the right feelings? 
And guilt and fear when you don’t make it— 
   and pride when you think you do.  It’s a spiritual treadmill. 

The Gospel give you freedom to obey. 
That’s why Paul was able to say about this request to remember the poor— 
   the very thing I was eager to do! 

What if you could say that about every one of God’s commands. 
   Children obey your parents in the Lord—the very thing I was eager to do. 
   Lay aside all bitterness, forgive brother from heart—the very thing . . . 
   Be content with what you have—the very thing I was eager to do. 
   Let no unwholesome talk come out of mouth, only for building—the very  . . . 
The faith Paul had that that in Christ he was at peace and forgiven by God— 
   based on nothing he had done gave him a delight and eagerness 
   at the prospect of an opportunity to keep God’s law regarding the poor. 
That’s what the Gospel does:  It enables you to use the law of God 
   to please and imitate the One who has saved you rather than to get His attention 
   in hopes that he will see what you are doing and bless you.   



And it goes even deeper. 
Knowing that you are accepted by God through Jesus plus nothing 
   makes it easier to admit your failures to keep God’s law— 
   because you know He won’t cast you away or curse you. 

“So when the devil throws your sins in your face and declares that you deserve death and hell, 
tell him this: "I admit that I deserve death and hell, what of it? For I know One who suffered 
and made satisfaction on my behalf. His name is Jesus Christ, Son of God, and where He is 
there I shall be also!”  

You can say:  Lord, I have miserably failed in this command. 
   I lied again.  My heart wasn’t right.   
   I didn’t want to obey you and tell truth—wanted to do my own thing. 
   Forgive me and change me. 
You can be totally honest instead of telling yourself that motives really 
   were good, you were in an impossible situation, next time you will do better.   

You can be honest because the Lord does not demand you obey to earn favor— 
   any more than he demanded that Titus be circumcised to be saved. 
Your favor is secure in Christ. 
   Now, you can freely obey—free from fear, free from pride— 
   free from keeping accounts—just to please Him and be more like him. 

Is there an area of obedience in which you have struggled? 
   Maybe in matter of your possessions?  
   Or in your attitude towards someone, actions or words. 
Do you believe at some level that your favor with God depends on performance? 
   Then your motive is fear and slavery. 

Dear heavenly Father, help me to believe that my favor rests in Christ. 
   I admit the depth of my sinfulness in this area. 
   Please give me a desire to do it for Christ’s sake—and he will. 

CONC:     Hebrews 13 
   “Remember your leaders, who preached the Word of God to you.  
   Consider the outcome of their way of life and imitate their faith.” 
The Lord wants us to know the great saints he has used to advance the Kingdom. 



Lord expects us not just to remember Abraham Moses, David, Peter, Paul— 
But also leaders like Augustine, Luther, Calvin, Wesley, Spurgeon. 
   Those the Lord used to lead the church in great ways. 

You might not care what happened 500 years ago, but you should.  
Real sports fans aren’t satisfied with just watching the games of the current season. 
   They love the history of their team.   
   When they are together they recount the great games, great players and coaches. 
Christianity is a historical faith.  We believe in the history of redemption.  
   Part of being a Christian is to recount and celebrate God’s work in history.  

Glad for Paul’s stand in the early church. 
   Glad he made sure Titus was not compelled to be circumcised. 
   Boldly affirmed the Gospel 
Glad his divinely inspired letters freed Martin Luther from the bondage of his 
   works righteousness moved him to lead the church at a crucial time. 

What’s our message:  Grace of God in Jesus Christ. 
   Jesus plus nothing, that fills us with gratitude and joy, 
   and motivates us to serve God and obey him with glad hearts.


