
Steady My Soul, Week 3: “Love: The Path Out Of Pain”!
Sunday, March 30, 2014!
Text: Galatians 5:1-6!
!
Painful People: Snapshots of Our Relationship with God!
Pastors, like me, seem untouchable - unless you have a relationship with one, that is, 
then you see how human they really are. (Some of the folks who travelled with my wife 
on last year’s trip to the Dominican Republic were amazed that she got her pretty little 
hands dirty.)  Otherwise, because of pastors’ position of authority and the assumption 
that they must have it together, they are viewed in one of two ways:!

1. I am either their last hope when they are experiencing a crisis;!
2. Or I am their greatest threat. Often, when people are struggling in sin, they pull 

away from me. Rather than seeking counsel and encouragement, I am avoided 
like the plague. The main reason for this can be boiled down to whether or not 
that person is ready to repent and change. If they are not ready to change, I am 
a threat because they know I will advise them in a way that means embracing 
God’s word. !

!
You have relationships like this, too. You have people in your life who pursue you 
when they are confident you will approve of their choices. But they often withdraw from 
you when they know you won’t. It’s a painful reality on several levels: First, there is the 
pain of realizing that someone you thought was a close friend has no use for you 
when their agenda is called into question. There’s the reality of having to watch 
someone you love make destructive decisions. The feeling of powerlessness 
gnaws at your emotions. Then there’s the bitterness you have to ward off when they pop 
back up in your life as though nothing happened at all; as though they didn’t behave in a 
way that strained the relationship. !
!
Relationships like this are funky and quite testing. And when this happens, like I said 
last week, we mourn. We mourn how unpredictable and chaotic this world can be. We 
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mourn the dysfunction and death that people we love knowingly walk into. And this has 
an affect on us. We become cynical and untrusting. We withdraw. Or we grow bitter. And 
we actually think that we can corral these feelings. We actually think that we can allow 
these negative feelings to fester in our hearts towards people while our relationship with 
God is unmolested. !
!
Dan Allender and Tremper Longman, in their wonderful book, The Cry Of The Soul, 
make a powerful statement: “Every emotion, though horizontally provoked, nevertheless 
reflects something about the vertical dimension: our relationship with God.”    The way 1

we deal with people is the way we deal with God. If we’re shaking our fists at people, it 
won’t be long before we’re shaking our fists at God. !
!
Just recently, a friend who told me about his battle in trying to muster sincere, heartfelt 
prayers for another person who was in need. While he didn’t go into detail, I can only 
assume that this needy person had previously brought him much pain, hence his 
reticence to even pray for him. But we both agreed that God often ushers us into these 
situations to give us a fresh understanding of the grace that he freely gave to us - 
grace that we don’t deserve ourselves. !
!
We’ve all been in this situation in which we were faced with the question, “to give or not 
to give.”  Shall I pour mercy on this person who has grieved my heart? Have I “got the 
back” of someone who has hurt me? It’s in that moment when we really see if we grasp 
the gospel. Do we withhold mercy or do we give it? Do we pray for a hurting enemy or 
do we revel in their pain? Our fight is not primarily with those who hurt us. Our 
fight is with God.!
!
In all of these situations, we can see that our emotions are the “voice that can tell us 
how we are dealing with a fallen world, hurtful people, and a quizzical God who seldom 
seems to be or to do what we expect of him. Although emotions are generally aroused 
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in a human context, they always reveal something about how we are dealing with 
God.”  !2

!
Galatians 5:1-6!

• For many Christians, the book of Galatians might as well be two books. On the one 
hand, we have the first part of Galatians (basically chapters 1-4), which is the 
stimulating, theological part. Then there's the fluffy, relational part (5-6). Generally 
speaking, you are likely to focus on the part that most corresponds to your personality. !

• You might be one of those people who gravitates to the things of the Spirit, 
you’re drawn to love, and you see the importance of relational health. So 
Galatians 5 and 6 grabs you - the part that describes the fruit of the Spirit and how 
we, as believers, are to carry one another's burdens. But you feel lost in the first four 
chapters. They seem dense and heady. Difficult to understand because, let’s face it, 
Galatians is not an easy book to grasp. So maybe your Bible is the one that has the 
fruit of the Spirit underlined, highlighted, and annotated, but the rest of the book is 
unmarked. !

• On the other hand, you might be more intellectually motivated. You may be 
somewhat withdrawn when it comes to relationships, but thrive when you rub up 
against ideas and concepts. So you find the first four chapters of Galatians to be 
stimulating. You might enjoy the debate between the works of the flesh and the 
power of God's grace in a person’s life. And, like Paul, you may be the kind of 
person who places a premium on sound doctrine, seeking to snuff out any trace of 
bad believing that often leads to bad living. On the contrary, you might find the last 
two chapters to be fluffy and idealistic.!

• The fact of the matter is that many people from either of these camps cannot reconcile 
how these two parts of Galatians fit together. It causes many people to scratch their 
heads wondering how Paul seems to jump from finding right-standing with God 
through faith rather than the works of the law to something that seems totally 
unrelated as relational dysfunction and serving one another. !
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• At the end of the day, sadly, what we learn from the Scriptures often has little impact 
on our behavior or even our worldview. Galatians flies in the face of this duplicity. It 
tears down the stubborn wall between believing and behavior.!
!
1 For freedom Christ has set us free; stand firm therefore, and do not submit again to a 
yoke of slavery.!

• To what were the Galatians formerly bound that concerned Paul? We can find the 
answer in the previous chapter, Galatians 4:8-9: “Formerly, when you did not know 
God, you were enslaved to those that by nature are not gods. [So we see they were 
formerly aligned with pagan worship.] 9 But now that you have come to know God, 
or rather to be known by God [God’s merciful eyes have fallen on these people 
through the preaching of the gospel], how can you turn back again to the weak and 
worthless elementary principles of the world, whose slaves you want to be once 
more?” !

• But they are strongly tempted to turn back to the “weak and worthless 
elementary principles of the world.”  What are these “elementary principles?”  !

• Note 4:10: “You observe days and months and seasons and years! !

• These elementary principles are somehow related to the religious observance of 
days, months, seasons, and years. !

• We know that every culture has its “weak and worthless elementary principles.”  !
1. Every culture has an innate belief that there is something wrong with 

humanity; that there is something broken. What signals this is the depravity 
in our society (hatred; rage; bitterness; lying; stealing; rejection; perversion; 
abandonment; betrayal; etc.). These problems are universally despised.!

2. And every culture has its ways of trying to resolving these problems: !

• Primitive pagan cultures have various rituals and sacrifices to appease 
“the gods;”!

• Cults have their prescribed regulations of purifying themselves, such as 
the Mormons who believe that God has a wife and they produce spiritual 
children. These spirits are sent to earth to learn to live holy lives. The way 
this is accomplished is through joining the Mormon church, paying 10% of 
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their income to the church, follow various rules, experience secret rituals 
and commitments, and then be found worthy. If a person is then found 
worthy, Mormonism holds, this person will become a god in the afterlife 
and rule their own planet.   !3

• Then there's modern secular notions that attempt to deal with sin by 
dismissing it altogether. Some people reason that sin is an archaic idea 
that belongs in the 19th Century, something we've evolved beyond. 
People these days reason that pressuring someone to change is to force 
them to violate their identity and, rather, people should be empowered to 
live authentic lives.!

• The common thread in all these ideas is that they are “weak and worthless 
elementary principles.”  They are undergirded by the false belief that if we do 
certain things, we will be cured of our sins and brokenness; that our society will 
be fixed. !

• But they are weak in truly bringing about change. And they are worthless, because 
they don’t accomplish what our hearts most long for - reconciliation with God. 
This is why Paul says these things are “elementary.”  Thinking this way is to think 
like a child. !

• Now there’s something very interesting about this text. Let’s look back at Galatians 
5:2…!

!
2 Look: I, Paul, say to you that if you accept circumcision, Christ will be of no advantage 
to you. !

• We’ve already seen that Paul is very concerned that the Galatians will turn away 
from grace to their old ways - the “weak and worthless elementary principles,” but 
he’s not talking about their old paganism. He’s talking about their flirtations with 
Judaism! They’re reverting to an old way of thinking; that committing themselves to 
certain religious rules will guarantee their acceptance by God and help them to 
ultimately be changed for the better. But this belief is weak and worthless! It is 
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elementary! And because grace has come, trying to gain God’s favor through 
living a good life is no better than paganism or joining a cult. !

• They’re embracing a different kind of slavery - the kind that the Jews experienced for 
centuries before the coming of Christ. !

!
3 I testify again to every man who accepts circumcision that he is obligated to keep the 
whole law. !

• Circumcision was more than an isolated religious act. Circumcision was the very 
first experience a person would have under the Law of Moses. Every male, eight 
days after birth, was brought to a priest who would remove the foreskin.  !4

• It was the sign that indicated the nature of a person’s relationship with God. It meant 
that such a person would relate to God, not through our mediator, Jesus, but through 
our own works and behavior.!

• But the law could not change a person. Rather, it revealed to a person that he or she 
was broken beyond repair because of their failure to keep the Law and, 
consequently, needed a redeemer. !

• This is why ancient prophecies in the Old Testament that predate the coming of 
Christ by hundreds of years are so awe-inspiring. Check out Ezekiel 36:23-27: “…
the nations will know that I am the Lord, declares the Lord God, when through you I 
vindicate my holiness before their eyes. [God is going to reveal his holiness through 
the behavior of his people.] 24 I will take you from the nations and gather you from 
all the countries and bring you into your own land. 25 I will sprinkle clean water on 
you, and you shall be clean from all your uncleannesses, and from all your idols I will 
cleanse you. [Notice that it is God who gathers his people and cleanses them.] 26 
And I will give you a new heart, and a new spirit I will put within you. And I will 
remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh. [God is 
going to remake his people from the inside out.] 27And I will put my Spirit within you, 
and cause you to walk in my statutes and be careful to obey my rules.“ [He will 
accomplish this by sending his Spirit into them. !
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• Can you see why Paul, in Galatians 5:16, says: “But I say, walk by the Spirit, and 
you will not gratify the desires of the flesh”?  !

!
4 You are severed from Christ, you who would be justified by the law; you have fallen 
away from grace. !

• Note the play on words: how circumcision is related to severing. It's not just a snip; it 
is to be cut off from Jesus. !

• Those of us who lean on “weak and worthless elementary principles” to be accepted 
by God and to be made whole have fallen from grace. !

• We are rejecting the Spirit and opting to put our trust in rules and in our own strength 
(because it requires that we lean on our own strength in order to keep rules). !

!
5 For through the Spirit, by faith, we ourselves eagerly wait for the hope of 
righteousness. !

• Rather, we are to walk in the Spirit. We are to put our faith in Christ’s work within 
us. We don’t lean on elementary principles. !

• Notice that Paul doesn’t paint a falsely triumphalist picture that when we come to 
Christ all our problems go away and we are immediately fixed. Rather, he reminds 
the Galatian believers (and us) that we are waiting for righteousness. Yes, we 
have  been born from above by the power of the Spirit when we believed in Christ, 
but we also wait for the day when Christ will return to fully redeem us from the power 
of sin in our lives. Until that point, we wait for this hope. !

!
6 For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anything, but 
only faith working through love.!

• The only thing that counts is faith working through love. !

• At this point, it’s not clear whether Paul is talking about God's love for us or our love 
for him or our love for each other. In other words, is Paul saying that we don't have 
to even consider circumcision and other rules in order to be loved by God since we 
have faith? Or is he saying that the real sign of a believer is faith, which is evidenced 
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by love for each other? Is our faith inspired by the love God has for us or is our faith 
expressing God's love to others?   !5

• I’d like to suggest that it's probably all of the above:!
1. On the one hand, this whole book, up unto this point, has been about the 

problem of trying to earn God's favor through good behavior. But the only thing 
that garners God's favor and acceptance and love is faith - trusting in him. And 
if we do so, we get to run in the fields of his love forever. !

2. On the other hand, if we eyeball the rest of this chapter and the next, we'll see 
that the book resolves with how we treat one another; that followers of Jesus 
who are inhabited by the Spirit grow in love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. That Spirit-influenced 
believers bear one another's burdens and seek to gently restore one another 
when they lose their way. !

!
Conclusion!
But we often have our eyes on the wrong goal line - like a kid who picks up a fumble 
and runs in for the score. He spikes the ball and raises his arms triumphantly, thinking 
he scored 6 points for his team, while the other team runs in, recovers the spiked ball, 
and scores 6 points instead. He ran the wrong way. We want changed lives. God wants 
love.!
!
Make no mistake, God expects that our hearts and behavior get cleaned up. But all of 
our behavior and our motives that drive our behavior must be rooted in love. The reason 
we are "good" is to be able to love. We want to grow so that we can love God and love 
each other. !
!
To Paul, the gospel doesn’t merely climax as “good doctrine.”  It erupts in love! When 
we really get the gospel, we really get love! And we really get to love. We get to face the 
people that hurt us and pour in love. We get to give mercy to those who only caused us 
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pain. We get to free people from their offenses they committed against us by giving 
them forgiveness. And as we do so, we are loving our great God and we are walking in 
restoration.!
!
For the Galatians, this probably wasn’t the end zone they were looking for. They wanted 
a different sign that they were advancing in the faith. Something more impressive to the 
flesh. Love wasn’t even on their radar screens.!
!
God is inviting us to live on the island of his love. But the world is drawing us away from 
it. How? Primarily by the emotional pain that others cause us. Rather than become 
hardened, we must love.!
!
How do we fight this demonic temptation? Through love.!
!
Live in God's love. Absorb God's love. Express God's love.!
!
To become a loving person is to become a whole person. !

• And what is it that interferes with us becoming loving people?!

• Each other. You make it hard for me and I make it hard for you to become a loving 
person. We make each other less-loving people.!

• So we go to the gospel. We constantly remind ourselves which goal line is ours.!

• The path of healing leads through the lives of people - the people who annoy us, grate 
on us, and injure us. The end of this path is in the embrace of our Father, God. It's 
only as we witness the Spirit's work in our lives, changing us into deeply loving people 
that we gain new revelation after new revelation of the Father's love for us. !

• You can find the face of God in the face of your tormentors.!

• We become more enameled with God's love as we face the treacherous journey of 
learning how to deepen our love for one another. !

• This is how we are healed.!
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