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Galatians 1:1-12 

Do any of you listen to podcasts? I listen to a number of them. One I’ve been 

listening to is “This American Life”, which some of you are probably familiar with 

from public radio. Last week I listened to their podcast about middle school – that 

awkward, confusing, hormonally charged time in life that no one ever wants to 

repeat and parents dread. The podcast was at times humorous, and at times a 

little sad.  

There was a story about a 6th grade boy at his first dance, who felt awkward in the 

blue and green striped shirt his mother made him wear. He was nervous about 

the slow dance because he doesn’t know how to slow dance, and was hoping 

nothing bad happened so he wouldn’t be humiliated for the next month or two. 

There was the story about “the Mimis”, two Mexican girls who went by the name 

“Mimi” who lived in Texas and dyed their hair blond and spent their families’ 

money on fashionable clothes so they would fit in, even though that meant their 

younger brother couldn’t get eye glasses and the other younger brother had to 

wear their hand-me-down clothes . . .despite the fact that he was a boy. The 

younger brother, who told their story in retrospect some 30 years later, said no 

one ever questioned any the Mimis, because everyone -- even the family – 

wanted to fit in. Which in Texas in the 1980s meant becoming as white as 

possible. This was, after all, the era of Dallas. 

What was so apparent to me as I listened to the podcast is that nothing much has 

changed over the years because most middle schoolers will do whatever it takes 

to fit in. They want to be able to claim a group, a squad, a clique of their own. 

They just want to belong. 

But as it turns out, so do the rest of us. And we’ve been that way since the 

beginning of time. 

The book The World Until Yesterday, published a few years ago by a UCLA 

professor, examined ancient cultures and what they have to teach us. One of the 

most striking observations in the book is that we have always tried to distinguish 



for ourselves which tribes, cliques, groups or squads we belong to. We have 

fashioned rituals, marks, tattoos, and all manner of things to say, “Here. This is my 

tribe. This is my group.” These days a Vineyard Vines t-shirt would say in the 

middle school world “you’re a prep”. Back in your day it would have been 

different, but think about what the cool kids, or nerds, or jocks used to wear. The 

point is, every group has, or had, its mark, its way of saying – we belong with 

them. 

From ancient times, one mark of being a Jew, at least for men, was circumcision. 

There were other signs, though. Eating according to kosher laws, resting and 

worshipping on the Sabbath, learning Torah, the law. Many markers said, “I’m an 

Israelite. This is my group, my tribe.” And because Jews and Christians were from 

the same roots, and because Jesus and the disciples were Jews, there was a time 

when it was assumed that those who wanted to follow Jesus must bear those 

same markers of belonging, too. 

Until . . . Peter met Cornelius, a Gentile and Roman Centurion who changed 

Peter’s mind about the markers of belonging. Through a series of visions and 

dreams that Peter attributed to God, Peter decided it wasn’t really necessary to 

be circumcised, or for that matter to be a Jew, in order to follow Jesus. In fact, 

Peter went so far as to say that being a Jesus follower has nothing to do with 

what we do, it’s about what God does in us. And that was a really radical thing to 

say, because up until then, it really was about doing the right thing that made you 

a part of the tribe. After all, without some way of identifying who is in, how do 

you know who is out? 

Not long after Peter had his thoughtful conversion, Paul came along and preached 

the same thing to the churches at Galatia. You don’t need to be circumcised he 

told the men, or observe kosher dietary laws, or follow customs, to be considered 

a follower of Jesus, Paul taught them. You don’t need to be a Jew before you can 

be a Jesus follower. No kidding, we might think. But back then, that was radical 

thought. In order to belong, you needed to be Jewish. You needed to follow 

centuries old customs and traditions that had held the people together for years. 

For the original followers of Jesus, being Christian meant being a particular way of 

being Jewish, so for Paul to come along and say otherwise was downright radical, 

if not blasphemous. But for the Gentiles in Galatia, Paul’s news was great news. 



No longer were there obstacles to overcome in order to be claimed as God’s 

beloved. Because of Christ and the cross, God’s love was now unconditional. 

There was nothing anyone needed to do earn it.  

But you know, we humans are finicky creatures, and we like to know who is in, 

because then we know who is out. So along came some missionaries to Galatia 

after Paul left, who said, “No, no, no. Paul had it all wrong. You really do need to 

be circumcised, and follow Jewish law, if you want to follow Jesus. After all, Jesus 

was a Jew who followed the law. So you do, too.” Oh, they said; at least some of 

them. So they started following the Law. 

But when Paul got wind of this he was outraged and fired off a letter to them, 

which is what we know as the Book of Galatians. “I’m astonished that you’re so 

quickly deserting the one who called you in the grace of Christ and are turning to 

a different gospel,” Paul wrote.  “Not that there is another gospel, but there are 

some who are confusing you and want to pervert the gospel of Christ. As we have 

said before, so now I repeat, if anyone proclaims to you a gospel contrary to what 

you received, let one be accursed.” 

Ouch. That’s a big line in the sand for Paul to draw. A big line. Which for some of 

us may make us uncomfortable because it sounds so final, so dogmatic, so 

overzealous when we prefer tolerance, dialogue and compromise, value a 

plurality of perspectives, and believe we’re enriched by the witness of others 

whose experiences of God are so different than ours.  

But why did Paul disagree so vehemently? I mean, different preachers preach 

different variations of the gospel. Why isn’t this just another variation on the 

theme? 

Because, when you start putting conditions onto membership, God’s grace is no 

longer grace. It’s a conditional grace. And that’s an oxymoron. The good news of 

God’s love isn’t limited to a select few who follow certain rules, because God’s 

grace isn’t about what we do, thank God, it’s about what God does. And that’s a 

good thing. Because if it were about what we do, none of us would make the cut. 

We’d still be marking our tribe by defining who is in because what we’re really 

after is declaring who is out. That’s what’s really important. Why, look at all the 

furor created over borders and bathrooms. What we’re really concerned about is 

who is out, not who is in. Beit a literal or metaphorical bathroom. 



After Peter had his vision about accepting Cornelius, he baptized him! Baptized 

him – the ultimate sign of welcome. But not everyone was happy. In fact, he had 

to go to Jerusalem and defend himself in front of the church leaders.  “Why did 

you go to uncircumcised men and eat with them,” they demand to know.  And 

Peter explains to them his visions and what he saw in them and concludes by 

saying, “Who was I that I could hinder God?”   

I wonder, where in our world and our country and community today do we hinder 

God?  In what ways do we hinder God’s activity?   

Paul’s letter to the Galatians is a big contrast to many of the religions, and many 

strands of Christianity around today where God is constantly assumed to be a part 

of someone’s tribe, clique or squad.  People are very good and very adept at 

claiming that God is in their camp.  We hear this from politicians; we hear it from 

political parties; from people promoting their social cause or speaking against 

one; and even from nations who just know God is one of them.  But when we do 

that, and I believe that people on all sides do it-liberals and conservatives-we 

hinder God’s activity and we close ourselves off to what the Holy Spirit might be 

teaching us today.  Rather than being open to the movement of the Holy Spirit, 

we circle the wagons, proclaiming that we know who is in and who is out, we 

know what’s right and what’s wrong, or we know what God really wants or 

doesn’t want.  Originally, Peter circled the wagons; and Paul circled the wagons, 

too.  But the Spirit kept pushing them and working through.  And because of that, 

the boundaries of the inner tribe kept widening to the point that the assumed 

boundaries were no longer legitimate.  Christianity moved in a way no one ever 

expected. The course of Christianity changed forever.  Paul opened this new 

religion to the whole world.  Paul, of all people. Who knew? 

And because of that, we are here.  God accepts us Gentiles for who we are. 

And so I ask you to consider today the people your mind is closed to.  And where 

might the Spirit be leading you?  Who is the Holy Spirit calling you to include in 

your tribe, clique or squad? Because friends, being a Christian isn’t about who is 

in the in group, it’s about who is in the out group and expanding the boundaries 

so there is no “out” group. Because this isn’t middle school, thank God. It’s God’s 

school, and the only approval that matters is God’s.  

 



Amen. 

 

 

  

 

 

 


