GALATIANS


GALATIANS
1 One of Jesus’ followers who shared God’s advice for a better life was named Paul.  Together with a number of other followers, he addressed this letter to Jesus’ followers in Galatia, the central district of Turkey.

Paul Shares His Background  

Dear Friends,

I’m writing to remind you that God cares about you and that Jesus devoted his life to helping you follow God’s advice so you can enjoy a better life.

I’m surprised that some of you are thinking about following a distorted version of God’s advice instead of following Jesus’ example.  You should ignore anyone who tries to lead you astray, even if he claims to be a messenger from God.  The advice I’ve shared with you, which Jesus demonstrated throughout his life, is from God.  So focus your attention, as I do, on pleasing God, not other people.

As you know, I used to harass Jesus’ followers.  In fact, I wanted to get rid of anyone who challenged my religious traditions, and I was more enthusiastic about it than any of my peers.  But God invited me to share Jesus’ exemplary life with others.  I knew there were some people in Jerusalem who were already doing this, so instead of going there, I went to Arabia and then back to Damascus, a prominent city in Syria.  It wasn’t until three years later that I went to Jerusalem, where I met Jesus’ brother James and spent a couple of weeks with Peter, one of Jesus’ chosen followers.  After going back through Syria, I returned to my home district of Cilicia, along the southern coast of Turkey.  
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A lot of Jesus’ followers in the district of Judea are well aware that I harassed them, but they’ve heard that I’ve drastically changed and am now encouraging others to follow him.  Although they haven’t yet met me, they’re very thankful that God has transformed my life.

Religious Traditions can be Misleading

2  Fourteen years after my first trip to Jerusalem, I returned there with Barnabas and Titus to discuss a very important matter.  I told Peter, James, and John in private that I had been sharing God’s advice with people of other religious backgrounds, one of whom was Titus.  They agreed that Titus didn’t need to follow all our religious traditions when he became a follower of Jesus.  I also told them that some people were pretending to follow Jesus so they could persuade you to follow our traditions.
Although Peter, James, and John are well-known followers of Jesus, they weren’t able to give me any special insight since God doesn’t relate to them any differently than us.  They realize that God motivated Peter to share God’s advice primarily with people of our own religious background, and that God motivated me to share it primarily with people of other backgrounds.  So they encouraged Barnabas and me to focus on our target audience while they focused on theirs.  They also encouraged us to continue helping the poor, which I’ve tried hard to do.

When Peter later went to Antioch, the capital of Syria, he began to mislead a lot of Jesus’ followers, including Barnabas.  Peter had been comfortable sharing meals with people of other religious backgrounds until some of James’ friends convinced him otherwise.  Although Peter knew better, he began to follow our divisive tradition of refusing to share meals with people who aren’t members of our own religious group.  When I realized what he was doing, I publicly reminded him that many of our religious traditions are detrimental to a better life, so he shouldn’t encourage people to follow them.


Some of us who share our religious heritage realize that the only way we can really enjoy a better life is by following Jesus’ example instead of many of our religious traditions.  When I realized Jesus cared about us to the extent that he was willing to die for us, I stopped following many of our traditions and began following his example.  If we could enjoy a better life just by following our traditions, he wouldn’t have been executed for pointing out how misleading many of them are.

God Offers a Better Life to Everyone 

3 You’re foolish if you’re thinking about following all our religious traditions while you’re well aware that Jesus was executed for exposing how hypocritical many of them are.  God was beginning to make dramatic improvement in your lives by helping you follow Jesus’ example, but you’ll throw that away if you try to follow all our traditions.

If you want to enjoy a better life, you must follow God’s advice, as our ancestor Abraham did long ago.  According to God’s spokesman Moses, God explained to Abraham that if he followed God’s advice, everyone could enjoy a better life, which a lot of people have already begun to experience.

Moses also related that God expects people to follow all of God’s advice.  This includes following the example of Jesus, Abraham’s descendant.  So it should be obvious that no one can enjoy a better life just by following religious traditions.  Jesus was willing to be publicly executed for exposing many of our misleading traditions so people of other religious backgrounds would realize that they could also enjoy the life God promised to Abraham and his descendants.

As you know, when someone makes a promise, no one else can modify it or break it.  When God promised Abraham and his descendants a better life, God explained that a descendant of his would help them experience it.  The guidelines that God gave our ancestors 400 years later didn’t alter God’s promise.  They just gave our ancestors some direction until Jesus personally demonstrated how we could enjoy a better life.  If we could experience it by following our misleading interpretations of God’s guidelines, God’s promise to Abraham would have been meaningless.  Everyone who follows Jesus’ example is a descendant of Abraham, regardless of their religious background, gender, or social status, in the sense that they can also enjoy the better life God promised Abraham and his descendants.  

4 As you know, when children are promised something, they anxiously look forward to receiving it.  In a similar way, while our ancestors were trying to follow all our religious traditions, they were looking forward to the better life God promised.  Jesus demonstrated this kind of life, and God is ready and willing to help us experience it.  

So don’t obligate yourselves to follow all of our traditions which require annual, monthly, and even daily observance.  You were beginning to allow God to improve your lives, but now I’m wondering if my efforts to help make this happen have been wasted.  I really hope you’ll choose to follow Jesus’ example, as I have.  

You’ve always treated me well.  Even when I first shared God’s advice with you as an ordinary person, you warmly welcomed me, not only as a messenger from God, but as if I were Jesus himself.  You used to be so excited that you were willing to do almost anything for me.  But the more I share the truth with you, the more you seem to resent it.  I’m glad you’re always seeking to do what’s right, even when I’m not with you.  But it hurts to learn that others are trying to mislead you.  I wish I could be with you right now to encourage you to keep following Jesus.

The Analogy of Sarah and Hagar 

It appears that those of you who are thinking about following all our religious traditions don’t really understand what it means to follow God’s advice.  So I’ll refer again to our ancestor Abraham.  As you know, he had two sons, Ishmael and Isaac.  Ishmael was born because Abraham’s wife Sarah insisted he conceive a child with her servant Hagar so he could have a son, as God promised.  But several years later, God enabled Sarah herself to conceive and bear Isaac, even though she was way beyond the normal child-bearing years.  

Hagar and Sarah represent two different attitudes toward God.  Since Hagar bore a child to Abraham at Sarah’s insistence, Hagar represents people who insist on doing things their own way, like those who insist on following their own interpretation of the guidelines God gave Moses on Mount Sinai.  

Sarah, on the other hand, represents those who realize they will enjoy life more when they follow God’s advice.  As one of God’s spokesmen indicated long ago, Sarah was thrilled when God enabled her to bear Isaac even though she was very old.  So we should realize that we will also enjoy the better life God promised when we follow God’s advice.

As you may recall, Ishmael was proud to be the older son, and he gave Isaac a hard time for being much younger.  In a similar way, some people are proud of our religious traditions and are giving Jesus’ followers a hard time for not following them.  

When Sarah realized that she had used Hagar and Ishmael to accomplish her own selfish goal, she asked Abraham to send them away.  We also should abandon our self-centeredness, and follow Jesus’ example instead.  5  Since he already demonstrated how we can enjoy a better life, don’t subject yourselves to traditions that will make your lives miserable.

How to Enjoy a Better Life

If you decide to join my religious heritage, you’ll be obligating yourselves to follow a lot of traditions instead of Jesus’ exemplary life.  In effect, you’ll be missing out on the better life God wants us all to enjoy, which we’ve been looking forward to.  The quality of our life has nothing to do with membership in a particular religious group.  The important thing is that we care about others as Jesus did.

The people who are trying to persuade you to follow all our religious traditions are not messengers of God.  As you know, it only takes a little yeast to cause a whole batch of dough to rise.  I hope you won’t let a few people lead a lot of you astray.  If they want to live a miserable life, that’s their choice.  

Some people are giving me a hard time because I don’t encourage you to follow all our religious traditions.   But it’s far more important that you follow Jesus’ example, so you must ignore those who are trying to persuade you otherwise.

The basis for all the guidelines God gave us through Moses can be summed up in the following statement:

You should care about others

as much as you care about yourself.
So you will only enjoy a better life when you sincerely care about others and help them when they’re in need.  If you don’t, your life will be miserable.  

It’s definitely a challenge to follow God’s advice, but if you don’t make the effort, you won’t experience the better life God wants you to enjoy.  People who refuse to follow God’s advice don’t care about God or others.  They form separatist groups, engage in verbal or physical conflicts, and have wild parties.


On the other hand, people who follow God’s advice enjoy a more peaceful life because they care about others and are more patient, kind, generous, honest, and humble.  

Those of us who follow Jesus are trying not to be self-centered.  Since God has given us life, we should be anxious to follow God’s advice.  6 So when you see others observing misleading traditions, tactfully encourage them to follow God’s advice.  But be careful that they don’t mislead you in the process. 

We should monitor our own behavior without comparing ourselves to others.  Since we’re all responsible for our actions, what happens in our life is often the result of our behavior.  In other words, if we choose to follow misleading traditions, we’ll experience a miserable life.  But if we choose to follow God’s advice, we’ll experience the kind of life God wants us to enjoy.  The more we follow God’s advice, the more we’ll enjoy the results of our efforts.  So we should help everyone in need, especially those who follow God’s advice.

Conclusion

Those who are trying to convince you to follow all our religious traditions aren’t interested in risking their lives to follow God’s advice as Jesus did.  They just want to impress their friends by adding you to the membership roll.  But I’m glad Jesus showed us that following many of our religious traditions accomplishes nothing.  It’s caring about others and helping others in need that produces a better life.  

By the way, if some people are still wondering whether I’m a follower of Jesus, you can tell them I have scars to prove it.






Sincerely,







Paul
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