CURSING OR BLESSING

Text: Galatians 3:10-14 
Heidelberg Catechism LD.15 Q.39
Readings: Deut 11:26-32 & 27:9-26; Deut 21:22-23 & Galatians 3:1-14
Hymns: Not what my hands have done; Rock of Ages
Theme: Paul contrasts the curse on those relying on the works of the law with the blessing on those having faith in Christ. 
Purpose: To show that in his crucifixion Jesus took our curse on himself to give us God’s favour, fellowship and Spirit. 


In the Apostle’s Creed we confess that we believe that Jesus "suffered under Pontius Pilate; was crucified, dead and buried." That Jesus was crucified is a central statement of our faith; that he died on a cross is a key article of Christianity. 

This is why the cross is such a common symbol among Christians and in churches; it is often referred to in sermons and in the songs and hymns we sing in worship. Sometimes it has become a superstitious symbol, and some have used it like a magic charm; but that misuse of the cross does not take away from its central place in the gospels and its profound meaning for those who believe in Jesus.  

These verses explain that Jesus had to die on a cross in order to make us right with God. Not everyone believes this. Many people think they can get right with God and get to heaven through their own efforts. 

In this chapter the apostle Paul contrasts these two ways of salvation - the way of the law and the way of faith, trusting in your own work or trusting in Christ's; one leads to cursing while the other leads to blessing. 

1. THE WAY OF CURSING

a. Paul was writing to Christians who had been influenced by Jews who were urging them to rely on their own keeping of the law as the means of being saved. 

The Jews looked back to Abraham as their spiritual father in the faith but they also looked back to Moses as the great lawgiver. For most Jews Moses was their hero and the law was their saviour. They were convinced that God would accept them if they kept the law of Moses and observed all the commandments God had given through him. They thought they could get into a right relationship with God by their human effort. 

This view is technically known as legalism. It was a total misreading of the Old Testament and a complete misunderstanding of the way of salvation. They Jews had distorted what God had taught into a religion called Judaism and this viewpoint is still held by religious Jews today. 

But this same view is held by all the non-Christian religions in the world. All other religions apart from Christianity are, to some extent or other, self-help religions; they believe that if you follow these rites and keep these rules and obey these laws you will be saved.

That is also true of secular non-religious people in New Zealand. If they have any belief in God, or in a god, or in heaven, they believe they will get to heaven on the basis of their own works, their good deeds, their giving to charity, their clean living. 
Maybe you believe this; maybe you think God will accept you because you are doing good to others and keeping most of his laws and commands. 

b. But the Bible says; "All who rely on observing the law are under a curse" (vs 10).

i. A curse is a pronouncement of judgment or ill on a person. The Bible teaches us that if you rely on your own efforts to keep God's law you will be condemned, you will be cursed. 
This is very strong language so Paul immediately went on to support what he wrote, and because he was writing for Jews, he did so by quoting the Scriptures. 
In verse 10 he quotes from Deut 27:26; “Cursed is everyone who does not continue to do everything written in the book of the law.”
This was the final curse the Levites were to pronounce from Mt Ebal after they had entered the Promised Land. 
Moses spoke these words to urge the people of Israel to keep God's commands. 
They had to "continue to do" what God required of them; that is, they had to do this all the time. 
And they had to keep "everything written in the Book of the Law", that is, the entire law. The law was not a loose collection of particular commands; rather it was a complete statement of all God wanted them to do. It was not enough to obey some of the laws all of the time, or all of the laws some of the time; no, they had to keep all of God’s laws all of the time. But that was impossible, and so they were under God's curse, under his judgment. The very law they were trying to keep condemned them.

ii. Paul made a similar point in verse 12 by quoting from Leviticus 18:5, "The man who does these things will live by them." The original quote reads; "So you shall keep my statutes and my judgments, by which a man may live if he does them." 

When Moses spoke these words he gave a very positive view of the law and urged Israel to keep God's commands. They were to do that out of thankfulness for what God had done for them, and through faith, and with God's help. In the same way Christians today can see God's law very positively. 

Paul was looking at the law as the Judaisers saw it, as a means of getting right with God, as a means of salvation. 
And this principle is true: if you keep the law you will live. But this is only a theoretical possibility because no one can keep the law. No one can live up to all God's commands. No one can keep all God's laws.  As James wrote, whoever "stumbles at just one point is guilty of breaking all of it" (Jam 2:10). 

iii. In the Old Testament those who disobeyed the law in a serious way would be put to death. After that their bodies would be hung on a tree or fastened to a post for the rest of that day for everyone to see. This was a sign and symbol of God's curse and his judgment on the man who had sinned. The law stated; "Cursed is everyone who is hung on a tree" (v 13b quoting Deut 21:23). 

This curse of God rests on all who rely on their own efforts to save them. You cannot be saved by your own keeping of the law, by your own goodness, by your own works. None of these efforts of yours can make you right with God. 

2. THE WAY OF BLESSING is to be found only through faith in Jesus Christ. 

a. Paul explained this in verse 13: "Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us." 

i. "He redeemed us" from the curse of the law. This is a picture of the slave markets of the ancient world. It is as though you were a slave and the Lord Jesus bought you, not with money but with his own blood, to belong to him. 
So instead of being condemned to a life of slavery to Satan you are set free for a life of service to Christ.  

ii. Jesus did this by his death on the cross - by being hung on a tree. 
This is what we confess in the Apostle’s Creed; that “he was crucified, dead and buried.” 
When he was crucified he took our sins on himself and bore our curse; he bore the judgment of God that we deserved to bear; he died in our place. He gave his life for our lives. He died so we could live. The curse we deserved was transferred to him; he was cursed so we could be blessed. 
The apostle Paul wrote to the church in Corinth; "God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God" (2 Cor 5:21). 
And the authors of the catechism wrote; “This death convinces me that he shouldered the curse which lay on me.” (Q.39)

b. Instead of being cursed because of our sin we can be justified by God. 

Paul explained this with another quote, this time from the prophet Habukkuk; "The righteous will live by faith." This verse may be familiar to many of you; it is quoted three times in the New Testament. This is a great biblical truth rediscovered in the Reformation by Martin Luther. The righteous believer is saved by his trust in God; he is rescued because he puts his hope in the Lord. If you have faith in Jesus you will live because God imputes, or credits to you the righteousness of the Lord Jesus. This is the only way to live - by faith in Christ alone. 

This is a very important matter because Satan often attacks us at this point, especially when we are facing death. He will say; “You think about your life. You haven’t really done all that much for the Lord. And remember all your sins and failures. The Lord won’t accept you!” 
If our salvation rested on our own efforts Satan would be quite right. But it does not rest on what we have done but rather on the saving work of Jesus Christ on the cross. That is the firm basis for a solid assurance of salvation. 

This is beautifully expressed in these words;
Thy grace alone O God, 
To me can pardon speak;
Thy power alone, O Son of God, 
Can this sore bondage break.
No other work save thine, 
No other blood will do;
No strength save that which is divine 
can bear me safely through. PH. 389:2

Are you relying on what you can do or do you trust in Christ for salvation? 
Do you trust in your own efforts and goodness or do you put your hope in Jesus alone? 

c. When you trust in Jesus like this you will receive the blessing promised to Abraham." 
Read verse 14…

God made many promises of blessing to Abraham, but the apostle Paul highlights two of these. 

a. In verse 8 he mentions the blessing of being justified by God. “The Scripture foresaw that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, and announced the gospel in advance to Abraham.”

To be justified is the opposite of being condemned. It means that God has accepted you, he has declared you righteous; not because of your goodness but because of the goodness of Christ.

Do you know what that is like? Is this your position before God? Do you live with this assurance? Do you have this confidence? 

b. The blessing promised to Abraham was also the promise of the Holy Spirit (v 14b); “so that by faith we might receive the promise of the Holy Spirit.” 

God promised this through Ezekiel the prophet; "I will put my Spirit within you and you will live." (37:14).

Jesus promised his disciples that after he ascended into heaven he would send them the Comforter, the Helper, to be with them. 

On the Day of Pentecost Peter announced that the promise included all who were far off, all whom the Lord our God will call to him, that is, all God’s elect people from the among the Gentiles. (Acts 2:39) 

If you have put your faith in Jesus then the Holy Spirit lives within you, changing your heart, causing you to be born again, renewing your life, giving you his gifts, helping you in prayer, causing you to grow in Christian character, making you more like Jesus, assuring you that you are a child of God. 

All these blessings of the Spirit come to you, not by observing the law, but through faith in Jesus Christ who was crucified, taking the curse of sin on himself and so that we might be blessed by God.

Again this is beautifully expressed in a hymn;

Not the labours of my hands, 
can fulfill the laws demands,
Could my zeal no languor know,
Could my tears forever flow,
All for sin could not atone;
Thou must save and thou alone. PH 388:2 

If you rely on your own works you will be cursed.
If you trust in Jesus you will be blessed.

Amen

