
Armagh Baptist Church – Sunday 27th November 2016 6:30pm 
Galatians 3:1-14 - “The Big Issue” 

Introduction 
If you go to any big city in the United Kingdom today you will come across a 
homeless person somewhere selling a magazine called ‘The Big Issue’.  
 
We saw one man selling the Big Issue when we were in Cardiff with Peter at half-
term in the middle of the main shopping area in the City. 
 
‘The Big Issue’ was launched in 1991 by Gordon Roddick and John Bird. It is a 
magazine filled with current articles and news items. Each person you see selling 
them on the street has purchased a number of copies with their own money, and 
then has the right to re-sell them on the street to try to make a profit, which they 
can keep. And so they begin to make a living from a very low point in their lives, 
until finally they become self-supporting. The Big Issue Foundation believes in 
‘giving people a hand up not a hand out.’ That is there motto. 
 
However ‘The Big Issue’ has hit the headlines recently because of the articles it is 
writing about today. Some accuse it of peddling it’s own propaganda in some 
ways. For example Dr Brian Cox is on the front cover of a recent edition, talking 
strongly about the whole evolution agenda. That is one of the ‘Big Issues’ today. 
 
But the big issues of today, were not the big issues down the centuries. 
There is only one really big issue – and it’s this – how can you and I get right with 
God, our Maker? That’s the most important – that is the really Big Issue of all time! 
 
And that’s what I want us to think about as we come into ch.3 of Galatians tonight. 
Because here we come up against the Big Issue – of what this book is all about. 
So… 

1. What is the Big Issue? (vs.1-5) 
 
Well, I want you to notice the questions in this passage: 
 
Q. ‘You foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you?’ (v.1) 
 
Q. ‘Did you receive the Spirit by observing the Law,  

or by believing what you heard?’ (v.2) 
 
Q. ‘Are you so foolish? After beginning with the Spirit, are you now trying to 
attain your goal by human effort?’ (v.3) 
 
Q. ‘Have you suffered so much for nothing – if it really was for nothing?’ (v.4) 
 
Q. ‘Does God give you his Spirit and work miracles among you because you 
observe the Law, or because you believe what you heard?’ (v.5) 

So he’s really putting it up to them here. Twice he says they’re being foolish. (v.1 
and v.3). And twice he asks them roughly the same question (v.2 and v.5).  
 

(i) ‘Did YOU receive the Spirit by observing the Law, OR by believing 
what you heard?’ (v.2) 
 

(ii) ‘Does God give YOU his Spirit and work miracles among you because 
YOU observe the Law, or because You believe what you heard?’ (v.5) 

 
Which is it? He’s really confronting them with The Big Issue here:  
How did you get saved? How does anybody get saved? How does anybody 
receive the Holy Spirit of God (i.e. at conversion) Is it by Law-keeping, or by Faith? 
(i.e. Is it by behaving right, or is it by believing what you heard in the Gospel?). 
 
i.e. Is salvation by faith alone in Christ alone, or is it by keeping the Law? 
 
So there the Big Issue is raised. 
 
How do you receive the Holy Spirit? How do you experience the miracle of God’s 
saving grace in your life? Is it through law-keeping, or is it through believing / faith? 
 
That is the Big Issue as far as Paul in the Book of Galatians is concerned. 
And although that might not be the Big Issue that people want to talk about today, 
that is The Big Issue that all of us have to face some time in our lives: How can I 
be saved? How do I get right with God? How can I know the Holy Spirit in my life? 
 
So that’s the Big Issue. So how does Paul now answer it? 
Well, he answers the Big Issue by getting us to look at the Big Picture…  
 

2. What is the Big Picture? (vs.6-9) 
 

‘Consider Abraham‘ (v.6) – He gets us to go right back to Abraham (in Genesis)! 
 
And that’s not a bad thing to do, even today. If you’re talking to someone from a 
Jewish background, a Muslim background, or a nominally Christian background, 
we can all trace our spiritual ancestory back to this one man Abraham. Because in 
Genesis ch.12, God began to focus in on one man, Abraham and his family.  
 
In the beginning God made this whole universe – the heavens and the earth 
(Genesis 1).  
Then he made this world and everything in it, including mankind, Adam and Eve – 
the first man and the first woman (Genesis 2). 
But then they sinned against God, they disobeyed God, by eating the forbidden 
fruit, by eating of the only tree that God told them not to eat from. They went ahead 
and did it. (Genesis 3) 



As a result they were banished out of the Garden of Eden, and their relationship 
with God was broken from that moment onwards. (Genesis ch.4) 
 
And before they knew it, their 2 sons, Cain & Abel, had committed the second 
major sin in the world – Cain killed his brother Abel, out of envy and jealousy.  
And as a result, sin passed down through the line to every single one of us, and as 
Genesis ch.5 points out, ‘death passed upon all men, for all have sinned.’ 
That’s the chapter that says ‘…And he died, …and he died, …and he died.’ 
All that is except one man Enoch: who walked with God, until God took him home. 
So there is hope. It is possible to walk with God, in a right relationship with God! 
 
But according to Genesis 6, that’s the exception rather than the rule. Most people 
at that time were only doing evil all the time, every thought and every inclination of 
their hearts, the Bible says, was only evil all the time. So much so, that God got to 
the point where He regretted that He had ever made man on the earth! So He 
decided to wipe all mankind off the face of the earth, using a World-wide Flood. 
 
All that is except one man, Noah and his family. Just 8 people were spared when 
God unleashed his judgement on this planet. All were washed away to a watery 
grave – all that is except Noah, his wife, their 3 sons and their wives – 8 people. 
(Genesis 6-9). When they came out of the Ark, God put His rainbow in the sky to 
promise that He would never again destroy the whole earth with a flood. There 
would still be localised floods, like there were in Cardiff last week, near Peter’s flat, 
but God said He would never destroy the whole earth again with a worldwide flood. 
 
So when Noah and his family came off the Ark, with the animals, the plan was that 
God would start again with this man, Noah ‘who had found favour with God’ (6:8). 
The only problem was, that Noah still had sin in his heart, and before long that sin 
began to show on the outside, when he got drunk one night with the wine from a 
vineyard he had grown. The problem with man is the problem of the human heart. 
 
In Genesis ch.10 & 11 as mankind spread outwards from the Ark, they eventually 
settled in a Plain called Shinar in the Middle East, and there they tried to build a 
great tower that would reach up to heaven, because they wanted to be like God. 
But God thwarted their plans, and God humbled mankind by confusing their 
languages at the Tower of Babel, and scattering them to the four corners of the 
earth, now that they couldn't understand each other anymore. 
 
And then, in Genesis ch.12, we come to one man Abram, living in Ur of the 
Chaldeans, in the Persian Gulf, in an area that would have been steeped in 
idolatry, worshipping the gods of sun, moon and the stars.  
And God called that one man Abram, and began to work with that one man and his 
descendants to call out a people for Himself. 
 
God made some promises to Abram in Genesis ch.12. He promised him 7 things: 

1. I will make you into a great nation. (v.2) 
2. I will bless you. 
3. I will make your name great, and you will be a blessing. 
4. I will bless those who bless you. (v.3) 
5. I will curse those who curse you. 
6. All peoples on earth will be blesesed through you. 
7. To your offspring I will give this land (v.7) 

 
God simply chose Abram. - Out of all the people alive at that time, He chose him. 
Not because of anything good that he had done. He just chose him. And God 
called him to leave where he was living in Ur in the Persian Gulf, and follow him to 
the land that he would give him. He stopped off in Haran on the way, but that 
wasn’t the land that God was going to give him. There his father Terah died.  
And when he moved on, he came to the land of Canaan, and it was there that God 
said to Abram, ‘to your offspring I will give this land’ (v.7). But the question is… 
 
Q. How did Abraham get right with God? Was it by law-keeping, or was it by faith? 
 
Well, for a start, the Law hadn’t been given yet! (In Genesis ch.12). 
The Law wasn’t given until Exodus ch.20. That was over 400 years later! 
So Abram couldn’t have got right with God by keeping the Law. He didn’t know it! 
 
No, in Genesis ch.15 God made a covenant with Abram. At this stage he was still 
childless. He and Sarai had no children. But God took Abram outside one night 
and told him to look up at the stars and try to count them. Have you ever done 
that? Were you able to do it? NO – of course you weren’t! There’s too many! 
And yet God said to Moses: 
  

‘Look up at the heavens and count the stars – if indeed you can count them.’ 
Then he said to him: ‘So shall your offspring be!’ (v.5) 

 
God wasn’t talking about Abram’s physical descendants – the Semitic people. 
Hebrews, Jews, Arabs, etc, etc. In another place God said they would be like the 
‘sand on the seashore’ – you can’t count that either. So they would be many! 
But here he was talking about his spiritual offspring – true believers – he said 
they’d be like the stars in the sky – if you could count them.  
And in the very next verse, what does it say? Genesis 15:6. It says: 
 

‘Abram believed the LORD, and he credited it to him as righteousness.’ 
 

And that’s exactly the point that Paul makes here in Galatians ch.3:6… 
 

‘He believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness.’ (Gen.15:6) 
 
And he goes on to say in the next verse, v.7… 



‘Understand then, that those who believe are children of Abraham.’ (v.7) 
 

Muslims and Jews will argue today that they are the true children of Abraham. 
They both claim Abraham as their father, in the flesh. Jews claim their ancestry to 
Abraham through Isaac. The Muslims claim their ancestry to Abraham through 
Ishmael. But that’s only in the flesh. Here it says that…  
 

‘Those who believe are the true children of Abraham.’ 
 

And here’s the important point that Paul now makes in the New Testament… 
 

‘The Scripture foresaw that God would justify the Gentiles by faith,  
and announced the Gospel in advance to Abraham:  

“All nations will be blessed through you.” (Gen.12:3, 18:18, 22:18). 
 

Paul actually tells us here that God was announcing the Gospel in advance to 
Abraham! He was telling him in advance how people from every nation under 
heaven were one day going to be saved – and that was by faith – they were going 
to be justified by faith – they were going to be made right with God by faith.  
Not by works, not by law-keeping, but by faith. That’s how all nations were going to 
be blessed through Abraham – because through someone descended from him – 
Jesus of Nazareth – Abraham’s seed – by Him living a perfect life, and dying a 
sacrificial death in our place, people from any background throughout the world, 
could get right with God, in just the same way as Abraham did – by faith! 
 
‘So (v.9) those who have faith are blessed along with Abraham, the man of faith.’  
 
So tonight we’ve seen the Big Issue – How can we get right with God, our Maker? 
And now we’ve seen the Big Picture – right from Abram, there has only ever been 
one way of salvation – and that is by believing, by putting our faith in God’s 
promised Saviour – and that’s the Lord Jesus Christ, the one who came, the one 
who lived, the one who died for us, and rose again. That’s the Big Picture. So… 
 

3. What’s the Big Problem? 
 
The Big Problem is, to put it simply, that by and large, we’re not happy with that! 
We’d rather do something, we’d rather contribute something to our own salvation. 
We don’t want to just believe. We don’t want to just put our faith in someone else 
to save us. We want to do it ourselves. We’re too proud to put our trust in anybody 
else. We think we’re good enough the way we are. So we think there has to be 
some law-keeping involved to get us right with God. But here’s the Big Problem: 
 
‘All who rely on observing the Law are under a curse, for it is written: “Cursed is 
everyone who does not continue to do everything written in the Book of the Law.” 
(v.10) (And that’s a quote from Deuteronomy 27:26 – 400+ years after Abraham). 

Remember the first time the Law was given was at Mount Sinai, just after the 
Nation of Israel had come out of Egypt, where they had been slaves for 400 
years.The Law is first recorded in Exodus ch.20. 
 
But then the Nation of Israel rebelled against God again at Kadesh Barnea within 2 
years of leaving Egypt, and as a result they had to wander around the desert for 
another 38 years – (40 years in all) – until they got to the Plains of Moab, where 
Moses preached the Law to them once again, and recorded it for a second time in 
God’s Word in Deuteronomy ch.5 – which we looked at earlier this year. 
But at the end of that second Book of the Law it was clearly stated there would be 
a curse for anyone who didn’t manage to keep the whole law perfectly all the time. 
’Cursed is everyone who does not continue to do everything written in the Book of 
the Law.’ – so if we kept the whole law, and yet failed in just one point, we’d be 
guilty of breaking all of it! We’d still be law-breakers. We’d still be sinners! 
And that’s the Big Problem! We’re all under that curse – the curse of the Law.  
And throughout the rest of the Old Testament there is this tension between Law 
and Faith. Here’s just two examples – Paul has them in vs.11 and 12. 
 

‘Clearly no-one is justified before God by the Law, because,  
“The righteous will live by faith.” (Habbakuk 2:4).  (v.11) 

 
‘The Law is not based on faith; on the contrary, 

“The man who does these things will live by them.” (Leviticus 18:5) (v.12) 
 

So is it a matter of BEHAVING, or is it a matter of BELIEVING?  
That’s what it comes down to. It has to be one or the other; it can’t be both. 
So we’ve seen the Big Issue tonight – how do we get right with God? 
We’ve seen the Big Picture tonight – right from Abraham, it has been by Faith. 
But the Big Problem is – We want to DO something to help ourselves. But the 
more we rely on doing something to earn our own salvation, the more we put 
ourselves under the Curse of the Law. Because we all fail in some way or other. 
 

4. So What’s the Big Solution? 
 
If we are put under a curse, the more we try to keep the Law ourselves (because 
no matter how hard we try, we still fail in some way or another), we need someone 
to take the curse away from us - and that someone is Jesus! Look at v.13.  
Here’s the Big Solution: 
 
‘Christ redeemed us from the Curse of the Law by becoming a curse for us, 

for it is written: “Cursed is everyone who is hung on a tree.”  
(Deuteronomy 21:23) (v.13) 

 
It’s a wonderful verse, again taken from the O.T. book of Deuteronomy, so it has 
been there all along. It’s not new. Anyone who is hung on a tree, is under a curse. 



And yet the wonderful thing is that Jesus came, and even though he lived a perfect 
life, even though he kept God’s Law perfectly in every single way, never once 
breaking it in terms of something He said, or did, or thought, yet He was the one 
who was nailed to a wooden cross, and left to hang on a tree, for you and me! 
 
In other words, Jesus took the curse for us, when he died on the cross. 
He took all our law-breaking, all our sin, upon himself, and died in our place. 
 

‘Bearing shame, and scoffing rude, in my place condemned He stood. 
Sealed my pardon with His blood – Hallelujah! What a Saviour!’ 

 
Guilty, vile and helpless we, Spotless Lamb of God was He. 

Full atonement, can it be? Hallelujah! What a Saviour!’ 
 

There’s the Big Solution – It’s the Cross! It’s what Jesus did for us at the Cross! 
 
That’s why Paul said at the very beginning of this chapter: 
 

‘You foolish Galatians – who has bewitched you? 
Before your very eyes Jesus Christ was clearly portrayed as crucified’ (v.1) 

 
It’s all about the cross! Never move away from the cross! 
 
So Paul concludes: 
 

‘He redeemed us in order that the blessing given to Abraham 
might come to the Gentiles through Christ Jesus, 

so that by faith we might receive the promise of the Spirit.’ (v.14) 
 

Doesn’t that just wrap up so neatly everything we have looked at tonight? 
 
God redeemed us – He paid the price for our sins at the cross. 
So that the blessing given to Abraham – all those years ago in Gen.12. 
Might come to the Gentiles (that’s us) through Christ Jesus (our Mediator). 
So that BY FAITH we might receive the promise of the Spirit (and so be saved). 
 
So answer the two questions we started with tonight in v.2 and v.5: 
‘Did you receive the Spirit by observing the Law, or by believing what you heard?’ 
‘Does God give you His Spirit and work miracles among you because you observe 
the Law, or because you believe what you heard?’ 
 
Answer:  - It’s because you believe the Gospel you have heard. 
It’s not because any of us have kept the Law, because we can’t’ - It’s by Faith! 
 

It’s Faith alone, in Christ alone, that makes us right with God. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


