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There was a time, when I was probably around 11 years old, that I did not want to go to Sunday School and church.   Church was boring and for grownups.  I didn’t like my Sunday School teacher.  There was a bully in the class that kept hitting me with his Bible. (That probably explains a lot doesn’t it?)  The stuff the teacher talked about wasn’t interesting, not to mention important to me, and besides I wanted to sleep in.  There was an ongoing war of words between my mother and me each Sunday morning.  Mostly my mother won.    Truthfully, my mother won every time.  One Sunday morning I decided that I simply was NOT going to give in.  I whined, Mom screeched and as we were rapidly approaching late, I thought I had won. All of a sudden she grabbed my leg out from under the covers and pulled my astonished body out of bed.  Thump.  Right onto the floor.   Not being a stupid boy, I allowed as how she probably really, really meant it and I’d best get a move on.  

The point I am making is that although I did not understand it at the time, there were two important reasons to go to church.  One was because my mother said to, and the other was because God said to.  

OK, so here’s what all this has to do with today’s passage from Paul’s letter to the Galatians.  He wanted them to understand that the Good News he was preaching did not come from him, or any other worldly authority.  It came from God.  There was good reason for him to argue this point.  The Jewish Christians of Paul’s day were still both—they were Jewish and they were Christian.  The bottom line was that they thought Jesus was the Messiah, but just like they had had been taught for so many generations, he was the Messiah just for the Jews.  Paul was daring to suggest that Gentiles could become Christian too.  The pillars of the Galatian church were asking where he got such a ridiculous idea.  In this passage, Paul was arguing that it was God who said that Gentiles could become Christians.  He didn’t overhear it in the buffet line of the Jerusalem Golden Corral.  They should believe what he had to say because the Good News of Jesus Christ came to him from God.  

The Gospel—literally the “good news”—is God’s message to us, not my mother’s message, or my message.  It’s not Josh McDowell’s message or Joel Osteen’s message.  The Gospel is God’s message and we need to be able to separate out what God is saying from what all the other voices claim to know about it.  God’s Good News of love and relationship with all of us can be hidden or disguised by people with ulterior motives.  The Gospel can be hidden by self-interest, prejudice, and consumerism.  If we learn to identify this deceptive packaging and ignore it, then we just might find the good news hidden inside.

The Gospel can be distorted by self interest.  There are religious entrepeneurs out there whose goal is to build a church that is a monument to themselves.  It’s usually seen when the founding Pastor spends his whole career in “His” church (I suppose women could do this too.  I just haven’t run into any).  A friend of mine once told of his Nazarene preacher father who personally owned his church building and the land on which it stood.  His reason: he wanted it to be his church and he wanted have the last word in any argument.  It was his way or the highway.

There’s another sort of self-interest that can distort the Gospel and that is simple greed.  So-called “prayer cloths” from TV evangelists are nothing more that a hunk of somebody’s old PJ’s cut into a square with a pair of pinking shears and sold to pay for the new Mercedes and the yacht.  Religion can be big money for someone who isn’t too concerned about what God really means to say.  Find the self-interest, ignore it, and you just might find the Gospel hidden inside.
The Gospel can be distored by self-interest, it can also be distorted by prejudice.  The white supremacist movement is an obvious example.  Another is the Westboro Baptist Church in Topeka, Kansas.  They are infamous for picketing the funerals of gay men carrying signs that read “God hates fags,” among other equally-obscene slogans.  They sent protestors to the Lutheran church that sat beside First Baptist of Boulder when Nancy and I were there.  They were picketing the funeral of a casualty of the Iraq war.  The young soldier was not gay, but his funeral provided a public forum in which they could shout out their message of hate.  Where is the Good News in that?
Prejudice can be a lot less obvious, however.  A young couple visited my church one time saying that the last church they visited would not allow them to bring their baby into the sanctuary.  I have been asked many times, “If I come to your church, how do I have to be dressed?”  These examples reflect the fact that we often make prejudicial judgments without even knowing it—enough to frighten people away.  Then there is the not-so-subtle prejudice that I’ve mentioned to you before about the dire warnings I received from the youth leaders of my home church: Never, ever date a Catholic; you might end up in a mixed marriage, and you know what they say about mixed marriages.
When you get right down to it, a prejudice is any notion a person may hold that erects unjust barriers between people.  God is all about breaking down the walls that divide us, not building them up.  We need to be able to identify teachings that divide and reject them for the trash that they are.  Find the prejudice, ignore it, and you just might find the Gospel hidden inside.
The Gospel can be distorted by self-interest and by prejudice.  It can also be distorted by consumerism.  Back in the early ‘60’s the Canadian Marshall Mc Luhan coined the phrase “the medium is the message,”  by which he suggested that the way an idea is presented begins to define the idea.  His example was the Nixon/Kennedy debates.  People who heard the debate on the radiio believed that Nixon had clearly won.  Those who saw the debates on TV thought just the opposite.  Radio—one medium and television—another medium—defined the message, each in it’s own way.  Today I’m suggesting that the Gospel can be packaged in a way that distorts it.  A few years ago, a Denver oil tycoon and some of his wealthy friends decided a church needed to be built in the Denver suburbs.  They each ponied up very large sums of money that built the building and paid the salaries of a staff of ministers and other church professionals for four years (if memory serves me).  With virtually unlimited funds this church began to put on what the rest of us called “the best dog and pony show in town.”  I won’t judge the sincerity of any of these people, but I believe what they did shows that we can “sell” Christianity when  it needs to be caught instead of bought.  People are drawn to bright lights and entertaining performances.  Some churches may have the Gospel in their hearts, but what they are doing is turning faith into a consumer product to be purchased by people who think the package is attractive enough.  It is so easy to buy the bright package without ever knowing that it is the simple gift inside that’s important.  I’m not convinced that the deeply personal, deeply spiritiual, fundamentally relational Good News about Jesus Christ is easily found in 6,000-seat sanctuaries, on 20-foot video screens, or in the church bowling alley that is in the west wing right next to the food court.
We need to be able to see past the hype of commercialized religion to see the simple truths:  God is love.  Jesus loves me for the Bible tells me so.  For God so loved the world that He gave…  Find the commercialization of religion, ignore it, and you just might find the Gospel hidden inside.
Today, you have been bombarded with bad examples.  I’m sorry about that, most sermons should be a little more positive than that.  But it all relates back to Paul’s letter to the Galatians.  Paul was having to assert that the Gospel he preached was straight from God and not influencerd by any other teachings or worldly authorities.  Aren’t we in a world filled to overflowing with worldly authorities?  Aren’t we in danger every day of accepting as Truth (with a capital “T”) something that somebody dreamed up because of some ulterior motive?  Of course we are.  Every time I preach about the spiritual discipline of tithing, some small part of me is motivated by the need to keep my paycheck coming.  You and I need to run some mental continuity checks when people claim to preach the Gospel.  Is what they say really that God loves and cares for us all, or can we sense a whiff of something else in the message?  The task of finding the Good News inside our words and in spite of our mind games makes it all the more important that we develop a spiritual connectioin with God for ourselves.  Having Mom drag you out of bed on Sunday morning or letting Joel Osteen try to smile you into heaven doesn’t bring the power of God’s love home.  Only you, with a willing and open heart, and with a willingness to spend time one on one with God, can sift through all the garbled messages to find what the good news is for you.
