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A Study of the Letter to the Galatians

Can the Law, Old Customs and Rituals Give Us New Life?
Justified in Christ - Galatians 2:15-21

Galatians 2:15-21: 15 We ourselves are Jews by birth, not Gentiles and sinners,  16 But we know that no man is ever justified by doing what the law demands, but only through faith In Christ Jesus; so we too have put our faith in Jesus Christ, in order that we might be justified through this faith, and not through deeds dictated by law; for by such deeds, Scripture says, no mortal man shall be justified.

17 If now, in seeking to be justified in Christ, because we ourselves are sinners like the Gentiles and condemned by the law, does that mean that Christ is a servant of sin?  No, never!  18 No, if I start building up again a system of condemnation which I have pulled down, then it is that I show myself up as a transgressor of the law which does not allow anyone to be justified by faith.
19 For through the law I died to law to live for God.  20 I have been crucified with Christ: the life I now live is not my life, but the life which Christ lives in me; and my present bodily life is lived by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and sacrificed himself for me.  21 I will not nullify the grace of God; if righteousness comes by law, then Christ died for nothing.

At Stake: Justification by Faith
From verses 15-16 we can see that the disagreement does not pertain to the doctrine of justification by faith for Jewish Christians, but to the implications of that doctrine for Gentile Christians.  This means, of course, that the entire doctrine of justification by faith in Christ Jesus is at stake.  Paul here as in other places is saying what the doctrine itself means.

First, he constructs a false argument and builds the false argument upon two presuppositions:

1)
“If, however, we who are seeking to be justified in Christ...” 

2)
“Are also found sinners....” 

The first, correct presupposition takes up the statement of definition in verse 16, now emphasizing that “justification by faith” is the hope of being Christian, which is the same as “believing in Christ Jesus” seems to say that this takes place “in Christ.”  This last phrase is another abbreviation, which says that this “seeking to be justified” is done by participation in the “body of Christ.”  The question is whether Paul refers to the formula “in Christ,” which is in Galatians 1:22; 2:4; 3:14, 26-28; 5:6; etc., or whether he formulates in contrast “through the law,” thereby making the phrase instrumental “through Christ” or “through the name of Jesus Christ” (Gal 3:11; Rom 5:9. Cf. also 1 Cor 6: 11).

The second presupposition must be false: those who are members of the “body of Christ” cannot be regarded as “sinners” in the Jewish sense of the term, i.e., as living outside of the realm of God’s salvation.  For Paul there is no possibility of conceiving of Christians as living outside of the realm of God’s grace.  This must then be applied to verse 15 and the concept of “sinners from the Gentiles.”  If Jewish Christians are not “sinners from the Gentiles,” which of course they are not, the same must be true of the Gentile Christians because they, in the same way, are “seeking to be justified ‘in Christ’.” The fact that one is a Jew or a Gentile is irrelevant, if salvation comes through faith in Christ. “For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision means anything … ” (5:6; 6:15). Gentile Christians, therefore, can no longer be regarded as existing in the situation of “sinners from the Gentiles,” even though they are not circumcised and have not become part of the Torah covenant (in the Jewish sense of the term).
On this basis, Paul raises a strange question in verse 17, “Is Christ then a servant of sin?” The statement is presented as a conclusion from the preceding two presuppositions, one correct and one false, so that for this logical reason alone it must be false.  Being false, however, does not simply mean that the conclusion is absurd.  If the Gentile Christians – as the opposition maintains – are as Christians still sinners until they come under the Torah, then Christ has in fact become “a servant of sin.”

The question is whether Paul himself has merely invented this idea or whether he has adopted it to undermine his opponents.  The phrase itself has the appearance of a kind of catchword; to be sure a polemical one: “Christ servant of sin.”  These words are formulated to contain an absurd antithesis to similar formulations like “Christ servant of circumcision” in Romans 15:8, or “the service of righteousness” in 2 Corinthians 3:9.  The parallel in Galatians 2:21 suggests that Christological formulation in Galatians 2:17b comes from the opponents.  But Paul himself has taken it up and has turned it into a self- caricature which sums up what the opponents think of his Christology.  Whether or not this explanation is correct, one thing should be clear: “this can never be!” or it is impossible. 

In Galatians 2:18 Paul supplies an explicit legal critique of the previous false argument (v17).  The critique shows that the entire problem was recognized and treated by Paul as one of religious law.  His critique presupposes a legal principle which he explicitly cites in Romans 4: l5: “where there is no law, there is no transgression.” Compare this with Galatians 4:1-2 and Romans 3:20; 7:1-3, 7. 

Then Paul moves on to present the heart of his message.  

a) “I have dissolved.”  The Greek word kataluw – which means to do away with, annul, make invalid, or repeal – is used here in the legal sense.    

In the NT the term is used in this sense only in Matthew 5:17.  If the term is not used in this sense already in Matthew 5:17, it became a catchword in the accusations against Paul (cf. Rom 3:31; Acts 18:13; 21:28).   Paul defends himself against this charge in Romans 3:31;6-8; cf. also Acts 21:24-26; 22:3; 24:14; 25:8.  If the Law or the Torah has been dissolved, then for Paul the difference between a “sinner” and a “righteous” is not determined by the existence or non-existence of “works of the Law or the Torah.”  Consequently, nobody can be regarded as a transgressor of a law which he is not required to obey. 

The second part is in the presupposition: “only if I again institute” the law,  I can become a transgressor of that law.  In other words: if I want to regard the Gentile Christians as “transgressors” of the Torah and “sinners” in the Jewish sense of the term, I have to first reinstate the Torah as the law which then the Gentiles would be obliged to obey.  Why, however, should anyone make such a demand, if not for the reason that the Gentile Christians need ‘the works of the Torah” for their justification?  If this should be the reason, the point of agreement, i.e., the doctrine of justification by faith (Gal 2:15f), collapses (Gal 2:21).

The Four Theses 

Paul presents the basic elements as four “theses.” These theses are verses 17-18: How can the Christian who seeks to be justified before God by faith in Christ and not by “works of the Torah” escape being “a sinner”?  They are also elaborated on in the rest of the letter as Paul uses the first person singular, i.e., himself, as the prototypical example of what applies to all Christians.  The four theses are: 


1. “through the Law I died to the Law, in order that I might live for God.”


2. “I have been crucified with Christ.”


3. “It is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me.”


4. “What I now live in the flesh, I live in the faith in the Son of God who loved 


me and gave himself up for me”

Thesis 1

Verse l9 contains the first thesis and can be read: “through the law I died to the Torah, in order that I might live God.”  The “I” to which Paul refers is not so much the personal “I” but the paradigmatic “I,” which had occurred already in verse 18.  The content of the statement is expanded especially in Galatians 3:19-25.  “Through the Torah” is explained in Galatians 3:19-25 by attributing to the Torah an active role in salvation.  Galatians 3:22, while “I died to the Torah” refers to the end of that role of the Torah (Gal 3:25; cf. Rom 7:4; 10:4).  The aorist (no-concluding) verb “I have died,” in a metaphorical way, points to some kind of death experience, which is clarified by the following thesis: “I have been crucified together with Christ.”  The purpose and goal is stated in this sentence: “in order that I might live for God.”  “Death to the Torah” is the presupposition for the “life for God,” but as the parenesis (or exhortation) of Galatians 5:1-6:10 shows, “life for God” does not happen automatically.  “To live for God” sums up the Christian existence, being saved and living as such.
Thesis 2
The second thesis (v19b) is also very concise: “I have been crucified together with Christ”).  A similar statement occurs in Galatians 5:24).  Other formulaic statements about “dying with Christ” are found in Rom 6:3-10; 8:17; Philippians 3:10, 21; Colossians 2:12-14, 20; 3: 3-4; and outside the NT in the letters of Ignatius, one of the early martyrs, who wrote:
“Flee, therefore, those evil offshoots [of Satan], which produce death-bearing fruit, whereof if any one tastes, he instantly dies.  For these men are not the planting of the Father.  For if they were, they would appear as branches of the cross, and their fruit would be incorruptible.  By it He calls you through His passion, as being His members.   The head, therefore, cannot be born by itself, without its members; God, who is [the Savior] Himself, having promised their union.” 
And:
“I Glorify God, even Jesus Christ, who has given you such wisdom.  For I have observed that ye are perfected in an immoveable faith, as if ye were nailed to the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, both in the flesh and in the spirit, and are established in love through the blood of Christ, being fully persuaded with respect to our Lord, that He was truly of the seed of David according to the flesh, and the Son of God according to the will and power of God; that He was truly born of a virgin, was baptized by John, in order that all righteousness might be fulfilled by Him; and was truly, under Pontius Pilate and Herod the tetrarch, nailed [to the cross] for us in His flesh.  Of this fruit we are by His divinely-blessed passion, that He might set up a standard for all ages, through His resurrection, to all His holy and faithful [followers], whether among Jews or Gentiles, in the one body of His Church.”

A more detailed interpretation of “crucified with Christ” is found in Rom 6:1-10.  Should we regard Galatians 2:19-20 as the basis of Romans 6?  Is Galatians 2:19-20 a condensation of Romans 6?  Most interpreters answer affirmatively and, therefore, interpret Romans 6 into Galatians 2:l9.  The fathers of the church as we shall see later never separated Galatians 2:19 from Romans 6.  To be sure, Paul mentions baptism only once, in Galatians 3:27, where it may be part of a pre-Pauline baptismal formula.
Strangely, in Galatians 3:27 Paul does not mention the dying together with Christ, while in 5:24 and 6:14, when he speaks of the death together with Christ, he does not mention baptism.  In none of the passages does he mention Christ’s resurrection, or any of the other concepts of Romans 6.  Galatians seems to express a similar restraint with regard to baptism as we find in 1 Corinthians 1:13-1 7.  It is only in Romans 6 that Paul interprets baptism in terms of death and resurrection together with Christ.  In fact, it may be just the other way around; Galatians 2:19 may contain the theological principle by which Paul interprets the ritual of baptism in Romans 6.

Thesis 3
The third of the four “theses” (see verse 19) follows in verse 20, connected by “but”: “it is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me.”  In terms of content, there are of course many connections between this statement and the rest of the letter.  Surprisingly, Paul declares the “I” to be dead; if he speaks of “living for God” as the goal of Christian existence, that “life” must be different from the “life” of the “I”.  “Crucifixion together with Christ” implies not only “death to the Law” (2:19), but also “death to the ‘I’.”  The “I” belongs to the sinful “flesh with its passions and desires” (Gal 5:24), and thus to “the world.”  For Paul “crucifixion together with Christ” also means “crucifixion to the world” (6: 14), and for that reason he can declare the “I” to be “dead.”

One should not confuse this doctrine about the “I” with the more elaborate and different treatment of the subject in Romans 7:9-25.  Before the “coming” of the Torah the “I” lived (Rom 7:9), but when Torah and sin entered into human existence, the “I” died (7:10).  This death can not be reversed at all except by the power of God which is manifested in his Son and by the cross.  This “I” lives in the realm of sin and its place is occupied by “sin” (Rom 7:14, 17), as is the entire “flesh” which is the natural life of all humans that is under the power of sin which brings also condemnation.  When we compare Galatians 2:20 with Romans, the “I” in Galatians 2:20 can be compared with the concept of “our old man” in Romans 6:6, who dies with Christ in baptism.  Also different from Galatians is the introduction of the concept of “the inner man.”  In Romans 7:22, Paul does not say in Romans, as he does in Galatians, that the “I” is the place where sin is manifested as such, but he makes new distinctions: “our old man” which is identical with the “flesh” and the “sinful body” dies together with Christ, but according to Romans 7:22-23, one part of the “I”, the “inner man” with its “mind” in Romans 7:24 “I” is simply “sinful man” who wills the good but is hindered from achieving it “by the law of sin which resides in my members.”   In other words, not all of the “I” is dead – the “mind” of the “inner man” is still alive even though it is imprisoned and prevented from its activities.
To return to Galatians, since the “I” is dead, another agent must do the “living in me” if the statement “I shall live for God” (verse 19) is to be accepted.  Paul’s thesis specifies that “Christ lives in me.”  This statement must be seen in connection with Galatians 1:16, “God revealed his son in me” and 4:6, “God has sent the Spirit of his son into our hearts.”  The underlying assumption is that the resurrected Christ (Gal 1:1) is ruling in the “Spirit” (2 Cor 3:17) which is given to the Christians, and which dwells in them and provides “life for God” for them.  There can be no doubt that Paul speaks here in “mystical” terms of our union with God in Christ.  This is in the doctrine of the indwelling Christ in the Spirit (Gal 3:2-5; 4:6 especially), and in the “life in the Spirit” (especially Gal 5:5, 16, 17, 18, 22-23, 25; 6:1, 8).
Does Paul split the “I”?  Certainly not, because:

1)
This “I” must be healed and transformed.

2)
This “I” which belongs to the natural creation is called to renewal, not to distraction.  Here the cross is not a tool of death which keeps us in death, but a way of life which leads us to healing. 

Thesis 4
The fourth and last thesis is Verse 20 which is the conclusion: “what I now live in the flesh, I live in the faith in the Son of God who loved me and gave himself up for me.” Again, this thesis is simply added to the previous ones and “I” here is that same “I” which looks to the new life of freedom.  In terms of content, it further interprets what is meant by “Christ lives in me” (verse 20).  Paul’s understanding that life has some kind of object is strange (“what”) can be understood to simply refer to “life,”” it can be taken to limit that life (“to the extent that I have life”), or it can point to following “in the faith.”  A decision is difficult.  At any rate, Paul’s concept of life requires not only a subject which lives the life, but also a content/object: those who live, live something, i.e., a life.  What the Apostle means is clear:  Christian life takes place “in the flesh” in the same place of natural human life.  This statement rejects notions:

1)
Of escapism from real life

2)
Divine life in Christ and in the Spirit and “flesh” are not mutually exclusive, so that those who claim to have divine life must live in the flesh the Christian life and “in the flesh” is at the same time a life “in faith.”  In other words, the “divine life” which the Christian receives through the indwelling of Christ expresses itself as “faith.”  This faith is of course “faith in Christ Jesus” (Gal 2:l6).  The full interpretation of this “thesis” is to be found in the entire section (Gal 3:1-4:31; 5:1-6). In 2:20 Paul defines “faith” by a further statement combining faith of “Son of God who loved me and gave himself up for me.” These words refer to Christ’s death on the cross as an act of love and self-sacrifice on behalf of the Christian.

The concluding statement is the refutation of a charge: “I do not nullify the grace of God.”  Of course, this refutation rests upon the preceding statements in Galatians 2:15-20 and anticipates what the Apostle will prove and defend in the following sections of the letter.  Paul denies that his teaching, which he had set forth in the four “theses” (verses 19-20), amounts to a corruption of God’s grace.  The concept of “the grace of God” describes the entire process of salvation in Christ; the term “nullify” is rather strong and has legal overtones (See this concept in Gal 3:l5; 1 Cor 1:19; 1 Tim 5:12).  The implication is that the denial rejects a charge actually made by Paul’s opponents.  It is conceivable that the charge “Paul annuls the grace of God” was actually made against him by his opponents.  They could make such a charge if their concept of divine redemption (“grace of God”) would include the Torah covenant.  But it could also be Paul himself who draws the conclusion from whatever his opponents say against him, and denies it.  Why is the refutation justified?  Because the accusation is false.  The accusation rests upon a false presupposition and a false conclusion: “For if righteousness through the Torah, then Christ has died in vain.”  The abbreviation “through the Torah”   is equal to “through the works of the Torah” in Gal 2:16-17 and stands in contrast to “through faith in Christ Jesus.”  The noun “righteousness” describes the act of justification as the status of being righteous before God and in that case the death of Christ is not “in vain.”  
St. Augustine Commentary on Galatians

 “Now the Jews called the Gentiles ‘sinners’ out of a certain long standing pride, as if they themselves were righteous in seeing the speck in someone else’s eye and not the beam in their own (Matt 7:3, Luke 6:41).  The Apostle is speaking according to their usage when he says: ‘We are Jews by birth, not Gentile sinners’ (Gal 2:15).  In other words, they call them ‘sinners’ even though they themselves are sinners also.  We, then, Jews by birth, although we were never Gentile ‘sinners,’ yet we too as sinners believe in Christ Jesus in order to be just by faith in Christ (Gal 2:16).  Now they would not seek to 
Augustine on Galatians, continued

be justified unless they were sinners.  Or did they sin, perhaps, because they wanted to be justified in Christ?  For if they were already righteous, then by seeking something different they sinned in any case.  But if so, he says, is Christ then an agent of sin (Gal 2:17)?  There is no way that Paul’s opponents can say this, because even they, who were unwilling to entrust the gospel to the Gentiles unless they were circumcised, believed in Christ.  For this reason when he says, Certainly not!, he is not doing so alone but with these very people.  Moreover, he destroyed the pride that boasted about works of the law-pride that should and could have been destroyed, lest the grace of faith appear unnecessary (as it would appear if they believed works of the law could justify even without it).  And therefore he is a transgressor if he builds those things up again by saying that works of the law can justify even without grace, so that Christ becomes an agent of sin.  It could then be objected against such a position: For if I build up again the very same things that I destroyed, I make myself a transgressor (Gal 2:18).  ‘What then? Because in the past you opposed the faith in Christ that you are now building up, do you make yourself a transgressor?’  But he has not destroyed that, because it cannot be destroyed.  On the other hand, Paul had truly destroyed this pride and continued to destroy it, because it could be destroyed.  And so that person is not a transgressor who, after trying to destroy something true and then realizing that it was true and incapable of being destroyed, took hold of it in order to be built up in it.  Rather, he is a transgressor who, after destroying some thing false (since it can be destroyed), builds that up again.   
“Now he says he died to the law (Gal 2:19) and so is no longer under the law, but nevertheless he did this through the law. Why does he say this? One explanation is that he said it because he was a Jew and had received the law as a kind of disciplinarian, as he shows later.  Now a kind of death is brought about through the disciplinarian, with the intended result that the disciplinarian is not necessary, just as an infant is breast-fed with the result that its mother’s milk is no longer necessary, and one arrives at one’s homeland by ship with the result that the ship is no longer necessary.  Another explanation is that through the law understood spiritually he died to the law, in order that he might not live under it carnally.  For it is in this way, through the law, that he wanted them to die to the law, when he says to them a little later: ‘Tell me, you who desire to be under the law, have you not read the law? For it is written that Abraham had two sons, etc.’ (Gal 4:21-22), so that through the same law, understood spiritually, they might die to carnal observances of the law.  He adds, ‘that I might live to God. He lives to God who is under God, but he lives to the law who is under the law.  Now one lives under the law insofar as one is a sinner, that is, insofar as he has not changed from the old self.  For he lives by his own life and therefore the law is over him, because one who does not fulfil it is under it.  For the law is not laid down for the righteous person’ (1 Tim 1:9), that is, it is not imposed so as to be over him.  For he is in it rather than under it, because he does not live by his own life, which the law was imposed to restrain.  I might put it this way: in a sense the person who lives righteously with a love of righteousness – who rejoices not in his own, transitory good but in the common, permanent goodness living the law itself.  And therefore the law was not to be imposed on Paul, who says: It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me (Gal. 2: 20).  Who then would dare to impose the law on Christ 
Augustine on Galatians, continued

who lives in Paul?  For no one would dare to say that Christ does not live rightly and therefore the law should be imposed to restrain him.
“Since he could not say that Christ still lived mortally (while life in the flesh is mortal), he says, I now live in the flesh I live in faith in the Son of God, meaning that Christ lives in the believer by dwelling in the ‘inner self’ through faith so that afterwards he may satisfy him through sight, when what is mortal has been swallowed up (2 Cor 5:4).  Furthermore, it is not due to his own merit but Christ’s grace that Christ lives in him and that the life he lives in the flesh he lives in faith in the Son of God.  To show this Paul speaks of the one who loved me and gave him self form.  Precisely for whom, unless for the sinner, in order to justify him?  And the one saying this had been born and raised a Jew, and had emulated the traditions of his fathers with greater zeal (Gal 1:14).  If, therefore, Christ gave himself for such, they were sinners.  And so they should not say that he gave himself on account of the merits of their own righteousness, because there was no need for him to give himself for the righteous.  For I have come not to call the righteous, said the Lord, but sinners (Matt 9:13; Mark 2:17; Luke 5:32) – surely for this reason, that they might not be sinners.  If, then, Christ loved me and gave himself for me, I do not nullify the grace of God by saying that righteousness is through the law.  For if righteousness were through the law, then Christ died for nothing.  In other words, Christ died for no reason, since righteousness was available among people through the law (that is, through its works, in which the Jews put their trust).  But not even Paul’s opponents would say that Christ died for nothing, since they wanted to be regarded as Christians. They are wrong, therefore, to try to persuade Christians that righteousness is through works of the law.”
With Christ I have been Crucified

A Letter from Abba Philemon

My dear brother George,

May the God of peace who raised our Lord Jesus Christ the great Shepherd by the eternal covenant of his blood, give you the joy and the inner peace of this season (Lent).  My mind has been crucified with the Lord and with my mind also is my will.  This seems to be strange to you since the cross became a tattoo or an ornament made of gold or wood. 
I prayed for many days to the Lord and asked him to plant his cross as a way of life and to have the cross not as a mere sign in my imagination or memory but as a spring of life, a crucified life.  I heard the Lord in my heart calling me by name, “Do you want my cross to be inside you?” I said, “Yes Lord.” Then Jesus said, “It will be hard for you but I am with you.”  I said to the Lord, “What do you want me to do?”  He said, “To have the cross is not to do but to give up.”  I asked the Lord, “What do you want me to give up?”  Our Lord said: “I do not want you to give up anything.  For if you have to give up anything by your own will and your freedom of choice; that is the fire which will consume your sacrifice.”

Then all ended in silence.  I became puzzled.  Jesus is my Lord, but he does not want to use his power and his Lordship to overpower me.  Now I must come to the cross by my free will.  I have nothing to give up because for his love I took poverty as my way of life. Then I locked myself in my cell and said, “Lord, if you do not want to give any commandment please enlighten my dark mind and help me to understand.”  Then a flood of light penetrated my heart.  I noticed three things:

1. To be crucified is to live like a dead person, and that means to have no desires.


2. To live as a crucified person is to take the last words or the Seven words which 


our Lord uttered on the cross as a new way of looking and accepting every


thing in daily life.


3. To carry my cross inside me, I mean in my heart, means to do everything for


Jesus and for him alone.  As Jesus lived for the Father, I must live for him.

My dear brother, this does not mean to stop eating and sleeping or to give up life all together but to be crucified is to live the Mandan life as some one who died with Jesus and lives for him.
Educated people like you who live by their concepts and almost in their minds daily may say, “Now, I know what to do and live accordingly.”  It is not by thought alone or by mixing thoughts and feelings, certainly not but by having all the time the will to die with Jesus in every minute.  The will is formed by our love, our intention, our perception, our inner inclination.  We had a brother who was very talkative and talking for him was more important than eating.  He came to see me a while ago and with tears asked me how to learn to be silent?  I said you must not learn how to be silent but how to love the Lord so that you prefer to speak to the Lord more than speaking to humans.  Our great mistake in planning our life is to make the means a goal.  I have learned this hard lesson and I am not always successful because of my hidden pride, which makes means become goals. 
All our means are about us and the law of true defilement is the good works that we think that they bring us to God.  Our Lord died on the cross to bring us totally naked without any good works and this is hidden in the words of our Lord, “if you want to be worthy of me renounce your self, carry your cross and follow me.”  What does it mean to renounce our self?  Self and life are not the same.  If you look round you and see life in the light of the day, the darkness of the night, the sun and the moon, the sand of the desert, the trees, the dew at dawn and the wind which it moves across the desert, then you see that we are not alone in this life and that all living things [exalt the Lord], or in the words of the Psalm, “let every creature who has a breathe, praise the Lord.”  Then the self is very little compared with the Universe but is more precious than anything in the Universe because the Son of God united this little being called man to his divine Person in the Incarnation.  The Incarnation brought two important changes in our attitude to self renunciation:

1. Jesus our Lord emptied his self and took the form of a slave.  This self emptying is not just to refuse to use his power in liberating us from sins and death, but to live fully as a man. 

2. This also means that he, as a man, he does not live for himself.  The self here is united to the goal of his life and that is our salvation.  Here the cross appears as the goal and the incarnation as a means.  But this is wrong.  Jesus lives his cross in us when we are united to the goal, the crucified love.

Sometime I say to myself that I envy you because being in the world you have a better chance to live the cross than me being here behind the walls of the Monastery.

This is enough.

May the grace of our Lord Jesus be with you.

Philemon a sinner

17 March 1970

 The Seven Words of our Lord on the Cross
- Seven Pillars of Discernment
Let us learn discernment from the teacher of truth, our Lord Jesus Christ.

This is what the evangelists bequeathed to us, and summarized for us the total teaching of our Lord by recording the Seven Words of our Lord when he was enthroned on the throne of love and forgiveness – the honorable Cross which he established for our salvation.

ONE:  Jesus said, Father forgive them, for they know not what they do.

Our human knowledge is but a little speck in the immense knowledge of the divine.  We sin because we are ignorant.  We have to see clearly that discernment begins with our recognition of our ignorance.  Pride is the cause of ignorance.  It blocks our understanding and makes us trust our judgment.  Let us stand at the Cross and learn:

First the divine compassion - Our Lord came to save us; instead, we took him to death. We killed our physician and refused the medicine.  Our Lord came to tell that what we know about God must be seen in his incarnation.  If we cannot see it or if it contradicts the humility of God it must be false.  This is the true humility.  Forgive the ignorant ones. The lack of understanding is not new to us.  It was our first father (Adam) who revealed his ignorance.  He wanted to be like God but without God.  He thought that by eating from the tree of knowledge he would be like his Creator.  But God is not God because of His knowledge alone, but also because of his love.

Second let us look carefully at forgiveness.  God forgives because he knows that we are ignorant.  We sin out of ignorance; the first word Jesus uttered at his crucifixion was the divine absolution.  “Father forgive them,” not only because I came for this purpose but also because I came to teach humans that the beginning of discipleship is to forgive.  From forgiveness come three blessings of discernment:
a.
The freedom from hatred allows us to see our own sins.

b.
The opportunity to learn to be like God, not through pride but through 
compassion.

c.
The establishment and the confirmation of love, because love dies if it 
does not learn how to forgive.

Let us come to the true school of true love where with our Lord and at the cross we learn discernment.

TWO:  Jesus said to the good thief, “Truly I say to you, today you shall be with me in Paradise.”

What a strange account, the thief was saved and the disciple, Judas, perished in the fire of his pride.  The holy apostles all ran away except John who was there at Golgotha to receive the Holy mother of Jesus.  Now let us seek the truth and understand how this man succeeded in stealing Paradise.
He had no chance to any good deeds or even to repent. The challenge, my friends, is this:

1. God does not give the kingdom in exchange for good deeds.  Let us stop blaspheming God when we think of him as a merchant who trades the goods of eternal things for our earthly deeds, such as giving food and drinks to the poor or putting few coins for the needy.  We cannot receive eternal things in exchange for earthly things.  Eternal goods are not ours but are gifts from the Father.  Divine goods are the property of the Holy Spirit who is the treasure of all goodness.  Let us learn that earthly things, which we do, are a protection for our life.  They help us to stay on the narrow road of the Gospel.

2. Time is a blessing for us.  We are given time to learn.  But let us avoid this ugly mistake.  It is not the length of time that makes us qualified for the kingdom.  Thus our Lord granted the good thief the kingdom not because he had years of repentance, but because he knew that he was a sinner, and that he deserved punishment, and he saw the innocence of Jesus.

Here on Golgotha the Lord appointed the good thief as a mark or as a flag to show us that we do not earn the kingdom by our good deeds.  Jesus calls us to learn this lesson and to be sure that duration of time does not increase our reward.  Let us learn how to discern this truth and cry with the good thief: “Remember me Lord when you come into your kingdom.”
THREE:  Jesus said, “Woman this is your son.  This your mother.”

At the cross stood John and Mary.  Golgotha alone can prove to us who is a true friend and who is a false one.  When we suffer and are in pain, only those who truly love us stay with us to the end.  Those who seek the kingdom of God must learn this lesson also from the Son of the kingdom: that in our suffering we must not forget those who are close to us.  Our Lord remembered his mother and his disciple.  He did not think that salvation demanded forgetting our relationships. 

At that most holy moment when the old was coming to an end and death was being overthrown, heaven was being reconciled with earth and justification was poured from above, Jesus did not abandon his mother in order to make it our responsibility to keep our love burning for our family.  Let us consider why he said that we must leave our fathers, mothers, and all our relatives, while at the cross he left his mother in the care of his disciple.  He called John the son of Mary and called Mary the mother of John.  Let us discern that the cross opened for us a new relationship with those who have the same faith.  They are our true family.  Thus we are no longer related through biological birth, nor by blood but through the new birth; let us keep this relationship as the most sacred one.  Our ministry does not allow us to deny our close friends.  Our faith does not allow us, even at the most sacred form of our ministry, to neglect our families.

FOUR:  Jesus said, “Father into your hands I commit my spirit.” 

 Discernment begins with true self-surrender to the love of God. Two things must be considered:

1) True love begins with self-love, which allows us to give up our life as a


precious sacrifice to God the Father, in the grace of His Son our Lord


Jesus Christ.

2) Self-love is purified by the grace of Christ who became one among us to give


us a share in the fellowship of the divine Trinity. We cannot give up our


life before we taste the divine love.

True love maintains what we have but shares with no fear of loosing.  Here our Lord gives up his spirit to the Father who gave the spirit to him.  It was not a return of the gift but a deceleration that the cross is the altar on which the Father gave his Son this mission and this sacrifice in order to bring humanity back to true love.

May the cross teach us true love and true self-surrender.

FIVE:  Jesus said, “I am thirsty.”

We must not feel shy about our needs. Our Lord, at the great moment in which he was reconciling us, did not disdain from expressing his “thirst.”  Let us in our ministry reveal our needs without guilt or shame.
SIX:  Jesus said, “My God why have you forsaken me?”

Great is the mystery of our salvation.  The Lamb who takes away the sin of the world and removes it expresses his innocence.  He speaks on behalf of all of us and addresses the Father as God because all sinners do not seek the Father but they seek God, the God who is fearful and strange.
The cry of Jesus is one of the great pillars of discernment.  Jesus speaks in these words to encourage us to make a true and honest confession of our understanding of God.  We cannot progress without knowing what we think and believe about God.  When we confess, we gain a good knowledge of our feelings and a better understanding of our life. 

All humans were born outside paradise. Our knowledge of God diminished and the light of wisdom became dim.  We all, at the time of suffering, ask the same question: Why have you forsaken me?  At the time of tribulation, we all feel forsaken by God, and cry to the one who can save us.  Jesus established our right to question God.  But let us not sin while we contemplate the words of wisdom because these words of our Lord are concluded by one cry …

SEVEN:  Jesus said “It is finished.”

I have completed the task and one part of it is to come to your presence and to bring with me the good thief.

Jesus did not enter paradise alone.  How could he do this?  He came to bring together the separated and scattered children of God.  He was never alone, even before his incarnation.  He was and is and ever shall be with the Father and the Holy Spirit.  The echo of the cross can be heard in the words of Paul, “I have fought the noble fight. I have finished my race.”  Let us discern the truth; God does not abandon us.  Pain and suffering darken our minds.  At the time of the crucifixion darkness covered the earth.  This symbolized the participation of the cosmos in the suffering of its Creator, our Lord Jesus Christ.  The sun did not shed its light and the earth quaked.

Before our Lord died, light came back and the dead were raised according to the witness of the apostle Matthew.  The true sacrifice was offered; that was why the “curtain” of the temple was torn to show us that the Holy of Holies is now opened not on earth but in Heaven.  Jesus said, “It is finished;” our abandonment is over and suffering is counted as a crown.

The cross was established to point to us that our pain is not futile.

Blessed is he who comes to us as physician to heal our wounds.

Blessed is he who comes as Savior to restore life to us.
Amen.
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