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Galatians 1:11-24  The gospel – unchained (The gospel doesn’t belong to 
the church – rather, the church belongs to the gospel.) 

Last Easter I was speaking to a neighbour about the life of Jesus recorded in 
the 4 gospels. He accepted that Jesus was a true figure from history, but He 
was unsure about the reliability of what the first disciples had recorded about 
Him. His view was that these men, for reasons of their own, had developed an 
overblown view of Jesus. They had made more of Him than was true – they 
had ‘oversold’ Him. 

In an age of hype and ‘fake news’ like our own, we can understand my 
neighbours scepticism. The disciples, who held the stories of Jesus, could 
have manipulated the record and begun to shape a picture of Jesus more to 
their own liking than the truth. They could, if they had wished, developed their 
own ‘Christian faith’ – their own style of ‘church’ – perhaps one that was more 
pleasing to the majority of folk around them. They could have portrayed Jesus 
as a popular crowd pleaser – or equally, if they liked, a very serious 
revolutionary. 

If the message was all theirs, then, perhaps, they could do with it what they 
wished! 

Our Bible reading this morning blows a hole right through that theory – as we 
read of one Apostle – Paul – who did not learn about Jesus in the same way 
that the disciples did. He wasn’t with them on the road with Jesus. He wasn’t 
part of the ‘early church’ movement in Jerusalem – He wasn’t part of the 
developing establishment in that early church community and susceptible, 
perhaps, to the changing fashions of the society. 

No – Paul’s encounter with Jesus was very different – unique in fact – it had its 
own authority – and so, when others wandered away from the faith he was 
able to shine the light of truth, revealed personally to him, into any 
compromise and confusion in ‘the establishment.’  



If the Christian message about Jesus – which we call the gospel= the message 
of God’s love for us through the birth/death/resurrection of Jesus – if this 
gospel had only come from men – then it may have been vulnerable to 
distortion. 

BUT , as we read here, in Paul’s case, it was very different vs 11-12 

Title – The gospel – unchained  

(The gospel doesn’t belong to the church – rather, the church belongs to the 
gospel.) 

Book of Galatians – written to churches where Paul had brought the gospel.  
Since his time with them ‘some people’ had, however, visited these churches 
‘throwing them into confusion – trying to pervert the gospel of Christ’. 

One of their tactics was to try and tie Paul into the established church based 
in Jerusalem. Then perhaps they could ignore his influence by suggesting 
that Paul hadn’t got the ‘Christian message’ quite right – or that he needed to 
get up to date with some changes in thinking going on back at base.  

But as our passage explains Paul had very little to do with the Christian 
establishment – and any dealing he did have, especially in the early days, 
were not of a very friendly nature! 

It is very clear - Paul’s knowledge of Jesus and of the gospel – the good news 
of God’s love for us through His Son - had come independently of the church 
in Jerusalem.. 

We see this firstly in...  

1) What Paul was like before His encounter with Jesus (vs 13-14) 

‘For you have heard..’ – he reminds them of two things.. 

a) Far from being a friend of the disciples - he persecuted the church. 
When he appeared at any of their meetings it was not as ‘an enquirer’ 
but as an enemy with powers of arrest! 



b) He was advanced in Judaism  - not half hearted either –‘beyond many 
Jews’ – ‘extremely zealous’.  

You get the picture – he wasn’t a weak minded student – neither was he a 
maverick, off the wall, kind of guy – susceptible to any religious story going 
around. No, he was full on Jewish. 

Someone put it like this : ‘A man in this mental and emotional state is in no 
mood to change his mind , or even to have his mind changed by men. It was 
going to have to take something bigger – God would have to do it!’ 

Which is exactly what happened. 

If Paul’s independence was proved by what happened before His encounter 
with Jesus it was also proved by ... 

2) What Paul did at the time of his encounter with Jesus (vs15-17) 

All his raving fanaticism was no match for the good pleasure of God. 

God was at work here – Setting him apart - Calling him by His grace –
Revealing His Son - Pointing him to the Gentiles. 

And when this happened ‘I did not consult with any man.’ 

A visit to Jerusalem was not the first thing on his mind – vs 17 – but 
‘immediately into Arabia...’ 

Do you get the message – The Apostle Paul remained independent from ‘the 
establishment’ – the disciples in Jerusalem. 

He got the gospel in a way completely different from them - and at a time and 
place completely detached from them.  

Because of this the gospel couldn’t be controlled by the ‘establishment’ – and 
we can be sure it is ‘unchained’. 

Final piece of evidence come from 

3) What Paul did after his encounter with Jesus (vs 18-24) 



When he does finally go to Jerusalem it is a very short visit –  2 weeks – He is 
not summoned – but goes by choice not to be instructed by Peter but to ‘get 
acquainted’. He sees only two of the church leaders. 

That’s it – and he ‘swears’ an oath to confirm it. 

He fills in some other travel details and then makes the point that far from 
being under any kind of instruction or delegated authority from the early 
churches around Jerusalem – he was ‘personally unknown’ to them. + vs 23 – 
24. 

This lengthy account proves not only Paul’s independence BUT more 
importantly the independence of the gospel!  
The gospel is NOT man-made – it is not chained to the church – NO it is free! 

Two simple applications: 

1) We must remain cautious about ‘the church’! 

  This is especially true when a country has an ‘established’ church with a long 
history and all kinds of power. 

I remember some years ago, when I was a fairly young Christian, going with a 
friend, how was a Roman Catholic, to meet one of his priests. I had with me 
my Bible – which I put on the table in front of me before we started to talk. 

‘Who gave you that?’ the priest asked. 

‘I bought it from a shop!’ I said. 

‘No, I mean – who gave us the Bible - where do we get it from?’ 

‘The disciples – the early church’ I said. 

‘Exactly – the church gave it to you – (and the church will tell you what it 
means)!’ 



You see it is easy for any religious establishment to want to ‘control’ the 
message. To keep it to themselves – to even manipulate it to suite their own 
purposes. 

But what we see here in Paul’s experience is that God deliberately avoided 
this kind of ‘possessiveness’ over the message right at the beginning. 

Paul was going to have to challenge one of the leaders of the early church. 
‘When Peter came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face, because he was 
clearly in the wrong.’ How could he ever have done that if he had got the 
gospel, as many others did, through Peter? 

The gospel doesn’t belong to the church. 

This is why through the history of the church the establishment has often been 
challenged simply by individuals going back to what the Bible says. Not just 
going along with the church’s teaching – but reading the ‘unchained’ gospel 
from themselves. 

There is a great scene in the BBC series ‘Wolf Hall’ where we see a 
congregation attending a mass in Latin. Hardly anyone knows that is being 
said, or whether or not it is really from God. But in the congregation is a man 
who has got hold of a Bible in English – he has it open before him – and he 
can’t contain himself. He begins to read, in plain English, from the beginning 
of John’s gospel –‘In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God 
and the Word was God... ...’ The people are shocked – but the point is made. 

Here is the truth – independent of the established church – unchained – and 
unchanged. 

We must remain cautious about the church. We must therefore be cautious 
about ourselves! It is too easy for us to simply go along with what everyone 
else says and does.  

(Story of man whose friend knew he was a church goer – ‘What do you 
believe?’ – I believe the same as my church’ – ‘What does your church believe? 



‘My church believes the same as me’. ‘What do you both believe? – ‘we both 
believe the same!’) 

We must do our own thinking – coming back to the Bible – as a congregation 
and as individuals. 

Who keeps the church sound? 

Those who hold to the word – the leadership – the laity! 

2) We can remain confident in the gospel. 

In your head – all those ideas about the Christian message being man made 
and distorted to please power hungry people. 

By calling the Apostle Paul and giving him the gospel in this independent 
way, as we have seen this morning - God planed things deliberately to 
undermine that bogus theory. 

In your heart – the gospel is God’s good news for you. Not made up by any 
man. 

It is His word – the truth about His love – His grace in Jesus. 

We can hold it in our heads and in our hearts. 


