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Whenever I come to these passages about the ‘reframing’ of the Law that we see recurrently in 

the Gospels, my mind is taken back to a commercial I saw many years ago.  I don’t even 

remember what it was for, but the ad was simple; a younger brother and older sister, probably a 

couple of years apart in age, are sitting on the beach and the younger brother is leaning and 

hovering around his sister.  His finger is pointed straight out within about an inch of her face, 

waving in front of her eyes, and he exclaims again and again, “I’m not touching you…I’m not 

touching you.” 

 

Now, what struck me about the ad was that anyone in this room who has ever had children, or 

even spent any substantial time with children, can readily and perfectly imagine the scenario that 

led to that moment, and even the one that will follow.  At some point earlier, likely in the car as 

they traveled to the beach, this young boy was poking his sister.  As he persisted, and she 

complained, one of their parents finally snapped and instructed the boy that he was not to touch 

his sister for the rest of the day.  So, what does he do?  He persistently and continuously comes 

as close as humanly possible without ever actually touching her.  He pushes the limits as far as 

he can – but holds true to his ability to respond to his parents and say, ‘You told me not to touch 

her – and I didn’t.’  For those of you with experience in this area, you know that it is remarkable 

how relentless a young boy can be in such things. 

 

As we imagine the picture of that boy with his fingers in the eye of his sister, however, we can 

pretty much predict where it will go from there.  The parents put up with the ‘I’m not touching 

you’ antics for a short while, but crack under the boy’s annoyance and set a distance.  He is now 

instructed to stay at least three feet from his sister.  So, what do you think he will do next?  He’ll 

find something to throw at her.  He won’t touch her, and he won’t cross that 3 foot barrier, but he 

will find whatever small shells, twigs, and other annoyances within reach to cast in her direction.  

And, not to be outdone, once the parents are set-off again and tell him not to throw things at her, 

he’ll simply start flinging them right by her without ever making contact.  This will go on and on 

and, all the while, he will think he’s pulling it off.  He is doing exactly what he was told.  When 

he was told to stop touching his sister, he stopped.  When he was told to move away from his 

sister, he did.  When he was instructed to stop throwing things at her, he followed that rule.  By 

the end of the day this boy would have perfectly followed the rules laid out by his parents, but he 

would have never ascribed to their underlying principle which was, simply, ‘Stop annoying your 
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sister!’  He will have followed the rules to a tee – all day – but, he will have never actually gotten 

the point! 

 

That, I think, is very much akin to what had happened with the Law at the time of Jesus and into 

that of Paul.  The original purpose of the Law, I would suggest, was to draw people closer to God 

by guiding them towards the actions that would draw them closer to God and away from those 

actions that would distance them from God.  Over time, however, as each law and rule was 

inserted, people would follow the example of that brother on the beach as they managed to push 

the envelopes of those rules and come right to the brink of breaking them.  In response, another 

law or rule was put in place to cover that potential loophole, and people came to the brink of 

breaking that one – leading to the imposition of another, and so forth.  This cycle occurred, over 

and over again, as people, just like that young boy, grew to become focused on the rules and 

regulations while missing out on that fundamental underlying purpose of growing closer to God.  

Which brings us to this morning’s readings. 

 

What we have in our reading from Galatians, today, is one of those places in which Paul speaks 

of what he sees as the failures of the Law.  What we also have, however, is what I would suggest 

are two of the most profound statements, in all of his letters, that bring out that which Paul sees 

as the proper replacement for a life lived according to that Law.  The first occurs near the end, “I 

do not nullify the grace of God.”   I have to admit that this has always been something of an 

angst-inducing line for me.  I first began to wrestle with it in my early years of ministry – and in 

that church we used the Good News version of the Bible.  In the Good News version, the same 

line is translated, “I refuse to reject the grace of God.”  Really listen to that sentence.  “I do not 

nullify the grace of God.”  “I refuse to reject the grace of God.”   

 

I struggled with that line for a long while.  Grace, as I understand it, is an unexpected, 

unsolicited, unwarranted gift that is solely controlled by the one who is bestowing it.  In the pure 

sense of the transmission of the grace of God shown to us in Christ Jesus, we have no role in 

seeking, accepting, nullifying, or rejecting that grace in any way.  Grace is a gift.  Were it any 

other way, it would not be grace.  I have a firm and unbending theological conviction of that 

fundamental truth of our faith.  So how, then, could we possibly nullify – reject – the grace of 

God?  My mathematical and logical mind couldn’t figure out what to do with that.  “I refuse to 

reject the grace of God.”  I really struggled to make sense of that statement – I struggled to 

resolve how we could possibly reject something in which we had no part in obtaining – until a 

discussion with a past seminary professor lead to his mentoring words, and I quote, “Go back 

one verse.” 

 

What if I were to tell you that we, in the Christian faith, believe in the notion of reincarnation – 

at least in our own way?  Allow me to explain.  There is no question in my mind that it was only 

in Jesus that we saw the grace, the glory and the goodness of God fully shining in human form.  I 

also believe, however, (as we read in I John and elsewhere) that in every human being, there is 

another if different revelation of God; incomplete, flawed, but nevertheless a mirror of his love.   

 

In a sense, borrowing that language from another religion, we are all called to be a 

‘reincarnation’ of God.  We are told, in Scripture, that we were created in the image of God.  We 

are here, in this life, to echo the life of Christ; to grow in wisdom and age like him…to reach out 
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like him in healing to the wounded of the world…to love children…to have compassion on the 

weak and suffering…to make our hearts known to our friends…to take up our crosses…to 

forgive others and to be forgiven…to find those mountaintop places for prayer…to have the 

courage to oppose evil… That litany could go on and on, but the point is that these many facets 

of Christ himself become the very manner in which we can, and must, embrace the grace of God 

that we have received. 

 

You see, what I discovered after that discussion with my professor was that the very line 

preceding Paul’s refusal to reject the grace of God was really his central philosophy of Christian 

discipleship as a whole.  Just before he writes, “I do not nullify the grace of God,” Paul writes, “I 

have been crucified with Christ; 20 and it is no longer I who live, but it is Christ who lives in me. 

And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave 

himself for me.” 

 

So, consider this entire two verse phrase (and I’m taking this from the Good News translation 

because I think it puts it in slightly better language for our understanding): “…it is no longer I 

who live, but it is Christ who lives in me.  This life that I live now, I live by faith in the Son of 

God, who loved me and gave his life for me.  I refuse to reject the grace of God.”   

 

There are many different perspectives in this room when it comes to the nature of Christ, the 

manner of salvation, and so forth.  Regardless of these theological details, however, I truly 

believe that the life of a Christian is exemplified by those two sentences: “…it is no longer I who 

live, but it is Christ who lives in me.” and, “I refuse to reject the grace of God!” 

 

I remain steadfast in that fundamental conviction that, in the theological sense, we can’t nullify – 

we can’t reject – the grace of God.  It is a gift, a pure and undeserved gift bestowed upon us by 

God.  What I argue Paul is getting at here as he uses that phrase to the church in Galatia, 

however, is that it is in the living of our life that we will either accept or nullify that grace-filled 

gift.  The grace is ours.  The promise of a future in divine glory is ours.  That’s not ours to 

change.  What we do in response, however, is what defines the value it brings to this world, in 

this moment, today.   

• When you are driving down the road in crowded traffic, is it you who lives, or is it Christ 

who lives in you? 

• When you head downtown for a night at the theater and pass a homeless person in need 

on the corner, is it you who lives, or is it Christ who lives in you? 

• When your children are managing to perfectly push your every button, is it you who 

lives, or is it Christ who lives in you? 

• When a stranger walks through our doors here at church, is it you who lives, or is it 

Christ who lives in you? 

• When you discover that your new neighbor was recently released from jail… when you 

encounter that person that wronged you in the past… when you confront that temptation 

that has a hold on you… is it you who lives, or is it Christ who lives in you? 

 

Paul seemed to think that the Law, as it had become employed, was insufficient to dictate the life 

of a disciple.  Paul believed that adherence to the Law would not enable those following the Law 

to focus on the fundamental principle of living closer to God.  So Paul, in what I believe can be 
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extraordinarily formative language, gives us a new approach to a life of faith.  The great and 

glorious news is that the grace is ours and there is nothing we can or need to do about that.  

Grace is grace – period!   The question Paul raises, I think, is whether or not we will nullify its 

value as we walk this earth from now until then.  And, for Paul, that question really boils down 

to one thing: ‘Is it I who live, or is it Christ who lives in me?’ 
 

 


