
Why Works Don’t Work - Part 1  

Think AND Believe 

 

Galatians 3:1-5 

 

Good morning, everyone.  Open your bibles to Galatians 3.  Today we get into the very heart of this letter from 

Paul to the Galatian churches.  For two chapters Paul has been arguing for the legitimacy of his apostleship and 

his doctrinal unity with the apostles from Jerusalem.  He concluded that section with a clear explanation of 

justification by faith as the heart of the gospel.   Justification by faith is the doctrine that teaches we are made 

right with God, not by works of the law, but by hearing of the message of the Cross with faith. 

 

Remember that the Judaizers, who Paul calls false brethren, are seeking to get these Galatian believers to 

believe, teach and practice that the works of the law are necessary for salvation.  And Paul argues that if you 

add anything to faith, you nullify the grace of God displayed on the cross and render what Christ did on the 

cross as meaningless. 

 

Chapters 3-4 will be Paul’s argument for why these beloved disciples of his should reject adding works of the 

law to their faith in Christ as a means of justification before God. 

 

And in today’s text (Galatians 3:1-5) Paul begins his defense with a barrage of questions about Galatians 

salvation experience, but follows it with a defense from the Old Testament scriptures.   

 

Couple of side notes:  1) Never rest what you believe solely on experience.  First of all, not all 

experience is legitimate.  Remember Satan is an angel of light, a deceiver; and all personal experience is 

subjective. Rather, all legitimate experience must be verified by the objective truth of scripture; and that 

is exactly what Paul demonstrates in these two chapters. 

 

2) Paul was there and present for their experience.  He was witness to their response to his message and 

to whatever manifestations of the spirit there were, so he knows. 

 

Some things to keep your eye and ear open for:  Notice the tone that comes from the word choice and mode (by 

mode I mean statements, commands, questions, appeals). 

 

Galatians 3:1-5 (NASB)  You foolish Galatians, who has bewitched you, before whose eyes Jesus Christ was 

publicly portrayed as crucified? 2This is the only thing I want to find out from you: did you receive the Spirit by 

the works of the Law, or by hearing with faith? 3Are you so foolish? Having begun by the Spirit, are you now 

being perfected by the flesh? 4Did you suffer so many things in vain-- if indeed it was in vain? 5Does He then, 

who provides you with the Spirit and works miracles among you, do it by the works of the Law, or by hearing 

with faith?  

 

Key Observations: Help me out here: what do you notice here?  What stands out to you about this text? 

 “Foolish” 2x (reminds us that what is being confronted has something to do with not thinking through 

what they were embracing) 

 Laden with rhetorical-type questions (6 questions that really aren’t questions, but forceful statements) 

 Forceful and intense tone 

 Logical in sequence, leading them to decide something. 

 Is all about doctrine (he’s not rebuking them for behavior, but for falling for error). 

 

Now, let’s think about this for a moment.  Here we have a man who has just defended his apostleship and his 

call before God as messenger of the gospel.  And then lambasts his readers with an intense barrage of 



interrogative questions calling them foolish twice.  What gives?  Is Paul in the flesh or is in walking in the Spirit 

here? 

 

Well, what did we learn about our approach to scripture back in the “Word of Truth” series?  We approach it as 

God’s words, Spirit-breathed, humanly penned.  Right.  So this is God talking through Paul.  God is going after 

them to rescue them from error.   

 

But let’s also remember the relationship between Paul and his readers.  They know each other well.  He was the 

mid-wife of their spiritual birth.  They were born again from the seed of the Word that he had planted in them.  

And he nurtured them into churches.  He has a vested stake in them.  Not only that he suffered greatly for 

establishing them in the faith and is not about to let go of them without a fight.   

 

But he would sooner let go of them than have his disciples strip the cross of its power by hold to and spreading 

such a heresy as adding anything to the cross for justification.  How they answer Question 6 in verse 5 will 

either separate them from the church, or from the Judaizers.  If they answer “by faith,” then they are rejecting 

the Judaizers.  If they answer “by works,” then they are rejecting the cross. 

 

There is a time to be intense with someone and get their attention.  And Paul by the Spirit’s leading determined 

that because wolves had entered his fold and distorted the Gospel, an emotion-packed intense wake-up letter 

was warranted.   

 

I love this passage because it reminds us that what you believe and what you teach truly does matter. We’re 

reminded that we have a higher allegiance to the cross and the gospel than we do to people.  It’s better to offend 

and drive away a person than to pollute the whole church with false teaching.   

 

Some churches would prefer to not ruffle any feathers and tolerate a weakened milk-toast gospel than to uphold 

the cross as the only way to the Father and sufficient not only for forgiveness but also for the keeping.  Works 

play no part in getting saved or staying saved.   

 

Today, brothers and sisters, we are going to have our confidence in the cross strengthened with Paul’s teaching 

questions.  The great teachers of the day were masters of using questions to teach, and that’s what we have here.  

Let’s look for what each question teaches us. 

 

Question 1:  “You foolish Galatians, who has bewitched you, before whose eyes Jesus Christ was publicly 

portrayed as crucified?” 

 

Now, is Paul really wondering who has bewitched them?  NO, he already knows that and they know he knows 

that.  Before asking them about their personal experience, he used a question to point out that they have been 

duped, and this in spite of the clear message of the crucifixion that they had heard. 

 

In his question he describes them as foolish for falling for a teaching so utterly in contradiction to the message 

they first embraced.  And what is fascinating here is how Paul describes that first hearing.  He describes it as 

having been so vivid that the presentation amounted to be a portrayal that they saw.   

 

Jesus Christ had been publically portrayed as crucified before their very eyes.   

 

All that this question establishes for us is that there is a thinking problem going on here.  They have made a 

foolish mistake.  They have embraced a contradiction. 

 

I am amazed how easily we Christians can fall for stuff.  When something sounds like something we want to 

hear, we so quickly embrace it.  A good example of this is the heresy of the prosperity gospel, which teaches 

that faith is the key to being healed of all illness and experiencing prosperity and wealth.  They will say God 



wants you to be healthy and wealthy.  Well, who wouldn’t want to believe that?  The problem is that it is a 

contradiction of the vast majority of New Testament teaching as well as the vast majority of Christian 

experience world-wide.   

 

So, what is it about justification by works that has so much appeal?  Well, we human beings like to think we’re 

in control of our destiny for some reason.  We don’t like the idea of leaving our future in the hands of someone 

other than ourselves, even it is God.  Somehow Just. by Works offers a sense of control.  “If I do this and this 

and this, then I know I’m ok.” 

 

Justification by works also makes me feel better about myself when I compare myself to others.  It elevates me 

above others.  So I get a false sense of superiority.  I could go on but all this is in that term “bewitched”.  It 

means to be misled by fascination.   

 

Some teaching can sound so good and make us feel so good that we forget to think it through.  The Galatian 

churches were fooled by fascination.  They followed feelings rather than objective truth. 

 

Question 2: “…did you receive the Spirit by the works of the Law, or by hearing with faith?” 

 

This is a time question.  Paul is honing in on the timing and the cause of receiving the spirit.  Because this is 

going to help them see that what they embraced was foolish.   

 

Back to the Galatian passage.  Note the verb “receive.”  It’s past tense and its point in time.  It’s not “were you 

receiving” but “did you receive”.  They received the spirit upon and simultaneous with hearing with faith.   

 

Remember, some of these folks had been following the law prior to hearing the gospel.  Some were Greek 

proselytes, some were Jews, and some were pagan Gentiles.  The Greek proselytes and the Jews had already 

been practicing the law and were a part of the synagogue.  But they didn’t receive the Spirit from keeping the 

law.  It wasn’t until after they heard the gospel with faith. 

 

Someone might say though, “Yeah, we had kept the law and then heard with faith.  Law plus faith = Spirit.”  

But then the non-proselyte Gentiles would say, “Wait a minute.  We didn’t keep the law before we heard the 

gospel, and we received the Spirit at the same time as you -- before those Judaizers ever came telling us we had 

to keep the law.” 

 

You see, Paul is helping them think through the foolishness of having fallen for this heresy of justification by 

works. 

 

Why ask about the receiving of the spirit?  Because receiving the Spirit was the proof of their salvation.   

 

A few points about the spirit I want to quickly make while I’m here: 

Anyone who has received the Spirit is God’s child, and therefore in a justified condition. 

Anyone who has not received the Spirit is not God’s child, and therefore unjustified. 

 

Rom 8:9 “If anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ he does not belong to God.” 

1 John 4:13 “By this we know that we abide in Him, and He in us, because He has given us of His 

Spirit.” 

Ephes. 1:13 (NASB)  In Him, you also, after listening to the message of truth, the gospel of your 

salvation-- having also believed, you were sealed in Him with the Holy Spirit of promise,  

 

The receiving of the Holy Spirit is THE mark and proof of salvation.  Here, he teaches very clearly the 

chronology of receiving the Spirit.  And again a point in time in connection with hearing with faith.  Not 

“having believed, you have been being sealed”  but “you were sealed with the Holy Spirit. 



 

Question 3-4: “Are you so foolish? Having begun by the Spirit, are you now being perfected by the 

flesh?” 

 

Now we change from a question about the past to a question about the abiding present --“are you now being 

perfected.”  See that.  He is suggesting that embracing the works of the law after having been saved is 

tantamount to saying to the Holy Spirit, “I’ll take it from here; thank you very much.”   

 

The work of the Spirit and the work of the flesh, we’ll learn later in Chapter 5, are set against one another.  

They don’t work in harmony.  God doesn’t send the Holy Spirit to us only for the Spirit to abdicate His 

responsibility over to us.  Paul is saying what the Spirit began when you received the Gospel by hearing with 

faith, the Spirit will then subsequently perfect or make complete is the idea the word carries. 

 

Salvation is a Spirit work from start to finish.  And our response is faith from start to finish.  We are to respond 

to the gospel by faith, and we are to walk by faith after that.  For you and me, my friend, faith in God to save us, 

faith in God to keep us, and faith in God to finish us.  And saving faith is abiding faith. 

 

What these believers are in jeopardy of is not losing their salvation by having been fooled into moving from 

faith to flesh, but losing their freedom.  They are being convinced to put chains on them that they have already 

been freed from.  Free people don’t need chains and bars.  But that is what justification by works is:  slavery. 

 

Question 6: “Does He then, who provides you with the Spirit and works miracles among you, do it by the 

works of the Law, or by hearing with faith?” 

 

This question is the builds on the last one.  What begun by the spirit is completed by the spirit.  And here Paul is 

essentially telling them that God continually amply provides us with his Spirit in response to what? 

 

“hearing with faith”  = the original faith response to hearing the Gospel preached not only triggered the initial 

baptism of the spirit but that same faith hearing triggers the full ongoing supply of His spirit for the believer. 

 

That word that is translated here “provides” is a heightened form to emphasize the main word which is to 

supply.  It suggests abundant supply.   

 

Quick Greek lesson: choregeo – supply vs epichoregeo – to fully supply. 

Present Tense means that it is an ongoing full supply of the Spirit.  But the whole emphasis is that it is triggered 

in response to “hearing with faith” not by  “works of the law.” 

 

Many Christians have been fooled into believing that the Holy Spirit comes in two phases-- part at conversion 

and part later as some kind of second filling or baptism.  This is fanciful, but wrong.   All of God’s spiritual 

blessings for his children are connected to our faith response to the Gospel.  Plain and simple.   

 

There are not believers who have more of God’s spirit than others.  There is not 2
nd

 baptism.  There is 1 baptism 

of the spirit followed by an ongoing full supply of God’s spirit.  No believer has behaved in such a way that 

God gives them more.  We can grieve the spirit and we can resist the spirit and we can disobey the spirit and 

that surely affects the power and victory and effectiveness of our ministry.  But it is not because some people 

have more than others.   

 

The variance between believers in regards to the Holy Spirit is not how much Spirit we have, but how 

surrendered and obedient we are to the Spirit.  Whether or not we are walking by the spirit or not. 

 

From time to time you hear a Christian refer to themselves as a “Spirit-filled” believer.  That is a term of 

redundancy.  Like saying “I’m a white Caucasian” or “she is a female woman.”  What some mean by “Spirit-



filled believer” is they believe that the initial indwelling is not the full supply, but that God holds back at 

salvation and then later adds to it.  This passage says not so. 

 

But Paul here makes it clear that God fully supplies or furnishes them with the Holy Spirit for perfecting them 

into the image of Christ.  All because of a faith response to His son.  Everything in the Christian life arises out 

of the work of Christ on the Cross.   A receptive faith to the message of the cross saves the sinner, triggers the 

furnishing of the Spirit, and sets in motion the perfecting of the saint into the image of God’s son. 

 

Thus Paul says in Chapter 6: May I boast in nothing except the cross of Jesus Christ. 

 

Conclusion: In summary, we learn some reasons why works and faith don’t mix up to justification: 

 

1. Contradicts every believers personal experience 

2. The law didn’t bring the Spirit, faith did 

3. Salvation, start to finish, is a work of the Holy Spirit 

4. The spirit comes in full supply beginning at conversion and continually thereafter. 

 

All so that works will have nothing to do with salvation and all glory goes to Jesus Christ. 

 

My question for you today is this: Do you, or do you not, believe that what Christ did on the cross was for you 

is completely able to save you from your sin?  If you do, you are justified before God.  You have the Holy Spirit 

and you are going to be conformed into likeness with Christ.  That is your destiny.   

 

If you have NOT responded to the cross with faith in Christ as your only hope for forgiveness, then you are not 

right before God and do not have His Spirit.  You do not belong go God and you are hell bound. 

 

My encouragement to you is don’t trust yourself.  Don’t trust your religious works.  Don’t trust your morality.  

Faith in Jesus Christ is the trigger for a changed life, changed destiny, new Father, new family and the whole 

nine yards.   

 

And how can you know if you have trusted Christ?  Romans 8:19 “God’s spirit bears witness with our spirit that 

we are the children of God.” 

 

Let’s pray. 

 

 

 



Why Works Don’t Work - Part 1  
Think AND Believe 
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Individual Preparation 
You’ve perhaps heard the phrase “Don’t check your brain at the door.”  
Well, it appears that is exactly what the Apostle Paul thinks the Galatian 
churches have done by embracing the heresy of the Judaizers who 
preached justification by works of the law.  All that it would have taken to 
avoid falling into a doctrinal trap was a little thinking, but too often we 
follow feelings and check our brains at the door.   
 
Biblical faith is never, ever, to be divorced from thinking.  In fact, not 
believing is to fall for a lie, while believing is to accept the truth.  Either 
way, the mind is involved.  It is not thinking which has to go in order to 
believe.  Human wisdom must be exposed and heavenly wisdom 
revealed to the human mind.   
 
No one can hear and understand the gospel and agree with God about 
their sin and their need for forgiveness without the use of their minds.  It 
is the mind that the Holy Spirit persuades concerning the truth.   It is then 
that our heart and will can bow to the truth and respond with faith.   
 
And after accepting the truth, we must then have our minds renewed by 
the truth according Romans 12:2.  “Be not conformed to this world but be 
transformed by the renewing of your minds,” says the Apostle Paul. 
 
Here, in Galatians 3:1-5, Paul rebuked their foolishness for not thinking 
through what they were embracing.  And he used a barrage of 
interrogative style questions to lead them back to the truth and to the 
wisdom of God.   
 
Read Galatians 3:1-5, then read it again.  Write down two or three key 
observations that you will be prepared to share in your group.   
 

1.   
 

2.  
 

3.  
 
Describe the tone or mood? 
 
Identify what about these five verses help you identify the mood? 



Small Group Interaction 
 

Ice Breakers: (use one or more)  
As a group, discuss what makes a person gullible?   
 
 
Why is it so easy for an adult to fool a child? 
 
 
In this day and age, what dangers lie in wait of believing without thinking 
and investigating? 
 
 
 
Scripture Exercise: Read Galatians 3:1-5 and share your observations 
from the individual preparation exercise on the previous page. 
 
 
 
Discussion Exercise: Describe why you think Paul is as intense as he 
is, and why it is justifiable for him to be so direct and pointed?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Thinking Exercise:  If justification comes by works of the Law, where 
does the credit go for you being justified? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Scripture Exercise 2: Read Galatians 2:21 and 3:13-14.  Where does 
Paul want all credit to go?  And remembering that this book is inspired by 
the Holy Spirit, where does the Holy Spirit want all credit to go? 
 
 
 
 
 



Discussion Exercise 3: What is so foolish about knowing you already 
have the Spirit, but have to work to be right with God? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Discussion Question 4: Read Galatians 3:3.  What is foolish about 
believing that we can finish by the flesh what began by the Spirit?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Summary Question: How would a little thinking have helped these 
believers avoid embracing a heresy?  
 
 
 
 
 
Prayer Time: Pray for your church body to be diligent and vigilant with 
doctrine, and to be committed to becoming well-versed in the scriptures 
and sharp in their thinking, lest we succumb to the lies and half-truths of 
our spiritual enemy. 
 


