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The Word of the Lord from Galatians 3: “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by 
becoming a curse for us—for it is written, „Cursed is everyone who is hanged on a tree.‟” 

 
This is the Word of the Lord. 

 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen 

 

It‟s a terrible thing to be cursed. You and I may not think so, but that‟s because we 
misunderstand curses. We think it‟s the same as swearing or vulgar language, but it isn‟t. To curse 

someone is to call for evil upon them; often, it means to call upon a god to work evil upon them. In older 
times, people took curses very seriously: they thought that the curses were more than just words. They 

thought that the words had power in themselves to bring the harm about. Often, the curses seemed 

effective: if you cursed someone with insomnia, they might stay awake all night worried that the curse 
would take place. If you cursed someone with weakness, they might be knocked off their appetite and 

lose strength by not eating. Curses were thought to be powerful things. 
 

We relegate curses mostly to movies and horror novels. Some poor fool accidentally desecrates 
an ancient burial ground, breaks the primeval urn or accidentally steps on the foot of a surly witch in 

disguise, and you‟ve got all sorts of entertaining violence for a while. But then the book runs out of pages 

or the movie runs out of ideas, and then—ha-ha!—it‟s back to real life without all those supernatural 
curses going on.  

 
So we live in a world that we assume to be free of curses and—sadly—also free of blessings. It‟s 

one of the reasons that God appears so distant and inactive to modern man. 

 
St. Paul tells us, however, that curses are very much around. Not the silly curses that man 

speaks to man: those are indeed just words without power. However, God speaks curses, and God‟s 
Word is powerful. So when God speaks a curse, the words have power. That‟s why it‟s such a terrible sin 

to call upon God to damn this or that: it‟s not just wishing ill on someone or something, but demanding 

that God act according to your anger or desire for vengeance. Thanks be to God that He responds, “I‟ll 
be the Judge of that.” 

 
So our text paraphrases a verse from Deuteronomy 27, saying, “Cursed be everyone who does 

not abide by all things written in the Book of the Law, and do them.” That‟s a summary near the end of 
the chapter, though the Lord is more specific. Deuteronomy 27:15 says, “Cursed be the man who makes 

a carved or cast metal image, an abomination to the LORD, a thing made by the hands of a craftsman, 

and sets it up in secret.” And indeed, the one who worships a false god has broken the first, second and 
third commandments.  

 
27:16 says, “Cursed be anyone who dishonors his father or his mother.” The one who breaks the 

fourth commandment is under God‟s curse. Verse 17: “Cursed be anyone who moves his neighbor's 

landmark”—that‟s about stealing, breaking the seventh commandment. Verses 20-23 are about 
immorality, about violations of the sixth commandment, while 24-25 are about murder and breaking the 

fifth. Then comes the verse that Paul summarizes in Galatians: “Cursed be everyone who does not abide 
by all things written in the Book of the Law, and do them.” 

 



The one who fails to keep God‟s Law is under God‟s curse. This is not a matter of karma, that 

you‟ll receive as bad as you‟ve done if you‟re not careful. This is God promising that He visits the iniquity 
of the fathers upon the children unto the third and fourth generation of them that hate Him. This is a 

curse of inevitable, eternal death and hell.  
 

However, frightening as that is, that‟s not all that St. Paul is getting at in our text, because he 

also declares, “For all who rely on the law are under a curse.” That‟s a verse that should come as a shock 
to many. It makes sense to most that if you break God‟s Law, then you face His judgment: therefore, you 

should keep God‟s Law. But our text goes one step shockingly farther: it not only says that you‟re cursed 
for breaking God‟s Law, but you‟re cursed for even thinking that your keeping God‟s Law will please Him!  

 
Apart from the Gospel, the one who says, “I believe that it‟s wrong to break God‟s 

commandments, and so I will attempt to live by them” is still under the curse. That sounds terribly unfair, 

but there‟s a simple reason why: no one can keep the law perfectly. And anyone who breaks the Law in 
one point is guilty of the entire law. God does not use letter grades to rate obedience. It‟s pass/fail, and 

everyone fails. Therefore, everyone is under the curse. 
 

There‟s a reason Paul wrote this to the Christians in Galatia: false teachers had arrived and told 

them that they‟d gotten the Gospel wrong. Paul refers to them as the “circumcision party,” because they 
taught the Gentiles, “You too can be saved solely for the sake of Jesus, by faith alone…as long as you‟re 

circumcised just like us.” Paul took great exception to this: not because the news was a rather unpopular 
message, but because the news destroyed the pure grace of the Gospel. The message of the 

circumcision party wasn‟t, “Christ has done everything by His sacrifice and so heaven is yours;” but 
instead it was, “Christ has done His part to save you by dying on the cross, and now you have to do your 

part: be circumcised.” This did two terrible things. For one, it accused Jesus of not having finished the 

job: it said He‟d done the best He could, but He still couldn‟t overcome sin, death and devil without your 
help of getting circumcised. As for the other, the teaching said, “You‟re saved in part by what you do—

you‟re saved by keeping the Law of circumcision.” But the Lord makes clear that the Law doesn‟t bring 
salvation: it only brings a curse even to the one who relies on it. 

 

The world lives under that curse. Everybody feels it, whether they admit it or not. There will be 
those who say, “I try to live a good life and help others,” but they also know that they‟re not good 

enough or perfect enough to avoid death. There are those who spurn God‟s Law, angry that it warns 
them against their sin—they blame Him for the curse of death they must face, and remain cursed all the 

same.  

 
Many within Christendom are entangled in the curse as well. There are plenty of Christians who 

will say, “Jesus has done His part to save me by dying the cross, and now it is up to me to do my part to 
save me by doing good for Him.” That “doing good” might be a matter of a life lived in attempted 

obedience to the Ten Commandments. It may be intentional efforts to help the neighbor. It may be 
penance or pilgrimages. It may be the idea that one must choose to believe in Jesus, decide for Him as 

your Savior and Lord. But all of that is reliance on the Law. All of that is saying, “I am saved, at least in 

part, because I do something.” But our text warns, “For all who rely on works of the law are under a 
curse; for it is written, „Cursed be everyone who does not abide by all things written in the Book of the 

Law, and do them.‟” 
 

This is why we‟re so persnickety about our Lutheran doctrine, so that we continue to proclaim 

salvation by faith in Christ alone—by faith, not at all by works, not even one. Our main concern for our 
brothers and sisters in Christ in other church bodies is that, to one degree or another, they mix the Law 

in with the Gospel. They say you have to do something, at least a little something, in order to be forgiven 
for your sins. But to mix the Law into the Gospel, even just a little, is to mix curse with blessing. That is 

not the way of Christ.  
 



But lest we simply point fingers, rest assured that you think the same way, too.  

 
Before you even know it, you‟ll think on bad days that God must be angry with you, that you 

must have done something wrong; or you‟ll think on good days that you must have done something 
especially good to be so blessed. Either one of those is a confession of faith that says God‟s favor and 

love for you change because of what you do. That‟s entirely untrue, and it is the thinking of those under 

the curse. The truth is that God loves and favors you constantly and solely because Christ has redeemed 
you from your sin. There will be bad days, sometimes perhaps in your weakness you make a colossal 

error or because your loving Father in heaven permits some sort of trial to befall you, but His faithfulness 
remains constant to you in Christ. But it‟s hard to think that way.  

 
You‟ll treat prayer the same way. You‟ll find yourself believing that your prayers will be more 

effective if you clean up your act a little and avoid your usual bad habits and pet sins—which should raise 

the question why you ever indulge in your usual bad habits and pet sins. When things don‟t turn out the 
way you wanted, you‟ll be tempted to believe that you didn‟t pray hard enough, well enough or long 

enough. That you didn‟t is probably true, but it‟s wrong to believe that God answers you because of how 
well you pray. Such thoughts are temptations to discredit the Gospel, the thinking of those accursed: the 

truth is that God hears all of your prayers for the sake of Jesus, and He answers them all according to His 

wisdom, for your good, for the sake of Jesus. But it‟s hard to think that way. 
 

It‟s pretty easy to think along the lines of one accursed, and you probably will each day. That 
would drive you to despair. But you are not cursed. God does not curse you. He blesses you. He speaks 

no maledictions upon you, but only benedictions. The reason is simple: God does not deal with you to 
save you by His Law—if He told you to save yourself by that Law, you would be cursed. But God saves 

you instead by His Gospel, and the Gospel is simply, purely this: Christ fulfilled the Law for you and 

became the curse for you.  
 

Christ fulfilled the Law for you. Remember our epistle: “Cursed be everyone who does not abide 
by all things written in the Book of the Law, and do them.” So Jesus did them. He did them perfectly. He 

did not violate a single Law of God. Therefore, He was not cursed. He didn‟t have to die.  

 
But He did, and our text proclaims this awesome miracle: “Christ redeemed us from the curse of 

the Law by becoming a curse for us—for it is written, „Cursed is everyone who is hanged on a tree.‟” 
Jesus was hanged on the tree of the cross. There, His Father cursed Him for your sin: He vented His 

wrath for your sin on His Son, rather than you. The curse has been spoken—it‟s been carried out; and 

now the Father says to you, “I have no curse left for you, because I already spoke it upon My Son. Now, 
for you, I have only blessings to speak because of what My Son has done.” 

 
And so, in our text, you have one of the sweetest confessions of faith to speak, to memorize, to 

confess, to rejoice in. It is Galatians 2:20: “I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, 
but 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.” You‟ve been crucified with Christ: He suffered the curse of death for your 

sin, and He has joined you to His death. It is no longer you who live, but Christ who lives in you. In other 
words, you are not alive before God because of how well you‟ve kept the Law. You are alive before God 

because Christ has given you the credit for His obedience—in fact, He‟s joined you to Himself and His 
keeping of the Law. And where does all this happen? How can you be sure that Christ dwells in you? Your 

baptism is the key: in Romans 6, the Lord declares that Christ joined you to His death and resurrection 

there. And a little later in Galatians 3, you‟ll hear that “as many of you as were baptized into Christ have 
put on Christ.” 

 
 That‟s why you‟re certain of God‟s favor for you: it doesn‟t depend on your goodness, but upon 

Christ‟s goodness. By His Word and by His Supper, He continues to strengthen the faith He gave you in 



your Baptism—the faith which gladly clings to Christ and says, “Not me, but Him. It is He who has done 

the work to save me.” 
 

Dear friends, that is your comfort in every trial. The devil will do his best to make you believe 
that you are accursed, using every trouble and temptation and sin and threat of death to convince you. 

But in all of this, you hold up Christ against the devil. For Jesus‟ sake, you are not cursed. You are 

blessed, blessed with every good gift from God. You know this, because the Lord speaks His blessing to 
you that you are forgiven for all of your sins. 

 
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 

 


