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PREFACE
This volume is a shorter, less technical version of my commentary on Galatians, An Exposition

of Galatians: A Reading From the New Perspective (3rd ed.; Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2007).
Naturally, such an abbreviated edition of a 440 page work cannot address all the issues of the
larger recension. Nevertheless, the essence of the exposition is present, and it is hoped that
such a treatment of Galatians will be of use to pastors and missionaries in particular.

References to commentaries on Galatians are by authors’ last names, with other literature
cited in an abbreviated form. Full information is provided by the bibliography (in the
Introduction).

Don Garlington Toronto, Ontario
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INTRODUCTION
The purpose of this introduction is to focus attention on the historical/theological issues that

formed the context of the Galatian letter and gave rise to its production. Questions such as
authorship, date, place of writing and destination are interesting in themselves. But apart from
authorship, there continues to be uncertainty on all these points, and it is extremely unlikely that
any unanimity will ever be reached. Besides, the resolution of these issues is hardly
indispensable to the interpretation of the epistle’s biblical-theological content. Adequate
discussions can be found in the introductions to each of the commentaries cited throughout this
work, to which I would add, among others, Brown, Introduction, 467-82; Gorman, Apostle, 183-
226; Hansen, DPL, 323-34; Carson/Moo/Morris, Introduction, 289-303.

An oft-discussed matter is the relation of Galatians to Paul’s trip to Jerusalem as related in
Acts 11:27-30 and the “apostolic conference” of Acts 15. Witherington’s discussion is as good
as any (Witherington, 13-20), and in the section note to 2:1 a reconstruction is likewise offered.

To be sure, from the sociological point of view, it would be helpful to pinpoint the precise
location of the Galatian churches. But even with relative uncertainty, we may assume that the
readers, wherever they were, had come under the pervasive influence of the emperor cult and,
in all probability, had experienced firsthand the worship of the Anatolian Mother Goddess (see
White, Apostle, chaps. 4, 5, 7; Horsley (ed.), Paul; W. Carter, Matthew; Witulski, Adressaten,
128-75; Elliot, “Mother”).

The broader missionary context of Galatians is set by Hultgren, Gospel; O’Brien, Gospel;
Bolt/Thompson (eds.), Gospel; Köstenberger/O’Brien, Salvation, 161-201. Methodological
questions are addressed by Silva, Explorations, and Wright, “Exegesis.”

An “ever burgeoning” field of research of late has been Paul’s presumed dependence on the
canons of Greco-Roman rhetoric, as exemplified prominently by Quintilian. This rhetorical
reading of Galatians has particularly influenced the commentaries of Betz and Witherington. My
own judgment is that while Paul probably had some training in rhetoric, the categories have
been greatly overworked, and the results have proven to be largely artificial. The definitive
challenge to the growing consensus that Galatians is cast in the mold of the rhetorical
handbooks is provided by Martyn, 20-27; and especially Kern, Rhetoric.

1. Occasion and Purpose of the Letter

The letter to the Galatians mirrors the first major crisis in the life of the infant church. The issue
is simply stated. According to Acts 15:1, certain Jewish Christians were insisting that unless
Gentile converts to Christianity are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, they cannot
be saved. But this demand on the part of former Pharisees, now reckoned among the Christian
community, was extended beyond circumcision to the observance of the whole law of Moses
(Acts 15:5; cf. Gal 5:3). In short, according to the “circumcision party,” anyone wishing to join
the ranks of the people of God from the outside must, with few exceptions, conform to the
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normal procedure prescribed for proselytes—circumcision and commitment to Israel’s Torah
(see Schürer, History, 3.150- 76; Donaldson, Paul, 54-65).

Luke terms this company “believers,” presumably because its adherents accepted Jesus as
the Messiah and came to recognize that the age of the Spirit had arrived with him.
Nevertheless, in focus and commitment, these people apparently brought their Pharisaic
presuppositions over into their Christianity. According to that set of assumptions, Israel’s law
was eternal and unchangeable, and the Messiah himself was conceived of as a servant of the
Torah. His job was to preserve intact the values of God’s covenant with Israel and to eliminate
all opposition to the contrary (as classically affirmed in Psalms of Solomon 17-18).

In the Acts narrative, the insistence on circumcision and the law represents the climax of a
story, namely, the struggle for Gentile equality in the assemblies of Jesus the Christ. The issue
is posed by Boice. When the gospel was being preached primarily to Jews by Jews, the
development of the church progressed smoothly. But as Christians pushed out into largely
Gentile communities and the gospel began to take root there, questions arose regarding a
Christian’s relationship to the law of Moses and to Judaism as a system. “Was the church to
open her doors wide to all comers, regardless of their relationship to the particularized traditions
of Judaism? Were her boundaries to be as wide as the human race? Or was she to be only an
extension of Judaism to the Gentiles” (Boice, 409)?

By the time the “apostolic conference” of Acts 15 concludes, the apostles and other
participants arrive at a consensus: Gentiles are not to be unnecessarily burdened by the
Mosaic regulations; they need only abstain from immorality and idolatry (see Witherington,
Acts, 460-67). Effectively, they said, being Christian does not hinge on first becoming Jewish.

Paul’s letter to the Galatians marks the early stages of the controversy. The party whose
positions were finally rejected by the Jerusalem church was actively engaged in missionary
activity for a number of years. Whatever name it might have borne, it is this same basic group
that followed Paul around on his travels and attempted to counter his law-free gospel to the
Gentiles with its “other gospel” of Christ plus “the works of the law.” Much has been written on
the identity of the opponents and their theology (e.g., Martyn, 117-26; Gunther, Opponents;
Ellis, Prophecy, 80-115; Howard, Crisis, 1-19; Dunn, Theology of Galatians, 8-12). But after all
is said and done, Paul’s antagonists in Galatia conceived of themselves as Jewish Christian
missionaries, whose goal was to bring the nations into captive obedience to Israel’s king, in
fulfillment of such OT passages as Ps 2:8 and Gen 49:10. In their view, they were only
attempting to promote the promise to Abraham of a multitude of descendants by bringing
Gentiles under the dominion of the law, as supported prima facie by such prophetic texts as
Isaiah 2:2-4; Micah 4:1-3; Zechariah 14:16-19.

Galatians, therefore, is Paul’s response to the efforts of the other missionaries to bring
Gentiles who have turned to Christ under the dominion of the law, in order to “complete” their
conversion to the God of Israel. As far as these preachers were concerned, faith in Jesus of
Nazareth as Messiah is well and good—this much is fundamental to everything else, because
every Jew of the Second Temple period knew that the religious life was first and foremost a
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matter of reliance on God.

This axiom of faith in Judaism is amply confirmed by the literature of the pre- destruction
period, which is filled with references to faith in Yahweh (see Garlington, Obedience). However,
it is equally clear from these sources that faith always assumed a nationalistic bias. That is to
say, belief in the God of Israel was always to be accompanied by a steadfast commitment to
the Torah, which gave concrete expression to the will of the Lord of the covenant. In brief, the
law was given to regulate the life of the believing community, and genuine faith was always
sensitive to the “household rules” put in place to guide the faithful in their walk in the ways of
the Lord.

Given such a set of assumptions, Paul’s opponents in Galatia were more than glad to have
“outsiders” join the ranks of God’s people—but under the proper conditions. Those conditions
are well illustrated by the book of Judith. According to Judith 14:10, the Gentile Achior believed
in the God of Israel, was circumcised, joined the house of Israel and remained steadfast all his
days. For these “Judaizers,” it was self-evident that God was ready and willing to receive
believers in God’s Messiah; but such faith could never remain alone—it had to be attended by
“the works of the law” (see on 2:16) in order to be valid.

But Paul disagreed, and disagreed vociferously. In light of what God has done in Christ in the
fullness of the time (Gal 4:4), the law has served its purpose in salvation history, the dividing
wall of hostility between Jew and Gentile has come down (Eph 2:14), and God has now
received all who place their trust in Christ irrespective of ethnic distinctives and devotion to the
law of Moses. In a nutshell, the only distinction which postdates the resurrection of Christ is
faith versus unbelief.

But by way of an important qualification, however, it should not be supposed that Paul was a
Marcionite before Marcion, even though he has some very radical things indeed to say about
the law in this letter. It is not that he conceives of Israel’s Torah as an evil of some sort. Rather,
he seeks to address an attitude that would keep the law around after its goal has been realized
—Christ (3:23-25; Rom 10:4). Paul’s most basic problem with the Law, writes Witherington, is
that it is obsolete and, therefore, following it is no longer appropriate. The Torah is not the rule
of the eschatological age and it is not to be imposed in the new creation. “If Christ came even to
redeem Jews out from under the yoke of the Law, if the Law was a pedagogue meant to
function only until Christ came, if the Law was “set aside”…then it is a mistake, indeed a
serious mistake to go back to keeping it, or in the case of Gentiles to begin to submit to it in any
form or fashion.” The Law had an important function and role to play in the divine economy, but
the rule of the Mosaic age has had its day and has ceased to be. But it is not just the
anachronism that bothers Paul about insisting that Christians must keep the Mosaic Law. “What
bothers him most is that keeping the Law implies in Paul’s mind that Christ’s death did not
accomplish what in fact he believes it did accomplish. To submit to the Mosaic Law is to nullify
the grace of God (Gal. 2.21) and to deny that justification or righteousness, whether initial or
final, comes through the death of Christ” (Witherington, 354; cf. pp. 90, 355-56).

Carrying on from Witherington’s observation, it follows that the law cannot justify because it
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was never intended to justify. In other words, the inability of the law to justify is rooted in
eschatology. There is, one might say, a teleology of the law; that is, its sole reason for being
was to point Israel and all humanity to Christ, in whom God had always purposed to vindicate
his people. In his study of the weakness of the law, Bayes takes issue with the traditional view
that the law’s inadequacy to justify resides in anthropological failure (the famous suppressed
premise). He rightly maintains that this explanation of the law in Galatians misses the point.
“For Paul, the law can be described as weak in respect of justification simply because it was not
given by God for the purpose of justification, but rather as an interim provision pointing forward
to the Christ, in whom justification would become a reality. To seek justification by the law,
therefore, as the Galatians were mistakenly trying to do, is to attempt to direct the law towards
an end for which it is essentially unsuited by the purpose of God” (Weakness, 138).

The core issue in Galatians thus boils down to a simple but profound choice— Christ or the
Torah (see Gordon, “Problem”). From Romans 14, it is clear enough that Paul was willing to
allow Jewish Christians (and others) to practice the law as a matter of personal lifestyle, if they
chose. But he drew the line when Torah observance was made the indispensable condition for
entering and remaining within the people of God. In short, he repudiated the law as the “Jewish
gateway to salvation.” At one time, the community of the saved was in fact constituted of
circumcised and law-observant people. But with the coming of Jesus the Messiah, who himself
began to relax the Mosaic strictures (e.g., Matt 8:3; Mark 7:18-19; Luke 7:14; 13:10-17; John
5:9b-18), the demand of the Jewish Christian missionaries for circumcision and law-obedience
is not only obsolete, it actually impedes access to God and is tantamount, no less, to idolatry
and apostasy (see on 3:10- 13; 4:8-10).

At this juncture, it is important to underscore that the bottom line issue in Galatians is
soteriology. Sanders is doubtlessly correct to maintain that “Paul’s argument is not in favor of
faith per se, nor is it against works per se. It is much more particular: it is against requiring the
Gentiles to keep the law of Moses in order to be ‘sons of Abraham’” (Paul, the Law, 19). He
adds further that “we have become so sensitive to the theological issue of grace and merit that
we often lose sight of the actual subject of the dispute” (ibid.). Thus, the subject of Galatians is
“the condition on which Gentiles enter the people of God” (ibid., 18). Nevertheless, much more
is at stake than a sociology or group identity, one enclave distinguishing itself from another. If
the topic under discussion is “how to enter the body of those who would be saved,” then “the
topic is, in effect, soteriology” (ibid., 45, 46). Cousar speaks to the same effect: “The issue
under debate, raised by the agitators’ demand for circumcision, was basically soteriological,
how God saves people” (Coursar, 61). See Acts 15:1.

This affirmation of soteriology as lying at the root of Galatians is a necessary corrective to N.
T. Wright’s otherwise excellent treatment of justification and righteousness language in the NT.
Wright is insistent that justification, and consequently the subject matter of Galatians, does not
tell us how to be saved; it is, rather, a way of saying how you can tell that you belong to the
covenant community, or, in other words, How do you define the people of God (e.g., Paul, 119,
120-22, 131)?

To be sure, such issues are to be judged in light of the covenant context of “the righteousness
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of God” and similar ideas. On this Wright is undoubtedly correct, and the ensuing exposition is
much in his debt in this regard. Indeed, Galatians does address the question, “Who is a
member of the people of God” (ibid., 121). Likewise, it is true that “justification, in Galatians, is
the doctrine which insists that all who share faith in Christ belong at the same table, no matter
what their racial differences, as together they wait for the final new creation” (ibid., 122).

This much said, it must be countered that Wright has constructed a false dichotomy between
the identity of the people of God and salvation. Sanders is closer to the mark: Galatians has to
do with how to enter the body of those who would be saved. This means that to belong to the
new covenant is to be among the community of the saved. And justification does indeed tell us
how to be saved, in that it depicts God’s method of saving sinners—by faith in Christ, not by
works of the law—and placing them in covenant standing with himself. If justification is by faith,
then in point of fact a method of salvation is prescribed: one enters into the realm of salvation
by faith.

It is just because the bedrock of Galatians is soteriology, and it is just because Paul sees
defection from Christ to the law as taking place “so quickly” in the Galatian congregations that
he writes with an intense awareness of the plight of his “children” in the gospel who are in
danger of forsaking their Lord for what effectively is no better than their former bondage to
pagan deities (4:8-10). In plain terms, the letter is written to avert the apostasy in Galatia. No
wonder, then, Paul’s passions are white hot in this letter.

2. The Message of the Opponents and Paul’s Reply

Apart from what can be reconstructed respecting the presuppositions of the other teachers
from historical sources, we are dependent on Paul himself for information about his opponents’
positions. Although there are limitations to the method, any interpretation of Galatians inevitably
resorts to a certain amount of “mirror reading” of the text (see Barclay, Obeying, 37-45; id.,
“Mirror Reading”). That is to say, judging from what Paul actually writes about his antagonists,
certain factors can be deduced, running the whole gamut from the certain to the incredible (see
Barclay, “Mirror Reading,” 265-66). While commentators will continue to debate the precise
demands made on the Galatians by the Jewish Christian missionaries, in the main these are
not so difficult to discern. Nor is Paul’s reply difficult to determine. As Gorman writes, Paul
responds to the Galatian crisis by telling a series of stories—“Stories about himself, about
Christ, about the Galatians and their experience of the Spirit, about God, about the Law, about
biblical characters like Abraham and Hagar and Sarah, and about life together… These stories
all serve his main purpose of dissuading the Gentile Galatians from being circumcised”
(Apostle, 192).

The Demand for Circumcision

If anything is obvious from the letter itself, it is Paul’s resistance of the “gospel of circumcision”
as preached by the Judaizers (on the significance of circumcision, see on 2:3; 5:2-3, 6; 6:12-13,
15, with literature). At a pivotal point in the historical narrative of chaps. 1-2, his repudiation of
circumcision for Gentiles is for the very purpose of preserving “the truth of the gospel” for the
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Galatians (2:5). The opponents, for their part, were simply following suit with the requirements
of both the Abrahamic and Mosaic covenants. From their standpoint, remarks Barclay, “the
opponents could argue that the only way for the Galatians to secure their identity as members
of God’s people and recipients of his promises was by accepting circumcision: the present half-
way status was valueless” (Obeying, 54-55).

Apart from the theological arguments forwarded by the opponents, Barclay helps us to
understand why Gentiles would ever be inclined to submit to circumcision, especially given the
disdain in which the practice was held in the Greco-Roman world (as tantamount to castration).
As Christians, the readers of the letter would have been in a precarious social position. They
had abandoned the pagan temples and, as a consequence, would have experienced social
dislocation. “To dissociate oneself from the worship of family and community deities would
entail a serious disruption in one’s relationships with family, friends, fellow club members,
business associates and civic authorities” (Obeying, 58). By accepting circumcision, the
Galatians would have a recognizable group with which to identify (Philo makes this very point,
Spec. Laws 1.9.51-52).

Barclay explains that although Jews may not have been popular in the pagan environment, at
least the Jewish religion had a long-established pedigree; it was not a suspicious novelty like
the Christian movement. “By becoming proselytes the Galatians could hope to identify
themselves with the local synagogues and thus hold at least a more understandable and
recognizable place in society. The adjustments required for this move were minor compared to
their Christian conversion: the resocialization was a relatively straightforward matter” (Obeying,
60).

Additionally, it might have been argued that the Jerusalem apostles were all circumcised Jews.
Thus, if the Galatians wanted to identify with them, the “pillars” of the church (2:9), they would
have to become circumcised too. The agitators would have pressed the case that the Christian
movement involved Jewish identity, and for Gentiles that necessitated circumcision (ibid., 59).

But notwithstanding the various arguments drawn from the Hebrew Scriptures and the
example of the mother church in Jerusalem, for Paul the rules of the game had changed:
circumcision now means nothing—all that counts now is the new creation and faith working
through love (5:6; 6:15). The Mosaic covenant, with its entrance rite of circumcision, has
passed off the scene and has given way to a new covenant. As for the covenant with Abraham,
itself signed and sealed by circumcision (Rom 4:11), it has found its realization in Christ, the
true seed. Therefore, the children of Abraham are now to be defined by their connection with
Christ, not the mark in the flesh called circumcision. So adamant is Paul on this point that
circumcision for him is an exit ritual out of Christ, not an entrance rite into the community of
God’s people (see on 5:3). Given all these factors, we are not necessarily surprised that in one
place Paul goes so far as to suggest that since his rivals have such a keen interest in removing
foreskins, they should go all the way and emasculate themselves (5:12)!

Observance of the Law

If circumcision was axiomatic for the other missionaries, then the Torah certainly was. The
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importance of law observance for any Jew of Paul’s day goes without saying (see, e.g.,
Barclay, Obeying, 60-72; Dunn, Jesus, Paul, 216-25; id., Theology of Paul, 354-59; id., “Issue,”
298-305). The Judaizers would have been guided by the working principle of the Mosaic
covenant as voiced by Lev 18:5: “So you shall keep My statutes and My judgments, by which a
man may live if he does them; I am the Lord” (NASB). The same perspective is evident in the
recurring refrain of Deuteronomy, “this do and live” (Deut 4:1, 10, 40; 5:29-33; 6:1-2, 18, 24;
7:12-13). Given that the context of doing the law is the covenant graciously established at the
time of the Exodus, the point of Lev 18:5 is hardly that of Israel having to earn God’s favor or
obtain life by performance. Rather, the people would continue to live in the land and enjoy the
abundant blessing of God if they remained within the parameters of the law and turned away
from idolatry—this is to “do the law” (see on 3:12).

Therefore, the fundamental premise of the Jewish Christian missionaries was that all who
would seek to be vindicated as the faithful people of God in the final judgment must assume the
yoke of the law and live as Torah-observant Jews. But what we must understand is that for
them this was not a burden or another form of bondage (in contrast to Paul). Rather, the law is
the good news, it is the gospel (see Martyn’s important discussion, 121-22, 134-35).

It is over against such a conception of the law that Paul says several things in reply. (1) The
final judgment has already taken place in Christ, one does not have to wait until the
consummation of this age. (2) Torah observance has nothing to do with one’s ultimate
vindication: only faith in Christ counts (see on 2:16). For him, the law has fulfilled its function of
pointing to Christ (3:23-25) and for that reason can never be the measure of one’s fidelity to
God. Paul would have given his hearty assent to one of the great mottoes of the Reformation—
sola fide. (3) The long-expected new exodus has now occurred; the new Israel has returned
from exile (see Davies, Engagements, 123-40; Keesmaat, Paul). However, this is an exodus
that has delivered the people of God from the bondage of the Torah (see on 1:4; 2:4-5; 3:23-25;
4:1-11; 5:1-12)! What a different conception of the law than that entertained by the Judaizers,
and what a different reading of the story of Israel! For Paul, that story has reached its climax in
Christ, but in such a way as to mark a startling discontinuity between the ancient people and
the community of the new age (see throughout Wright, New Testament; id., Jesus; and Hays,
Faith, xxxv-xxxviii).

In socio-theological terms, the crux of the Galatian controversy can be posed as one of
boundaries. To modify somewhat T. L. Carter’s analysis, the issue at stake is what boundaries
now demarcate the people of Christ. Paul’s Jewish Christian opponents essentially defined the
boundaries in terms of law observance. In his words, “those who adhered to the Jewish works
of the law could be classified as righteous insiders, while those who did not, including Paul and
his uncircumcised Gentile converts, belonged outside, in the class of sinners” (Paul, 85-86).

Paul responds by emphasizing his own boundary markers of Christ and the Spirit. As far as
the apostle is concerned, the “insiders” are those who “in Christ” share in the eschatological
age of the Spirit, which is entered solely on the basis of faith in Christ. His Gentile converts are,
however, under attack from infiltrators preaching a false gospel of circumcision (1:7; 4:17; 5:7;
6:12). “Paul responds by redrawing the boundaries to emphasise that those who are under the
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law are sinful outsiders, because they still belong to the present evil age and are under the
power of sin” (ibid., 86. See the entire discussion of pp. 86-123.).

As Carter further explains (ibid., 92), in the context in which Paul lived and worked, the main
boundary markers that set observant Jews apart from Hellenistic culture were abstention from
participation in other cults, separation at meals, male circumcision and sabbath observance (I
might add purity laws). However, not all Jews rejected Hellenistic culture: some embraced it
while remaining self-consciously Jewish, whereas others became assimilated to the point of
losing their Jewish identity. The boundaries separating the Jewish community from the
Hellenistic world were thus constantly subject to erosion, and Paul’s insistence that Gentile
believers need not observe food laws, circumcision and sabbath would have led to his being
perceived by his fellow Jews as someone who had abandoned his Jewish identity and
assimilated to Hellenism. Those who opposed Paul thus perceived him as a traitor, which is
why Paul suffered persecution for the cross of Christ (5:11). Those who opposed Paul in
Jerusalem, Antioch and Galatia were, therefore, attempting to reinforce the boundaries
between Judaism and Hellenism by insisting on circumcision, food laws and sabbath
observance.

The Vision of the Messiah

As stated above, the core question in Galatians is the choice between Christ and the Torah. At
the end of the day, the overarching issue is differing visions of the Messiah, i.e., christology with
its manifold implications. For Paul, the article of standing or falling of the church is Christ
himself. This means that, both in Galatians and in Paul generally, even more basic than sola
fide is solus Christus. Paul’s method of argumentation in this letter, as in all the others, is
historical. His is not a topical discussion of faith and works or of legalism versus grace. Rather,
his point is that continued devotion to the Torah exalts the law above Christ and is tantamount
to idolatry; it is like being in bondage all over again. Effectively, the message of Galatians is
encapsulated by the central statement of Colossians: Christ must have the preeminence in all
things (1:18).

Gaventa says it well. Although the issue that prompts Paul to write to the Galatian Christians
arises from a conflict regarding the law, in addressing that problem he insists that his gospel
proclaims Jesus Christ crucified to be the inauguration of a new creation. “This new creation
allows for no supplementation or augmentation by the law or any other power or loyalty.” What
the Galatians were seeking in the law was the certainty that they have a firm place in the
church of God and an assurance of what God requires of them. But “it is precisely this certainty,
and every other form of certainty, that Paul rejects with his claim about the exclusivity and
singularity of Jesus Christ” (“Singularity,” 159, italics mine).

That christology is at the heart of Paul’s controversy with the circumcision party is underscored
by the relation of the Messiah to the Torah in the theology of the latter. Martyn very helpfully
distills the thinking of the opponents as regards the Christ of the law. The Jewish teachers
viewed Jesus as the completion of the ministry of Moses. They saw God’s Christ in the light of
God’s law, rather than the law in the light of Christ. This means that in their christology Christ is
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secondary to the law. “For them the Messiah is the Messiah of the Law, deriving his identity
from the fact that he confirms—and perhaps even normatively interprets—the Law. If Christ is
explicitly involved in the Teachers’ commission to preach to the Gentiles, that must be so
because he has deepened their passion to take to the nations God’s gift of gifts, the Spirit-
dispensing Law that will guide them in their daily life” (Martyn, 124-25, italics mine).

The issue of the Holy Spirit is addressed in the relevant places in the commentary (see at
length Fee, Presence, 367-71, 803-903; Lull, Spirit; Cosgrove, Cross; Williams, “Justification”).
Suffice it to say here that the law teachers were insisting that the gift of the Spirit is insolubly
linked to the Torah. And given the contexts in which the Spirit is promised to an Israel returned
from exile (e.g., Isa 4:2-6; 11:1-2; 32:15; 42:1; 44:3; 61:1; cf. 63:11; Ezek 36:26-27; 37:14;
39:29; Joel 2:28-29), they were proceeding consistently with a face value reading of the
Prophets. In a nutshell, for them Torah and Spirit are Siamese twins, and it was just the role of
the Messiah to keep intact what God had joined from of old.

To be sure, both Paul and his rivals both held to an apocalyptic world view in which the Spirit
had been quenched until the time of the end; and both believed that the end had arrived with
Jesus of Nazareth, who has inaugurated the age of the Spirit. But the radical difference
between the two was the place of the law now that the Spirit has been outpoured. In this
regard, Paul is 180 degrees away from the opponents. His conception of the relation of law and
Spirit is based on his experience of the eschatological Spirit. As Fee explains, for Paul the line
is not from the Old Testament to the New, but from his experience of the Spirit as God’s
empowering presence back to the Old (Presence, 915).

It is precisely to this experience that Paul appeals in 3:2: “This 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”
(NASB)? Therefore, Who really possesses the Spirit? This is the crucial question and lies at the
heart of Paul’s dispute with the other missionaries. For the circumcisers, it is the law-people
who have the Spirit, and only the Torah can guarantee the blessings of the Spirit (Cosgrove,
Cross, 87-114). But for Paul the Spirit brings an end to Torah observance (Fee, Paul, 101-3).

3. The New Perspective on Paul

All the above data reinforce the conviction that in order to understand the conflict between
Pauline and Judaistic Christianity, it is vital to have historically accurate views of the place and
function of the law within the Judaism of the first Christian century. The traditional approach to
the subject, in commentaries on Galatians, from the Reformation onward has been to read
Paul’s controversy with Judaism and the Judaizers in the light of Luther’s struggle with
medieval Catholicism. According to that interpretation, in Galatians Paul sharpens his sword
against a system of works-righteousness legalism that sought insure standing before God on
the basis of personal merit, a kind of “justification by decency.” However, since the appearance
of E. P. Sanders’ Paul and Palestinian Judaism in 1977, a “new perspective” on Paul in relation
to his contemporaries has emerged. The phrase was coined by James Dunn in his “New
Perspective” (reprinted in Jesus, Paul, 183-214). For good reason, Moisés Silva calls the “new
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perspective” the “Sanders/Dunn trajectory” (“Law and Christianity,” 341).

The now famous phrase employed by Sanders to bespeak his understanding of the Judaism
of the Second Temple and rabbinic periods is “covenantal nomism.” According to Sanders,
covenantal nomism is the view that one’s place in God’s plan is established on the basis of the
covenant and that the covenant requires obedience to its commandments as the proper
response of human partner of the covenant. The covenant itself provides the means of
atonement for transgression. Obedience maintains one’s position in the covenant, but it does
not earn God’s grace as such (see Paul, 75, 420, 544).

Dunn further clarifies Sanders’ outlook. The covenant relationship was regulated by the law,
not as a way of entering the covenant, or of gaining merit, but as the way of living within the
covenant; and that included the provision of sacrifice and atonement for those who confessed
their sins and thus repented. Covenantal nomism thus means “the maintenance of status”
among the chosen people of God by observing the law given by God as part of that covenant
relationship (Romans, 1.lxv; see additionally Theology of Paul, 335-40).

To these explanations, I might add the following. (1) Israel became the people of God by his
electing grace as manifested in the Exodus. (2) The covenant forms the context of law-keeping.
In other words, Israel is bound to keep the law not in order to earn salvation, but in order to
maintain her side of the covenant bond. Thus, the stress falls not on legalism but on fidelity to
the covenant and preservation of the community. (3) Sanders, therefore, epitomizes his
understanding of Jewish religion with the phrases “getting in” and “staying in.” One “gets in” the
covenant by being born into the Jewish community, which was formed in the first place by the
electing grace of God. One “stays in” the covenant by keeping the law, not perfectly and
certainly not for the purpose of establishing a claim on God, but out of a sincere intention to
remain loyal to the God of grace. And if one sinned, God has provided the sacrifices to atone
for sin and restore one to his standing within the community.

Dunn builds on Sanders’ construction of pre-destruction Judaism, but levels the criticism that
“Sanders’ Paul hardly seems to be addressing Sanders’ Judaism” (“New Perspective,” 121). In
other words, the Paul of Sanders takes his countrymen to task for precisely the same reason
that Luther did! Dunn thus distances himself from Sanders’ Paul by defining the apostle’s
phrase “the works of the law” not as a generalized principle of obedience for the purpose of
earning salvation but as those works done in response to the covenant in order to maintain the
bond between God and Israel (the works of “staying in”). Dunn does maintain that “the works of
the law” encompasses the whole Torah (see Dunn, “Works,” 526; Theology of Paul, 358, n. 97),
but within the period of the Second Temple certain aspects of the law became especially
prominent as the boundary and identity markers of the Jewish people: prominently
circumcision, food laws, purity laws and sabbath.1

That there is a darker side to Paul’s deployment of “works of the law” is not to be doubted,
especially as the phrase intersects with others such as “under sin,” “under law” and the “curse
of the law” (see the section note to 2:16). Nevertheless, such “works” pertain to practices
commanded by the law that distinctively mark Jewish ethnic identity and symbolize
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comprehensive obedience to the law’s covenant obligations (see on 2:16).

To be sure, Paul would have been adamantly opposed to any scheme of self- salvation based
on human performance (Eph 2:8-9 and Titus 3:5 have direct applicability). Nevertheless, it is
the underlying assumption of this work that historically he has in his sights the works of fidelity
to the Mosaic covenant (“staying in”) which would stand one in good stead on the day of
judgment. In this regard, the Reformers were correct that if justification is not by Jewish
tradition, then it is not by church tradition either. Salvation is not by “religion,” however
conceived. This is the hermeneutical “significance” or application of the historical principle at
stake: only Christ can save, not religion or tradition. Christ must be, in the familiar phrase, a
“personal savior.” When Paul became a Christian, he left religion and came to Christ.
Therefore, far from being inimical to the foundational concerns of the Reformation, the reading
of the Galatian letter proffered herein is fully supportive of the great mottoes of the Reformers
themselves: Sola Scriptura, Sola Fide and especially Solus Christus, and all the more as the
present commentary endeavors to honor an oft-neglected slogan of the Reformation—Ad
Fontes (“to the sources”).

4. What Time Is It?

Modern scholarship has increasingly come to recognize that in Paul generally and in Galatians
in particular there is a decided apocalyptic element. As a simplified definition of Apocalyptic, we
might call it the hope of a new heavens and a new earth: it is the new creation breaking into the
old (as per Isa 65:17-25). The latter Jewish apocalyptic movement took over this dimension of
the prophetic message and exaggerated its essential elements in order to make a point,
namely, that although this age and the age to come are hopelessly in conflict, God will
eventually overwhelm the evil powers and usher in the age of bliss (handy overviews of
Apocalyptic may be found in Wright, New Testament, 280- 338; Dunn, Unity, 310-16).

Martyn in particular has explored the apocalyptic outlook of Galatians and has asked the
appropriate question, What time is it (see Martyn, 97-105; id., Issues, 111-123; cf. Dunn,
Theology of Galatians, 46-52)? As noted in the commentary, Galatians contains certain
bracketing ideas which provide an interpretive key to its contents. One of these ideas is a
powerful apocalyptic signal. According to 1:3, Jesus gave himself to rescue us from “the
present evil age;” and a closing declaration is that what counts is the “new creation” (6:15). In
between, Paul constructs a series of what Martyn calls “apocalyptic antinomies,” or polar
opposites, i.e., forces or qualities characteristic of each age respectively. These have been set
in motion by the sending of God’s Son and the Spirit of his Son.

On the one side are such entities as sin, death, the law and the flesh; on the other are Spirit,
life, justification and freedom. Martyn points out that at several crucial points in the letter Paul
uses the noun “revelation” (apokalusis) and the verb “reveal” (apokaluptō) to describe the end-
time reality inaugurated by Christ and the Spirit (e.g., 1:13, 16; 3:23; 6:14). Most striking of all is
the sequence of antinomies developed in the story of Hagar and Sarah in 4:21-31 (see Martyn,
Issues, 25).
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Thus, the whole of Galatians is set within the framework of a new era which has come to
displace the old (Cummins, Paul, 106-9; Longenecker, Triumph, 35-67; Silva “Structures”). One
day that displacement will be complete, but for the time being the two are in conflict, as evident
particularly from 5:17: “For the flesh sets its desire against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the
flesh; for these are in opposition to one another, so that you may not do the things that you
please” (NASB). “In sum,” says Cummins, “Paul’s response to his afflicted converts is
predicated upon the fundamental conviction that through Christ and the Spirit they are
participants in the now inaugurated reign of God, even if they must still do battle with the dying
vestiges of the old age—a sphere which they have left behind and to which they must not
return” (Paul, 108).

The question, What time is it? is a two-edged sword in Paul’s hands. On the one side, his
answer, as Wright observes, is radically different from the Jewish answer. “As a Pharisee he
would have answered: we are living in the last days before the great act of God within history to
defeat the pagans and liberate Israel. As a Christian he answered: we are living in the first days
after the great act of God within history to defeat sin and death and liberate the whole cosmos”
(Paul, 141). Or, phrased somewhat differently, “The one true God had done for Jesus of
Nazareth, in the middle of time, what Saul had thought he was going to do for Israel at the end
of time” (ibid., 36, italics his). What time is it? then, marks the main difference between Judaism
and Christianity.

On the other side, Paul, in Galatians, is not combating non-Christian Judaism, but rather a
group of individuals who confessed Jesus as the Christ and believed that the age of the Spirit
had dawned with him. To this extent they were “Christians” (as indicated by Luke’s ascription to
them of the predicate “believers” in Acts 15:5). However, they were Christians of a different
stripe than Paul. Their conviction was that the advent of the Messiah, the servant of the Torah,
and his Spirit effected no change in the way God had always identified and received his people
within the covenant relationship. They were still to be bounded by the law and find their self-
definition by remaining within its parameters. Therefore, writes Witherington, Galatians is
neither antinomian in character nor is it an attack on legalism. It is, rather, “a salvation historical
argument about recognizing what time it is, and what covenant God’s people are and are not
now under.” The Law of Christ is not the Mosaic Law intensified or assuming a new guise. On
the contrary, “it is the new eschatological dictums appropriate for those living as new creatures
albeit in an already and not yet situation” (Witherington, 345, italics mine).

From this vantage point, the specific answer to the question, What time is it? or, more
pointedly, What is the character of this time? signals the distinction between Pauline
Christianity and the religion of the law teachers.

5. Outline of the Letter

Introduction (1:1-10)

A. Greeting (1:1-5)
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B. The Curse of the New Covenant (1:6-10)

Paul’s Autobiography as Paradigm (1:11-2:21)

A. The Divine Origin of Paul’s Gospel (1:11-12)

B. Paul’s Former Life in Judaism (1:13-14)

C. Paul’s Conversion/Calling and Its Immediate Results (1:15-17)

D. Paul’s First Visit to Jerusalem (1:18-20)

E. The Aftermath of the Jerusalem Visit (1:21-24)

F. Paul’s Second Visit to Jerusalem (2:1-10)

G. The Incident at Antioch (2:11-14)

H. Summary and Transition (2:15-21)

The Argument from Scripture and Salvation History (3:1-4:31)

A. The Spirit and the Gospel (3:1-5)

B. Abraham the Believer (3:6-9)

C. The Curse of the Law (3:10-14)

D. The Law and the Promise (3:15-18)

E. Why the Law? (3:19-22)

F. The Sons of God and the Seed of Abraham (3:26-29)

G. Heirs and Sons of God (4:1-7)

H. Don’t Become Slaves Again (4:8-11)

I. A Personal Appeal (4:12-20)

J. The Story of Hagar and Sarah (4:21-31)

Freedom in the Spirit (5:1-6:18)

A. The Call to Freedom (5:1-6)

B. Run the Race (5:7-12)

C. The Responsibilities of Freedom in the Spirit (5:13-6:10)

(1) Freedom Means Love (5:13-15)

(2) Spirit Versus Flesh (5:16-26)

(3) Freedom in Service to Others (6:1-10)

D. The Last Word (6:11-18)
1 As to be expected, not everyone is happy with this reading of Judaism and, consequently, with the more
recent evaluation of the law in Paul. Since 1977, tons of literature have rolled off the presses in response to various aspects of this “Sanders-Dunn trajectory.” Mention
can be made of only a few recent volumes: Stuhlmacher, Revisiting; Carson/O’Brien/Seifrid (eds.), Justification; Das, Paul; Kim, Paul; Westerholm, Perspectives. The
New Perspective and matters relating to it, such as Paul and the law, Paul’s relation to his fellow Jews, justification/righteousness, have been surveyed many times. See,
e.g., Thompson, New Perspective; Westerholm, Perspectives, 3-258; O’Brien, “Justification;” Kruse, Paul, 27-53; Das, Paul and the Jews, 1-16.
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GALATIANS CHAPTER ONE

TEXT AND EXPOSITION INTRODUCTION (1:1-10)

A. Greeting (1:1-5)

Paul’s opening words to the Galatians are, at the same time, both typical and atypical of his
letters. The paragraph is typical in that Paul identifies himself as an apostle of Christ, names
the letter’s recipients and confers upon them the apostolic benediction of grace and peace. Yet
it is atypical because his customary thanksgiving is lacking altogether. He simply addresses
“the churches of Galatia,” without any complimentary qualifiers (in contrast to Rom 1:8-12; 1
Cor 1:4-5; Eph 1:1; Col 1:2). Even with all the theological complexity attached to “churches”
(ekklēsiai), his salutation is still terse and should have alerted them to his dissatisfaction with
them. This is why he turns immediately to the crisis that has caused him such alarm. It is, then,
only for lack of a better term that the opening can be called a “greeting.” In addition, this
“greeting” is unusual because of the presence of its doxology.

Three matters are of importance in Paul’s opening. (1) His assertion of the divine origin of his
apostleship. The fact that he was commissioned directly by God the Father and the Lord Jesus
Christ precludes any human intermediaries or authorities who might place an imprimatur upon
his mission, most notably the original apostles and/or the church in Jerusalem. Paul’s office is
in no sense indirect, dependent or secondary. (2) The death of Christ. Paul is concerned to
stress the cross from the outset because of the way it must have been downplayed by the
Judaizers. It had to be emphasized as a matter of great moment that Christ’s death took place
“according to the will of our God and Father,” not as an afterthought on the part of God, an
accident of history or even a tragic mistake on the part of Israel. By the time Paul ends this
letter, he will declare the cross to be an object of boasting (6:14). These references to the cross
bracket the letter and provide an important framework of interpretation: in a very real sense,
Galatians is about the cross. And here, at the outset, he does not hesitate to place the
ignominious cross at the heart of what God had purposed in Christ for the end of the ages. The
Judaizers refused to endure persecution for the sake of the cross (6:12). But for Paul the cross
is glorious (6:14) and, along with the resurrection, signals the turning point of salvation history,
the portal from BC into AD. For Paul, no cross no gospel. (3) The threefold mention of God the
Father. If we read this greeting in the light of the whole epistle, the repeated reference to the
Father is intended to pave the way for one of its outstanding motifs, namely, the adoptive
sonship of believers in Christ. Thus, our Father is none other than the Father of the Lord Jesus
himself. It is the Father who has lavished grace upon us in his uniquely beloved Son (Eph 1:6).

Paul’s opening contains the entire letter in a nutshell. In it he telegraphs in advance the major
themes with which he will deal throughout the letter. As such, it corresponds to the epistle’s
final paragraph (6:11-18), which in its own way also serves to distill the content of the whole.

1 Paul, as customary, states his name to the readers. But he is not merely Paul, he is Paul the
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apostle. The very term “apostle” places Paul within the company of the original disciples of
Jesus. Paul thus identifies himself with the Twelve, who were “sent out” by Jesus to preach
(Matt 10:2; Mark 3:14; 6:30; John 13:20; 20:21). Without unduly pressing the etymology of
“apostle” (apostolos), it is nonetheless true that the apostles were sent and commissioned by
the risen Jesus, and to that end were endued with the Holy Spirit. Particularly telling is John
20:21-23. After bestowing “peace” on the disciples (the very “peace” Paul confers on the
Galatians), Jesus fixes the role of the apostles as those, who, like himself, are sent: “As the
Father has sent me, I am sending you” (John 20:21). Jesus is thus portrayed as the “apostle” of
the Father (in fulfillment of Isa 61:1), and the Twelve in turn are his “apostles.” It is not
accidental that those thus sent receive the Holy Spirit (John 20:22) and are granted the
authority to forgive and retain sins (John 20:23; cf. Matt 16:19). As far as Galatians is
concerned, the question, Who really possesses the Spirit? is crucial and lies at the heart of
Paul’s controversy with his opponents. By calling himself an “apostle,” he implicitly claims the
Spirit and denies the same claim to his antagonists who, no doubt, were insistent that the Spirit
was procured precisely by Torah observance. Moreover, Paul is implying that he has actually
been sent by Christ, whereas the Judaizers are like the false prophets of Jeremiah, who have
run without being sent (Jer 14:14; 23:21; 27:15; cf. 2 Cor 10:13-18). A possible echo of
Jeremiah here is strengthened by the certain allusion of Galatians 1:15 to Jeremiah 1:5, where
Paul likens himself to the prophet (as well as to Isaiah [Isa 49:1]). Also, the “false brothers” of
Galatians 2:4 easily translates into the “lying prophets” of Jeremiah.

Paul immediately qualifies that as an apostle he was “sent not from men nor by man, but by
Jesus Christ and God the Father.” Dunn points out that the phrases hang together as a single
concept, namely, “apostle-not-of-men-nor-through-man-but-through- Jesus-Christ.” He
continues with the observation: “The fact that Paul puts the negative part of the definition first
strongly suggests that he was rebutting and rebuking an alternative way of defining his
apostolic status” (Dunn, 25). Williams discerningly observes that although Paul typically
introduces himself as an apostle, nowhere else does he feel compelled to assert that he is not
an apostle because of a human being. “That he does so here is this letter’s initial clue to one of
his principal concerns: what the ultimate source of his authority and his gospel is and what it is
not” (Williams, 34).

Apparently, some in Galatia were affirming what Paul here denies, namely, that his
commissioning was from human beings (“men”) or an individual human being (“man”), such as
Peter, James or even Ananias (Acts 9:10-17). This is why Paul is compelled in 1:11 to assert in
emphatic terms that his gospel is not to any degree human. It is possible that the reference is to
Paul’s sending by the church in Antioch (Acts 13:1-3); but it is more likely that the “men” in
question are the Jerusalem apostles, especially as Paul, in the immediate context, seeks to
distance himself from Jerusalem. Witherington objects to the familiar reading that these “men”
are the Jerusalem apostles because, he says, the opponents certainly would not have objected
to an apostleship derived from Jerusalem (Witherington, 71).

Without abandoning the traditional approach, Witherington’s insight helps to sharpen the focus
on the actual issue respecting Paul’s apostleship. The Judaizers could very well have had

19



Jerusalem in mind—and their precise complaint is that Paul has betrayed the mother church by
removing Torah observance from his gospel. In their view, Paul is a renegade apostle who
needs to be brought under the discipline of Jerusalem. Thus, it was not Paul’s claim to
apostleship as such that was under fire but rather that he had proven disloyal to the people who
were the source of his commissioning. To a Gentile church that probably stood in awe of
Jerusalem, this would have been a compelling argument. No wonder, then, Paul is quick off the
mark in this letter to counter such a misrepresentation of the origin of his apostleship.

In staking his claim to a divine, not human, source of his apostleship, Paul uses two
prepositions interchangeably: “from” (apo) and “through” (dia). Technically speaking, the first
indicates source and the second instrumentality or agency. Thus, as to its origin and the
medium of its bestowal, Paul’s apostleship is “from above,” not “from below.” Since there could
be no higher source or instrumentality of sending than God the Father and the risen Lord Jesus
Christ, all human agents are rendered superfluous. As Paul continues to write, both
prepositions are merged into one in the phrase “through Jesus Christ and God the Father.”
Likewise, in 1:3, “from” does service for both prepositions (“from God the Father and the Lord
Jesus Christ”).

Paul’s choice of words would seem to suggest two things simultaneously. One is that in the
first clause of 1:1 he distinguishes himself from the false apostles, who did not receive a
commission from Christ, while in the second he ranks himself with the Twelve, who were in fact
commissioned by the Lord himself. Second, Paul’s assignment of these prepositions to God
and Christ respectively signals a high christology on his part: Christ is equally the source and
agent of his gospel as the Father; and it was this conjunction of God and Christ which summed
up Paul’s basic hope for his converts. Like the Jewish teachers, Paul believes that there is only
one God; yet this one God has identified himself by his act in Jesus Christ, making that act the
“primal mark of his identity” (Martyn, 85). Moreover, in Paul’s letters, this Jesus is accorded the
status of God himself (e.g., Rom 9:5; Phil 2:6-11; Titus 2:13), and the confession of Jesus as
Lord becomes the Christian equivalent of the Shema (1 Cor 8:5-6 = Deut 6:4).

The person of Christ was a critical issue for Paul: “if Jesus Christ were not fully divine, he
could never have redeemed us from the curse of the law or freed us from the power of sin by
his death on the cross” (George, 81). Although Paul does not actually say so, he may be hinting
that his view of Christ is higher than that of his opponents. If they were at all typical of first-
century Jews, a divine Messiah would not have been a necessity for them. Indeed, the very
idea that a human being could be identified with God would have been a stumbling block. It was
only required that the Anointed be able to “get the job done” by restoring the fortunes of Israel.

Notable in 1:1 is Paul’s mention of the resurrection. At first glance, it might seem as though a
reference to the resurrection is redundant, if not entirely out of place, in this greeting. Why
should Paul call the Galatians’ attention particularly to the resurrection at the outset of the
epistle? At least several answers come to mind.

(1) As the Jerusalem apostles, Paul himself has seen the resurrected Christ, albeit on the
Damascus Road (Gentile territory) rather than in Jerusalem and its environs—and it is none
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other than the exalted Christ who has commissioned Paul directly and immediately to preach
the gospel, as well as the other apostles. If witness to the resurrection was a condition of
apostleship (Acts 1:22), then Paul is on a par with the original twelve disciples of Jesus. It is in
just these terms that he puts the question to the Corinthians: “Am I not an apostle? Have I not
seen Jesus our Lord” (1 Cor 9:1)? In Paul’s particular case, his witness to the resurrection has
resulted in a commission to be a light to the Gentiles. He and Jerusalem may traverse different
turf in their respective ministries, but Paul’s testimony to Christ is equally valid to that of the
Twelve and can be sustained independently of them. Perhaps implicit is Paul’s dismissal of his
opponents, who themselves would have readily acknowledged their linkage to Jerusalem and
the derived character of their missionary outreach. After all, they were “the people from James”
(Gal 2:12). On the other hand, the opponents would have criticized Paul at just this point, that
he refused to admit to his own dependence on Jerusalem.

(2) Jesus’ resurrection marks the turning of the ages by inaugurating the messianic era.
Williams notes that in the context of Jewish apocalyptic expectations Paul would have viewed
the resurrection of the Crucified One not as an isolated event but as inaugurating the new age.
Such is the “good news” he preached (Williams, 44). As the inauguration of this new age, his
death and resurrection correspond to those oracles concerning the captivity and restoration of
the tribes of Israel, the nation’s own death and resurrection (e.g., Isa 26:19; Ezek 37:1-14; Hos
6:1-2). As risen, Christ is the representative man who embodies Israel in himself and brings the
covenant to its climax. His resurrection accomplishes the return from exile, when the definitive
forgiveness of sins was to be conferred, evil was to be dealt with decisively and the people of
God were to be reconstituted (notably Ezekiel 36-37). It is particularly the
reconstitution/reconfiguration of Israel that features so prominently in Galatians. All this has
been realized in principle because we have been raised with Christ and made to sit with him in
the heavenly places (Eph 2:6).

(3) It is by means of the resurrection that Christ has rescued us from “the present evil age”
(1:4) by defeating death itself. A fitting parallel is 1 Thess 1:10: like the Galatians, the
Thessalonians “turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God” and were taught to
await his Son from heaven, “whom he raised from the dead—Jesus, who rescues us from the
coming wrath.” An important corollary to deliverance from this age is the liberty for which Christ
died and rose again, a liberty inclusive of the newfound freedom to do the will of God (5:13-
6:10). Such liberty is one of the most notable motifs of this letter (2:4-5; 3:23-29; 4:1-11, 21-31;
5:1-12, 13).

(4) A dominant motif of the letter is “the gospel of the promise,” a promise that God the Father
fulfilled to Abraham in the person of Jesus by raising him from the dead (Acts 13:26-39). In the
central portion of the letter (chaps. 3-4), Paul will develop the promise motif in terms of the gift
of the Spirit who has now been given to the church in Christ apart from the law. Paul thus
breaks the mold of the Jewish expectation by insisting that the Torah has nothing to do with the
fulfillment of God’s promise to Abraham.

(5) Jesus is vindicated by the Father after death had done its worst. He was condemned by his
own people as the reprobate of Deuteronomy 21:18-23 (Matt 11:19; Luke 7:34; cf. John 1:11);
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but the resurrection proved him to be innocent of their charges, indeed, to be entirely faithful to
his covenant commitment as the Servant of Yahweh (in fulfillment of Isaiah 50). It is in this
sense that he was vindicated (justified) by the Spirit (1 Tim 3:16; cf. Rom 1:4) when he was
powerfully raised from the dead. The circumcision party would have agreed that Christ was
vindicated by the resurrection, but would have disagreed that the cross was within the plan of
God. At best, as far as they were concerned, the cross was a mistake on Israel’s part, rectified
when God raised his Son. That is why Galatians 1:4 (3:13) is adamant that in his death Christ
gave himself (voluntarily on the cross) for our sins. An appropriate cross-reference is Romans
3:25, according to which Christ was destined to be the propitiation for sin.

2 As Paul pens this letter, he is not alone: there are “all the brothers with me” (cf. Phil 4:22).
Paul is not the only one who espouses the gospel to be championed within the pages of this
epistle, nor is he the only one cognizant of the divine origin and independent status of his
apostleship. He does not name these “brothers,” but there are, nonetheless, quite a few (“all”)
who are prepared to back up his claims. “If the Teachers are telling the Galatians that he still
stands virtually alone in his perception of the gospel, Paul will emphasize that, as he writes, the
Pauline circle of preachers is a group of some size” (Martyn, 85). His message, then, is far from
an oddity or personal idiosyncrasy. His apostleship was from God and Christ, but he did not
work in isolation from others. Betz notes that the emphatic “all” here is unique to Paul and
indicates that he writes as the spokesman of a group which is solidly behind him (Betz, 40). A
recognition that Paul had a “support group” does not elevate these people to the status of a
human sanction of his authority. (Noticeably absent, however, is any mention of Barnabas).

That Paul should call his supporters “brothers” reflects much more than an early Christian
convention whereby believers identified and addressed one another as members of a
“brotherhood.” Quite pointedly, “brothers” (adelphoi) evokes Jewish usage (e.g., Exod 2:11;
Deut 3:18; Neh 5:1; Isa 66:20; Tob 1:3; 2 Macc 1:1; 1QS 6:10, 22; CD 6:20-7:2). As such, Paul
uses the term to make a statement: the members of God’s eschatological family—Gentiles as
well as Jews—are the heirs of the fellowship of Israel and now assume the identity of the saints
of old (Eph 2:11-22). A similar phenomenon appears in Romans 1:5-7, where Paul lifts from the
OT various titles and predicates of Israel and applies them directly to all of the members of the
Roman church. The point would have been all the more telling for the Galatians if at least some
of the “brothers” supportive of Paul were themselves Gentiles who refused to submit to the
yoke of the Torah.

“To the churches of Galatia.” The singular of the word translated “churches” (ekklēsiai) is
common in the LXX for the “assembly” (qahal) of Israel, a solemn gathering of the nation before
Yahweh (e.g., Deut 4:10; 18:16; 23:1-2; 31:30; Josh 9:2; Judg 20:2; 1 Chr 28:8; Mic 2:5; cf. Heb
12:23). A closely related concept is that of the “holy convocation” (mikra qōdesh).2 This is the
assemblage of the “holy ones” or “saints.”

By tapping into such a well-known term for the people of God, Paul suggests a number of
things simultaneously. (1) A direct line can be drawn from Israel to the Galatian “assemblies,”
thus underscoring the essential unity and continuity of God’s people in both Testaments. (2) His
“assemblies” are dominantly Gentile and, unlike the former Israel, no longer define holiness in
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terms of a Mosaic standard (e.g., Neh 13:1; Lam 1:10; 1QSa 2:3- 4; CD 12:3-6). In keeping with
Zechariah 14:20-21, the extension of the “assemblies” beyond ethnic Israel corresponds to the
extension of holiness beyond the normal “holy places” of Israel. In this regard, there is a
measure of discontinuity between old and new covenants. (3) If the Galatians are the
“assembly” (qahal) as they stand, then there is no need for them to become anything other than
what they were when Christ accepted them in the gospel. If only these believers would come to
grips with their true identity, they would resist the pressure to become a gathering characterized
by the “old things” which have now passed away in Christ (2 Cor 5:17). (4) The “assembly” of
Israel has become the “assemblies” of Christ. The LXX characteristically uses the singular of
the noun, but Paul—quite conspicuously against the backdrop of the Grk. OT—uses the plural
and celebrates this as a desirable state of affairs. Once the worshipping “assembly” expands
beyond the borders of Palestine, the various “assemblies” become the individual manifestations
of the new “assembly universal.” Yet it is the very plurality of the local Christian gatherings that
intensifies Paul’s alarm as he despatches this epistle, because more than one of his churches
is in danger of capitulating to the Judaizing influence.

3 Although Paul has intimated in no uncertain terms that he is less than pleased with the
situation in Galatia, he is, nevertheless, compelled to confer upon these congregations the
apostolic benediction of “grace and peace” from God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.
These words are not so much a wish as a pronouncement that the Galatians, for all their
deficiencies, are blessed with God’s grace and peace. For this reason, he can still address
them as “brothers” in v. 11. It would appear that Paul’s benediction corresponds to that which
Moses was to convey to Aaron and his sons, namely, that the Lord would “be gracious” to Israel
and give her “peace” (Num 6:24-26). “Grace” and “peace” here refer to God’s covenant favor
toward his people. Paul thus blesses the new Israel in the same manner as the priests blessed
the old (cf. Rom 15:16, where Paul likens his ministry to priestly service). But there is one major
difference: “Paul extends this covenant favor, once reserved exclusively for Israel, to his Gentile
congregations” (Matera, 38).

It is just this newly reconfigured people, the “Israel of God,” who receive the corresponding
benediction of “grace and mercy” at the end of the letter in 6:16. This datum raises the
intriguing possibility that the whole of Galatians can be conceived of as a kind of inclusio; that
is, the letter is bracketed by Paul’s blessing of the latter-day Israel, who have become the
recipients of covenantal grace and peace in the person of Christ (cf. John 1:17). Therefore, they
must remain within God’s favor as manifested in Christ in this era of “grace” (5:4; cf. 2 Cor 6:2)
and not incur the “curse” (anathema) of the new covenant by departing to “another gospel” (1:7-
9).

“Grace” (Grk. charis = Heb. hesed and hēn) is God’s covenant love and fidelity for Israel, now
actualized in the gospel for a new Israel (6:16). Given this definition, “grace” is God’s self-giving
to Israel or his marriage-covenant with his people. If God gives himself to Israel in a marriage-
like relationship, then he commits himself to the maintenance of his bond with her. The classic
passage is Exodus 33:19-34:9, especially in context, the worship of the golden calf, Exodus 32.
After Israel had so quickly forsaken Yahweh for an Egyptian idol (Exod 32:8; Deut 9:16), the
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Lord declares nonetheless: “I will have mercy on whom I will have mercy, and I will have
compassion on whom I will have compassion” (Exod 33:19). Thereafter, he reveals his name to
Moses: “The LORD, the LORD, the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger,
abounding in love and faithfulness” (Exod 34:6). Yahweh’s name is the revelation of his
character as the God who forgives sin and is gracious, “maintaining love to thousands, and
forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin” (Exod 34:7). As Wright states so aptly, the word “grace”
is a shorthand way of speaking of God himself, the God who loves totally and unconditionally,
whose love overflows in self-giving in creation, in redemption, in rooting out evil and sin and
death from his world, in bringing to life that which was dead (Paul, 61). This reminder of grace
is especially appropriate for these readers because they, like the Exodus generation, were in
danger of “so quickly” deserting their Lord, Jesus (1:6).

Accompanying “grace” is “peace.” The Grk. word rendered “peace” (eirēnē) is the equivalent of
the Heb. shalōm, a greeting exchanged by Jewish people from of old. Shalōm stands for well-
being, wholeness and prosperity in every realm of life. Yet there is a more profound salvation-
historical underpinning to the term, one especially appropriate for Paul’s greetings to all his
churches but to the Galatians in particular. Originally, “peace” was the blissful condition of the
creation before sin. Later, the Prophets of Israel portray the coming age of salvation precisely in
terms of “peace,” a time when the lion and the lamb will dwell together and war will be no more
(Isa 2:4; 11:6-9). In short, “peace” is a return to the paradise of the Garden of Eden, as
procured by the work of the Messiah (e.g., Isa 9:6-7; 32; 52:7; 57:19; Ezek 37:26; Hag 2:9; cf.
Num 6:22-26). In this age to come, “peace” will once again characterize the earth, when Israel’s
exile is ended and the nation returns to the land (e.g., Isa 32:15-20 = Rom 5:1. See McKnight,
Vision, 229-33.).

By conferring this peace on the Galatians, Paul intimates that the “Prince of Peace” (Isa 9:6)
as proclaimed in his gospel has in principle restored the creation (Rom 5:1; 1 Cor 2:9 = Isa
64:4; 65:17; Eph 2:17; Col 1:20; cf. Luke 2:14). His resurrection has already brought about the
rebirth of the universe and has procured for his people an indescribable hope for the future
attended by “joy unspeakable and full of glory” (1 Pet 1:8 [KJV]). If the Galatians have any
appreciation of what Christ has done, they must not exclude themselves from this glorious
future (cf. 2 Thess 1:9) by turning away to the alternative “gospel” of the Judaizers. They must
see themselves for what they really are. Uncircumcised and non-kosher though they may be,
they are the restored Israel of God.

Just as important, the prospect of peace is far from an abstract ideal projected into the distant
ages. It is, rather, the hallmark of the church here and now (Eph 2:14-17; 4:1- 7; Col 3:15), so
much so that Paul could coin the phrase “the gospel of peace” (Eph 6:15). If we may read the
beginning of Galatians in the light of its ending (chaps. 5-6), peace was precisely what was
lacking in Galatia. Rather than the order and harmony of God’s “very good” creation (Gen 1:31),
chaos was beginning to dominate the Galatian scene. Instead of peace, there was “biting and
devouring” (5:15), the “works of the flesh,” especially hatred and its attendant attitudes (5:19-
21), conceit, provocation, envy (5:26) and harsh treatment of offenders (6:1-5). In brief, “They
[Paul’s readers] have not understood the implications of the Gospel of grace and instead of

24



peace there is strife, and quarrels and divisions exist in these assemblies” (Witherington, 76).
They were not allowing the “peace of God” to guard their hearts and minds in Christ Jesus (Phil
4:7). As a result, the “God of peace” (Phil 4:9) was not with them. As Witherington further
observes, these divisive actions and beliefs are traceable to submission to circumcision and the
Mosaic law on the part of certain Christians in the assemblies, thus separating them from the
others (ibid.).

Such “grace” and “peace” are “from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.” By mentioning
the Father first, Paul is not constructing a hierarchical order. Rather, the intention is to rank
Jesus along with God. “Paul calls Jesus Christ by the title Lord in order to say that his cosmic
rulership is on a par with that of God, although even as Lord he remains the Son of God the
Father” (Martyn, 88). Paul’s very application of the title “Lord” (kurios) has tremendous
christological implications, because this is the Grk. word that, in the LXX, normally translates
the divine name Yahweh.

The lordship of Christ is the corollary of his resurrection and exaltation. His vindication after
suffering and death consisted in God’s bestowal on him of the name that is above every other
name (Phil 2:9-11 = Isa 45:23; cf. Heb 1:4, 13 = Ps 110:1). Paul thus views Jesus’ lordship in
terms of his dominance over the creation which God had intended for Adam. It could be that
Paul invokes the lordship of Christ because former pagans living in Greco-Roman society
needed reminding that Christ, not Caesar, is Lord. Yet we should recall that Paul’s earliest
converts on non-Jewish soil were adherents to Diaspora synagogues, schooled in the traditions
of Israel. Consequently, the lordship of Jesus has a special bearing on those who were being
pressured, if not intimidated, into the common Jewish belief that the Messiah would be the
servant of the law and would thus preserve intact the old theocratic societal values (see Martyn,
124-25). The fact that Christ is Lord means that he is free to change the very Torah itself and to
accept without distinction all who come to God through him. Jesus, then, is to receive the
preeminence, not the Torah (cf. Col 1:8).

4 If grace and peace emanate from the Lord Jesus Christ, it is on the basis of his finished
work. This is why Paul marks him out as the one “who gave himself for our sins to rescue us
from the present evil age, according to the will of our God and Father.” For Christ to “give
himself” (see also Rom 4:25; 5:8; 8:32; Gal 2:20; Eph 5:2, 25; 1 Thess 5:10; 1 Tim 2:6; Titus
2:14; Mark 10:45; cf. 2 Cor 5:21) means that the cross was a deliberate and pre-meditated
action on his part, not a “Plan B” when “Plan A” failed, not an accident, and not a mistake that
could only be rectified by resurrection. Rather, all this transpired “according to the will of our
God and Father.” Paul is entirely in line with Jesus himself, who declared that he had power to
lay his life down and power to take it up again (John 10:15-18; 15:13). Paul, therefore,
embraces the cross as his glory (6:14), unlike the rival teachers, who shun the cross, believing
the idea of a crucified Messiah to be a “blasphemous contradiction in terms” (Bruce, 166). In
Luther’s famous phrase, Paul’s theology is truly a “theology of the cross” (theologia crucis).

Christ’s self-sacrifice has a particular importance within the argument of Galatians (2:19-20;
3:23-36; 4:1-7, 8-9; 5:1; 6:14). As in some of Paul’s other letters (e.g., Rom 3:25; Eph 2:14-22),
his pronouncements about the death of Jesus have to do with the removal of the barriers
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between Jew and Gentile. So, “the gloves are off” from the outset of the letter. Not only would
the Judaizers have denied that the death of Jesus was necessary for redemption, they would
have been scandalized by the proposition that his death has broken down “the dividing wall of
hostility” (Eph 2:15) between Jews and Gentiles. Even more novel for them was the notion that
the death of the Messiah should be a substitutionary sacrifice “for our sins.” This
pronouncement that Christ died “for our sins” corresponds to Mark 10:45, which in turn echoes
Isaiah 53:5, 12 (cf. Rom 4:25), the self-sacrifice of the Servant of Yahweh on behalf of the
transgressions of his people (see Ciampa, Scripture, 51-59). Such a conception of the death of
Christ is taken for granted by evangelical Christians. Nevertheless, the proposition that the
Messiah would die as a sin-offering was apparently unknown to the Judaism of Paul’s day. It
would seem that the connection between the animal sacrifices of Israel and an atoning Messiah
was not made.

As Hengel points out, the expression “die for,” referring to the Messiah “dying for” sins (or
sinners), is striking because it has no parallel in the OT or in the Semitic sphere (Atonement,
49). Furthermore, states Hengel, although there are analogies between Jewish and even
Greco-Roman conceptions of atonement, the NT goes beyond contemporary parallels and
represents the sacrifice of Christ as the eschatological act whereby the Son of God has
reconciled apostate creatures with their Creator (ibid., 73- 74).

The purpose of Christ’s substitutionary death “for our sins” was “to rescue us from the present
evil age” and thus usher us into the “age to come.” The present age is evil because it is
idolatrous, engulfed in the worship and service of the creature rather than the Creator. This era
of world history is under the dominion of “the god of this world” (2 Cor 4:4) as headed by the
first Adam (Rom 5:12-19). (Shockingly, Paul will later place the law within this “present evil
age.”) Left to itself, this age is hopeless and helpless. But God has not left the world to itself,
because he purposed to redeem the creation in the fullness of the time (4:4).

In accordance with this purpose, the Prophets anticipate a new creation to take place when
the people of God return from exile (e.g., Isa 2:2-4; 25:6-12; 26:19; 35; 60; 65:17-25; Ezekiel
36-37). This hope for the end-time was taken up and intensified by the Jewish apocalyptic
movement (e.g., 4 Ezra 7:50, 113; 2 Apoc. Bar. 31:5; 1 Enoch 91:15- 17). But the “clout” of
Paul’s statement is that the anticipated “age to come” has already arrived with the first advent
of Christ (1 Cor 10:11). Believers, because they share the risen life of Christ and partake of his
Spirit, have already entered the resurrection age (Rom 6:4-11; Eph 2:5-7; Col 3:1-3 = Isa 26:19;
Ezek 37:1-14; Hos 6:1-2).

This is Paul’s “inaugurated eschatology,” which represents a radical breach with what he had
believed as a Pharisee: “The one true God had done for Jesus of Nazareth, in the middle of
time, what Saul had thought he was going to do for Israel at the end of time” (Wright, Paul, 36,
italics his). Wright adds: “The Present Age and the Age to Come overlapped, and he was
caught in the middle, or rather, liberated in the middle, liberated to serve the same God in a
new way, with a new knowledge to which he had before been blind.” Thus, Paul was not just
living in the last days: “He was living in the first days—of a whole new world order” (ibid., 37, 50.
First italics mine, second his.). Therefore, to say that we have been delivered from the present
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evil age means that the “not yet” has become for us the “already.” Nevertheless, the “present
evil age” is still with us, thus creating the period of overlapping ages in which we currently live.

Since we participate in this age and are affected by it, the sacrificial self-giving of Christ is the
final answer to the problem of all our moral failure and guilt. And his epoch- making sacrifice is
all-encompassing in its effects, including both objective and subjective elements. Objectively,
we have been delivered from the old aeon and brought into a new historical era, a new order of
existence. Subjectively, since we have experienced newness of life in this “new world order,”
we need no longer be dominated by the evil spiritual powers of this age. Elsewhere, Paul can
speak of the death (and resurrection) of Christ as delivering his people from the dominion of
sin, death and condemnation (Rom 5:9-10; 6:1- 11). After paying the sin-debt incurred by us
because of our involvement in the idolatry of this age, he rises in newness of life and bestows
his Spirit so that we may finally and fully be released from the grip of evil and rebellion against
God when we assume the likeness of his resurrection body (Rom 6:5-6; 8:11; 1 Cor 15:42-50;
Phil 3:20-21).

The verb “rescue” or “deliver” (exaireō) signifies a release from the power of someone or
something (Acts 7:10, 34; 12:11; 23:27; 26:17). In this setting, it assumes a specific reference
to Israel’s deliverance from bondage in the exodus (cf. Acts 7:34). Ironically, in Galatians 4:5,
the more or less synonymous verb “redeem” (exagorazō) has reference to Israel under the law
(cf. Col 2:20). Without saying so directly, Paul is paving the way for the salvation-historical
portion of the letter (chaps. 3-4), in which he will identify the law as a state of bondage and
even equate it with idolatry. As Romans 6-8, Galatians places the law in the era of sin and
death. The age of the Torah is no less than the “present evil age.” The Judaizers may have
believed that the age to come had arrived in Jesus of Nazareth. But even so, they would have
been convinced that the law pertains to the messianic age, not just to the pre-eschatological
state of affairs. Paul is thus 180 degrees away from his opponents when it comes to the place
of the law in the age to come.

Christ’s work of redemption was accomplished “according to the will of our God and Father.” It
is no accident, remarks Dunn, that Paul rounds off his opening paragraph with his focus once
again on God. “It is his way of underscoring his conviction to his Galatians readers that what
was at stake in their dispute was nothing less than the will and purpose of God for his world,
and that Paul’s gospel looked to no other source and no other validation” (Dunn, 37). Moreover,
against the backdrop of the OT and pre- destruction Judaism, an added reference to the Father
would evoke his role as the redeemer and restorer of his people. Christ’s finished work
“according to the will of our God and Father” is nothing other than the redemption and
restoration of a new covenant community from bondage and the re-creation of all things (the
emphasis on God as the Father-Creator is found in Deut 32:6; Isa 43:6-7; 64:8; Jer 3:19; Mal
2:10; cf. Rom 11:36; 1 Cor 8:6).3 Paul again underscores the self-giving of Christ is no accident.

Very likely, he echoes Isaiah 53:10: “Yet it was the LORD’s will to crush him and cause him to
suffer, and though the LORD makes his life a guilt-offering, he will see his offspring and prolong
his days, and the will of the LORD will prosper in his hand.” The “will of our God and Father”
thus entails a (pre)determined purpose to subject his Son to suffering and death as a sin-
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offering, but thereafter to exalt and vindicate him. The Galatians themselves are “his offspring”
as his days have been prolonged by virtue of resurrection; and it is through Paul’s gospel
exclusively that the will of the Lord is prospering in his hand.

5 The revealed will of God can only lead the apostle to praise this God: “To whom be glory for
ever and ever. Amen.” This doxology, unique to Paul’s opening epistolary paragraphs, is the
natural complement to the will of God the Father. Williams explains: “The effect of ascribing
eternal glory to the One whose will is being implemented by Jesus’ efficacious death is to
establish the firm theological parameters of everything that follows and, at the same time, subtly
to reinforce the claim of verse 1 that the authority with which Paul writes derives ultimately from
God” (Williams, 35). Likewise Dunn: “Since the normal epistolary introduction had been
disrupted by lifting his readers’ eyes from the immediacy of their own situation to the eternal
purpose of God, no more fitting conclusion could be found” (Dunn, 37). Therefore, the “amen,”
by which Jews would commonly affirm the truth of an assertion, is much more than liturgical. It
is the seal of Paul’s heartfelt confirmation and commitment to this conviction.

“Glory” (Grk. doxa) corresponds to the equivalent Heb. term (kabōd), the “splendor” of God or
the manifestation of his attributes, which results in the honor, reverence and submission due to
him as the Majesty of the universe. Paul’s verbless doxologies (in Grk.) are more than a wish
(“to whom be glory”); they are, rather, statements of fact (“to whom is glory”). God is glorious by
definition. Not only does glory belong to him, he is “the glory” (Rom 9:4; cf. John 1:14; Jas 2:1
[in Grk.]), the shekinah of Israel, the nation’s most treasured possession. Paul’s precise point,
then, is that the God who is the glory has now chosen to dwell in the midst of the nations; no
longer is he confined to one people only (contrast Sir 24:5-8; Bar 4:2-4).

Notes

4 Hengel shows that the death of the cross was so horrible that it was hardly mentioned in
polite Roman society (Crucifixion, 22-38). It is this context that the “foolishness” (1 Cor 1:18) of
Paul’s gospel stands out in stark relief. “The heart of the Christian message, which Paul
describes as ‘the word of the cross’…ran counter not only to Roman political thinking, but to the
whole ethos of religion in ancient times and in particular to the ideas of God held by educated
people.” For this reason, Wright can add that “God has reversed the world’s values. He has
done the impossible. He has turned shame into glory and glory into shame. His is the folly that
outsmarts the wise, the weakness that overpowers the strong” (Paul, 47). The scandal of the
cross was no less pronounced for Judaism, evoking, as it did, Deuteronomy 21:23 and
Yahweh’s curse on the disobedient (see on 1:8-9 and 3:10-13).

B. The Curse of the New Covenant (1:6-10)

If Paul’s displeasure with the Galatians was more or less subliminal in the opening paragraph,
here it becomes so obvious that no one could miss the point. His indignation, however, is far
more than annoyance with a recalcitrant group of disciples. If Paul is blunt—even to the
extreme—it is because the stakes are so very high. Nothing less than the curse of the new
covenant and the loss of eternal life will result if these people fail to heed his warnings and obey
the “other gospel” of his opponents. As the writer of Hebrews was later to say, “How shall we
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escape if we ignore such a great salvation” (Heb 2:3)? No wonder, Paul’s customary
thanksgiving is lacking in Galatians. Because the Galatians were in the process of departing
from the gospel of Christ, there could be no thanksgiving. Instead, a curse—that of the new
covenant—is pronounced upon anyone who brings another message.

6 Paul begins this section by expressing his amazement: “I am astonished…” (or “appalled”).
Williams and others may be right that the readers would have recognized in the verb
“astonished” (thaumazō) a formula typical of a particular kind of Hellenistic letter, according to
which an author would indicate dismay at the behavior of the letter’s recipients. “The tone of
such letters,” Williams remarks, “was one of disappointment and reproach, but often a note of
confidence was obvious in an appeal to correct the offending conduct.” He further notes that if
the bearer of this letter had not given the Galatians an indication of Paul’s displeasure, then
they could no longer be in doubt when they read: “I am astonished” (Williams, 38)! In any event,
the seriousness of the situation was such that to mince words would have been to imperil the
souls of these people (3:1 is even stronger).

The occasion of his astonishment is the rapidity of the Galatians’ movement away from the
gospel of Christ: “you are so quickly deserting the one who called you….” He may mean “so
quickly” after his original preaching to them or after the arrival of the opponents in Galatia.
Either way, Paul likely echoes Exodus 32:8 (“They have been quick to turn away from what I
commanded them and have made themselves an idol cast in the shape of a calf”) and
Deuteronomy 9:16 (“When I looked, I saw that you had sinned against the LORD your God; you
had made for yourselves an idol cast in the shape of a calf. You had turned aside quickly from
the way that the LORD had commanded you”). After the exodus, Judges 2:17 brings the same
indictment of the people when they were settled in the land: “Yet they would not listen to their
judges but prostituted themselves to other gods and worshiped them. Unlike their fathers, they
quickly turned from the way in which their fathers had walked, the way of obedience to the
LORD’s commands.”

Paul thus depicts the Galatians in Israel-like terms. As the exodus generation (and that of the
Judges) so suddenly deserted the Lord for idols, so also the Galatians, the latter-day Israelites
(6:16), are in the process of repeating Israel’s apostasy: they are “quickly” deserting the one
who called them (see Ciampa, Scripture, 71-77). “They were making the very mistake of the
first Israelites in abandoning the covenant almost before it had been ratified” (Dunn, 40). This
warning stands at the head of the letter because of the magnitude of the issues involved.
George puts it vividly: “Galatians is a tornado warning!” Although none of God’s true people will
finally fall away, “there is no such thing as ‘eternal security’ for a local congregation that has lost
its first love (Rev 2:1-7)” (George, 84).

Paul views their in-progress defection as a “desertion” under fire, a changing sides, a serious
defection from a cause. This departure is especially ironic given that the same verb “desert”
was used centuries before to depict the apostasy of Jews from their covenant faith (2 Macc
4:46; 7:24; 11:24). The Galatians’ potential apostasy is from “the one who called you in the
grace of Christ.” “Grace” is God’s covenant love for Israel (see on v. 3). Such grace has now
been localized and (re)focused in Christ (cf. John 1:16-17), who has formed a new covenant
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community. He has built his church (Matt 16:18). Accordingly, his church has been reconfigured
after himself and no after longer Israel’s Torah. The Judaizers must have acknowledged the
messiahship of Jesus, but for them the Torah was still the embodiment of God’s covenant love.
Jesus, for them, was a servant of the Torah, in keeping with the common messianic outlook of
Second Temple Judaism. But for Paul grace now assumes the “shape” of Christ. It is to such a
newly reformed congregation (ekklēsia = qahal) that God has called the Galatians. As the
Israelites of old had been called to enter and then maintain Yahweh’s covenant, so now the
church of Jesus Christ has been summoned to embrace the “obedience [perseverance] of
faith,” with himself as the Lord of the new covenant. If, then, the Galatians defect from Paul’s
gospel, they will desert “the God who called them into existence as part of his new creation, the
church” (Martyn, 117, italics his).

It is “in” such grace that they were called. The preposition “in” (Grk. en) denotes location.
“God’s grace is the space into which he has called the Galatians” (Martyn, 109). Or, as Betz
explains, “in” provides a “definition of the situation before God enjoyed by those who were
called.” Because they are called “in grace,” Christians are “in peace,” “in hope” and in the state
of “holiness” (Betz, 48).

In their disregard of the God who called them “in the grace of Christ,” the readers are flirting
with “another gospel.” In its own way, “another (or “different”) gospel” identifies the central issue
of the letter. What is at stake in the Galatian churches is what earlier was at stake when Paul
visited Jerusalem (2:1-10) and when Peter traveled to Antioch (2:11-14), namely, “the truth of
the gospel” (2:5, 14).

Before specifying what “another gospel” is, it is necessary to have biblical ideas as to what
“gospel” is. To be sure, the “gospel” (euangelion) is the “good news” of salvation in Christ.
Nevertheless, the OT background of the term is frequently overlooked. Five passages are
crucial: Isaiah 40:9; 41:27; 52:7; 61:1-2; Joel 3:5 (LXX).4

In all five, an announcement is made that Israel’s captivity is at an end and that the people will
embark on an exodus from Babylon, just as the wilderness generation had originally come out
from Egypt, the “house of bondage.” Wright points out that the Isaiah passages, in the broader
context of Isaiah 40-66, speak to the issue of Yahweh’s return to Zion and his enthronement
there, when the nation itself would return from its captivity. Thus, the “good news” has specific
reference to Israel in exile, when the Lord would bare his arm and deliver his people in a new
exodus of deliverance. “The ‘good news’ or ‘glad tidings’ would be the message that the long-
awaited release from captivity was at hand” (Paul, 41). Wright further defines Paul’s gospel as
“the announcement that the true god has acted in fulfilment of his promises, sending the
Messiah to die and be raised, and so ushering in the new world order in which the false gods
are confronted and confounded and their adherents summoned to a new and liberating
allegiance… (“Gospel” 239).

By his use of “gospel,” then, Paul is the latter-day herald announcing that the new Israel has
been delivered, not from Egypt, Babylon or any other human power, but Satan; and, as he will
say so shockingly later, from the law! As such a herald, Paul follows in the footsteps of Jesus,
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who himself proclaimed that Isaiah 61:1-2 was fulfilled in his preaching of the kingdom of God
(Matt 11:5; Luke 4:17-21; 7:22). That there should be a deliverance above and beyond the
original Isaianic vision is confirmed by the fact that certain crucial features of the anticipated
release had not as yet been fulfilled (note how the post-exilic Prophets still anticipate a coming
day of the Lord even after the restoration to the land).

If such is the biblical significance of “gospel,” then “another gospel” must propound a message
that represents a reversal of liberation and bondage. Paul apparently coined the phrase
“another gospel” because the Jewish Christian missionaries probably used “gospel” for their
own message, and just as probably claimed that their proclamation stemmed from Isaiah 40:9;
41:27; 52:7; 61:1-2; Joel 3:5. But their “gospel” for Paul was anything but release from captivity;
it was, in point of fact, a return to slavery. Their “different gospel” is the message that God’s
grace is restricted to the members of the chosen people who live within the parameters of the
Torah, thus making Jewish identity paramount and indispensable. Paul is confident of this
because, from the vantage point of fulfillment in Christ, he has experienced the “glad tidings” as
deliverance from law (the year of Jubilee = Isa 61:1-2 = Lev 25:8-24). He must not allow the
alternative message of the opponents to stand because Gentiles could not and would not be
accepted as they are. They would have to become “honorary Jews” in order to enjoy the
benefits of redemption.

7 Having stated that the Galatians were moving toward “another gospel,” Paul hastens to
qualify that there is not really “another gospel.” In vv. 6b and 7a two forms of the Grk. adjective
“other” are placed in service. The former is heteros and the latter is allos. The classical
distinction between the two is that heteros means “another of a different kind,” while allos mean
“another of the same kind.” Such a distinction would be appropriate here: there is indeed a
gospel of a “different kind,” but there could never be a gospel “of the same kind.” But before
hastily concluding that such is the case, it is to be noted that in 2 Corinthians 11:4 (certainly
parallel in thought to the present passage) allos and heteros are used interchangeably:
“another (allos) Jesus,” “another (heteros) spirit,” “another (heteros) gospel” (cf. 1 Cor 12:9-10).
This interchange of terms would tend to confirm the thesis that in the Greek of Paul’s day the
two were used synonymously.

But whether or not Paul observes the niceties of classical Greek, what is clear is that he will
not acknowledge any legitimate alternative to his gospel (cf. Rom 2:16)—which is the only
“gospel of Christ” (the phrase is ambiguous: either the gospel with Christ as its sole object or
with Christ as its originator, or, very likely, both). The “gospel” of his opponents is qualitatively
distinct to his own, even though they may apply the same word to their teaching (probably
evoking Isa 40:9; 41:27; 52:7; 61:1; Joel 3:5; and perhaps the LXX of Ps 67:12). According to
Martyn, “He means they are turning it around 180 degrees, changing it into the not-gospel. Paul
has no intention of seeking a compromise formulation which might lie somewhere between
what he calls ‘gospel’ and that to which the Teachers give the same name” (Martyn, 112).

What there are, rather, are “some people [who] are throwing you into confusion and are trying
to pervert the gospel of Christ.” For Paul, this “other gospel” is a “perversion” of “the gospel of
Christ.” “Pervert” (metastrephō) is “a forceful word, denoting a radical change, as of water into
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blood, fresh water into salt, or feasting into mourning, or daylight into darkness” (Dunn, 43,
referring to the LXX of Ps 77:44; Joel 3:4; Amos 8:10; Sir 39:23; 1 Macc 9:41; and Acts 2:20;
see also Jas 4:9). “The idea is not merely a twisting of the gospel, but of giving it an emphasis
which virtually transformed it into something else” (Guthrie, 63). The real gospel was being
transmuted into a proclamation that focused on the Torah, not on Christ and his cross.
Effectively, this “other gospel,” instead of delivering people from bondage, has returned them to
a different kind of bondage, slavery to the law. Such, according to Paul, was the precise intent
of the rival missionaries: they were desirous of this very state of affairs (literally, they were
“willing” [thelontes] to pervert Christ’s gospel). “Their intent,” comments Ridderbos, “was to
overturn the gospel that had Christ as its content and to live out an opposing principle. This
happens when the cross of Christ is no longer recognized in its all-sufficiency…. Then the
gospel is turned upside-down and robbed of its strength” (Ridderbos, 49).

Those who enunciate such a “gospel” are “troublers” (see further 5:10; 6:17). The verb
“trouble” (tarassō), rendered “throwing you into confusion” by NIV, means a pronounced
agitation, such as an upheaval of water (John 5:7). In the NT, it has reference mainly to
mental/psychological disturbance, consisting in excitement, perplexity or fear (Matt 2:3; John
14:1; Acts 15:24). Acts 15:24 is especially relevant, because it makes precisely the same point
as Paul: “Since we have heard that some of our number to whom we gave no instruction have
disturbed [etaraxan] you with their words, unsettling your souls” (NASB). The Galatians thus
found themselves in a state of chaos rather than the peace to which they had been called in
Paul’s gospel (see on v. 3).

Additionally, Paul may be alluding to Achar, the “troubler of Israel” (1 Chr 2:7. See Ciampa,
Scripture, 79-83.). If so, he is implying that the Judaizers are the disturbers of the new Israel
and apostates on a par with Achar. The irony would be even more intense if “troublers” is an
oblique reference to the Gentile rulers and Jewish apostates who were “troubling” Israel’s
faithful during the Maccabean crisis. Paul’s designation of the teachers as “troublers” has
implications for his relations with Jerusalem. As Bligh discerns, “St Paul could say that the
‘pillars’ were shaking the churches of Galatia through their uncontrolled disciples” (Bligh, 87).
Paul will pursue these relations in v. 10 and in detail in chap. 2.

8-9 Paul gets down to “brass tacks” as regards the troublers by pronouncing a curse upon
them or anyone else—including himself and angels—who would dare bring “another gospel.”
“Here Paul is breathing fire. His zeal is so fervent that he almost begins to curse the angels
themselves” (Luther, quoted by George, 97-98)! To modern sensitivities, the language of these
verses would be highly offensive. However, Paul is not to be judged by the standards of the
political correctness which so preoccupies our generation, especially when “the truth of the
gospel” (2:5, 14) was on the line.

Angels are likely singled out because of their role in the mediation of the law (Deut 33:2 (LXX);
Acts 7:53; Heb 2:1; cf. Gal 3:19-20). But even the exalted status of angels would not exempt
them from cursing if they preached another gospel. As Dunn notes, a standard feature of
Jewish apocalypses is angelic messengers who place a heavenly stamp of approval on a
message to be delivered. Paul would thus be implying that in comparison with such awe-
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inspiring beings, the people to whom the Galatians were listening were far less weighty in
authority (Dunn, 45). Moreover, it is not irrelevant that later, in 2 Corinthians 11:13-15, Paul will
call this same basic group no less than imitators of Satan, who disguises himself as an “angel
of light.”

Paul’s “curse” (anathema = NIV: “let him be eternally condemned”) is equivalent to the same
term in the Heb. Bible (hērem), which means a “devoted thing” or a “sacred ban” set apart for
divine destruction (e.g., Lev 27:28-29; Deut 7:26; 13:17; 30:7; Josh 6:17-18; 7:1, 11-13. On the
covenant context of cursing, see Morland, Rhetoric, 33-97.). Deuteronomy 21:23 likewise sheds
light on Paul’s reference to the curse. In this verse, a different word than hērem is used (qillah).
Here, the person who hangs on a tree is regarded as an apostate from the covenant and is for
that reason a “devoted thing,” “God’s curse” (qillath Elohim).

From Paul’s perspective, those who “pervert the gospel of Christ” ought to be regarded as
such apostates, only from the new covenant. They should receive the same treatment as that
meted out to Christ by their non-Christian Jewish compatriots when they nailed him to a Roman
cross (= the tree of Deut 21:22-23. 1QS 2:5-17 contains a passage not dissimilar to Paul’s own
imprecation, though it goes on at much more length.). In their case, however, the curse is that
of the new covenant. Paul picks up on the language of the Torah, but his application is within
the framework of his gospel. So ironically, the curse of the gospel is the eschatological curse of
the law imposed on those who prefer it over the Christ of Paul’s proclamation.

Verse 9 reiterates the point for the sake of emphasis by recalling what Paul said previously.
Whether “as we have already said” refers back to v. 8 or to Paul’s original mission to the
churches of Galatia is an open question. What is important is that these people received the
only authorized gospel from Paul and, therefore, from God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ
(1:1, 3). In Paul, “receive” (paralambanō), along with “deliver” or “pass on” (paradidōmi), is
technical terminology for receiving and passing on the apostolic tradition. Actually, the terms did
not originate with Paul, because he takes them over from Judaism (paralambanō = qibbēl;
paradidōmi = masar), where they referred to the reception and transmission of Jewish tradition
(e.g., Gal 1:12; 1 Cor 11:2, 23; 15:1, 3; Phil 4:9; cf. Mark 7:4; Acts 7:53). In the present
passage, the implication is that “the gospel of Christ” has superseded the Torah, especially as
interpreted by rabbinic teaching. The divine tradition has now assumed a new shape.

10 The rhetorical question of v. 10 is best viewed as the climax of the paragraph begun with v.
6 rather than the start of a new paragraph or even a transition between the two (accounting for
the conjunction “for” at the head of the sentence). If anyone has charged Paul with being a
“man-pleaser” (cf. Pss. Sol. 4:7, 8, 19; Eph 6:6; Col 3:22), then his tone in these verses should
be proof enough that he is not. He is decidedly not “all things to all men” (1 Cor 9:22) in the
sense that his detractors would have the Galatians believe. As he maintains elsewhere, “We
are not trying to please men but God, who tests our hearts” (1 Thess 2:4). From the
Jewish/Judaizing perspective, the charge of people-pleasing would have been leveled because
superficially it would have appeared that Paul has dispensed with the law only in order to be a
successful missionary.
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Paul thus denies that he is attempting (the present tense as denoting attempted action) to
“persuade” or “please” certain people. The verb “persuade” (peithō) was current in the ancient
world and bore the negative connotation of persuasion with an improper end in view. But more
to the point, Cummins proposes that peithō has reference to the efforts of the Maccabean
martyrs (in 2 and 4 Maccabees) to persuade one another to remain faithful in the face of their
tormentors’ efforts to persuade them otherwise— “this being a means of convincing the latter of
the superiority of the Jewish way of life.” Paul, however, is convinced that the agitators’ demand
for circumcision and Torah observance is a persuasion (peismonē) which does not come from
God who calls the Galatian converts to obey (peithō) the truth (5:7-8). Paul seeks only to
persuade people concerning justification and reconciliation as effected by the death and
resurrection of Christ (2 Cor 5:9, 11). “In essence, whereas the Agitators stand in the
Maccabean tradition of persuading men and God of their zeal for the cause of Judaism, Paul’s
mission is devoted to persuading men and God of his commitment to the cause of Christ” (Paul,
113).

Similarly, the verb translated “please” (areskō) in v. 10:b, c can have shades of
“accommodating oneself” to the desires of others, or, in the current vernacular, “kissing up” to
people. It is true that “please” in v. 10a has two objects: “men” and “God.” But in the case of
God, the verb must assume a different significance than as applied to human beings. Apart
from 1 Thessalonians 2:4, the most appropriate parallel is 2 Corinthians 5:9: “So we make it our
goal to please him, whether we are at home in the body or away from it.”

The “men” to whom Paul was supposedly pandering take in a wide variety of individuals.
Writing as he does in vv. 6-9, he certainly was not seeking to curry the favor of Christian
Gentiles in general, let alone that of the Galatians. Likewise, he could not be fairly accused of
seeking to “persuade” or “please” the Judaizers. They recognized Jesus as the Messiah, but
there was no real comprehension on their part that he had brought an end to the law.
Consequently, Paul, as the “servant of Christ,” incurs their wrath when it appears that he has
lessened the covenant obligations of the people of God. Moreover, in his endeavor to please
God rather than human beings, he is implying that his antagonists are not pleasing to God, just
as he was not while he was a “zealot” for the law and “traditions of the fathers” (1:13-14; Phil
3:6).

These “men” comprise more than the above mentioned groups. In light of v. 1, which makes
the first mention of “men,” the mother church in Jerusalem and the apostles in particular must
be included. This identification would make sense given that Paul was alleged to have received
his commission and marching orders from Jerusalem. However, some explanation is required
because the main target in his cross-hairs in vv. 6-9 is the Judaizers and their false gospel. In a
word, as Paul writes Galatians, Jerusalem is too closely aligned with the circumcision party, as
will become evident in chap. 2, where Paul will effectively assert that he is more consistent with
gospel principles than the “pillar” apostles. Thus, in pronouncing a divine imprecation on the
“Torah-gospel” of the Judaizers, Paul is at the same time calling into question the involvement
of “men” such as James and Peter with “the believers who belonged to the party of the
Pharisees” (Acts 15:5).
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Paul is emphatic that if he were still pleasing men, he would not and could not be the servant
of Christ, who preeminently was exposed to the hatred of the Jewish establishment with its
zealotry for the law, the land, the temple and the national life. He regularly announces that he is
a “servant of Christ” (Rom 1:1; Phil 1:1; Titus 1:1). But here he may be suggesting as well that
he is a “suffering servant,” as he does in Romans 15:21 and Acts 13:47, where he applies the
Servant songs of Isaiah 52:15 and Isaiah 49:6 respectively to his own ministry (see below on v.
15). Paul was marked out for such suffering on the Damascus Road (Acts 9:15-16).

Notes

6 Wright indicates that “good news” was also used in the Greco-Roman world with reference to
the accession of a new emperor (see further Martyn, 127-28; O’Brien, Gospel, 78-79). Thus,
there may be a twofold background to Paul’s use of euangelion. If this association was in Paul’s
mind, he may be viewed as staking a claim for the kingship of Christ as over against that of the
Roman emperor. “If and when YHWH set up his own king as the true ruler, his true earthly
representative, all other kingdoms would be confronted with their rightful overlord” (Paul, 44.
See also ibid., 56-57, 88-89, 149; id., “Gospel,” 227- 29, 232-33.).

PAUL’S AUTOBIOGRAPHY AS PARADIGM (1:11-2:21)

The purpose of the long section of 1:11-2:21 has been debated for some time. Frequently it is
titled “Paul’s defense of his apostleship” or “Paul’s defense of his gospel.” Yet this reading fails
to perceive that Paul is essentially on the offensive, not the defensive. He is in fact asserting
authority, not answering allegations. This division of the letter reaches its climax when Paul
confronts none other than Peter in Antioch and administers to him a stinging rebuke, a sure
sign that his authority is to be recognized on a par with that of Cephas, one of the “pillars” of
Jerusalem. Moreover, if his authority is equal, it is also one that he maintains independently of
the mother church.

But the major component of this unusual passage in Paul’s letters is “Pauline autobiography;”
that is, Paul writes about himself principally to present an example to his converts and to
provide contrastive models between his ministry and that of his rivals (Lyons, Autobiography;
Dodd, “I;”). As Gaventa puts it, “Paul presents himself as an example of the working of the
gospel” (“Autobiography,” 313). The gist of this “autobiography as paradigm” is actually stated
later, in 4:12: “I plead with you, brothers, become like me, for I became like you.” As Gaventa
explains, “become like me” means that the Galatians are to imitate Paul “by rejecting all that
threatens to remove them from an exclusive relationship to the gospel.” Correspondingly, “for I
became like you” means that “one reason for their imitation of Paul is that Paul has already
rejected his zeal for the Law and the tradition” (ibid., 321). Such is Paul’s “biography of
reversal.”

In short, when Paul came to Christ he ceased to be a “zealot” for the “traditions of the fathers.”
The Galatians, on the other hand, having come to Christ, want to become such zealots as Paul
was! Paul thus presents himself as an exemplar who has arrived at “the conviction that there is
only one gospel and that it requires the abandonment of all prior commitments, conventions,
and value systems. Zeal for tradition, maintenance of the law, ethnic and social barriers, and
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observance of feast days are alike insofar as they threaten to undermine the exclusive claim of
the gospel” (Gaventa, “Autobiography,” 319, italics mine). Another way to put it is that Paul’s
zeal has now been redirected, from the law to love of Christ and his people (see at length
Cummins, Paul, 120-37, 148-49).

A. The Divine Origin of Paul’s Gospel (1:11-12)

In his introduction, Paul has arrested his audience by raising several of the letter’s leading
concerns. Now, as a kind of preface to his autobiographical narrative, Paul states a thesis. It
comes by way of a blunt assertion that the origin of his gospel, unlike that of his detractors, is
“from above,” and not “from below.”

11-12 As his transition into the narrative portion of the letter, Paul address his “brothers” (and
“sisters”) (adelphoi). This term of endearment, like “neighbor” (Luke 10:29-37), has undergone
a redefinition. At one time, the title would have been restricted to the Jewish people, but now it
is applied universally to all who believe in Christ. These verses reiterate vv. 1-4 for the sake of
emphasis. If previously Paul had said that his apostleship is not “from” or “through” human
beings, then here he stresses that the gospel preached by him is “not to any degree human”
(kata anthrōpon) in origin. He did not receive it from humans, and he was not taught by them as
though he needed to sit at anyone’s feet. Therefore, his motivation in preaching has nothing to
do with pleasing people. The reference is again to the “pillars” in Jerusalem.

But even though these verses are transitional, they are at the same time a kind of
superscription to what follows. Matera is right to stress that this theme of the origin of the
gospel is foundational to everything Paul will say in the letter. “Because the gospel originates
with God, what seemed utterly impossible has taken place: God has accepted the Gentiles into
the commonwealth of Israel on the basis of faith rather than on the basis of the works of the
law…. Since Paul’s law-free gospel originates with God, the Galatians should refuse all efforts
by others to make them adopt the works of the law” (Matera, 55). It is just this basic proposition
that Paul will illustrate by his own life, when he turned from the law to Christ.

This superhuman origin of his gospel is something that Paul “makes known” to his “brothers.”
The verb “make known” (NIV: “I want you to know”) (gnōrizō), along with its Heb. equivalents, is
used of divine revelation (Dan 2:23, 28-30, 45; 5:7-8, 15-17; 7:16 [Theodotian]; 1QpHab 7:4-5;
1QH 4:27-28; 7:27; 1 Cor 15:1; Eph 1:9; 3:3-5, 10; 6:19; Col 1:27). Paul did not receive (by way
of a chain of human tradition) anything from others, but as apostle he reveals the gospel of
Christ to the nations (see 1 Cor 15:1, where gnōrizō is used identically). Quite explicitly, then,
Paul claims to be an organ of divine revelation and, by implication, denies this to his
antagonists. Below, in 1:15, he will range himself with Isaiah and Jeremiah as a prophet (of the
new covenant). Paul had previously made the gospel known to the Galatians, but now he
reasserts or “rereveals,” with the same authority the divine origin of what was communicated to
them on his original missionary journey.

No doubt because of assertions to the contrary, Paul is compelled once more to deny that his
gospel is human in origin or in mediation (ou kata anthrōpon). Furthermore, he was not “taught”
this gospel. In a manner remarkably dissimilar to his training as a young rabbinical student,
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whereby he was taught both Torah and interpretive tradition “line upon line and precept upon
precept,” his proclamation and mission to the nations came “straight down from above” by
virtue of his vision of the risen Christ on the Damascus Road.

Thus, his denial is reinforced by the positive assertion that he received his gospel “by
revelation of Jesus Christ.” “By revelation” (di apokalupseōs) is the antithesis to the claim that
Paul’s gospel owes its origin to any “human” (kata anthrōpon) agency or intervention (v. 11).
The phrase “revelation of Jesus Christ” could mean either that Christ is the revealer or that he
is the one revealed. But since both things are actually true, there is no need to distinguish
formally between them. It comes as no surprise that the word “revelation” (apokalupsis) is
associated with divine disclosure and guidance, as in 2:2 (also 1 Cor 14:6, 26; 2 Cor 12:1, 7),
and eschatological events (Rom 2:5; 8:19; 1 Cor 1:7; 2 Thess 1:7).

Here the clear reference is to the Damascus Road, where the risen Christ was disclosed to
Paul and from whom he received his commission to go to the Gentiles. This revelation had
confronted Paul with the inescapable reality of the Crucified One. “From beyond the age of evil
and death the living Christ appeared to him; and because of this undeniable, absolutely
authoritative experience, Paul had no choice but to believe that the claim of the Nazarene’s
followers was, after all, true” (Williams, Galatians, 44).

According to Acts 9:17; 26:16, Jesus “appeared” in his christophany to Paul for this very
purpose. On that occasion, God was pleased to reveal his son “in” (and consequently
“through”) Paul (Gal 1:15). Paul has seen no mere angel but the Lord Jesus himself. To
describe his experience as an “apocalypse,” says Dunn, not only underlines its heavenly
authority but also implies that it has “eschatological significance as the key that unlocked the
mystery of God’s purpose for his creation, the keystone of the whole arch of human history”
(Dunn, 53). Not only is Paul’s message eschatological, i.e., the announcement of the fulfillment
of the Scriptures, he himself is an eschatological person. “The Age to Come had been
inaugurated. Saul himself was summoned to be its agent. He was to declare to the pagan world
that YHWH, the God of Israel, was the one true God of the whole world, and that in Jesus of
Nazareth he had overcome evil and was creating a new world in which justice and peace would
reign supreme” (Wright, Paul, 37). No wonder, he can say elsewhere (1 Cor 9:16): “Woe to me
if I do not preach the gospel,” because with his presence and in his proclamation the new
creation arrives.

“Revelation,” especially of the “mystery,” is an important word in Paul’s theological vocabulary.
When the Son of God was revealed to Paul on the way to Damascus, simultaneously he
received insight into the “mystery of Christ,” i.e., how it is that God has now reconciled Jew and
Gentile in one body in order to render to King Jesus the obedience of faith (Rom 16:25-26; Eph
2:11-22; Col 1:25-28). It is this very insight he wishes others to appreciate (Eph 3:1-6; Col 2:2)
—and not least the Galatians. If they understood the nature of Christ’s revelation to Paul, they
would not be seeking to follow the Judaizers’ lead in reerecting the “dividing wall of hostility”
(Eph 2:14) between nations (cf. Gal 2:18).

B. Paul’s Former Life in Judaism (1:13-14)
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If vv. 11-12 are a kind of thesis Paul seeks to defend throughout the first major section of the
letter, he now commences the first part of his “autobiography as paradigm” by recounting his
conduct prior to his encounter with the risen Christ. If anything characterized Saul of Tarsus, it
was “zeal for the law.” And Paul, the apostle and author of this epistle, apparently thought it
necessary to embark on his narrative at this point. “His readers needed to be reminded that he
knew Judaism from inside, and indeed was a prime exponent of it. He knew therefore what
were its attractions and appealing strengths” (Dunn, 55).

13 Paul’s autobiographical narrative commences with a reminder to the Galatians that they
have heard it before, maybe from Paul himself, or perhaps because his enemies tried to use his
former zealotry as a weapon against him, with the charge of either hypocrisy or overreaction to
his erstwhile conduct. The sum and total of his pre-Christian existence is summed up by “my
previous way of life in Judaism.” The one Grk. noun translated “previous way of life”
(anastrophē) corresponds to the Heb. verb “walk” (halak), “the word which more than any other
characterizes the Jewish understanding of the obligations laid upon the devout” (Dunn, 56. See
Gen 5:22; 17:1; Exod 16:4; Deut 8:6; 1 Kgs 6:12; Ps 101:6; Prov 20:7; Dan 9:10; Luke 1:6; cf.
T. Ash. 6:3; 2 Macc 6:23.).5 From this verb was to develop the concept of halakah, teaching that
governed the Israelite’s walk with God (the plural, halakoth, signifies the “rulings” of the various
rabbinic teachers. See Schürer, History, 2.339-46.).6 Over against Paul’s former “Jewish walk,”
the Galatian letter will inform us that there is a “Christian walk,” one that corresponds to
“walking by the Spirit” (5:16, 25), who engenders unity, peace and harmony in the new creation
(cf. anastrophē in 1 Tim 4:12; Heb 13:7; 1 Pet 1:15; 2:12).

Paul’s former “walk” was in “Judaism.” The name “Judaism” was apparently coined by the
author of 2 Maccabees (2:21; 8:1; 14:38; cf. 4 Macc 4:26) in conscious reaction to “Hellenism,”
also a word of his coinage (4:13). In brief, “Judaism” is “‘the Jewish way of belief and life’ as
contrasted to the way of life in Hellenism” (Hansen, 43). In a day when the Jewish people were
so hard-pressed to maintain their distinctive ethnic and covenantal identity, “Judaism,” remarks
one Jewish scholar, demarcated “a sort of fenced-off area in which Jewish lives are led” (Amir,
“IOUDAISMOS,” 39).7 Moreover, Cummins points out that the LXX usages of Ioudaismos
pertain to the martyr’s zeal and self-sacrifice on behalf of Judaism, a point well worth weighing
given Paul’s present train of thought. He adds that the incorporative phrase “in Judaism”
conveys the all-embracive commitment involved on the part of the martyr and may be taken as
analogous to “in the law” (Rom 3:19; Phil 3:6) (Paul, 121).

The equivalent of “Judaism” appears in verbal form in 2:14: “live as a Jew,” which in that
context means to avoid such intimate contact with Gentiles as table fellowship. Hengel adds
that “Judaism” means “both political and genetic associations with the Jewish nation and
exclusive belief in the one God of Israel, together with observance of the Torah given by him”
(Judaism, 1.1-2). As a religious, ethnic and sociological unit, this “Judaism” was composed of
“four pillars:” (1) monotheism; (2) election; (3) covenant focused in Torah; and (4) land focused
in temple. “Characteristic of early Judaism was the sense of Israel’s distinctiveness and
privilege as the people chosen by God and marked out from the other nations by this covenant
relation and by the Torah practice of those loyal to this covenant (and thus to God)” (Dunn,
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Partings, 28).

With the passage of time, particularly given the Syrian and Roman conquests of Palestine,
“Judaism” became synonymous with “zeal for the law” and an implacable nationalism that was
prepared to deal harshly with even an apparent usurpation of power over the law and the
temple. For this reason, Paul’s subsequent struggle against circumcision and the law was not
least a “betrayal of Judaism” in the eyes of his Judaistic opponents because of its “ethnic
political consequences” (Hengel, Judaism, 1.307-8).

As the argument of Galatians develops, it will become apparent that “Judaism” is now passé
and has been superseded by another entity, namely, “the church of God” as centered in the
person of Jesus Christ. In practical terms, this means that “Paul believes that observance of the
Torah is neither necessary nor sufficient to make or keep one a member of the people of God.
The people of God are no longer under the Mosaic covenant in Paul’s view, rather they are
under the new covenant which is grounded in the earlier Abrahamic one.” When Paul ended his
career as a persecutor, he came to see “a fundamental distinction between being a Torah-true
Jew and a Jewish follower of Jesus Christ” (Witherington, 98, 104).

According to his own testimony, Paul’s career in Judaism entailed no less than brutality: “how
intensely (kath huperbolēn) I persecuted the church of God and tried to destroy it.” He uses
here the vocabulary of zeal with verbs in the Grk. imperfect tense, denoting past progressive
action (“I used to persecute”) and, in the case of the second, attempted action (“I tried to
destroy”). (1) “Persecute” (diōkō). The verb is used notably in 1 Maccabees 2:47; 3:5 to
describe the Maccabees’ pursuit of “the sons of arrogance” and “the lawless,” including
apostate Jews. (2) “Destroy” or “annihilate” (portheō). As Hengel informs us, the verb has a
very harsh ring and denotes violent action (Pre- Christian Paul, 71-72). In Josephus, J.W.
4.534, it denotes the burning of the villages and towns of Idumaea by Simon bar Giora and is
used synonymously with “lay waste” (lumaiomai). The latter verb is used by Luke in Acts 8:3 to
describe Saul’s persecuting activity: “Saul began to destroy the church. Going from house to
house, he dragged off men and women and put them in prison.”

That Paul’s image as a persecutor of the church made an indelible impression emerges from
the assessment of him by the churches of Judea: “The man who formerly persecuted us is now
preaching the faith he once tried to destroy” (1:23). Moreover, according to Acts 9:21, all who
heard the newly converted Paul preach “were astonished and said, ‘Is not this the man who
devastated those in Jerusalem who call on this name…’” (my translation).

The bottom line is that Paul’s persecuting campaign did not flinch at the use of violence, a
picture certainly confirmed by the portrait of him in Acts 8:1-3; 9:1-2; 22:4; 26:9. Paul could put
on his résumé that he had zealously persecuted the church (Phil 3:6). It would appear that his
ire was especially aroused by Stephen’s speech (Acts 7), in which this Hellenistic Jewish
believer had the audacity to charge that his contemporaries were as guilty of idolatry as their
fathers in the wilderness, particularly as regarded the temple, a “house made with hands,” i.e.,
a pagan temple or an idol (Dunn, Partings, 64-67). Saul, then, perceived the new faith as a dire
threat to everything he held dear in “Judaism,” not only theologically but sociologically as well.
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Any suggestion that the boundaries between Israel and the nations had been eradicated and
the law decentralized could not be tolerated—let alone the idea of a crucified Messiah. But the
road to Damascus changed all that, and years later he could still lament the fact that he
formerly blasphemed, persecuted and insulted not only the church but the Lord Jesus himself
(1 Tim 1:13 = Acts 9:4; 22:7; 26:14; cf. 1 Cor 15:9). Not only so, he could later summarize his
whole pre-Christian experience as “loss” and “excrement” (skubala) (Phil 3:7-8). The latter term
is particularly scathing, because as a Pharisee Paul was preeminently concerned with purity.
But now he reduces the entirety of his “former life in Judaism” to one of the impurest items on
the list!

The object of his rage was “the church of God.” Such was the radicalness of Paul’s conversion
that the noxious heresy he once tried to decimate he now recognizes to be nothing other than
the assembly of Yahweh, not simply a breakaway movement from Judaism instigated by the
carpenter of Galilee. The irony of the situation is such that “the very actions aimed at preserving
the purity of the assembly of Israel had actually been directed against that assembly itself”
(Dunn, 58)!

14 Coordinate with Paul’s zealot-like persecution of the church was his “advance” or
“progress” in Judaism. So precocious was he that he outstripped a great many of his
contemporaries, presumably in learning, devotion, realization of the Pharisaic ideals of Torah
observance, influence and jealousy for the God of Israel. The Jewish factor is further stressed
by the mention of Paul’s race. “Race” (the word is obscured by NIV) also occurs in 2
Corinthians 11:26; Phil 3:5, where it refers to the people of Israel. Once more, he uses the
imperfect tense of the verb, “advance,” to call attention to his constant progress in the ways of
Israel. The springboard of his advancement was his “excessive” (perissoterōs) zeal which
resulted in such an intense (kath huperbolēn) persecution of the disciples of Jesus (v. 13), as it
were, a devastation “above and beyond the call of duty.”

Some commentators wish to restrict “zeal” to “ardent observation of the Torah,” in conformity
to what was expected of a first-century Jew. Certainly it does mean this much. But the very
mention of zeal calls to mind the war for independence against the Syrians some two hundred
years before Paul wrote Galatians. The war was spearheaded by an aged priest named
Mattathias who issued the summons: “Let every one who is zealous for the law and supports
the covenant come out with me” (1 Macc 2:27)! Mattathias himself was but a throwback to
Phinehas (1 Macc 2:26), whose own zeal for Yahweh set the pattern for all subsequent
defenders of covenant purity (Num 25:11-15; Ps 106:30-31). For good reason, Wright can say
that zeal for a first-century Jew was something he did with a knife (Paul, 27)! From that point
onward, “zeal for the law” became the order of the day for all loyalist Jews (see Hengel,
Zealots, esp. 146-312).

Such zeal had become all the more relevant since the Roman takeover of Palestine and the
resurgence of “zealot” activities which would eventually erupt in another war not many years
after Paul’s mission (in the first quarter of the second century AD, a final uprising would take
place under Bar Kochba, who likewise modeled himself on zealot precedents). Saul of Tarsus,
then, would have agreed with one of his forebears: “I am full of zeal against all evil-doers and
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men of falsehood” (1QH 14:14; cf. 1QS 9:22), and with one who was later to say: “Everyone
who sheds the blood of godless men is like one who offers a sacrifice” (Num. R. 21:3, on Num
25:13). Paul’s agenda as a “zealot” is well summarized by Wright: (1) he was zealous for
Israel’s God and for the Torah; (2) he intended that he and others should keep the Torah so
wholeheartedly in the present that they would be marked out as those who would be vindicated
on the great coming day of the Lord when he finally acted to redeem his people; (3) he intended
to hasten this day by forcing other Jews to keep the Torah in his way, using violence if and
when necessary (Paul, 35).

His almost unrivaled zeal was spurred by “the traditions of the fathers.” This phrase finds its
rootage in pre-Christian Jewish texts (Sir 8:9; 1 Macc 2:19-22; 2 Macc 6:1; 3 Macc 1:3, 23; 4
Macc 16:16; 18:5; 1 Enoch 52:9; Josephus, Ant. 11.140; 13.297, 408; 19.349; Philo, Spec.
Laws 2.253). The same idea comes over into the gospels as the “tradition of the elders” (Matt
15:2-3, 6; Mark 7:3, 5, 8-9, 13). Acts 22:3 is notably parallel to our text: “I am a Jew, born in
Tarsus of Cilicia, but brought up in this city, educated under Gamaliel, strictly according to the
law of our fathers, being zealous for God just as you all are today” (NASB). “The traditions of
the fathers” are normally classified according to two central components. (1) The teachings and
practices developed in the Pharisaic schools of Second Temple Judaism, which later were
codified in the Mishnah, Talmud(s), Jewish commentaries (midrashim) and devotional literature
(haggadah). (2) The interpretations of a more popular nature that arose in the synagogues of
Paul’s day as represented in the Aramaic paraphrases of the OT (targumim).

All in all, many of these “traditions” came to be regarded as on a par with the written
Scriptures, so much so that Jesus could castigate the Pharisees for allowing their tradition to
nullify the Word of God (Mark 7:8-13). When Paul was so obsessed by these traditions, he was
unable to distinguish practically between the teaching and practices of the fathers and the
actual word from Yahweh’s mouth (Deut 8:3).

If we ask why Paul describes so graphically his zeal for the law and devotion to Judaism, the
answer resides in “Pauline autobiography.” If he, “the chief of sinners” (1 Tim 1:13 [KJV]—note
the context) was converted so drastically from the path of dedication to the law and zealous
persecution of the church, then the Galatians can and must turn from the “other gospel” and
“other Christ” of the Judaizers back to the One who called them in grace.

C. Paul’s Conversion/Calling and Its Immediate Results (1:15-17)

In his “autobiography as paradigm,” Paul has spoken thus far of the divine origin of his gospel
(1:11-12) and has given a quick summary of his former life in Judaism (1:13- 14). Now he
comes on to speak of the sovereign purpose of God which turned him from a ravager of the
church into what he should have been as the Lord’s servant. As a member of Israel, he should
have been a light to the nations. That purpose had been frustrated by his zeal for the paternal
traditions, but now it has been realized by his conversion to Christ and his commission to
preach him among the Gentiles. These verses also validate Paul’s claims to an apostleship
independent of Jerusalem, because it was God who was pleased to separate him, and
immediately after his call he did not confer with anyone but bypassed Jerusalem altogether.
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15 Paul’s brilliant career in Judaism, as capped by his attempted decimation of the church,
came to an abrupt halt when he encountered the living Christ on the Damascus road. In spite of
his savage assault on God’s Anointed, God was, nevertheless, pleased to call Saul of Tarsus to
his service. The verb “pleased” (eudokeō), which in the Grk. Bible gives voice to divine decision
(Ps 39:14; 67:17 [LXX]; Luke 12:32; 1 Cor 1:21; Col 1:9), speaks of God’s sovereign purpose in
counteracting Saul’s attack on his church. He had no intentions of reversing his course,
believing that he was doing God service (John 16:2 is directly relevant). But on the way to
Damascus his actual destiny was revealed when he was soundly converted to Christ and
began to go in precisely the opposite direction.

The related noun “good pleasure” (eudokia) likewise has the sovereign design in view (e.g.,
Matt 11:26; Luke 2:14; 10:21; Phil 2:13). In the Psalms, Yahweh’s good pleasure has as its
object none other than the chosen people (e.g., Ps 44:3; 68:16; 85:1; 142:11; 144:4). The
Lord’s pleasure, then, is tantamount to “grace,” or, in Paul’s own phrase, “the election of grace”
(Rom 11:5). That Paul, as apostle, is the recipient of electing grace is confirmed by his echoes
of Jeremiah 1:5 and Isaiah 49:1 in this verse, according to which he was separated from his
mother’s womb.

It was on the Damascus Road that God’s good pleasure was expressed by his “call” of the
erstwhile persecutor. Paul uses a verb of Israel’s election and calling (kaleō), when he speaks
of himself as being called. Note how in Romans 1:1 he terms himself a “called apostle” (klētos
apostolos), along with the Roman Christians, who are also the “called” of God (Rom 1:6-7). The
implication is that Paul the Christian still identifies himself as an elect Israelite, but an Israelite in
whom the ideal of Israel’s calling has been realized. What is implicit in the present verse is
explicitly affirmed in Romans 11:1: “I am an Israelite.” In both the present context and that of
Romans 9-11, Paul can maintain his identity as a “true Israelite,” but one who now reaches out
to the Gentiles and invites them to embrace the privileges of the chosen people, preeminently
the Messiah himself (Rom 9:4-5).

Paul’s calling in time and space, however, was preceded by an eternal purpose. It is true that
his historical commissioning as apostle is called a “separation” (Acts 13:2), with a possible
glance backward to his “separated” status as a Pharisee. Nevertheless, the outstanding factor
here is that before he was ever called in time and space he was “separated” in another sense,
from his mother’s womb. In so saying, he alludes to Jeremiah 1:5 and Isaiah 49:1 (as does the
author of 1QH 9:30). In the broader context of Isaiah 49:1, it is surely significant that the
Servant, who, like Jeremiah, was also called from the womb, is also given a commission to
restore the tribes of Jacob and be a light to the ends of the earth (Isa 49:6).

By his echo of these texts (and possibly other prophetic calls such as Isaiah 6 and Ezekiel 1,
with parallels in the book of 1 Enoch), Paul claims, no less, to be an organ of revelation on a
par with the Prophets. This assertion has implications for Galatians 1:11, where Paul makes the
gospel known in a prophetic manner to the nations (see above on vv. 1, 11). Not only so, he is
a “servant of Yahweh” too. And this is not the only place where he describes himself in such
terms. In Romans 15:21, he likewise quotes Isaiah 49:6 in reference to his ministry; and
according to Acts 13:47, he does the same with Isaiah 52:15 (Acts 18:9 similarly reflects Isa
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43:5). Paul’s assumption of the servant-role, alongside Jesus, accounts for his enormous
suffering (Acts 9:15-16; 2 Cor 11:23-29; Gal 6:17).

Witherington comments that Paul’s present role as apostle is actually a return to what he
should have been as a faithful servant. Because his “former life in Judaism” had been at such
variance with God’s purposes in Christ, it was incumbent on him finally to take up what God
wanted for him all along. Therefore, Paul was not, as alleged, an opportunist, a flatterer or
fickle. To this I would add that Paul’s assumption of his proper role marks him out as a true
Israelite, who, as the people in toto, should have been a light to the nations. He came to realize
that he existed for the nations, and not the nations for him (4 Ezra 6:55-59). His election/calling
thus fulfills the reason of Israel’s election/calling. From this point onward, the apostle is so
identified with the nations/ Gentiles that he can call himself an “apostle of the Gentiles” (Rom
11:13; cf. Rom 1:1, 5, 13; 15:16, 18; Eph 3:1, 8; Col 1:23; 1 Thess 2:16; 1 Tim 2:8; 3:16; 2 Tim
4:17; cf. also Acts 9:15; 22:15, 21; 26:17-18, 20; 28:28).

As in Galatians 2:9; Romans 1:5; 12:3; 15:15, Paul reasserts that his calling was “through his
grace.” In spite of what his antagonists may think, he has been the recipient of grace. If God’s
grace is his covenant love as now (re)focused in the new covenant, Paul is the steward of such
grace, which has enabled him to preach the “unsearchable riches of Christ” (Eph 3:8) to the
nations. As one called and separated, he is sent to those outside the Mosaic covenant, who in
the eyes of Judaism had no claim to grace.

16 The purpose of God’s good pleasure in separating and calling the apostle was to reveal his
Son. There is an ambiguity in Paul’s language. The Greek literally reads: “to reveal his son in
me” (en emoi). The meaning could be an internal revelation made within Paul’s psyche, or “in”
could be taken in the instrumental sense of “by means of me.” A stronger case can be made for
the former, for three reasons. (1) The latter reading would make the second clause of v. 16
redundant. (2) An emphasis on Paul’s inward transformation would account for the radical
change of attitude on his part. If his commission was to turn people “from darkness to light and
from the dominion of Satan to God” (Acts 26:18 [NASB]), then he himself had to experience the
light of the new creation flooding into his own “heart of darkness” (2 Cor 4:6). Henceforth, he
could no longer regard Christ, as he once did, “according to the flesh” (2 Cor 5:16), i.e., from
the vantage point of a (Jewish) person still prejudiced by the old creation. And if Christ was
“revealed in” Paul, he continues to “live in” him (2:20), the flip side of his being in Christ (3:26,
28). In addition to this internal experience of Christ, Paul elsewhere can speak of seeing Christ
or of Christ appearing to him (1 Cor 11:1; 15:8), the external phenomena complementing the
internal revelation. (3) An internal manifestation of Christ fits well into Paul’s present train of
thought. The revelation/commission granted to him was entirely supernatural, meaning he had
no contact with “flesh and blood” in the process of becoming a light to the nations. The
occurrence of the very phrase “flesh and blood” in Matthew 16:17 is both enlightening and
ironic, because Jesus clarifies to the original twelve apostles that Peter’s confession of him as
the Christ has its origin not in a human revelation but in the good pleasure of the heavenly
Father. In view of all of this, Cummins can aptly comment that “in me” means “in my person,”
that is, the complete reconfiguration of Paul’s entire self. “The exalted Son of God is now
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constitutive of his entire life, an existence which Paul elsewhere describes as “Christ in me”
(Paul, 123). Cf. Philippians 1:30, where “in me” is repeated for emphasis.

The purpose of this revelation to the apostle was that he might proclaim the Son of God
“among the nations.” “Among the nations” needs little explanation, except to say that with
Paul’s preaching the promise to Abraham begins to be fulfilled: “in you all the families of the
earth will be blessed” (Gen 12:3; 18:18; 22:18; 26:4; 28:14 [NASB]). His conversion/calling is
thus a pivotal event in salvation history.

The sonship of Christ is a very large and very complex aspect of NT theology and Pauline
theology in particular. In the present setting, it is Jesus’ messianic status as Israel’s king that is
in view. He is the Son of God who fulfills the promises to Israel and becomes the king not only
of Israel but of the whole world. This means that at heart Paul’s gospel is a royal
announcement. As a Pharisee, Paul would have expected one kind of king, but the historical
realization of the promises to the fathers has taught him otherwise. This is why he begins with
the image of a Messiah who has given this community its distinctive identity (recalling that one
of Paul’s prime purposes is to affirm the new constituency of the people of God). On the one
hand, as the Anointed, he is the fulfillment of Israel’s hope and Israel’s law (1 Sam 7:14; Ps 2:8;
cf. 1QSa 2:11-12; 4QFlor 1:10-13; 4QpsDan Aa; 4Q246; 4Q521).

On the other hand, it is he, contrary to the teaching of the Judaizers, who has received all just
as they are without distinction (cf. Rom 3:22; 10:12; 15:7). By virtue of the work of God’s Son,
“our peace,” there are no longer two “old men” divided by a “wall of hostility” but one “new man”
reconciled in one body through the cross (Eph 2:14-16). Stated otherwise, there is now a “third
race,” the “church of God” which stands over against Jew and Gentile (1 Cor 10:32). Yet it is
the cessation of hostilities between Jew and Gentile that has such profound implications for the
life of the church as the people of the new creation. Paul thus stresses that the Christ of his
proclamation is of a different stripe altogether than the Messiah of his opponents’ preaching.
Their “other Jesus” (2 Cor 11:4) engenders only the evils of the old chaotic existence (Gal 5:12,
15, 19-21, 26).

That Paul’s commission came directly from the risen Christ is confirmed by his immediate
reaction to the christophany: “Immediately, I did not consult with flesh and blood” (my
translation). The verb “consult” or “confer” (prosanatithēmi) would seem to mean the same here
as it does in 2:6, namely, “to add something to someone by giving him instructions or
information.” Dunn’s further nuancing, “consult in order to be given a skilled or authoritative
interpretation,” also makes sense in this context. The practical thrust of the verb is that Paul did
not have to resort to any other person to be told what the “revelation of Jesus Christ” meant.
His understanding of the gospel was given him directly by Christ and did not require
clarification, ratification or confirmation by human beings (“flesh and blood”), in particular the
likes of Peter and James.

17 Verse 17a relates the second immediate result of Paul’s conversion/calling: “nor did I go up
to Jerusalem to see those who were apostles before I was.” Paul does not specify precisely
who these “apostles before me” were, but judging from 1:18-2:13, he certainly has in view Peter
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and James and those of the Twelve who were still in Jerusalem. Whatever their precise identity,
the heart of Paul’s argument is twofold: (1) his acknowledgment that his predecessors in the
apostolate are to be recognized as speaking authoritatively on behalf of Christ; (2)
notwithstanding their preeminence, he did not consult them to shed any additional light on the
revelation of Christ to him. He consistently maintains his independence of them.

The positive counterpart of both negative immediate effects of Paul’s conversion is stated by v.
17b: “I went into Arabia and later returned to Damascus.” Where precisely Paul went and why
he went there are matters of dispute. Matera explains that while “Arabia” can denote the area
east of Jerusalem, it usually refers to “the vast desert peninsula between Iraq and the Persian
Gulf on the east, the Indian Ocean on the south, and the Red Sea on the west” (Matera, 61).
Most scholars opt for Arabia as being the kingdom of Nabatea, especially given its proximity to
Damascus. But Longenecker confirms that the Nabatean kingdom of Arabia was “a rather large
and somewhat amorphous geographical entity in Paul’s day” (Longenecker, 34). Jervis writes to
the same effect: the boundaries of this kingdom were somewhat fluid during the Middle
Nabatean period (30 BC - AD 70) but seem to have included what today is Sinai, the Negev,
the east side of the Jordan Valley rift, much of Jordan, and some of Saudi Arabia (Jervis, 46).
That Paul visited Nabatea would seem to be confirmed by 2 Corinthians 11:32, which mentions
King Aretas, who would be the Nabatean king Aretas IV.

At the very least, then, the datum of importance is that Paul was nowhere near Jerusalem
when he was called to go to the Gentiles, nor for three years afterwards. In point of fact, he
deliberately gave Jerusalem as wide a berth as possible. This fact is all the more striking
considering that Jerusalem was the Holy City. Jerusalem, according to Ezekiel 5:5; 38:12, was
the “center of the nations, with countries round about her,” whose inhabitants “dwell at the
center of the earth” (as reflected in Jub. 8:12, 19; 1 Enoch 26:1; Sib. Or. 5:250). Preeminently,
Jerusalem had its temple—“the holiest temple in the world” (2 Macc 5:15). The temple was the
organizing center of Jewish life and a theological symbol of tremendous emotive power.
Moreover, the geographical complex of Jerusalem and temple had a significance all its own (in
11QTemple 45-47, Jerusalem is but an extension of the temple). The Holy City was located in
the highlands of Israel, with Mount Zion as its highest point and the temple as the most
imposing building in the land (see Josephus, Ant. 15.412 [11.5]; Ep. Arist. 83-84). In view of all
this, for Paul to skirt Jerusalem and then return directly to Damascus was tantamount to saying
that the new faith has been decentralized from the Holy City and that the temple is now
outmoded. Consequently, the original apostles had no advantage over him by way of status or
of the authority and legitimacy of his gospel.

If the place of Paul’s temporary residence is not precisely clear, then its purpose is not stated
explicitly either. Numerous scholars have suggested that he began to fulfill his mission to
preach the Son of God “among the Gentiles.” Such, of course, is a distinct possibility, especially
if the demographics of the region made it a field ripe for harvest. Others maintain, rightly I think,
that there is an additional factor, namely, Paul went to Arabia to study, meditate, pray and
prepare himself for the work to which he had been called. But why Arabia in particular? I would
suggest that Paul means for us to think as much in theological as in geographical terms. A clue
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is provided by 4:25: Mount Sinai is in Arabia, making Arabia the place of the giving of the law.
There is nothing to preclude the possibility that Paul may have gone as far afield as the Sinai
Peninsula and that Mount Sinai, in his thinking, is part of “Arabia,” especially given the
amorphous character of the region. It is impossible to be certain, but Paul may well have gone
to Mount Sinai to contemplate the law in the light of Christ. What better place to confirm that his
Torah-zeal had been wrongheaded and to conclude that Christ is indeed the end of the law
(Rom 10:4; Gal 3:23-25)? The symbolism of the situation compels consideration.

D. Paul’s First Visit to Jerusalem (1:18-20)

If vv. 16b-17 related the immediate results of Paul’s conversion/calling, then vv. 18-20 begin to
detail the more long-term effects of his experience (continuing up to 2:14).

18-19 Verse 18 begins with “then,” the first in a series of three such “thens” (along with 1:21;
2:1), marking the three major divisions in Paul’s relations with Jerusalem. In 1:18; 2:1, the
adverb seems to bear the connotation of “only then,” or “it was not until then.” Thus, it was only
“after three years” that Paul went up to Jerusalem. In keeping with the inclusive method of time-
reckoning in the ancient world, it has to be recognized that “after three years” may mean only
“in the third year” rather than “three full years later.” Added to this, it is uncertain if he means
the third year from his conversion or the third year after the sojourn in Arabia. But one way or
the other, it was some time before the apostle returned to Jerusalem after embarking for
Damascus on his persecuting campaign. It should be obvious, then, that Paul did not
“immediately confer with flesh and blood.” For Paul, the facts speak for themselves. He could
not be beholden to Jerusalem if he was away from there for some three years and once he
went up again stayed only fifteen days.

The trip referred to here fits easily enough into Acts 9:23-30, although there is quite a lot of
variation between the two accounts. Yet the Acts narrative does not imply any indebtedness on
Paul’s part to the Jerusalem apostles. Its stated purpose was “to visit Cephas.” Paul may have
preferred the Aramaic form Cephas because it symbolized Peter’s commitment to take the
gospel to the Jews, just as his own switch of name from Saul to Paul may have symbolized his
commitment to the Gentiles. The precise meaning of “visit” (NIV: “get acquainted with”)
(historeō) is debatable. Since Paul would have been eager to meet Peter, a translation such as
“to become acquainted with” or “to get to know” would convey the sense well enough. But there
seems to be something else involved as well, i.e., “to visit for the purpose of gathering
information.” There would have been at least three pieces of information he would have wished
to garner: (1) personal knowledge of Peter himself; (2) confirmation that he and Peter were in
accord as regards the gospel and that there was a unity of witness between them; (3) details of
the life and ministry of Jesus. Some try to weaken the sense of “visit” to avoid any implications
of Paul’s apostleship being compromised. However, his apostleship is not necessarily
compromised at all and, in all probability, Paul’s knowledge of the historical Jesus was to some
extent informed by Peter (possibly, e.g., Acts 20:35; 1 Cor 11:23-26). C. H. Dodd is credited
with the quip that Paul surely did not spend two weeks talking to Peter about the weather!

The verb “to get to know” thus served Paul’s purpose well, by putting the emphasis on the
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development of a personal relationship with Peter. Certainly the implication of the next clause,
“and I stayed with him fifteen days,” must be that the “getting to know” was fairly extensive,
especially as followed by the firm denial that during this fortnight he saw any of the other
apostles (v. 19). It is true, that the “fifteen days” are set over against the “three years” of the
previous period; but even so, “the point is that it was long enough to get to know Peter well, but
not long enough to be thoroughly instructed in his new faith” (Dunn, 73-74). Paul definitely “was
not taught” in the sense that he denies in v. 12. Longenecker rightly comments: “to learn about
the details of Jesus’ earthly life from Peter and to be subordinate to or dependent on Peter for
his apostleship and Gentile mission are clearly quite different matters. Paul is willing to
acknowledge the former, but he is adamant in his rejection of the latter” (Longenecker, 38).

That Paul’s brief stay in Jerusalem was not a defining moment for his apostleship is confirmed
by another fact: “I saw none of the other apostles—only James, the Lord’s brother” (v. 19). He
specifies that James is the “brother of the Lord.” This, of course, was a well-known fact.
Perhaps Paul mentions it because: (1) by the use of this honorific title, he shows his respect
and regard for this leading figure in the mother church; (2) as the Lord’s brother, James would
have possessed information about the historical Jesus not readily accessible to others. It is true
that the verb of v. 19 (“see”) is not the same as that of v. 18. Nevertheless, we can safely
assume that Paul did not talk to James about the weather either! Part of his purpose was to
learn about Jesus and not to be indoctrinated by the apostles. It is also true that James was
such a dominant personality in the Jerusalem church that a visit was inevitable, not simply as a
matter of courtesy, but more importantly to confirm that he and James were in essential
agreement as regards the gospel. Paul thus implies that he is theologically closer to James
than his opponents, a point that should have made an impression on the Galatians.

Whether Paul actually names James an apostle is a matter of dispute. In strictly grammatical
terms, this would appear to be the case. If James was an apostle, it certainly would have
enhanced his prestige and the awe in which the Galatian churches probably held him. That
James would have been the thirteenth or even fourteenth apostle (if Matthias is included, Acts
1:26) is not really a problem since the number is symbolic in any event and seems to have
been fluid (cf. 1 Thess 2:6). Others than the Twelve could be called “apostles” because they did
apostolic work. What is important is that if the Judaizers appealed to James as a source of
authority, then Paul can inform them that he was received by the Lord’s brother as an equal in
the work without James holding any sway over him. And the point would have been all the more
impactful if James was an apostle.

20 Such was the crucial importance of these facts that he feels compelled to add: “I assure
you before God that what I am writing you is no lie.” The Galatians had only Paul’s word for his
account of the Jerusalem trip, and his version was probably under attack by the opponents. So,
he takes what effectively is an oath (see also Rom 1:9; 9:1-3; 1 Cor 15:31; 2 Cor 1:23; 2:17;
4:2; 11:10-11, 31; Gal 1:20; Phil 1:8; 1 Thess 2:5, 10; 1 Tim 2:7). It is

notable that Paul uses the oath formula only to testify to the divine origin of his apostleship,
mission and gospel. As he stands in the presence of the Father who called him to be an
apostle, he gives his readers the most solemn assurance possible that his account of the
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Jerusalem trip is the unvarnished truth. The language is strong, but no stronger than that
encountered thus far. Paul is sensitive to the fact that if the Galatians do not believe his version
of events, they will inevitably endanger their souls by their rejection of his gospel. “By calling
God as his witness, Paul wishes to tell the Galatians once again (cf. 1:6) that adherence to the
Teachers’ message involves them in defection from God” (Martyn, 174).

E. The Aftermath of the Jerusalem Visit (1:21-24)

Having stated the facts about his first visit to Jerusalem, Paul now moves on to the next phase
of his personal history. But since this period had relatively little bearing on his present concerns,
he passes over it with some haste. Despite some fourteen years of life and ministry, the only
thing that interested Paul was that during this interval he had been far away from Judea and the
Jerusalem leadership.

21 After the stay in Jerusalem, Paul “then” departed to the realms of Syria and Cilicia
(consonant with Acts 9:30; 11:25-26). Here is the second in the series of three “thens,” marking
his relations with Jerusalem. Once more, Paul’s personal history refutes the allegations of his
detractors: he went far from Jerusalem after he had been there only fifteen days. The length of
this trip is not stated, and it is possible that Paul passes over a great deal of time, including
missionary activity, with a simple summary statement. What he wishes to impress upon the
Galatians is that his stay in Jerusalem was brief and that he gave preference to Gentile
locations. If we bring Acts 11:25-26 into the picture, Paul appears to have settled for a while in
Antioch of Syria and thus identified with a dominantly Gentile church.

22 That Paul’s involvement in Palestine was minimal is confirmed by the further datum that he
remained “unknown by face to the churches of Judea” (KJV). At first glance, it might appear
unlikely that Saul the persecutor (1:13) could have been unknown to Judean Christians,
especially in view of Acts 8:3. However, Witherington (124-25) calls attention to several
germane points. (1) Neither Acts 8:3 nor Gal 1:13 suggests that Saul ever persecuted any
house groups outside of Jerusalem itself. (2) There may have been an expansion of the church
into Judea from the time of the persecution until Paul’s departure to Syria and Cilicia, so that
Paul would have in fact been unknown in Judea. Note that Acts 1:8 does speak of the
movement of the gospel from Jerusalem to “all Judea.” (3) Verse 23 seems to relate the report
about Paul by the Jerusalem church to these other churches, meaning that their acquaintance
with Paul was secondhand. But in addition to these suggestions of Witherington, there is
another possibility as well, namely, that the main object of Paul’s wrath could have been the
Greek-speaking Hellenists, as represented by the likes of Stephen, especially in his polemic
against the abuse of the temple. Thus, it could be that these particular targets allured him away
from Palestine to places like Damascus.

The churches of Judea were “in Christ.” “In Christ” is perhaps the most clearly identifiable
Pauline phrase (occurring about eighty times in his letters) and represents the actual showcase
of his theology). The concept of being in Christ has at least two dimensions. (1) The historical.
To be in Christ is to belong to that era of world history inaugurated with his coming. This is the
complex of new covenant/new creation as contrasted with what has gone before. Paul thinks of
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Christ as “the new realm God is now establishing in the world.” Thus, “while the churches are
geographically located in Judea, they are more importantly located in Christ” (Martyn, 176). In
the main, Paul contrasts the “in Christ” experience with the period of the Mosaic law and
covenant.

In Galatians itself, “in Christ” is tantamount to the age of the Spirit as over against the age of
the “flesh” (3:1-3). It is in Christ that all previous distinctions have been obliterated (Gal 3:26,
28). “In Christ” is the answer to not only being “in the law” (Rom 2:12; 3:19), but also to being
“in Adam” (1 Cor 15:22; cf. Rom 5:12-6:6). (2) The personal. To be “in Christ” is to know him
and the power of his resurrection (Phil 3:10), to “live in” him (Gal 2:20), be a member of his
body (Rom 12:4-5; 1 Cor 6:15; Eph 1:23; 4:13; 5:30) and to be conformed to his image (Rom
8:29).

In both its historical and personal dimensions, “in Christ” marks the difference between Paul’s
pre-Christian condition “in Judaism” (1:13-14) and the freedom in which he now luxuriates (2:4,
17). Existence “in Christ” has made it possible for Gentiles to inherit the blessing of Abraham
(3:14) and has rendered insignificant the old distinctions between “circumcised” and
“uncircumcised.” Consequently, Paul has replaced one bounded system with another. “Just as
Paul had previously been ‘in Judaism’ so now he and Christian congregations were ‘in Christ’
as a distinct and distinguishable bounded social entity” (Witherington, 125). Christ, therefore, is
the new “boundary marker” of the Christian community. This is why the two main rites of the
Christian church, baptism and Lord’s supper, symbolize union with him.

23-24 Verse 23 is the epitome of the entire first chapter of Galatians: the persecutor has
become a proclaimer. In Paul’s words, “the only thing they kept hearing was that ‘Our former
persecutor now preaches the faith which once he tried to destroy’” (Dunn’s translation). Paul’s
zeal has now been redirected to Christ; and the most astonishing thing of all is that his “new
zeal” is nothing other than love directed toward those who were the former objects of his
hatred. One can only begin to imagine how astonished the churches of Judea must have been
at this news!

It is from this newfound stance of being “in Christ” that Paul began to preach “the faith.” This is
the first usage of the word which as much as any other characterizes the theology of Galatians
(employed some twenty-two times). “Faith” translates the Grk. pistis, which is the equivalent of
the Heb. word for faith, ’emunah. In the OT, ’emunah is always two-sided: faith (trust) and
faithfulness (perseverance). These two components are so closely connected that frequently
the best translation of ’emunah (and pistis) is “faith(fulness)” (see Garlington, Obedience, 10-
13). In Galatians, Paul presupposes this meaning of faith as derived from his OT/Jewish
heritage. What is distinctive to him is faith’s new object—Christ. The faith and obedience due to
Yahweh in the Mosaic covenant has now been refocused on Jesus the Messiah. From now on,
faith is specifically faith in Jesus Christ (see below on 2:16), and with his coming faith has
become universalized; it no longer assumes a nationalistic bias, as fixed on the Torah of Israel
(as in, e.g., Sir 32:24-33:3; 2 Apoc. Bar. 48:22-24).

It is significant that the first occurrence of faith in Galatians has the definite article. “The faith”
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is thus equivalent to “Christianity.” The bulk of the letter will argue precisely that “the faith” has
now displaced the Torah, so that the two have become totally incompatible. Therefore, the
basic choice placed before the Galatians boils down to Christ or the Torah. For Paul, “‘faith’ had
become so characteristic of the new movement to which he now belonged, that it could function
as an identity marker, an identification which was sufficiently distinct to denote and define the
movement itself” (Dunn, 84).

The bottom line to the whole Jerusalem episode is doxology: “They kept on glorifying God
because of me” (v. 24, echoing 1:5) (my translation). Rather than a threat to the Judean
churches, Paul is perceived to be a friend, implying that his message and sympathies were one
with theirs. If this point is established, a great deal of wind will be taken out of the Judaizers’
sails. A number of commentators accept that Paul’s words echo Isaiah 49:3: “You are My
Servant, Israel, In Whom I will show My glory” (NASB). If true, then Paul’s status as servant of
Yahweh (see above on 1:10, 15) would be confirmed even further and his mission endowed
with all the more credibility. As Cummins expresses it: Paul is the “exemplary (suffering)
servant of the Messiah-conformed Israel in which God is truly glorified. Such recognition from
those amongst whom Paul had not even ministered clearly constitutes a thinly veiled polemic
against his errant Galatian converts, who are now in danger of glorifying that which Paul has
rejected in and through his conformity to the crucified Christ (Gal. 6.12-13)” (Paul, 128-29).

To “glorify” God is to praise him for the display of his attributes. In the case of Saul the
persecutor, the divine attribute most conspicuously displayed is that of long- suffering mercy.
According to Exodus 33:19; 34:6, God’s very essence is depicted in these terms, as 1 Timothy
1:12-14 confirms. In Paul’s case, the God of Israel maintained covenant faithfulness even to an
erring sheep (à la Ps 119:176) who was fiercely determined to obliterate his latter-day people.
2 This Heb. phrase is rendered by the LXX as both klētē hagia (Exod 12:16; Lev 23:2, 3, 4, 8, 24, 27, 37; Num 28:25) and epiklētos hagia (Num 28:18, 26; 29:1, 7, 12).
3 The figure of the potter and the clay is likewise an image for God as creator (Ps 2:9; Isa 29:16; 41:25; 45:9; Jer 18:1-11; Sir 33:13; T. Naph. 2:2, 4; 1QS 11:22; 1QH
1:21; 3:23-24; 4:29; 11:3; 12:26, 32; 18:12; cf. Wis 15:18).
4 The theme is picked up in Second Temple literature (Pss. Sol. 11; 1QH 18:14-15; 11QMelch 15-25).
5 Cummins (Paul, 121) shows that anastrophē is applied to the exemplary way of life of the martyr
Eleazar (2 Macc 6:23; cf. Tob 4:14). The synonymous term agōgē, “conduct” or “manner of life,” occurs in 2 Maccabees 4:16; 6:8; 11:24.
6 Tomson defines halakah as “a system of consciously guided practical conduct, in which all human acts and functions have a specific significance” (Paul, 221).
7 On the terms “Jew” and “Judaism,” see further Dunn, “Judaism,” 232-35; id., “Who Did Paul?” 179-85; Ciampa, Scripture, 106-8; Harvey, Israel.
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GALATIANS CHAPTER TWO
F. Paul’s Second Visit to Jerusalem (2:1-10)

As Paul moves into this segment of the letter, he passes over a sizable portion of his life in
silence. He does so both because these years had elapsed far away from Jerusalem and
because his concern is to recount only those incidents that had a direct bearing on his relations
with the other apostles and the mother church. The episode recalled in 2:1-10 is particularly
important because it signaled a critical juncture in the history of the early church, when Paul
chose to make Titus a test case with regard to circumcision and Gentile admission into the
newly created assembly of Christ.

1 Chapter two begins with the third in the sequence of three “thens,” bearing, in this case, the
connotation of “only then.” The interval of Paul’s absence from Jerusalem was no less than
fourteen years. Again it is not clear whether Paul begins his calculation from the Damascus
Road or from the first visit to Jerusalem. Either way, he was once more away from the Holy City
for well over a decade (on the inclusive method of time-reckoning) and possibly for as much as
seventeen years. This being so, he could hardly be accused of leaning on Jerusalem for
authorization, support or theological instruction.

Paul was in the company of both Barnabas and Titus. Barnabas was a person highly
respected in the early Palestinian church. In spite of his subsequent behavior in Antioch, the
witness of Barnabas would carry significant weight with the Galatians and certainly in
Jerusalem. The mention of him here would confirm that he and Paul were actually at one in
their stance on Gentile freedom from the law in Christ. It is true that Barnabas would later play
the “hypocrite;” but even so, he, as Peter, is represented by Paul as being only temporarily
inconsistent with his true convictions. In contrast to Barnabas, Titus was an uncircumcised
Gentile, previously unknown to the churches of Judea and perhaps converted directly from
paganism by Paul. It is in the person of Titus that Paul makes his gospel to the nations present
by “a piece of its fruit” (Martyn, 190).

Titus is thus a crucial figure at this pivotal point in the history of primitive Christianity. It would
stand to reason that Paul purposely took along this prototype of the Galatians themselves to
provoke a confrontation with the Judaizers and to use him as a test case to confirm that he and
Jerusalem were in accord. Hansen remarks: “Paul’s inclusion of Titus on his team boldly
expressed his conviction that it was not necessary for Greek Christians to change their ethnic
identity by becoming Jews in order to be included in the church. The presence of Titus forced
the conference to resolve the issue of discrimination against Gentile Christians” (Hansen, 54).
Hansen further comments that Paul’s company, comprised of the Jewish Barnabas and the
Greek Titus, was a living illustration of the new freedom in Christ. “His team was a microcosmic
expression of the power of the gospel to break down the barriers that had separated Jews and
Gentiles and to create a new unity in Christ—a unity that transcends the ethnic, cultural and
social divisions in the world” (ibid.).

51



2 Paul went up to Jerusalem “in response to a revelation” (possibly the “revelation” of Agabus,
Acts 11:28). As in his previous movements (1:12), he stresses the divine mandate of his
mission. “He went at heaven’s behest, not at Jerusalem’s, nor even Antioch’s” (Dunn, 91).
Hence, Paul’s version of events and his own “revelations” to the Galatians (see on 1:11) may
be relied on. His commission truly is from God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Cummins
is correct that Paul’s language indicates that the nature and intent of his visit was “in
accordance with” (kata apokalupsin) the origin and subsequent outworking of God’s disclosure
of his Son in him (1:11-12). “It was this which governed Paul’s position in relation to all that
transpired during this visit, not least any kata anthrōpon [“human”] attempts to undermine the
truth of the gospel” (Paul, 130).

Once in the capital city, Paul set before the apostles the gospel he was accustomed to
preaching among the Gentiles. The verb “set before” (anatithēmi) has an ring of confidence
about it. It does mean to “submit for someone’s consideration.” However, there is no idea that
the one making the submission is inferior in status to those giving their consideration. Certainly
we do not receive the impression that Paul approached the “pillars” as an underling requesting
an imprimatur to be placed upon his apostleship and gospel. On the contrary, as v. 9 makes
very clear, Paul was received as an equal when it was perceived that he indeed had been the
recipient of “grace.” This is why he is bold enough to describe his peers as “those who were of
repute,” or, as NIV renders aptly: “those who seemed to be leaders.”

The word (participle) here means “to be recognized as being something” and, consequently, to
be influential. Paul’s phrasing is subtle. He does acknowledge that Peter and the others are
worthy of recognition and thus shows due respect for them. At the same time, he seeks to
distance himself somewhat from them. To say that they are “reputed to be something” implies
that some people are holding them in too high regard, not recognizing that their current
friendliness towards the circumcisers is ill-advised.8 It is not until Acts 15, apparently, that the
Jerusalem “pillars” break definitively with “the believers who belonged to the party of the
Pharisees” (Acts 15:5). Until then, Paul is content with the knowledge that “God’s
eschatological vocation is the only authorization to be acknowledged among human beings”
(Martyn, 192).

Paul’s interview with the Jerusalem contingent was “in private,” perhaps because of the
volatility of the subject matter. Maybe he mentions this because the meeting was not a matter
of common knowledge, and its very occurrence could have been suppressed by his enemies.
On the surface, it might seem odd that Paul, so many years into a settled and mature outreach
to the Gentiles, would deem it necessary to touch base with Jerusalem. However, the clue is
provided by Acts 15:1. Up to the “apostolic conference,” the troublers were insisting: “Unless
you are circumcised, according to the custom taught by Moses, you cannot be saved.” It was
the vociferous and persistent onslaught of this group that forced the issue for Paul. Wherever
he went, they were sure to follow (cf. 2 Cor 10:13-18; Phil 3:2), even as late as the letter to
Titus (1:10).

The encounter was thus necessary to prevent potential disaster: “lest somehow (mē pōs) I was
running or had run in vain” (my translation).9 “Run” is the familiar athletic metaphor used by
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Paul elsewhere (Gal 5:7; 1 Cor 9:24-26; Phil 2:6; 2 Tim 2:4-5; 4:7), signifying disciplined
exertion towards a goal. There may be as well an oblique reference to 1:13, Paul’s “manner of
life” or his “walk” (anastrophē) in the traditions of the fathers. “Running” would thus be an
intensification of “walking” (Ps 119:32; Rom 9:16). As Paul had once “walked” in Judaism, now
he “runs” in Christ.

It was in the midst of this race that Paul became genuinely anxious about the outcome of his
session with the other apostles. His fear was for Christianity as a whole and the very character
of the gospel. The nascent church might have been fundamentally divided from the outset had
it not been established that he and Jerusalem were in agreement. All his endeavors on behalf
of universal Jew/Gentile equality in Christ (“the obedience of faith among all the nations” [Rom
1:5; 16:26]) would have been in vain if the Judaizers had won the day. Had word gotten out that
the vote went against him, the opponents could have capitalized on the situation and would
have had in their hands a weighty club indeed. If they could claim Peter, James and the others,
the Gentile outreach could have been placed in dire jeopardy, with the result that the face of
Christianity itself might have been forever altered.

Martyn quite rightly adds that a negative stance on the part of Jerusalem would leave Antioch
(Paul) with only two alternatives: “to abandon its circumcision-free mission to the Gentiles, or to
maintain that mission at the price of a rift with Jerusalem that would have produced two
churches, one drawn from Jews and a second drawn to an increasing extent from Gentiles”
(Martyn, 193). For Paul, this was simply unthinkable because Christ, on the cross, demolished
the enmity between Jew and Gentile (Eph 2:14-22); and the “word of the cross” (1 Cor 1:18) is
in the process of creating a new beginning, a new history. “Indeed, he would run ‘in vain’ if the
Galatians acceptance of the gospel and their faith in Christ were not sufficient for their
eschatological redemption” (Betz, 88). That Paul had legitimate fears for his Galatian readers is
evident from 3:4 and especially 4:11, where again he voices his trepidation that his labors may
have been “in vain.” Proof positive is that the Galatians “were running well” at one time (5:2),
but now they are in danger of abandoning the distinctively Christian race altogether.

3 Paul’s resolve to hold the line on Gentile freedom is now related as the central issue of the
meeting: “Yet not even Titus, who was with me, was compelled to be circumcised, even though
he was a Greek.” The sentence begins with “but,” or better, “nevertheless” (all’). The force of
the conjunction is that in spite of Paul’s initial apprehensions, the Gentile Titus was not forced
to undergo the knife once they had reached Jerusalem.

Titus grabbed everyone’s attention just because he was a “Greek.” “Titus was so obviously a
Greek and not a Jew; if Paul could successfully defend his position in relation to Titus he could
sustain it for all Greeks” (Dunn, 95). Titus is thus the paradigm for all “Greeks” who come to
Christ just as they are (cf. John 12:20 and, ironically, John 7:35). From the Jewish perspective,
the whole of the civilized pagan world was epitomized by the word “Greek” (2 Macc 4:36; 11:2;
4 Macc 18:20). Paul himself regularly employs the phrase “Jew and Greek” (Rom 1:16; 2:9-10;
3:9; 10:12; 1 Cor 1:22, 24; 10:32; 12:13; Gal 3:28; Col 3:11). A similar way of distinguishing the
two groups is “circumcision” and “uncircumcision” (Rom 3:30; Gal 5:6; cf. Gal 2:9).
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The issue is thus focused precisely in terms of ethnicity as typified by circumcision, “the great
point of contention in the entire controversy between Paul and his opponents” (Ridderbos, 82).
This is why circumcision is a leading motif in the letter (2:7-9, 12; 5:2-3, 6, 11; 6:12-13, 15; cf.
3:28). As the opponents saw things, the fact that Titus was a Greek surely would have
compelled circumcision. But for Paul just the opposite was the case, now that Christ has
removed the requirement of circumcision in the flesh and has himself circumcised/baptized his
followers in the Spirit (Col 2:11-15, in fulfillment of Deut 10:16; 30:6; Jer 4:4). The latter-day
church of God is not the prolongation of ethnic Israel.

Circumcision was such a fundamental tenet of the Jewish faith that it was axiomatic. One fact
that emerges from the notices taken of the Jews in Greco-Roman literature is that although
other ancient peoples practiced circumcision, Israel preeminently was known as “the
circumcised.” The Roman historian Tacitus succinctly summarizes the pagan point of view:
“They have introduced the practice of circumcision to show that they are different from others”
(Histories 5.5.2; cf. Juvenal, Satire 14.98-106). This notice comes in the context of heavy
criticism of the Jews, whose practices, according to Tacitus, are “sinister and revolting.” These
people, he says, engage in “wickedness” and are no less than “wretches!” Nevertheless, in
spite of pagan misunderstanding and misrepresentation, circumcision signified one’s inclusion
in the Abrahamic covenant (as furthered by the Sinai covenant). Such was the foundational
significance of the rite that the book of Jubilees roundly condemns any Jew who would
abandon it: “And there is therefore for them no forgiveness or pardon so that they might be
pardoned and forgiven from all of the sins of this eternal error” (Jub. 15:33-34; cf. Josephus,
Ant. 20.44-45). This would have been precisely the attitude of the law teachers: circumcision
was not only a badge of identity, it was of the essence of fidelity to God.

In light of all this, Paul’s declaration that “even Titus was not compelled to be circumcised”
takes on a special potency. Not even the leaders in Jerusalem, for all their standing and
influence, could withstand the force of Paul’s argumentation and would not accede to the
Judaizers’ demand that this Gentile be circumcised. This is Paul’s real point to the Galatians:
he and the original disciples of Jesus agreed as to the essence of the gospel for the nations.
Jerusalem thus verified his conviction that circumcision is of no avail and means nothing (5:6;
6:15). The emotional impact of such a pronouncement may elude us, but in the setting of pre-
destruction Judaism the people of God paid a terrible price to preserve this most prominent
boundary marker of the covenant (1 Macc 1:60-61). Nevertheless, Paul was insistent that Titus
—and all Greeks—must not be compelled to submit to circumcision. Otherwise, “the truth of the
gospel” (2:5, 14) would be jeopardized for all time.

4-5 These verses are one rather long sentence whose syntax is not altogether coherent. They
are actually an incomplete sentence (anacoluthon). But as Luther discerned, “Anyone who is
inflamed while speaking cannot at the same time observe the grammatical rules” (quoted by
Dunn, 97). The options in translation basically boil down to two. (1) NIV, which seeks to smooth
out the sentence with a parenthetical insertion: “[This matter arose] because some false
brothers had infiltrated our ranks to spy on the freedom we have in Christ Jesus and to make us
slaves.” (2) Martyn’s paraphrase: “But, because of the False Brothers…we found it necessary

54



to fight for the truth of the gospel.” Either way, Paul’s drift is clear enough. On the occasion
when it was decided that Titus would not have to be circumcised, there were “false brothers”
present who sought to sway the judgment in their favor; but to them Paul would not submit.

Reading between the lines, it would appear that these “false brothers” brought considerable
pressure to bear on the apostles and expected that they might actually get somewhere with
them. This is suggested by the fact that even sometime later in Antioch “the people from
James” were able to intimidate Cephas, Barnabas and “the rest of the Jews” (2:12-13). Their
influence in the infant church is not to be minimized. The group is best identified with “some of
the believers who belonged to the party of the Pharisees,” who made their way to Antioch and
demanded circumcision of the Gentiles in order for them to be saved (Acts 15:1-5). This is
indeed ironic, given that Paul too was once a Pharisee; but his “former life in Judaism” would
have given him all the more insight into what makes such people “tick.”

These “brothers” were “false” simply because their exclusivistic theology and practice were at
variance with the gospel. In addition, their claims to apostleship and a Gentile mission were
altogether bogus: “For such men are false apostles, deceitful workmen, masquerading as
apostles of Christ. And no wonder, for Satan himself masquerades as an angel of light. It is not
surprising, then, if his servants masquerade as servants of righteousness” (2 Cor 11:13-15a).
For Paul, these interlopers were satanically deceptive through and through. They were, quite
simply, “men who do evil,” “mutilators of the flesh” (Phil 3:2)!

According to Paul’s vivid image, these “false brothers” were “smuggled in” (pareisaktous). NIV
omits this word. It is a rare military term, meaning “secretly brought in” (NASB) or “secretly
smuggled in.” Strictly speaking, it is a verbal adjective and is passive in voice. It is true that this
is a metaphor and we cannot read too much into the passive. Nevertheless, Paul may be
suggesting that this group was invited to the meeting by James and the others, with the further
implication that although he objected to their presence, they were admitted anyway. If so,
James, Peter and company unwittingly played into the hands of the circumcision party by
allowing their participation. However hesitant the apostles may have been, it was as though
they had smuggled the circumcisers in.

The other side of the coin is that there was a concerted effort on the part of the false brothers
to crash the meeting: they “infiltrated our ranks” or “sneaked in.” Their purpose was “to spy out
our freedom which we have in Christ Jesus, that they might bring us into bondage” (my
translation). By the use of another espionage metaphor (NIV: “spy on”), Paul intimates that his
opponents were acting in a strategic military manner for the very purpose of sabotaging his law-
free gospel to the Gentiles. Since the object of their “reconnoitering mission” was “our freedom,”
they sought to obtain an “intelligence report” so that they could know better how to take “our
freedom” away. They wanted to know exactly what Paul was teaching the Gentiles so that they
could devise appropriate counterarguments. As Guthrie puts it, “They were acting like
intelligence-agents building up a case against slackness over Jewish ritual requirements”
(Guthrie, 80).

We can assume that these people applied all their learning and cleverness to the cause of
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Gentile submission to the yoke of the Torah. Given their set of assumptions, they must have
made a very plausible case indeed. Yet Paul worked with a different set of assumptions, and for
him the opponents’ campaign could have no other end than to “make us slaves” or “reduce us
to abject slavery” (Lightfoot). Their aim was none other than to divest the church of its
“inalienable possession” (Ridderbos) by bringing it under the domain of the law. A significant
parallel is 2 Corinthians 11:20, where Paul is compelled to upbraid the Corinthians because
they were too willing to be enslaved by these “false apostles” (= “false brothers”).

The motif of bondage to the law was introduced in chap. 1 and will be reasserted prominently
in 3:23-25; 4:1-11; 5:1-12, marking Paul’s main concern in Galatians as the fight for the
freedom Christ died to procure. So ironically, the Torah was the emblem of Israel’s release from
Egypt, “the house of bondage” (see Ciampa, Scripture, 140-42; Keesmaat, Paul, 186, 193-99).
Moreover, only two hundred years before this letter, the war of liberation from Israel’s Syrian
captors was nothing other than a fight on behalf of the law. Many “freedom fighters” died that
the nation might enjoy deliverance from its pagan oppressors. But now Paul declares that life
under the law is a new form of slavery in comparison to the liberty bestowed on the new people
by the Lord who is the Spirit (2 Corinthians 3). This is why he emphasizes that our freedom is
“in Christ Jesus.” Union with Christ means deliverance from sin and the burden of the law (Acts
13:39; Rom 6:7, 18; cf. Matt 11:28-30; Acts 15:10), not enslavement to the values of the old
creation (Gal 4:3, 9).

To be sure, the Judaizers did not conceive of themselves as “slave merchants.” “Expressed in
their own terms, the concerns of this group’s members would be quite other: to ensure that the
new movement within Judaism remained true to the principles and practices of the covenant
clearly laid down in the Torah…reinforced by the Maccabean crisis, and promoted particularly
by the Pharisees” (Dunn, 99). As far as they were concerned, they were about the business of
liberating Gentiles from the slavery of paganism. But Paul saw things quite differently. In time,
Peter would come to the same settled conviction. Speaking of the Torah, he questions the
Jerusalem assembly: “Now then, why do you try to test God by putting on the necks of the
disciples a yoke that neither we nor our fathers have been able to bear” (Acts 15:10)?

In spite of the unwelcomed presence of the Judaizers, Paul is emphatic: “We did not give in to
them for a moment, so that the truth of the gospel might remain with you.” Paul was not
adverse to submission to legitimate authority (Acts 23:5; Rom 13:1, 5; 1 Cor 16:16; Eph 5:21-
24; Col 3:18, 20, 22). But in the case of his opponents, he steadfastly refused to acknowledge
that they had any meaningful authority because they had perverted the gospel (1:7) and were
really out of step with the heartfelt convictions of the Jerusalem apostles, in spite of the latter’s
ambivalence at this point in time.

At stake was “the truth of the gospel.” “Truth” in this setting certainly means “that which is
actual and factual” as opposed to the propaganda of the “false brothers” (cf. 4:16-17; 5:7). Yet
there is an additional element. In its biblical setting, “truth,” along with its adjectival form “true,”
corresponds to “faithfulness” in the OT (Heb. ’emunah) (e.g., John 1:17; Col 1:5; 2 Thess 2:12-
13). “Faithfulness” in turn has particular reference to God’s reliability respecting his covenant
(e.g., Exod 33:19-34:9; Deut 32:4). “The truth of the gospel” is thus God’s covenant faithfulness
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embodied in the gospel preached by Paul. And because this gospel announces release from
captivity (see on 1:6), it alone can insure the freedom for which Christ died and to which we
have been called (5:1-12, 13). “The truth of the gospel” is a circumcision-free gospel; anything
else is “another gospel” by definition. Paul, then, withstood the opposition that this truth might
“remain” with the Galatians; that is, that it might never be wrenched from them, as the Judaizers
were pulling out all the stops to do.

6 In terms of its structure, v. 6 is one of the most difficult sentences in the letter (another
incomplete sentence). Paul begins by writing, “from those who were of repute…,” but
“Freedom” 10 (eleutheria) occurs four times (2:4; 5:1, 13); “free” (eleutheros) six times (3:28;
4:22, 23, 26, 30, 31); the verb “free” once (5:1). then does not finish. NIV handles it as well as
could be expected: “As for those who seemed to be important—whatever they were makes no
difference to me; God does not judge by external appearance—those men added nothing to my
message.”

It is to be acknowledged that Paul’s language is somewhat dismissive. However, it is, as Dunn
observes, the kind of reputation the “pillars” had among others that Paul treats so dismissively
(Dunn, 102). He is not denigrating their actual status but the way it had been exaggerated by
some (most notably the Judaizers). He is able to take exception to the consensus because
“God shows no partiality,” or, literally translated, “God does not receive the face of a person”
(hence, NIV’s “God does not judge by external appearance”). This was a well-known dictum in
the OT and Judaism (Lev 19:15; Deut 1:17; 10:17; 16:19; 1 Sam 16:7; 2 Chr 14:7; Job 13:10;
Prov 18:5; Mal 2:9; Sir 35:12-13; Jub. 5:16; Pss. Sol. 2:18; 1 Enoch 63:8; cf. Rom 2:11; Jas 2:1-
7; 1 Pet 1:17). It is interesting that Paul says that what they were “formerly” (pote) did not
matter to him, implying that in the course of events their overinflated status in the eyes of many
had diminished.

The most telling point of all is that “those men added nothing to my message.” On the contrary,
“those of repute” contributed nothing to his authority or to the content of his message; and
certainly they made no modifications in his circumcision-free and law-free gospel, requiring that
“Gentile Christians be circumcised and live a nomistic lifestyle in accordance with the Jewish
Torah” (Longenecker, 54). Nor did they place any restrictions on his field of labors. The
momentous significance of this agreement between Paul and Jerusalem is not to be
underestimated. The decision reached here was one of the most important ever made in the
history of the church. “On the outcome of the Jerusalem consultation hung the whole future of
the infant faith: whether Paul’s mission would become an independent movement, or whether it
would remain in fellowship with the Judean churches…” (Dunn, 105).

7-10 The final verses of this paragraph are one complex sentence. Verses 7 and 9 constitute
the main thought by stating that when the Jerusalem apostles recognized Paul’s apostleship
and message, they extended to Paul and Barnabas the right hand of fellowship. This is the real
point of this paragraph. Verse 8 comes in between as a parenthetical insertion confirming that
same God commissioned both Peter and himself. Verse 10 voices the mutual agreement of
both groups that the poor should be remembered.
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Not only did the other apostles not add anything to Paul’s authority and message, “on the
contrary” (alla tounantion: a strong reversal of what was just said), when they “came to see the
fact” (idontes) that Paul had been entrusted with “the gospel of the uncircumcision” (v. 7) and
“came to recognize” (gnontes) the grace given to him (v. 8), they gladly admitted Paul into their
circle and received him as an equal. Jerusalem’s recognition of Paul was apparently brought
about by Paul’s own attitude toward them and the circumcision of Titus. His steadfastness
convinced them that he had been entrusted with “the gospel of the circumcision.” “Entrusted”
(pepisteumai) is a strong term. Historically, it corresponds to Israel’s guardianship of the law
(Sir 1:15; Rom 3:3).

By being entrusted with this gospel, Paul claims to be on a par with those who, in times past,
were appointed guardians of the Word of God (cf. 1 Cor 11:17; 1 Thess 2:4; 1 Tim 1:11; Titus
1:3). Likewise, the fact that Paul was given “grace” (cf. Rom 1:5; 12:3; 15:15) testifies once
more to the reality that his gospel is the embodiment and revelation of God’s covenantal favor
to his latter-day people and that the apostle himself has been enabled to look beyond the
traditions of Israel to the true character of the person and work of the Messiah.

Such a perception of “grace” stands at the heart of the Paul’s controversy with the rival
teachers and, consequently, at the core of Galatians. As Martyn observes, the dispute did not
center around whether there would be a Gentile mission or not but rather around the
fundamental character of that mission and thus the “truth of the gospel,” i.e., whether God’s
deed in Christ is entirely devoid of prior requirements, such as circumcision, etc. (Martyn, 203-
4). In a word, Paul would have nothing to do with Christ plus something else.

In between vv. 7 and 9, Paul affirms that his calling and that of Peter have the same divine
origin (v. 8). Paul writes that the same God who was at work in Peter was at work in himself as
well. Martyn comments that rather than referring to God, and specifically to God’s action,
merely by means of a passive verb, “I had been entrusted,” Paul identifies God by a substantive
participle. It is a pattern, he notes, that Paul frequently employs in Galatians: “By this means,
Paul emphasizes the crux of the meeting: the issue was not that of devising a set of humanly
conceived plans, but rather a matter of perceiving God’s identity, by learning what God is
actually doing. God is the actor; the church’s task is to see what God is doing and to follow in
his way” (Martyn, 202). Moreover, once Peter and the others came to perceive Paul’s office, the
outcome of their meeting was “a confession oriented to God’s activity” and “an acknowledgment
of God’s evangelical action in the world, an acknowledgment doubtless gained in God’s
enabling presence” (ibid., 203, italics his) as granted by the Spirit. When the right hand of
fellowship was extended to Paul and Barnabas by James, Peter and John, there was a
recognition that indeed there was a common participation (koinōnia) in God’s work. “God’s
eschatological people is bound together by the integrity of God’s eschatological activity through
them” (ibid., 205).

There was thus no qualitative difference between Peter and Paul, only divergent spheres of
labor. The question arises as to whether their respective ministries were divided along
geographical or demographical lines. In all probability it was both; and Peter and Paul simply
continued on as they had for quite a few years now. That Paul was sent to the “uncircumcision”
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and Peter to the “circumcision” is not to be taken in absolute terms, however, as witnessed by
the fact that Paul’s practice was to begin his preaching in local synagogues (e.g., Acts 13:14-
43) and that it was Peter who took the message to the Gentile Cornelius (Acts 10).

James, Cephas and John are called by Paul “pillars.” The most frequent reference to “pillars”
in the LXX is to the supports of the tabernacle and later of the temple. Notable are the twin
pillars in front of Solomon’s temple (1 Kgs 7:15-22; 2 Chr 3:15-17), named Jachin and Boaz,
which may have had covenantal significance (2 Kgs 23:3; 2 Chr 34:31). Furthermore, it is
possible that the Jerusalem church understood “pillars” eschatologically, i.e., James, Cephas
and John were probably regarded by the Jerusalem church as “the pillars of the eschatological
temple of God’s people, that is, as the main support on which their own community was built…”
(Dunn, 109-10. See also Ciampa, Scripture, 149-51; Bauckham, “James,” 441-50).11

Some Jews expected a new temple to be raised in the age to come, as based on Ezekiel 40-
48 (e.g., Jub. 1:17-28; 1 Enoch 90:28-29; 11QTemple; T. Benj. 9:2; 2 Apoc. Bar. 32:3-4); and
the NT announces that this new temple has been erected as the body of Christ (Mark 14:58;
John 2:19; Acts 6:14; 1 Cor 3:16-17; 2 Cor 6:16; Eph 2:19-21; Heb 3:6; 10:21; 1 Pet 2:5). The
significance of “pillar” as applied to the Jerusalem leaders is explained by Witherington: “…
calling these three men pillars was no small honor rating. It meant they were holding up and
holding together the people of God being now renewed and restored in Christ. It invested in
these men an enormous importance and implied they had tremendous power and authority”
(Witherington, 143). This being so, how bold—and to some how impudent—Paul must have
appeared when he told the Galatians: “whatever they were makes no difference to me!”

At the same time, Paul’s “honor rating” of them increases the significance of their gesture: they
“gave me and Barnabas the right hand of fellowship,” not as superiors to an inferior but as
equals in a common cause. “Fellowship” (koinōnia) in Paul signifies sharing something in
common with someone (from koinos, “common”) and consequently entails community. Paul
himself was thus invited into the ranks of the “eschatological pillars.” This is the high point and
the real point of the one long sentence constituting this paragraph.

Cummins points out that the expression “give the right hand” (didonai dexian) figures
prominently in 1 and 2 Maccabees. It betokens an official compact involving the giving and
receiving of pledges of friendship and/or terms of peace. Within the Maccabean framework, this
was bound up with efforts to live according to the Torah-based way of life, and thereby attain
the truly lasting peace of the covenant. For Paul, however, this compact is defined as one of
distinctively Christian “fellowship.” For this reason, “fellowship is itself defined most
fundamentally in terms of a common life conformed to the crucified and risen Christ, and
common cause in the outworking of divine reconciliation thus effected” (Paul, 132).

The only requirement made of Paul was that he remember the poor. Lührmann (41) suggests
that “remember” evokes the theme of remembering Zion (Psalm 137 and frequently in
Zechariah). This would make sense, given that the church is the eschatological Zion, the
people of Christ’s new creation reign. Paul hastens to add that he was only too eager to do this
very thing. The verb he uses, spoudazō, is a “zeal” word, meaning “be zealous” or more
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generally “make every effort.” Here we have a unique indication that Paul the apostle was as
zealous for the gospel as Saul the Pharisee was for the traditions of his fathers (1:14).

But now his zeal has been redirected in the paths of love for the very people he formerly tried
to wipe off the face of the earth. Here is none other than the marvel of grace, the complete
transformation of mind, heart, will and personality into precisely the opposite of what they had
been. If the first Christians had known the words of William Cowper, no doubt they would have
applied them to the conversion of Saul of Tarsus: “God moves in a mysterious way his wonders
to perform!”

Underlying this request is the theology of the poor in both Testaments. The Torah made
provision for the welfare of the poor (e.g., Deut 24:10-22; cf. Ruth 2:1-7). The OT more broadly
takes the side of the poor and identifies them as the true people of Yahweh. They are the
oppressed (Ezek 18:12) who are persecuted by the wicked (1 Sam 2:7-8 [cf. Luke 1:48, 52]; Ps
10:2, 9; 12:5; 14:6; 72:4, 14; Isa 3:14-15; 32:7; Dan 4:27; Amos 8:4-

6). Yet it is they who trust the Lord (Isa 14:32) and form the flock of the messianic king (Ps
72:1-4, 12-14; Zech 11:7, 11; cf. Ezekiel 34).12

Paul thus acknowledges that the poor in Jerusalem (and elsewhere) constitute the true people,
and his later letters reveal that he did indeed make good on his promise of taking up a
collection, mainly from Gentile churches (Rom 15:25-29; 1 Cor 16:3-4; 2 Corinthians 8-9; cf.
Acts 24:17). In Romans 15:25-29, Paul intimates that the collection is the means by which
Gentiles, who have shared in Israel’s blessings, make their “eschatological pilgrimage” (as
foretold by the Prophets) to Zion to contribute to their Jewish brethren. From this perspective,
the collection was with a view to the fulfillment of Isaiah 60:5-7: “the wealth on the seas will be
brought to you, to you the riches of the nations will come” (v. 5). In its own way, this is a strong
intimation of the interdependence of Jew and Gentile in the common body of Christ. Both are
God’s new covenant people in Christ.

Notes

1 The relation of Paul’s second trip to Jerusalem to the accounts in Acts will always be
debated. The two main options are to dovetail Galatians 2:1-10 with either Acts 11:27-30 or
Acts 15, although the possibility exists that it does not correspond to either but to a journey
unmentioned by Acts. A good case can be made for Acts 11:27-30. This is so mainly because a
meaningful sequence of events can be reconstructed in Paul’s relations with Jerusalem and
with Peter in particular.

(1) On Pentecost, Peter announces that the promise is “for you and your children and for all
who are far off—for all whom the Lord our God will call” (Acts 2:39). Here Peter declares that
both Jew (“you and your children”) and Gentile (“all that are far off”) are to be the recipients of
“the promise,” that is, the promised Holy Spirit (Isa 4:2-6; 11:1-2; 32:15; 42:1; 44:3; 59:21; 61:1;
cf. 63:11; Ezek 36:26-27; 37:14; 39:29; Joel 2:28-29; Acts 1:4; 2:14-21, 33, 38; Rom 5:5; Gal
3:14; Eph 1:13) who comes as the fulfillment of the prophetic hope for the glorious future (new
creation).
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(2) Nevertheless, his preaching on this occasion did not fully impact his own insight into God’s
purposes. According to Acts 10:9-16, Peter still needed to be taught that no human being is
“common or unclean.” It was only after this vision on the rooftop of Simon the tanner’s house
that he was prepared to take the gospel to Cornelius and his family.

(3) The immediate aftermath of Peter’s preaching to the Gentiles was that he was able to
withstand the criticisms of the circumcision party by informing them that the same gift of the
Spirit was given to them as it was to “us when we believed in the Lord Jesus Christ” (Acts
11:17). His account was so compelling that even the circumcision party had to concede: “Then
to the Gentiles also God has granted repentance unto life” (Acts 11:18). (4) Shortly thereafter,
Paul and Barnabas journey to Jerusalem and engaged in the confrontation related in Galatians
2:1-10. During this encounter, Peter apparently stands firms in his convictions about Gentile
equality in the church, or at least no wavering on his part is recorded.

(5) Next, comes the incident at Antioch, when Peter withdraws from the Gentiles, signifying in
effect that they are not really acceptable as they are. Paul, accordingly, rebukes Peter and the
other Jews for their “hypocrisy.”

(6) Finally, after all this, the apostles convene in Jerusalem and announce that Gentiles are not
to be burdened with circumcision and Torah observance, with Peter and James taking the lead
(Acts 15:6- 21). At last, the circumcision party is seen in its true colors by all, and the apostles
unite by distancing themselves from this group.

This reconstruction hardly resolves all the chronological questions pertaining to Galatians in
relation to Acts, but it does present a consistent sequence of events from Antioch to Jerusalem,
back to Antioch, and finally to Jerusalem again.

3 The question is frequently raised as to why Titus was not circumcised and Timothy was (Acts
16:3). However, the matter is easily resolved. For one thing, Timothy was half-Jewish and
circumcision would not have been inappropriate, especially for his mission. But mainly, there
was no intimidation brought to bear in the case of Timothy, and his circumcision was not
necessary in order to enter the people of God. Paul, rather, acted on the freedom he himself
had in Christ to become a “Jew” for the sake of gospel proclamation.

G. The Incident at Antioch (2:11-14)

The famous incident at Antioch forms the bridge from autobiography to salvation history. As
contrasted especially with Peter, Paul demonstrates in a real life setting what it means for
Gentiles to be equals in Christ, thus underscoring that a “judaizing” lifestyle is not necessary in
order to please the Lord of the new covenant. The episode grows out of the Jerusalem
consultation and forms a juxtaposition to it. If Peter and the others had agreed with Paul
respecting “the truth of the gospel,” in Antioch Peter, Barnabas and the other Jews seemed to
have reversed their original conviction. Paul thus deemed it necessary to preserve this truth
even at the expense of confronting Cephas and running the risk of disrupting relations with
Jerusalem. Bligh is correct that all through the autobiographical portion of the letter Paul is
setting the scene for this climactic dispute at Antioch (Bligh, 173). Bligh also plausibly suggests
that Paul pens this section of the letter to counteract propaganda on the part of the Judaizers

61



that placed Peter in a favorable light and portrayed him unsympathetically (ibid., 175).

11 Verse 11 begins with “but,” not the strongly adversative Grk. conjunction alla but the softer
de. However, this entire section stands in very pointed contrast to the harmonious relations
between Paul and Jerusalem at the end of the last section. Among other things, Paul’s
subsequent dealings with Jerusalem confirm his attitude toward the apostles. They indeed did
not at this point fully grasp the dimensions and implications of the gospel, as evidenced by the
behavior of Peter and the other Jews under pressure from “the people from James.”

Just why Peter journeyed to Antioch is not clear. It could be that he was pursuing the division
of labor agreed on earlier in Jerusalem, since there was a large Jewish colony in the city. In any
event, “When Cephas came to Antioch I opposed him to his face,” writes Paul, “because he
stood condemned” (NASB). The grammatical construction joins the main verb, “was” (ēn), in
the imperfect tense, with the perfect participle (ketegnōsmenos) and reads like a pluperfect,
thus heightening the idea of a past existing state. Peter had no excuses: he “was convicted of
wrong” or “was guilty.”

Peter was not so much self-condemned as condemned before the bar of God’s judgment, not
only for retreating from the spirit and intention of the agreement recorded in 2:1-10, but more in
particular for exhibiting infidelity to the gospel itself (see on v. 14). “Peter’s actions are on trial
before the assembly of the faithful and in the presence of God, and Paul is saying that he is
already condemned before the divine tribunal” (Witherington, 151). Cummins has demonstrated
that there is an underlying judicial setting to the incident at Antioch (Paul, 180-82, 186-87). In
this courtroom of God and his people, Peter’s actions were such, Cummins maintains, that
repentance and reconciliation were required to avert eschatological judgment itself (ibid., 186).
If he is right, then the stakes in Antioch were very high indeed.

The question arises whether Peter violated the exact terms of the Jerusalem consultation. In
strict terms, the answer is no. As Witherington rightly discerns, that accord consisted of three
factors: (1) no circumcision for Gentiles; (2) two distinct spheres of ministry, involving Jews and
Gentiles respectively; (3) Paul was to remember the poor (ibid., 153). Peter did not contravene
any of these stipulations as such. However, given the backdrop of the meal in Pharisaic
tradition (see below on v. 12), he had, nevertheless, been radically inconsistent with the ideals
of the agreement, namely, that Jews and Gentiles are equal in Christ and that Gentiles do not
have to become “honorary Jews” in order to be acceptable to Christ. Paul would have none of
what was effectively a double standard, one for the circumcised and one for the uncircumcised.

It is very telling that what Paul actually criticizes Peter for is his inconsistency of lifestyle: he, a
Jew who chose to “live as a Gentile,” has now reverted to a “Judaizing” way of life. Paul
perceived such a flip-flop as sending confusing signals to all who looked on. As Betz remarks,
the issue at stake was Cephas’ “shifting attitude with regard to the Jewish dietary and purity
laws” (Betz, 107), an attitude first fixed on the housetop of Simon the tanner (Acts 10:9-16) and
confirmed by Peter’s visit to Cornelius (Acts 10:17- 11:48).

The Aramaic form of Peter’s name, Cephas, is used to underscore his connection with the
Palestinian church and perhaps as well his undesirable liaison with the Judaizers. Paul
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“withstood him to his face” (cf. the kindred idiom in Deut 7:24; 9:2; 11:25; Josh 1:5). If, in v. 6,
Paul insisted that “God does not receive the face of a person,” i.e., show partiality, here he
proves it by himself being no respecter of “faces” or persons. “The abruptness and
forthrightness of Paul’s language indicate a depth of feeling and outrage which the rest of his
account makes no effort to conceal” (Dunn, 117).

12 The reason for Peter’s condemnation is stated in no uncertain terms. What Paul will call
“hypocrisy” in v. 13 is here related as Peter’s radically inconsistent behavior: “Before certain
men came from James, he used to eat with the Gentiles. But when they arrived, he began to
draw back and separate himself from the Gentiles because he was afraid of those who
belonged to the circumcision group.” Just how long Peter was in Antioch before these people
arrived is not stated, although it was certainly long enough that Peter had established a pattern
of behavior and a reputation that could be termed “live like a Gentile” (2:14), long enough as
well for the Jerusalem authorities to have found out about it and sent their delegation to
interrogate Peter on the matter.

As to the identity of the interloping group, it will not do to weaken the sense of “the men from
James” to something like “certain people who purported to be from James,” as though James
himself had nothing to do with the arrival of this group. On the contrary, the real impact of this
subsection of Paul’s autobiography hinges on James’ desire to have a report of what was going
on in Antioch, even after he and the other apostles came to recognize the legitimacy of Paul’s
gospel to the nations. It is possible, even probable, that this group did not represent James with
full integrity. Nevertheless, James was the moving force behind the delegation. If in Jerusalem
the troublemakers were “smuggled in” (2:4) to the meeting, then it may have appeared to Paul
that James had sent these men on a recognizance mission to “check out” the church in Antioch.

It may be very well that the “false brothers” inferred something from the division of labors
between Paul and Peter agreed on in Jerusalem, namely, that Peter’s mission to the
circumcised entailed a strict separation of Jewish believers from Gentiles in regard to food and
purity. As they saw things, they were simply being consistent with the Jerusalem accord. If so,
we can believe that James’ own motives were not malicious. Yet he must have been under
considerable pressure from the circumcision party, and Peter conveniently played right into the
hands of those who wanted to return as negative as report as possible to James. Paul’s
reaction is predictable, because at this point in time he could see something James could not,
namely, that the Lord’s brother was too closely aligned with the “circumcision group” and was
running the risk of splitting the infant church down the middle.

Peter’s withdrawal is related by the verbs “retreat” (NIV: “draw back”) (hupostellō) and
“separate” (aphorizō). The former word is a military term. It speaks of a strategy; that is, the
move was deliberately calculated on Peter’s part. Like a battleship taking zigzag evasive
maneuvers against a submarine, Peter seems to have plotted his withdrawal from the Gentile
brothers and sisters. The tense of the verb likewise suggests that Peter did not all at once stop
eating with the uncircumcised, but rather he gradually began to separate himself (Grk. inceptive
imperfect tense) upon the arrival of the people from James. Thus, he deliberately plotted a
strategy and apparently began to make excuses for his shift in eating habits.
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The latter word originates in Jewish discussions about ritual purity and separation from
persons and objects considered to be unclean (cf. Acts 10:14 = Ezek 4:14). The same verb is
used by Paul of his apostolic call (1:15; Rom 1:1; cf. Acts 13:2), maybe with a glance at his
“separated” life as a Pharisee. Pharisee-like separation is definitely being hinted at here (the
very word “Pharisee” in its Heb. form, perashim, probably stems from the verb parash,
“separate”). In any event, the real seriousness of Peter’s “retreat” is highlighted by 2:18-19: the
reerection of the barriers which once stood between Jew and Gentile.

Peter withdrew because he feared “those of the circumcision” (literal translation). Their identity
is obvious enough from the parallel references in Acts 15:1, 5: these are the “believers of the
party of the Pharisees,” or, as we call them, the “Judaizers.” Peter’s fear can be assessed
variously. It may have been quite innocent: Peter was concerned that if word got out that he
had mingled with Gentiles and had “apostatized” from Judaism (cf. Acts 21:21), it would prove
to be a stumbling block for the Jews whom he wanted to evangelize.

Additionally, however, there may have been a self-centered dimension to his withdrawal. The
men from James were powerful and influential members of the Palestinian church and could
wield considerable influence in Judea. As far as Peter was concerned, his reputation was on
the line. “In Paul’s terms,” according to Betz, “Cephas ‘feared’ the ‘political’ consequences of
losing his position of power. Peter chose the position of power and denied his theological
convictions” (Betz, 109). That his was not an idle fear is illustrated by Acts 21:20-26, according
to which there were myriads of Jewish Christians who were still zealous for the law, even at that
late date. In this regard, the Peter of Galatians 2 is not out of character with the Peter of the
Gospel passion narratives, who out of fear denied his Lord three times, even with an oath.
Perhaps Peter remembered all too well the criticism brought against Jesus for eating with
“sinners” (Mark 2:16; Luke 15:2; 19:1-10) and that aimed at himself by the very group who now
have managed to intimidate him (Acts 11:3: “You went into the house of uncircumcised men
and ate with them”).

Not accidentally, in 2:15 Paul relates the common Jewish equation of “Gentiles” with “sinners.”
Peter was thus under the gun not to sully the purity of the covenant as understood by these
Jewish Christian missionaries. From this vantage point, “Peter did not act on the basis of his
own theological convictions, but irrationally out of fear” (Betz, 109).

There may be another reason for his fear lurking in the background. Longenecker (xciii)
proposes that the Judaizers themselves were motivated by fear of the zealot movement in
Palestine, a movement which threatened to ransack the nascent church if it continued to
receive Gentiles apart from “the works of the law.” The “theology of zeal” current at this time
sought to purge Israel of all foreign elements in hope that God would bring in the messianic
age. Jewish Christians in Judea were thus stimulated by Zealot pressure into a nomistic
campaign among their fellow Christians. Their goal was to avert the suspicion that they were in
communion with lawless Gentiles. It appears that the Judean Christians convinced themselves
that circumcision of Gentile Christians would thwart Zealot reprisals.

If this reconstruction is correct, Peter would have been motivated by the same fears as the
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circumcisers themselves. It is worth pointing out that Antioch was the city from which the
Hellenistic onslaught against the Jewish people originated (under king Antiochus IV Epiphanes)
some two centuries earlier. Thus, the very mention of the city would have been like red lights
flashing before the eyes of the Judaizers. Moreover, on this occasion Peter probably told
himself that a completely law-free church would have driven a wedge between the Jerusalem
congregations, now under pressure from the zealots, and Gentile churches such as Antioch.
Given such a scenario, remarks Longenecker, Peter believed he was acting in the best interest
of the church at Antioch: his fears were theologically motivated. “Cephas was, in fact,
attempting to avert a break between the Jerusalem church and the community of believers at
Antioch, even though Paul interpreted his action as doing just the opposite” (Longenecker, 74).

The central issue is that of table fellowship. In the ancient world generally, hospitality was a
given, virtually a sacred obligation. In Jewish life, the meal had a kind of “sacramental
character:” “the meal beginning with the host speaking a blessing over the bread and then
passing it to the others at the table so that all in eating of the bread might share in the blessing
spoken over it” (Dunn, 118). Tomson rightly stresses that the importance of table fellowship is
not to be underestimated: “Eating together is a basic expression of social belonging rooted in
earliest childhood experience” (Paul, 222). And, of course, the kind of food served was all
important: it had to be “clean” according to the law of Moses. The dietary laws were thus a very
important species of halakah: the faithful Jew’s sanctification consisted in adherence to these
demands. “It is an elementary concept in Judaism that it matters what you eat” (ibid., 221).

Peter, then, did a complete about-face from his own “former life in Judaism” by eating the “food
of the Gentiles” (Dan 1:8-16; Tob 1:10-13; Jdt 10:5; 12:1-20). There is evidence that as a
general rule Jews of this period discouraged mixed table fellowship because it was feared that
eating with Gentiles would result in idolatry (see Esler, Galatians, 93-116; id., Community, 71-
109; Tomson, Paul, 230-36). This being so, in the eyes of the circumcision party Peter was
guilty of the most radical and intolerable breach of the Torah that one could imagine—idolatry.
For them, the very doctrine of God was at stake (note, ironically, Peter’s former attitude as
reflected in Acts 10:28).

The point is underscored by the fact that in Pharisaic tradition in particular, unless one could
be accepted at the meal table one was not qualified for entrance into the kingdom of God,
which the table itself portrayed. Feasting and wine in biblical imagery are symbols of the
eschatological age (Isa 25:6-8; Jer 31:10-12; Amos 9:12-15). The metaphor of the banquet
subsequently is found in Jewish literature (4 Ezra 2:38; 1 Enoch 10:19; 62:14; 2 Apoc. Bar.
29:5-8; 1QSa 2:11-23; Gen. Rab. 62:2; b. San. 153a). Within the Gospels, the bliss of the
messianic age is symbolized as a great meal (e.g., Matt 8:11; Luke 14:15; John 2:1-11). This
image is used to portray the present realization of the kingdom of God (Mark 14:22-25; 1 Cor
11:23-26) as well as the future consummation when the believer will sit at table with the risen
Christ and share in his kingdom (Mark 14:25; Luke 22:30; Rev 19:9).

McKnight has shown that Jesus’ own practice of table fellowship was meant to make a point,
namely, that he has come to restructure the social fabric of Israel. As he notes, table fellowship,
in the first century context, represented a particular vision for Israel and God’s will concerning
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Israel: one did not eat with persons whose view of Israel were incompatible with one’s own.
“For Jews of the first century…inclusion in a meal setting symbolized acceptance of another
person, including that person’s social status, moral practices, and attitude toward Israel’s
covenant God” (Vision, 45).

The meal, then, was an “acted parable,” not only of social relationships but of ultimate
salvation itself. Thus, by eating with “sinners,” Jesus declares that the kingdom of God as
inaugurated by him is of a different sort than expected by so many of his peers. In short, an
alternative program was advocated for the people of God in their historical existence as well as
another understanding of Israel’s nature and purpose as a people. From now on, the kingdom
of God would be constituted of those who hitherto had been entirely unacceptable.

What the Jesus of the Gospels began to do, Paul the apostle continues in his churches as all
their members partake of one common meal: all without distinction are invited to the messianic
banquet of Jesus the Messiah. Therefore, the issue at stake in Galatia was nothing less than
participation in the age to come or ultimate salvation, especially considering that table
fellowship could symbolize the end of exile, restoration, forgiveness and social acceptance
(McKnight, Vision, 44, citing 2 Kgs 25:27-30). This is particularly so if, as in Corinth, the Lord’s
Supper in Antioch was celebrated in the context of a communal meal.

As long as Peter ate with these uncircumcised and non-kosher brothers and sisters he bore
witness that they were acceptable just as they were. However, when he withdrew, he left a
contradictory example and said in effect that they are not acceptable after all and, therefore, are
not the subjects of Messiah’s reign. For all intents and purposes, Peter seemed to be in
agreement with the “believers of the party of the Pharisees:” “Unless you are circumcised,
according to the custom taught by Moses, you cannot be saved” (Acts 15:5). The Judaizers do
not say that Gentile cannot be saved at all, but rather they can be saved only under the proper
conditions. “The Judaeans simply affirm the familiar proposition: the Jews are the elect people
of God, and male Jews are circumcised” (Barrett, Acts, 2.699). No wonder, Paul cuts loose with
both barrels!

Cummins stresses that Peter’s withdrawal was a failure to be faithful to Christ and his latter-
day community. “At its worst, his withdrawal under pressure constitutes a failure to remain
unwavering in his commitment to the truth of the gospel, and as such could be construed as
‘trampling’ upon the saints and the Son of God” (Paul, 175). That this necessarily entails
dissociation from both is implied in Paul’s ensuing reference to the fact that Peter “separated
himself.” This is ironic because Paul conceived of his own life’s work as being “set apart” by the
God who revealed his Son in him (Gal 1:15-16; 2:20; Rom 1:1). “Thus, whereas Peter may
have conceived of his removal from mixed table fellowship as a necessary act of
separation/purity, Paul considers it to be a fundamental confusion of categories, and as a
movement in the direction of exclusion from God’s Son and his people (ibid., 176).

13 Up to a certain point, Peter “used to eat” (Grk. imperfect tense) with Gentiles, i.e., he was in
the habit of eating with them prior to the arrival of the people from James, at least from the time
of Acts 10 (see Acts 11:3). This is confirmed by v. 14: “If you a Jew live like a Gentile and not
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like a Jew….” The fact that Peter probably ate Gentile (unclean) food as well (contrary to
Leviticus 11 and Deuteronomy 14) would have horrified the delegation from James all the more.
His withdrawal is termed by Paul “hypocrisy.” “The rest of the Jews also played the hypocrite
with him, so that even Barnabas was carried away with their hypocrisy” (my translation). In the
Greek context, the verb used here (hupokrinomai) means “to be a play actor,” i.e., “to pretend
to be something one is not” or “to deceive deliberately.” Many commentators press this
meaning, and it does make a certain kind of sense in the present setting. Matera, for example,
maintains: “Paul intimates that Peter and the other Jewish Christians no longer believed in the
validity of the dietary legislation but pretended to do so because they feared those associated
with James” (Matera, 86).

Nevertheless, another dimension of “hypocrisy”—really more to the point—stems from the
Jewish context, in which the “hypocrite” was the one inconsistent with biblical principles (e.g.,
Matthew 23; cf. Rom 12:9 [“unhypocritical love” = consistent love]), so much so that he actually
became an enemy of God, one led astray (see Garland, Intention, 96-117). In fact, one can be
so inconsistent with the truth that one runs the risk of becoming defiant toward God and an
apostate (Garland shows that in Diaspora Judaism the Grk. hupokritēs can be equivalent to the
Heb. hanaph, “apostate” (Intention, 96-97 [n. 20]). As McKnight informs us, “hypocrite” carries
with it the notions of wickedness, opposition to God and his truth, and even heresy. “Peter was
not simply ‘acting’ here; he was not simply ‘deceiving through pretense.’ Instead, he was
morally wrong because he was theologically wrong” (McKnight, 106).

Garland’s conclusion that hypocrisy in Matthew 23 signals the failure of the leaders of Israel,
who radically subverted the will of God (Intention, 117), is clearly applicable to the incident in
Antioch, because certainly that is what happened when Peter, Barnabas and the other Jewish
Christians abandoned Paul for the sake of keeping the peace with the circumcisers. Garland’s
work is especially relevant in that he shows that Matthew 23 was directed to the Christian
church as a warning to church leaders against the kind of hypocrisy evidenced among the
Pharisees (ibid., 117-18).

This Jewish context suggests that the intent of Peter, Barnabas and the others, was not to
hoodwink anyone. Rather, their “hypocrisy” consisted in their failure to “run a straight course
with regard to the truth of the gospel” (v. 14). Their conduct was discordant with what they had
done before. Paul, then, assessed Peter’s behavior as being inconsistent with both his normal
lifestyle and the intent of the Jerusalem agreement. Paul is certainly not insinuating that these
brothers had gone so far as to become apostates and enemies of God. Nevertheless, their
about-face was decidedly at variance with God’s will, and if they were to become consistent
with their behavior on this particular occasion, then the long-lasting effects of their actions
would be devastating for the newly formed assembly of Jesus the Messiah.

The conduct of Barnabas was especially grievous: “even Barnabas was carried away”—not at
all what would have been expected of this “son of encouragement.” It was Barnabas who had
first introduced Paul to the Jerusalem church (Acts 9:27) and had accompanied him on his
pioneering mission to the Galatians (Acts 14). A segment of the Galatian churches anyway
must have been as shocked and saddened as Paul himself upon hearing of this temporary
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defection on Barnabas’ part. Whereas Barnabas and Paul once withstood the circumcisers
together, Paul now had to stand alone.

14 Paul’s response to the situation was uninhibited: “When I saw that they were not acting in
line with the truth of the gospel, I said to Peter in front of them all, ‘You are a Jew, yet you live
like a Gentile and not like a Jew. How is it, then, that you force Gentiles to follow Jewish
customs’?” His charge against Peter, in front of the entire assembly, was essentially one: he
was not “straightforward about the truth of the gospel” (NASB), as demonstrated by his
inconsistency of life respecting the law and Gentile freedom from it. He had become “all things
to all men” in a wholly illegitimate sense.

The verb of v. 14a (orthopodeō, from which the English “orthopedics” is derived) means “to
walk straight” or “to go straight toward a goal.” Peter and the others had thus deviated from the
ideal course of Jew/Gentile relations in Christ. “The truth of the gospel” pertains to Jew and
Gentile united in Christ. But the “crooked path” of Peter and the other Jewish Christians was in
danger of permanently disrupting that unity. Paul would not allow an apartheid to gain a toehold
in the churches under his oversight. Segregation and rigid separationism are not the Christian
“walk” (see on 1:13; 2:2; cf. Gal 5:25; Eph 4:1, 17; Col 1:10; 2:6; Rom 13:13).

Peter’s basic problem, according to Paul, was that he flip-flopped as regards his day in and
day out mode of living: the one who once lived as a Gentile has suddenly reverted to living as
Jew. While he “lived like a Gentile,” Cephas did not feel conscience- bound to follow the Torah,
with all its restrictions and prohibitions, as a rule of duty, chief among which would have been
regulations concerning circumcision, diet, purity and special days. At one time, he did indeed
“live like a Jew,” i.e., he maintained his Jewish distinctiveness from pagans in all regards (cf.
Philo, Legat. 159, 170, 256). Yet Paul knew full well that this was a thing of the past. Dunn is
correct to qualify that “live like a Gentile” does not necessarily mean a total abandonment of
Jewish ways (Dunn, 127-28). But at least Peter had become cognizant that a life honoring to
God no longer required strict Torah observance.

The precise nuance of the phrase “the truth of the gospel” has been assessed variously by the
commentators. However, Cummins is right that none of them has taken sufficient account of the
biblical conception of “truth” (alētheia) as messianically recast by Paul. With respect to the
Jewish background, the LXX regularly employs “truth” as the Grk. dress for the Heb.
“faith(fulness)” (’emunah) (see on 1:23; 2:5, 16), and not least in relation to God’s own
faithfulness and the reciprocal faithfulness of those in covenant relationship with him (Paul,
183). It is this which was catastrophically overthrown by the attack of Antiochus IV on Israel’s
temple-focused and Torah-based way of life and which could only be restored by errant Israel
returning to God’s “truth;” that is, “by reciprocating the love and faithfulness so characteristic of
God himself and of his covenant relationship with his people” (ibid.). But with the turning of the
ages, the “truth” is now pointedly that of the gospel. “For Paul the truth of the gospel centres
upon God’s love and faithfulness as now manifested in Messiah Jesus and his followers” (ibid.).
From Paul’s vantage point, therefore, the central issue in Antioch was fidelity to God’s “truth” as
embodied eschatologically in the good news of Christ.
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It was bad enough that Peter capitulated to the circumcisers as regards his personal practice,
but it was worse still that he “tried to compel” (Grk. conative present tense) Gentiles to “judaize”
(Ioudaizein) (NIV: “follow Jewish customs;” NASB: “live like Jews”). “To judaize” obviously
enough means to live a life in accordance with the Torah. By his actions, Peter was effectively
attempting to force his Gentile brothers and sisters into the mold of the law, with the implication
that otherwise they would not be acceptable to Jerusalem—or to God. As Betz observes, Peter
had explicitly or implicitly made a demand on Gentiles to become partakers of the Torah
covenant. In effect, he had done the same as the “false brothers” at Jerusalem (Betz, 112. The
same word “compel” [anankazō] occurs in 2:3.). “Peter, in effect, was destroying the gospel of
Jesus Christ by demanding that the converts at Galatia become Jews. In such a situation, there
was no gospel because the work of Christ had been eliminated” (McKnight, 107). In short,
Paul’s objection was that Jewish laws and customs had been made a necessary part of the
gospel.

Paul does not tell us whether Peter accepted his reproof and changed his practice. Perhaps
he is silent because Peter, on that occasion at least, was not prepared to give in. But the
longer-lasting effects are plain enough, because by the time of Acts 15, Peter, in conscious
opposition to the circumcision party, is an outspoken champion of Gentile freedom. In fact, in
Acts 15 Peter and James both speak spontaneously, as if they had been prepared by the
incident in Antioch.

Notes

13 The fear of eating with Gentiles was perhaps engendered by the association of unclean
food with Israel in exile. According to Hosea 9:3: “They will not remain in the LORD’s land;
Ephraim will return to Egypt and eat unclean food in Assyria.” The situation was exacerbated by
the fact that in the ancient world generally food and wine were normally dedicated to idols. At
least some Jewish attitudes toward eating with Gentiles and Gentile food are in evidence in the
extant literature (e.g., Jub. 22:16; Tob 1:10- 13; Add Esth 14:17; Jdt 10:5; 12:1-20; 2 Macc 6-7;
3 Macc 3:4, 7; 4 Macc 6:15, 17; Jos. Asen. 7:1; Ep. Arist. 142; Josephus, Ant. 4.137; cf. Dan
1:8-16).

H. Summary and Transition (2:15-21)

At first glance, the concluding verses of chap. 2 appear to be disjointed from “Paul’s
autobiography as paradigm.” However, on closer examination it is apparent that Paul does not
in fact leave off talking about himself. Repeatedly in this coda to first major segment of the
letter, he refers to himself, along with other like-minded Jewish Christians, either in the first
person singular or plural or by means of the reflexive pronoun. The convictions at which he
arrived about the vindication (justification) of the people of God were forged on the anvil of his
own experience, as he made the painful transition from zealot persecutor of the church to
proclaimer of the gospel. But not only does the paragraph bring to a close what has gone
before, it also forms a transition into chaps. 3-4, in which Paul will expound in detail the
salvation-historical grounding of his Christian certitude that Christ has ended the law, fulfilled
the promise to Abraham and procured the gift of the Spirit for the reconstituted people of the
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new covenant.

It is Paul’s own experience of grace which represents the climax of the story of Israel. As
Lührmann quite rightly observes, these verses contain the theological essence of what Paul’s
conversion meant to him (Lührmann, 46). He and all believers have come into the inheritance
promised to the patriarchs, as ensured by the giving of the law, whose function was to place a
hedge around Israel until the coming of her King. And now that the King has come, the true
seed of Abraham are those who have simply put their trust in Jesus. In all this, as Martyn
writes, Paul’s argument is more than a response to the opponents; it is also a “repreaching of
the gospel” (Martyn, 247).

Betz maintains that 2:15-21 is the propositio (proposition) of the letter, which, in his words,
“sums up the naratio’s [narrative’s] material content” and “sets up the arguments to be
discussed later in the probatio [proof]” (Betz, 114). A number of interpreters who invoke Betz
focus narrowly on vv. 16-17 and take the theme of Galatians to be justification by faith. A
certain case can be made for this, because the ensuing chapters mention justification four
times (3:8, 11, 24; 5:4). Nevertheless, 2:15-21 is more inclusive than justification, and as one
keeps reading it becomes apparent that in terms of the sheer volume of ideas the real center of
gravity of the letter’s “theological” segment is the onset of the new age, the identity of the seed
of Abraham, the gift of the Spirit and liberation from the bondage of the law. In a nutshell, Paul’s
concern is with the new age of the Spirit as inaugurated “in Christ” apart from the law.
Justification is a vital ingredient of the whole, but still essentially a subspecies of Paul’s thought.

15 Paul is very much concerned to emphasize that he and like-minded Jewish believers are
“Jews by birth.” The Grk. noun translated “by birth” (phusei) appears in Rom 11:21, 24 in the
sense of Israel being the “natural” branches, while the Gentiles are the “unnatural” (para
phusin) branches. The Jews are marked out as the aboriginal people, by virtue of physical
descent from Abraham, whereas the Gentiles are latecomers to the covenant. Jewishness, in
other words, is determined by “nature” or birth. The same connotations are present in this
verse. Paul speaks as any Jew of the period would have: there are Jews “by birth” as opposed
to “sinners of the Gentiles” (literal translation). Birth and lineage separate Jew from Gentile, and
the covenant with Israel distinguishes “saint” from “sinner.”

For the first time in the letter, Paul uses first the person plural to denote Jewish Christians. In
this particular case, Paul probably includes Peter and Barnabas (and James), notwithstanding
their wavering in Antioch. He draws on the experience of Jewish believers, those who had been
nurtured in Judaism and taught the word of God. The impact of vv. 15-16 is just this: even we
know that justification is not by “works of the law” but by “faith in Jesus Christ.” In v. 16b, it is
stated just this way: “even we have believed…” (literal translation). By identifying himself and
his associates as thoroughly Jewish believers, Paul disavows that the people from James are
the legitimate heirs of Israel’s hope. He would have us think very much in terms of “them and
us.” One might paraphrase vv. 15-16: “As distinct from them, the Judaizers and their followers,
we, notwithstanding our Jewish heritage, know that a person is not justified by works of Torah
but by faith in Christ; even we, who share the same historic biblical values as our opponents,
have trusted in Christ for justification.” This confirms again the inconsistency of Peter and
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Barnabas in withdrawing from the Gentiles.

“Gentile sinners” is a phrase which would have resonated in Jewish ears. As Dunn points out
(Dunn, 133), in Jewish thought “sinners” meant preeminently “those whose lawless conduct
marked them out as outside the covenant, destined for destruction and so not to be consorted
with” (1 Sam 15:18; 24:28; Ps 1:1; 9:15-17; 37:34-36; 58:10; Prov 12:12-13; Sir 7:16; 9:11;
41:5-11). As such, the term was synonymous with “Gentiles,” who by definition were outside the
covenant or “lawless” (Ps 9:15-17; 1 Macc 1:34; 2:44, 48; Tob 13:6; Jub. 23:23-24; 24:28 [cf.
Jub. 22:16: “do not eat with them”]; Pss. Sol. 1:1; 2:1-2; 17:22-25; 4 Ezra 3:28-36; 4:23; cf. Matt
5:47; Luke 6:33). Still more striking, he notes, is the way in which the same term was used
among the various Jewish factions. Members of one group would call themselves the
“righteous,” while outsiders were “sinners” (1 Macc 1:34; 2:44, 48; 1 Enoch 5:4-7; 82:4-5; 1QH
2:8-12; 1QpHab 4:4-8; Pss. Sol. 4:8; 13:6-12).

In so writing, Paul probably picks up on the very language used by the men from James to
denote the uncircumcised Gentiles in Antioch. By using this phrase, Paul thus puts himself in
the place of the rank and file Jew who looked upon the rest of the world “as outside the realm of
God’s covenant righteousness and sinful…. He looked out…from that perspective at the rest of
humankind, echoing the dismissive attitude of that faithful member of the covenant people
towards the non-Jews—‘Gentile sinners’” (Dunn, 133. On the “sinners,” see Dunn, Jesus, Paul,
71-77, 150-51; Garlington, Obedience, 49-55, 95- 98, and at length Winninge, Sinners.).

The “Gentile sinner,” therefore, was without hope (cf. Eph 2:12). In so writing, Paul is probably
adopting the very words of the Jerusalem delegation, who were invoking the word “sinners” to
pressure the Galatians into becoming really “righteous” by coming under the yoke of the Torah,
and in particular by practicing the dietary restrictions commanded by Moses. Paul, then, with a
touch of irony, gives his readers a glimpse of what these teachers really think of them. They are
not acceptable as they are by faith alone but rather must conform to rigid notions of what
righteousness is all about.

16 Verse 16 continues the sentence begun in v. 15 with the participle “knowing.” NASB
translates quite literally: “We are Jews by nature and not sinners from among the Gentiles;
nevertheless knowing that a man is not justified by the works of the Law but through faith in
Christ Jesus.” NIV, by contrast, renders the participle as a finite verb and provides a somewhat
smoother reading: “We who are Jews by birth and not ‘Gentile sinners’ know that a man is not
justified by observing the law, but by faith in Jesus Christ.” Either way, Paul’s point is that God’s
method of vindicating/justifying his latter-day people is matter well-known to every Jewish
believer. According to Witherington, “he assumes it is the proper and normal view of Jewish
Christians, in light of what they know and believe about the work of Christ” (Witherington, 173).

If the teachers in Galatia purport to represent the Jewish position on justification, Paul informs
his readers that such is not the case. He and his company (“all the brothers with me,” 1:2) have
truly experienced God’s justifying deed in Christ—and that apart from “the works of the law.” In
principle, this group includes James, Barnabas and Peter. The latter two may have wavered
briefly in Antioch, but in their right mind they would have been compelled to bear witness to the
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veracity of Paul’s claim.

What is well-known to Paul and the others is that a person is not justified by works of the law
but through faith in Jesus Christ. Each element of the proposition of v. 16a, “justified,” “works of
the law,” and “faith in Jesus Christ” has become the object of intensive controversy in modern
study. It will be possible only to summarize the most relevant data.

“Justified”

The characteristic Pauline verb articulating the justification of the people of God is dikaioō,
translated traditionally as “justify” (Rom 2:13; 3:4, 20, 24, 26, 28, 30; 4:2, 5; 5:1; 6:7; 8:30, 33; 1
Cor 6:11; Gal 2:16, 17; 3:8, 11, 24; 5:4; Titus 3:7). The usage of this verb in the Grk. OT, the
matrix of Paul’s own employment of it, is complex, especially when compared with the various
Heb. words underlying it. Dikaioō (like any other word) assumes different shades of meaning
according to context. But because of its occurrence in juridical settings, meanings like “justify,”
“vindicate,” “acquit” stand out and provide a forensic framework within which to place Paul’s
doctrine of justification.

Yet Paul’s teaching on justification is more comprehensive than the verb dikaioō, because the
idea of justification is linked to the concept of the righteousness of God in the OT. Strictly
speaking, there is no independent doctrine of justification which is detachable from
righteousness as a generic category. This means that the semantic range of dikaioō is
broadened by its relation to the Hebrew/covenantal concept of the “righteousness of God”
(dikaiosunē theou). God’s righteousness in the OT finds two points of contact with justification
in Paul.

(1) There is the forensic/juridical setting of the Mosaic covenantal courtroom. The person who
is vindicated and thus acquitted of all charges is declared to be “righteous” (Hebrew tsddiq =
Greek dikaios) and then treated as such. Yet it is vital to remember that even in these instances
in the LXX where dikaioō is strongly forensic, Ziesler reminds us that it is forensic in the Hebrew
sense, i.e., the verb signifies “restoration of the community or covenant relationship, and thus
cannot be separated from the ethical altogether. The restoration is not merely to a standing, but
to an existence in the relationship.” As a result, “righteousness” in this scenario has reference
to a vindicated existence conferred on a person by a gracious God. “What this means is that
men live together in freedom, possessing their civil rights in a good society. It is not just a
vindicated status, but a vindicated life” (Righteousness, 20, 25, italics mine. See also Gorman,
Cruciformity, 142- 43).

Therefore, the one of whom “justification” is predicated is regarded as “righteous,” i.e.,
committed to the covenant and the God of the covenant in a household relationship. Likewise,
Käsemann writes that in the OT and Judaism generally “righteousness (dikaiosunē) has in view
the relations of community members: “originally signifying trustworthiness in regard to the
community, it came to mean the rehabilitated standing of a member of the community who had
been acquitted of an offense against it” (“Righteousness,” 172). Reumann concurs that
righteousness/justice/justification terminology in the Hebrew scriptures is “action-oriented,” not
just “status” or “being” language, and “binds together forensic, ethical and other aspects in such
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a way that some sort of more unified ancient Near Eastern view can readily be presupposed”
(Righteousness, 16). In brief, it is the righteous person who is recognized in his/her true
character and thus vindicated against all charges). Just how such a conception of “justification”
can square with Paul’s declaration that God justifies the ungodly (Rom 4:5) will be clarified
below.

(2) The other point of contact between righteousness in the OT and Paul is the outlook on
Israel’s future as evidenced in the Prophets and several of the Psalms. The Prophets
characteristically contemplate Israel’s removal into Babylonian captivity because of her idolatry.
Yet one day the nation is to return to her land when Yahweh acts in power to deliver her from
bondage. At the time of this new exodus, the remnant of the people will enjoy the definitive
forgiveness of sins, the restoration of the broken covenant, the glorious new creation, and
vindication as those faithful to the Lord. It is Yahweh who vindicates the faithful from the
charges of their enemies, who assume that he is unable to deliver his people and suppose that
their faith in him is in vain. It is he who exonerates them, when in the “eschatological courtroom”
he judges their oppressors (Isa 10:5-19; Hab 2:2-20) and brings them back to the land from
which they will never be uprooted again (cf. Wright, Paul, 33-34).

It is in this context of promised deliverance that God is said to act righteously on behalf of his
own. Especially striking is that in a number of key passages the terms “righteousness” and
“salvation” (or “be justified”) are placed in synonymous parallelism, e.g., Isaiah 45:8; 45:21-25;
46:13; 51:5–6, 8; 56:1; 59:17; 61:10; 62:1-2; 63:1; Psalm 24:6; 51:14; 71:15–16; 98:1-3, 8-9
(LXX 97:2-3, 8-9). Noteworthy as well are Psalm 35:27-28 (LXX 34:27-28); 72:1-4 (LXX 71:1-4,
7); 85:11-13 (LXX 84:12-14); 96:13 (LXX 95:13); Isaiah 9:7 (LXX 9:6); 11:1-2, 5; 45:8, 22-25;
51:5-6; 53:10-11; 61:11; Jeremiah 23:5-6; Malachi 4:2 (LXX 3:20).13

Several comments are in order. First, “righteousness” and “salvation” are synonymous, at least
virtually so. The logic behind this is not difficult to discern. Righteousness by definition is God’s
fidelity to his people within the covenant bond. As Wright expresses it, the phrase “the
righteousness of God” (dikaiosunē theou) to a reader of the LXX would have one obvious
meaning: “God’s own faithfulness to his promises, to the covenant.” It is especially in Isaiah 40-
55 that God’s righteousness is that aspect of his character which compels him to save Israel,
despite the nation’s perversity and lostness. “God has made promises; Israel can trust those
promises. God’s righteousness is thus cognate with his trustworthiness on the one hand, and
Israel’s salvation on the other.” He further notes that at the heart of the picture in Isaiah is the
figure of the suffering servant through whom God’s righteous purpose is finally accomplished
(Paul, 96). Psalm 98 is likewise explicit that the revelation of God’s righteousness to the nations
is commensurate with the fact that he has remembered his lovingkindness and faithfulness to
the house of Israel. Therefore, he demonstrates his fidelity when he springs into action to
deliver Israel from her bondage (note that Psalm 98 is echoed in Rom 1:16-17, which likewise
places in parallel “righteousness” and “salvation”). Thus, a formal definition of the Greek phrase
“righteousness of God” (dikaiosunē theou)could be stated as: “God’s faithfulness to his
covenant with Israel, as a result of which he saves her from her exile in Babylon” (ibid., 96-97).

Second, the return of Israel from exile is Israel’s justification. Isaiah 45:25 in the LXX actually
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uses the verb dikaioō, translated “justified” by NASB. It is true that the Hebrew of the passage
can be fairly be rendered “found righteous” (as NIV). Yet the net effect is the same: the people
who return from exile are the vindicated ones whose righteousness is now made evident.

Third, the Hebrew of Isaiah 62:1-2 speaks of Israel’s (“her”) righteousness and salvation.
However, the LXX has “my,” referring to God, instead of “her.” This may be accounted for by
the textual tradition followed by the LXX at this point. Be that as it may, on the theological level
there is no problem, because the blazing demonstration of Israel’s righteousness and salvation
is made possible only by the prior revelation of the Lord’s righteousness/salvation.

These two interrelated branches of righteousness in the OT, of which Paul was heir, combine
to inform us that justification, in his thought, is the vindication of the righteous, i.e., faithful
people of God. In eschatological perspective, believers in Christ have been exonerated in the
final assize and have been admitted into the privileges, responsibilities and fellowship of the
covenant (cf. Gorman, Apostle, 201). Given the parallel of “righteousness” and “salvation” in the
Psalms and Prophets, and given especially the backdrop of captivity and return from exile,
dikaioō in Paul means to “vindicate as the people of God” (when they return from exile).
Historically, when the Lord caused Israel to return to the land, he vindicated the faithful remnant
against the accusations of their enemies that they had rightly been taken into captivity, and that
because of them Yahweh’s name had been blasphemed among the nations (Isa 52:5; Rom
2:24). But in Paul, all this is transposed into the “higher octave” of what God has done in Christ
at the turning of the ages—his own “eschatological courtroom.” The actual enemy of believers
is not Babylon, but Satan. He is the strong man who held them in the bondage of sin (Matt
12:29; Luke 11:21-22); he is “the accuser of our brothers, who accuses them before our God
day and night” (Rev 12:10; cf. Rom 8:33-34a).

It is this cluster of ideas which is embodied by dikaioō. If God’s righteousness is “his
intervention in a saving act on behalf of his people,” then the passive voice of the verb means
“to be an object of the saving righteousness of God (so as to be well-pleasing to him at the
judgment)” (Motyer, “Righteousness,” 48). When God in Christ intervenes to save his covenant
partners, he plants them again in the newly created land, the new heavens and earth, never to
be removed. This is “salvation” in the pregnant sense of the term: deliverance from evil and the
bestowal of “peace” on a redeemed people.

In short, justification in Paul signals deliverance from exile and freedom from bondage (again
one of the key motifs of Galatians). One of the clearest indications is the relationship of
Romans 6:7 and 18. In the former verse, dikaioō is literally translated “justified from sin.” As
such, it forms a parallelism with the verb “liberated from sin” (eleutheroō) in 6:18. The parallel is
best preserved by rendering 6:7 as “freed from sin.” Therefore, when Paul writes of justification,
he characteristically has in mind the new exodus on which the latter-day people of God have
embarked. Moreover, this saving righteousness is cosmic in its dimensions. At the end of the
day, “the righteousness of God” is actively directed at the rescue of the creation.

Within the setting of Paul’s mission to the nations, justification functions to delineate just who
are the latter-day people of God. In the eschatological new exodus which has been brought to
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pass in Christ, it is Gentiles who are as much the vindicated people as Jews, and this quite
irrespective of Torah-loyalty, inclusive of circumcision and the other traditional badges of
Jewish self-identity. Therefore, justification is very much a covenantal term, speaking to the
issue of the identity of the people of God (see Dumbrell, “Justification”).

It is here that the perspective of Romans 3:21-26 is directly parallel to the outlook of Galatians.
According to that passage, in his righteousness (as defined above), God has acted in Christ to
remove the sin-barrier that stood between himself and an apostate humanity in toto (Rom 1:18-
3:20). Jew and Greek alike are now the object of the saving fidelity of the God of Israel. Since
all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God (Rom 3:23), all are now freely justified by his
grace through the redemption which is in Christ Jesus. The covenant with Israel always
envisaged a worldwide family. But Israel, clinging to her own special status as the covenant
bearer, has betrayed the purpose for which that covenant was made. “It is as though the
postman were to imagine that all the letters in his bag were intended for him” (Wright, Paul,
108)!

An important corollary is that the center of gravity of Paul’s thought on justification is more the
corporate body of Christ than the individual believer. That there was such a personal dimension
goes without saying; but, writes Davies, it existed within and not separated from a communal
and, indeed, a cosmic dimension. “Paul’s doctrine of justification by faith was not solely and not
primarily oriented towards the individual but to the interpretation of the people of God. The
justified man was ‘in Christ’, which is a communal concept. And, necessarily because it was
eschatological, the doctrine moved towards the salvation of the world, a new creation” (“Paul,”
715-16).

Davies further points out that in both Galatians and Romans the discussion of justification by
faith is immediately followed by that of the constitution of the people of God (ibid., 716). In the
present context of Galatians 2:16-17, dikaioō has to do specifically with the
vindication/restoration of Jews who have believed in Christ. No longer do they anticipate being
vindicated at the last judgment by virtue of their loyalty to the God of Israel and his law; but
rather eschatological vindication has taken place at the cross of Christ (v. 20), and “works of the
law” are no longer relevant—this is a matter of common and well-established knowledge.

Finally, if it be asked, How can God justify the ungodly while being consistent with the practice
of the Hebrew courtroom to acquit only the righteous? The answer quite simply is that those
who were formerly ungodly in Adam have been made righteous in Christ. Here the perspective
Philippians 3:9 is much to the point. Paul speaks of a “righteousness from God” (dikaiosunē ek
theou). It is God’s own righteousness, defined as “covenant fidelity,” that entails the gift of
righteousness to the apostle. In his own righteousness, God enables us to become what he is
—righteous (2 Cor 5:21). His loyalty to his people consists in his conforming them to himself, so
that he and they may live in uninterrupted covenant fellowship. God’s righteousness has
provided Christ as the propitiation for sins (Rom 3:21-26). In Adam all are guilty, but God has
removed their guilt by means of Christ and thus can vindicate them as his faithful people. In
these actions are embodied God’s covenant faithfulness.
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Without constructing a full-blown ordo salutis (order of salvation), there is a logical process
whereby God is able to justify sinners. By the work of the Spirit we are united with Christ and
become God’s righteousness in him; and on that basis God the judge pronounces us righteous
and entitled to the full privileges of covenant membership. After all is said and done, Luther was
right that the righteousness God requires is the righteousness he provides in Christ.

“Works of the Law”

As much debated as justification/righteousness is Paul’s famous phrase “works of the law” (on
the interpretations, see Schreiner, DPL, 975-79). Stated simply, “works of the law” has
reference to “the obligations laid upon the Israelites by virtue of their membership of Israel,”
whose purpose was “to show covenant members how to live within the covenant” (Dunn, 135-
36). These are covenant works—“those regulations prescribed by the law which any good Jew
would simply take for granted to describe what a good Jew did” (Dunn, Jesus, Paul, 194).14 For
this reason, “it would be virtually impossible to conceive of participation in God’s covenant, and
so in God’s covenant righteousness, apart from these observances, these works of the law”
(ibid., 193). As such, the phrase articulates the whole duty (and privilege) of the Jew living
under the Mosaic covenant. Martyn, then, wisely cautions us that the word “works” can be
misleading: “the expression simply summarizes the grand and complex activity of the Jew, who
faithfully walks with God along the path God has opened up for him in the law” (Martyn, 261).

From one vantage point, “works of the law” encompassed the entirety of the Mosaic legislation,
with no exceptions. From another, by Paul’s day the phrase had taken on more specific
connotations. Within the historical climate of Second Temple Judaism, especially from the time
of the Maccabean revolt, key elements of the law had become the acid tests of loyalty to
Judaism, now dubbed the “boundary markers” and “badges of covenant membership” of Jewish
self-identification (phrases placed in vogue by Dunn, Jesus, Paul, e.g., 192, 194). These were
circumcision, food laws, purity laws, sabbath observance and temple worship. These hardly
exhausted the Jew’s obligations under the law, but they did focus attention on crucial elements
of his walk. This is so because it was precisely these components of the Torah which had come
under attack during the Seleucid persecution of the Jews in the second century BC. Because of
pagan “zeal against the law,” “zeal for the (works of the) law” became the byword of the
loyalists to the Jewish cause (1 Macc 2:26-27).

In brief, writes Hays, “‘works of the law’ refers primarily to practices commanded by the law
(circumcision, dietary laws, sabbath observance) that distinctively mark Jewish ethnic identity;
these symbolize comprehensive obedience to the law’s covenant obligations” (Study Bible,
2185, italics mine; cf. Dunn, Theology of Paul, 354-59; Ziesler, 25-26). As Hays is careful to
state, works of the law are not confined to the “boundary markers.” Rather, it is the “boundary
markers” which in the historical setting served to focus the faithful Israelite’s commitment to the
entire revealed will of God. These were the “litmus paper” tests of fidelity. Accordingly,
Witherington can say that by his use of the phrase Paul opposes “obedience to the Mosaic Law
and seeking to be part of the community that relates to God on the basis of the Mosaic
covenant.” This is objectionable because “the Mosaic Law and obedience to it is not, in Paul’s
view, how one got into Christ, how one stays in Christ, or how one goes on in Christ. It is no
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longer what defines and delimits who the people of God are and how they ought to live and
behave” (Witherington, 172).

In arriving at such a conception of “works of the law,” recent scholarship has concentrated on
the historical setting in which these words assume their significance. Apart from the general
atmosphere of zeal for the law and the desire on the part of Israelites to maintain their
distinctive covenant identity, especially noteworthy is the occurrence of strikingly similar
phrases in the DSS (1QS 5:21, 23; 6:18; 4QFlor 1:7; cf. 1QH 1:26; 4:31; CD 13:11).

The document known as 4QMMT is particularly intriguing because its very title is, as normally
translated, Some of the Works of the Torah. This writing has been called a “halakic letter,” in
which a representative of the sect apparently airs his grievances about “the state of the nation”
to the religious/political establishment in Jerusalem (on MMT, see Dunn, Theology of Paul, 357-
58; id., “4QMMT;” Kampen/Bernstein [eds.], 4QMMT). The letter contains an exhortation for its
readers to follow the example of the godly kings of Israel and a warning that they will incur the
curses of Deuteronomy if they do not reconsider their own beliefs and practices vis-à-vis the
demands of the law. If the readers do mend their ways, it will be “reckoned to them as
righteousness” (see below on 3:6). It is in this setting that “works of the Torah” articulates the
community’s own standard of covenant life. The members of the sect thus define themselves in
relation to other Jews by their distinctive “walk” (halakah) in the ways of Yahweh.

In the present context of Galatians 2, the phrase “works of the law” serves to pinpoint the
dispute with the Judaizers. By his inconsistency, Peter had effectively sent the message that
Gentiles must submit to the law in order to be acceptable to God. Paul counters this false
impression by the emphatic assertion that “we know” that works of the law have become
irrelevant as far as justification is concerned. At one time, the Jewish faithful directed their faith
toward Yahweh, believing that he would vindicate those who maintained their allegiance to him,
as that allegiance was expressed by remaining within the Torah.

Crucial here is an appreciation of the centrality of the Torah in Israel’s self- consciousness of
being the chosen people. It is the book of Deuteronomy which gives the classic statement of
the role of the Torah in the life of the people. The heart of the book (chaps. 5-28) consists of a
restatement of the covenant made at Sinai. Deuteronomy 29:1 sums up the whole of that block
of material: “These are the words of the covenant which the Lord commanded Moses to make
with the sons of Israel in the land of Moab, besides the covenant which He had made with them
at Horeb” (NASB). Throughout the book the emphasis of covenant life is sustained and
reinforced in numerous restatements of the promise (and warnings): “This do and live” (Deut
4:1, 10, 40; 5:29-33; 6:1-2, 18, 24; 7:12-13). This promise does not originate in Deuteronomy,
because Leviticus 18:5 had already said: “So you shall keep My statutes and My judgments, by
which a man may live if he does them; I am the Lord” (NASB).

But with the turning of the ages, as Paul will clarify especially in 3:23-25, the law has served its
purpose in salvation history, namely, to lead Israel to Christ. From this point onward, to cling to
the Torah is nothing less than idolatry (4:8-9), because such zeal for the law obscures one’s
view of the Christ and the actual nature of his work, making the law, rather than Christ, the
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“Jewish gateway to salvation.” This, says McKnight, is why faith in Christ and “works of the law”
are opposites: “one cannot opt for Christ’s system and Moses’ system at the same time
because they are mutually exclusive options for salvation. Either one believes in Christ or one
chooses to commit oneself to the law. One cannot live under both systems without destroying
one or the other’s integrity “(McKnight, 122).

Paul, then, asserts that justification is not “from (“out of”) works of the law” (ex ergōn nomou).
Even excellent scholars like Betz and Mcknight translate this phrase as: “on the basis of works
of the Torah.” Betz’s particular rationale is that Paul’s Grk. phrase is a “theological abbreviation”
for the longer proposition that the works of the law form the “basis” of salvation in the Jewish
schema. The problem, however, is twofold. One, a certain amount of presuppositional work
goes into this reading, i.e., presuppositions regarding the character of first-century Judaism and
Paul’s response to it. Two, such a paraphrase is linguistically unnecessary. Paul’s Greek is not
an abbreviation for something longer but a full statement that makes perfectly good sense on its
own terms. In point of fact, Paul consistently uses prepositions that denote origin (ek), sphere
(en) and agency (dia). Paul avows that justification does not originate from or find its location
within the parameters of the ancient covenant people; rather, it comes “through (dia) faith in
Jesus Christ.”

Paul thus seeks to be justified “in Christ” (2:17), not “in the law.” Cosgrove confirms that Paul
characteristically construes “justify” (dikaioō) with prepositions indicating instrumentality, not
evidential basis (“Justification,” esp. 654-61). In his words: “The question never becomes
whether one can be justified on the basis of the law or works but remains always whether one
can be justified in the sphere of the law” (ibid., 662).

“Faith in Jesus Christ”

“Works of the Torah” have given way to “faith in Jesus Christ.” The Grk. phrase traditionally
translated “faith in Jesus Christ” (pistis Iēsou Christou) has itself been the subject of a great
deal of investigation in recent times. The growing consensus is that Paul has in view the
covenant faithfulness of Christ himself (taking the genitive case of Iēsou Christou to be
subjective genitive, as represented by a whole host of modern scholars). This reading is
attractive in many ways; and it is undoubtedly true that the NT does represent Jesus as the
man of faith (especially in the Gospel temptation narratives and Hebrews). Nevertheless,
because the phrase is so disputed it seems unwise to build an entire position on it alone.

Without championing the traditional translation for the sake of tradition, Paul’s language is best
taken as our faith which is directed specifically and exclusively to Jesus Christ. In grammatical
categories, the genitive case could be called adjectival genitive, i.e., that part of the phrase
literally translated “of Jesus Christ” defines in some manner the character of the “faith” which is
placed in him. Hultgren appropriately renders the whole phrase as “Christic faith”
(“Formulation,” 257, 259-60). That is to say, the faith which was once directed to the God of
Israel now finds its object in Jesus the Christ.

It is surely significant that Paul nowhere provides a formal definition of faith, simply because he
presupposes the meaning to be found in the OT and Jewish tradition. What is distinctive about
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his teaching on faith is its christological focus. With the advent of Jesus the Messiah, the only
legitimate faith is that which finds its repose in him, the one who is “the end of the law” (Rom
10:4). At one time, faith assumed a nationalistic bias and was meaningless apart from the
devotion of the believing Israelite to the Torah, the expression of God’s covenant will for his
people. But now that the “dividing wall of hostility” (Eph 2:15) has come down in Christ, faith
latches specifically onto this one who has accepted all the nations without distinction (Rom 1:1-
7; 15:7; Eph 2:17; Acts 2:39).

This reading that Christ both defines faith and is the object of faith is confirmed by the second
clause of v. 16: “even we have believed in Christ Jesus” (the first two clauses of the verse could
be looked upon as a kind of synonymous parallelism), and v. 20b: Paul lives by “faith in the Son
of God” (tou huiou tou theou is clearly objective genitive).

As a working definition of faith, McKnight’s is as good as any: faith is “the initial and continual
response of trust in, and obedience to, Christ by a person for the purpose of acceptance with
God” (McKnight, 121). The Grk. word for “faith” in the NT (pistis) corresponds to the Heb. word
for “faith” in the OT (’emunah), which always signifies faith in and faithfulness to God. As the
godly Israelite was to trust in Yahweh for life and salvation, the Christian has directed his
faith(fulness) to Christ. Faith as such is not redefined; in essence, its OT meaning is preserved.
But Paul has in view a faith which is detached from Jewish “covenantal nomism,” meaning that
one “gets in” the people of God by faith alone; and once in, one “stays in” the covenant
relationship by virtue of the same faith, which is no longer attached to the “works of Torah.”
Henceforth, according to v. 16d, “by works of the law no flesh shall be justified.” Therefore, the
Reformation stress on “faith alone” (sola fide) captures the heart of Paul’s missionary theology.

The sum of this crucial and pivotal statement of v. 16a, with all its complications and disputed
components, is that Jewish Christians (“even we”) are fully convinced that with the onset of the
eschaton, Christ, not the law, is the “gateway to salvation.” Faith is to be specifically directed to
him, the Lord (kurios) of the new covenant, and such trust has displaced commitment to the
Torah as the emblem of faithfulness to Yahweh. The only conclusion could be that “a person is
not justified by (from) works of the law but only (ean mē) through faith in Jesus Christ.”

The remainder of v. 16 is a buttressing and further unpacking of the complex proposition of its
first clause. Paul restates emphatically that “even we have believed in Christ Jesus in order to
be justified by faith in Christ and not by (out of) works of the law” (my translation). In light of
everything said above, his meaning is clear enough. Yet to substantiate his claim, Paul feels
compelled to add: “because by (out of) works of the law no flesh will be justified” (my
translation). These words (as those of Rom 3:20) are an echo of Psalm 143:2: “And do not
enter into judgment with Your servant, For in Your sight no man living is righteous” (NASB). As
George informs us, Psalm 143 is a prayer to God for deliverance from the enemy. As he notes,
the rescue envisioned there depends entirely on God’s faithfulness and righteousness (which,
as we recall, are virtually one and the same): “For your name’s sake, O LORD, preserve my
life; in your righteousness, bring me out of trouble.” (v. 11). George appropriately concludes:
“Thus rather than merely snatching a proof text to support his predetermined conclusion, Paul
had in mind the motif of unilateral rescue and divine deliverance that pervades the entire
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Psalm” (George, 191).

In light of the above discussion of justification and righteousness, Paul’s citation of this text is
entirely understandable, because justification by definition entails Israel’s deliverance from her
enemies. Psalm 143 thus recalls the deliverance from exile motif associated with God’s
righteousness when he intervenes on the behalf of his oppressed people.

The verse alluded to by Paul, comments Anderson, is rather unique in a lament: instead of
hinting at his own righteousness and protesting innocence, the Psalmist recognizes that all
humans are sinful in the sight of God (Psalms, 2.926). In humility and with a sense of realism,
David confesses that in his heart of hearts he is no better than his enemies. For this reason, he
pleads with God not to “enter into judgment” with him. This means, according to Anderson: “do
not subject me to a strict examination in which my human insignificance and sinfulness would
become painfully obvious; rather judge between your servant and his persecutors…. If the
standard were certain absolute principles, then no one would be righteous before God” (ibid.,
926-27). David shrinks from such an examination because “no one living is righteous before
you.”

In the Psalms, righteousness is, on the one side, measured just in terms of one’s commitment
to the covenant bond as expressed by the observance of the law. In this regard, David can say:
“The Lord has rewarded me according to my righteousness; According to the cleanness of my
hands He has recompensed me” (Ps 18:20 [NASB]); and “I have done justice and
righteousness; Do not leave me to my oppressors” (Ps 119:121 [NASB]). But the other side of
the coin is highlighted by Psalm 143:2: left to themselves and unaided by grace, the righteous
could never stand in judgment before the God of the universe. “If no one could claim to be
sinless or just before God, that included members of the covenant people” (Dunn, 140).

The appropriateness of Psalm 143 to make this point goes without saying, especially as
compared with Paul’s employment of David’s penitential confession, Psalm 32:1-2, in Romans
4:7-8. By underscoring the factor of human sinfulness, he stresses that justification hinges on
divine enabling; one must be possessed of a righteousness that comes from God, because, in
the words of Isaiah, our righteousness is nothing but filthy rags (Isa 64:6. Note the context:
God’s sovereign power exercised in a new exodus to deliver Israel from captivity.). The law by
itself cannot provide what it demands; not that the law is deficient, but it has become “weak
through the flesh” (Rom 8:3), i.e., human idolatry and inability. Thus it is that the Lord himself—
the Lord Jesus Christ—must become the righteousness of his people (2 Cor 5:21 = Isa 61:10;
Jer 23:6; 33:16).

It must be said that in terms of historical realism no right-minded Jew of Paul’s day would have
denied the verities of sin and the necessity of a righteousness which comes from God, as
sufficiently illustrated by the penitential prayer tradition (Werline, Prayer) and the Qumran
scrolls (e.g., 1QS 11:1-3, 5, 11-12, 13-15; 1QH 4:30-33; 7:30-31; 13:17.

On the penitential prayer tradition. So, to understand Paul’s evocation of Psalm 143, we must
take notice of his whole train of thought, as this comes to the fore in his adaptation, not exact
quotation, of the Psalm (more momentarily). His concern is not for justification in the abstract
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but specifically a justification of “flesh” that would come by “works of the law.” However
cognizant the Jew would have been of sin and the need of divine righteousness, he would have
been just as quick to insist that the law, God’s preeminent means of grace, was given to rectify
the multitude of evils caused by Adam’s sin. But not so for Paul. According to his teaching
elsewhere, the law works wrath (Rom 4:15) and increases the trespass (Rom 5:20), so that the
Mosaic period as a whole could be summarized as an era of condemnation (2 Corinthians 3).
The law was never intended to justify; it was, rather, a pointer to Christ (3:23-24).

Paul thus counters the notion that the law was given to reverse the curse. In pressing law
observance on Gentile Christians, the Judaizers thought that it was the law itself, under God,
which provided righteousness and life. God, to be sure, is the ultimate source of both; but the
channel of blessing is the Torah (e.g., Sir 17:11; 45:5; Bar 3:9; 4:1; cf. 4 Ezra 7:127-31; 14:22,
29, 30, 34; Pss. Sol. 14:2-3; Ps.-Philo 23:10, all building on Lev 18:5; Deut 4:1, 10, 40; 5:29-33;
6:1-2, 18, 24; 7:12-13). There was no thought of a Christ who bestows his own righteousness
on the people—and certainly not apart from the law. For them, Jesus the Messiah was but a
servant of the Torah, not its goal and reason for existence.

It is in this theological and pastoral climate that Paul is bold enough to modify the actual
wording of Psalm 143:2. Where the Psalmist said: “no living being will be justified before you,”
Paul rephrases: “by works of the law no flesh will be justified.” There are two obvious
differences between the original wording of the Psalm and Paul’s reworking of it. One is the
insertion of “works of the law” and the deletion of “before you.” “Works of the law” articulated
the Israelite’s responsibilities within the covenant and served to set the standard of his
commitment to Yahweh. It was by remaining within the parameters of the Torah that one could
be assured of a favorable verdict at the last judgment.

The other alteration is the substitution of “flesh” for “living being.” “Flesh” (Heb. basar; Grk.
sarx) is common enough in the OT and LXX as a designation of the human being, especially
from the vantage point of the finitude, weakness and corruptibility of the human race (e.g., Gen
6:12; Isa 31:3; cf. Sir 31:1; 1QH 15:21). But “flesh” in Galatians also bears connotations of the
old creation in which the Judaizers live and to which they wish to compel the Galatians to return
(see on 3:1). Both components together, “works of the law” and “flesh,” are an index to the
Jewish/Judaistic position on justification. It is just “flesh” that will, according to such an ideology,
be justified “by works of the law.”

It is over against these taken-for-granted points of orthodoxy on the part of his Jewish rivals
that Paul avows “no flesh” can be justified/vindicated “by works of the law.” In speaking of “all
flesh,” says Dunn, Paul has in view precisely those who think their acceptability to God and
their standing before him does indeed depend on their physical descent from Abraham and
their national identity as Jews. It is precisely this attitude which puts too much stress on fleshly
relationships and fleshly rites that Paul excoriates in his parting shot in 6:12-13—“they want to
make a good showing in the flesh…they want to glory in your flesh” (Dunn, Jesus, Paul, 199).

Dunn further observes that with Psalm 143 more sharply defined in terms of physical and
national identification, the addition of “from works of the law” is merely a further clarification of
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“flesh,” because the works of the law in this letter, as epitomized by circumcision and the like,
are primarily acts of the flesh (ibid., 199-200). Flesh, for this reason, was high on the Judaizers’
agenda. T. L. Carter adds that Paul’s substitution of “flesh” for “living being” anticipates the
eschatological distinction between flesh and Spirit that he will draw at the end of the letter.
Sinfulness is not defined in terms of Gentiles who disregard the Jewish law; instead, Paul’s use
of “flesh” defines sin in terms of universal participation in the present evil age (1:4). “Those
whose existence is determined by flesh rather than by Spirit are [on] the wrong side of the
eschatological boundary and so cannot be justified by works of Jewish Torah” (Paul, 101). It is
by means of his reworked version of Ps 143:2 that Paul both nails down his premise of v. 16a
and paves the way for 3:10-13, in which he will audaciously assert that the Jewish teachers and
their committed followers are under the curse of the law just because of their (idolatrous)
attachment to the “flesh” = law.

In v. 16, Paul thus redraws the boundaries that serve to demarcate the people of God. Carter
is right to the extent that he recognizes that, according to Paul, the Jewish people themselves
[and the Jewish Christian missionaries] are on the outside. In thinking that the key to a right
relation to God is a matter of observing the law, they are “simply trying the wrong door.” This,
as he continues, is a radical position indeed: “the law and its observance were central to the
Jewish symbolic universe, fundamental to their identification of themselves as having been
elected to be God’s covenant people” (ibid., 101).

17-18 Verse 17 enters the picture with its continued stress on the experience of those Jewish
Christians who have come to faith in Christ. Paul now poses a rhetorical question, intended,
presumably, to ward off an objection from the Judaizers’ side: “But if, while seeking to be
justified in Christ, we ourselves have also been found sinners, is Christ then a minister of sin?”
(NASB). Commentators such as Witherington and Martyn are probably correct that “seeking”
has reference to ultimate justification in the final judgment (see on 5:5). Paul has already
embraced Christ as the justifier of those who place their trust in him and continues to exercise
faith in this Christ as the one whose righteousness alone will suffice in the last day. In his own
phrase, Paul renders to Jesus “the obedience of faith” (Rom 1:5; 16:26).

By the emphatic pronoun “we ourselves,” Paul includes not only “all the brothers with me” (1:2)
but Peter, James and Barnabas, who in their right mind would have been compelled to agree
with Paul. In stark contrast, the opponents, who have been using Peter, James and Barnabas,
think that a justification, present or ultimate, which bypasses the Torah turns a person into a
“Gentile sinner” (v. 15), thus making Christ a “minister of sin” (harmatias diakonos), a probable
reverse allusion to Isaiah 53:11.

This comes as no surprise given that the circumcision party, if anything, would have sought
adamantly to preserve the separated status of the people of God, and particularly the integrity
of the Messiah. Accordingly, “sin” means what it does in so many places in Scripture and
Jewish literature—apostasy (Garlington, Obedience, passim; id., Faith, 89- 94). “Sinners,” or
“Gentile sinners,” accordingly, are those inimical to God’s covenant (see on 2:15). So, from the
Judaizers’ point of view, to seek to be justified in Paul’s Christ meant the abandonment of
God’s age-old standard of righteousness, which for them was nothing short of forsaking the
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covenant and becoming as pagans. To them, the conclusion was inevitable: Paul’s Jesus is
nothing but a “promoter of apostasy”—a scandalous idea to those who believed that the
Messiah was to be “sin”-less (Pss. Sol. 17:36; T. Jud. 24:1). Proof positive was Paul’s
willingness to allow Jews and uncircumcised Gentiles to partake of the same (non-kosher) food!

Paul’s comeback is introduced by his customary “absolutely not!” (mē genoito). Witherington
points out that Paul is particularly prone to use this expression when it is suggested that
freedom from the law will encourage people to sin (Witherington, 186). This emphatic
disclaimer is followed in v. 18 by a response to the accusation brought against him: “If I rebuild
what I destroyed, I prove that I am a lawbreaker.”

The imagery of “tearing down” what was “put up” probably alludes to Israel as the people
protected by a wall (Isa 5:2, 5; Ep. Arist. 139; Eph 2:14). In Jeremiah, the related idioms of
“building” and “planting” mean to establish a new community. Note in particular the return from
exile setting of this expression (Jer 31:27-30). Paul has been responsible for the building of the
new covenant community (1 Cor 3:10-15), the eschatological temple of God (Eph 2:11-3:6),
which of necessity entailed the “tearing down” of the old community. Because of this plan of
God for the fullness of time (Eph 1:10; 1 Cor 10:11), his reply to the opponents entails a role
reversal. It is precisely in rebuilding the things that he “tore down” or “dismantled,” i.e., a Torah-
observant lifestyle characteristic of the old Israel, that he would become a “transgressor,” i.e., a
“violator of the law” or effectively “apostate” (parabathēs), not the other way around.

Cummins (Paul, 214-15) maintains that although the noun “transgressor,” does not appear in
the LXX, it assumes overtones of Torah violation by virtue of its connection with the cognate
verb (parabainō) which is used of the Maccabean martyrs, who preferred death rather than
“transgress” the covenant, not least the food laws (2 Macc 7:2; 4 Macc 9:1; 13:15; 16:24). The
irony, therefore, is that “transgression” has now been redefined: what once was covenant
loyalty is now seen to be defection from Christ. Were Paul to insist on the segregated status of
the ancient people as insured by the law (e.g., Num 23:9; Ep. Arist. 139-42; Jub. 22:16), then
he would transgress with respect to God’s eschatological purpose in Christ, then he would be
found unfaithful to the one who was destined to be the end of the law (Rom 10:4; Gal 3:23-26)
(see further on 3:10-13).

Bluntly put, to rebuild the law is to betray Christ. “Transgressor” thus assumes a new meaning
in light of the Christ-event. Martyn writes: “The result of this sentence is a radical redefinition of
transgression, and especially a radically altered view of the relation between transgression and
Law observance” (Martyn, 256). The term used to mean one who forsook the law; but now it
means to embrace the law as being a necessary complement to the “in Christ” experience.

19-21 Verse 19 provides a further explanation: Paul is now dead to the law; indeed, it was the
law itself which brought about his demise. The law, as it were, became the instrument of its own
cessation in his experience: “I through the law died to the law” (literal translation). To “die” in
this metaphorical sense means to leave one realm and take residence up in another (Rom 6:6,
10-11; 7:4). The parallel is Rom 7:7-13. The logic of that passage is that even though the law
per se is not sin, it was by the law’s instrumentality that Paul came to recognize his own
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idolatry, i.e., his violation of the tenth commandment, which, in his own words, is tantamount to
idolatry (Col 3:5).

Because of the death-blow administered by the law, Paul became convinced that the Torah
could not insure life, as he formerly thought, simply because he was not the faithful person he
imagined himself to be. The words of Psalm 143:2 must have come crashing in upon him: “do
not enter into judgment with Your servant, For in Your sight no man living is righteous.” At this
point in time, Paul became profoundly aware that his righteousness must come from none other
than the Son of God, who loved him and gave himself for him.

Carter clearly sees that the law’s sentence upon Paul as a transgressor has eschatological
significance. In dying through the law, Paul also dies to the law in order to live for God. This
statement is developed in the claim that he has been crucified with Christ: as Christ died under
the law, so Paul has been crucified with Christ, so that he no longer lives, but Christ lives in
him. It is by dying through the law as a transgressor of the law that Paul participates in the
eschatological life of Christ. As he has done in vv. 15-16, Paul thus places himself firmly
outside the ethnic boundary of the law, but inside the eschatological boundary between the
righteous and the wicked instigated by the coming of Christ (1:4). Indeed, by saying that he
died through the law so that he might live to God, Paul suggests that it is only by being placed
outside the law as a transgressor that it is possible to share in the life of Christ.

Within the social context of Galatians, says Carter, this claim has an important double function.
First, Paul thereby identifies himself with his Galatian converts and signals that those who are
outside the law nevertheless participate in the eschatological life of the age to come—a point
he reinforces by asking on what basis they received the eschatological Spirit in 3:6. Second, by
saying that he died to the law to live to God, Paul implies that those who are not outside the law
do not share in the eschatological life, and this is a claim that he develops in 3:7-14 (Paul, 109-
10).

We see, then, in Paul the example of one who was placed under the discipline of the law, who
was “shut up to sin” (Gal 3:22), in order that he might find Christ. He applies the macrocosm of
this salvation-historical principle to the microcosm of his own experience. More specifically, his
is the prophetic language of death and resurrection, as applied to Israel’s exile and restoration
(see on 1:1). The curses of Deuteronomy were brought home to him when the law forced him to
confront his idolatry; but then in finding Christ, the blessings of resurrection life—as it were,
return from exile—were secured by the Lord who bore the curses of the covenant in his own
person and then rose to procure the new creation.

And if Paul died “to the law,” he is no longer “of the law” (ek nomou), “of works of the law” (ex
ergōn nomou) or “in the law” (en nomō), but rather “in Christ” (en Christō) and “of faith in Jesus
Christ” (ek pisteōs Iēsou Christou). It was only when he left the arena of the law that he came
alive to God: “through the Law I died to the Law, so that I might live to God” (NASB). This
implies that while he thought he was alive by virtue of his possession of the Torah, he was
actually dead with regard to God—a powerful irony indeed. Again the parallel is Romans 7:7-
13.
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Galatians 2:19 can be read as Paul’s response to the Jewish conviction that fidelity to the law
is automatically to possess life. Perhaps adapting Ben Sira’s phrase “the law of life” (Sir 17:11;
45:5), the author of Baruch commends to his readers “the commandments of life” (Bar 3:9; 4:1;
cf. 4 Ezra 14:30; Pss. Sol. 14:2). They are called “the laws of life” because, when they are
followed, they insure life. These commandments are no less than the very embodiment of
Israel’s wisdom: “All who hold her fast will live, and those who forsake her will die” (4:1). Paul
may have Bar 3:9; 4:1 in mind when in Romans 7:10 he writes of “the commandment which
was unto life.” These Jewish texts have as their point of departure the OT pronouncements:
“This do and live” (Deut 4:1, 10, 40; 5:29-33; 6:1- 2, 18, 24; 7:12-13), and “You shall therefore
keep my statutes and my ordinances, by doing which a man shall live” (Lev 18:5). But now a
complete reversal of perspectives has unfolded: Paul has died to the law that he might live to
God. He implies that the Judaizers are still as he used to be: they are alive to the law but dead
to God! “One can scarcely think of a statement more thoroughly foreign to the theology of the
Teachers (and to Jewish and Jewish-Christian theology in general). It is not an exercise in mere
fantasy to imagine that, as Paul’s messenger finished reading v 18, the Teachers jumped to
their feet, loudly charging Paul with blasphemy” (Martyn, 257)!

Paul’s death to the law is patterned after none other than Jesus’ own death to “sin,” i.e., the old
creation and Adamic existence, and present life which he lives “to God” (Rom 6:10. Throughout
Romans 5-8, “law” and “sin” stand synonymously for the old order of things.). Note the
emphatic “I” (egō) at the beginning of v. 19, corresponding to the “we” and “even we” of the
previous verses. Paul is the voice of all those Jewish Christians who have died to the law. In his
case, the law has revealed sin and increased the trespass: he is an Israelite in whom the law
has achieved its overall redemptive purpose. Therefore, those Galatians who are being
seduced by the Judaizers must remember that all believers have been crucified with Christ
(Rom 6:5-6). In this regard, comments Gorman, “the believer’s faith conforms to Christ’s faith.
Specifically, the believer’s faith is cruciform because Christ’s faith(fulness) was expressed on
the cross” (Cruciformity, 141). And in conforming to Christ, they must also imitate the apostle,
recalling that they too once died to the law through the body of Christ (Rom 7:4). After all, the
theme of 1:11- 2:21 is Paul’s autobiography as paradigm.

Verse 20 adds that Paul’s death to the law corresponds to his crucifixion “with Christ.”15 The
verb “to be crucified with” (susstauroō) underlines the factor of participation. He is now
identified with the outcast one of Israel (“sinner”), the reprobate of Deuteronomy 21:23, who
endured “the death of the cross” (Phil 2:8) (on Paul’s identification with Christ’s crucifixion, see
Martyn, 277-80). Once more there is a powerful irony: Paul’s identification with the one crucified
“outside the camp” (Heb 13:13) brought his actual apostasy from God to an end. Christ, then,
far from being an agent of sin is precisely the opposite. The verb is in the Grk. perfect tense,
denoting an action which began in the past and still continues in its effects. When he first
believed, Paul was nailed to Christ’s cross. Yet that was only the beginning of the story. His
entire walk in the flesh is now one of cruciform existence, in which he is treated as one
deserving death “outside the camp.” It is in his person that the sufferings of Christ will be filled
to the full (Acts 9:16; Phil 3:10; Col 1:24).

85



And yet the crucifixion of Christ also entails his resurrection. If Paul has been crucified with
Christ, then he has also been raised with him: “I no longer live, but Christ lives in me.” “That old
I,” says Martyn, “has not been merely renewed. Having been crucified with Christ, it has been
replaced by the risen Christ himself” (Martyn, 258). That death and resurrection are inextricably
intertwined is forcefully illustrated by Philippians 3:10-11: “I want to know Christ and the power
of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his
death, and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead.”

The repeated emphatic “I” in v. 20 bears, in the parlance of psychology, the connotations of
“ego” (a transliteration of the Grk. word for “I”). Paul’s former “I” had found its identity in Judaism
as one of its leading lights. His very reason for existence was to maintain the God-instituted
boundaries between his people and the Gentiles. But now it is no longer Paul’s ego which
controls the direction of his life and his allegiances but rather Christ who has become his actual
life. Christ is henceforth the captain of Paul’s soul and the master of his fate. Paul lives because
Christ is in him by the Spirit (cf. Rom 8:10; 2 Cor 13:5; Eph 3:7; Col 1:27). The Spirit for him has
become the Spirit of Christ, with the result that his sufferings are intended to be the
complement of those of his Lord. The one who died as an outlaw demolished the distinctions
between peoples and taught the apostle what life truly is. Like Peter (Acts 10:9-16), Paul had to
learn to call no person common or unclean. “It was this Christ who was now the focus of Paul’s
life—the Jewish Messiah who was also for the out-law, the non-Jew” (Dunn, 145).

Invoking his doctrine of union with Christ (see on 1:22), Paul can say that his whole existence
“in the flesh” is now by “faith in the Son of God.” Faith is not simply the apostle’s initial response
to the Christ of the cross but a continual trusting in and clinging to him (the Heb. root for “faith,”
aman, means to “lean on” the God of Israel). For this reason, even in Paul’s hour of sharpest
pain, the exalted Jesus assures him that his grace is sufficient for him (2 Cor 12:9). “Flesh,” in
this setting, bears two connotations: (1) Paul as a vulnerable human being subject to the
vicissitudes of this age; (2) Paul as a descendant of Abraham, a “Hebrew born of Hebrews”
(Phil 3:5).

The second is really more to the point. Paul was born a Jew, and a Jew he remained; but his
Jewishness has now found its authentic moorings in him who is the climax of Israel’s story. No
longer is his faith exercised in zeal for the law but for the Christ who revealed himself on the
Damascus Road and commissioned the apostle to preach him among the nations. Witherington
doubts that “flesh” means Jewishness because Paul is presenting himself as a paradigm for all
Christians, including Gentiles. But more precisely, he is addressing Gentiles who are under
pressure to become Jewish; and his relief of the pressure is an affirmation that he and other
Jewish Christians have found authentic existence in Christ apart from the law. If the law is not
necessary for them, but only faith in the Son of God, then it is not vital for Gentiles either.

It is none other than the “Son of God,” with all the connotations of kingship and exaltation
borne by the phrase, who “gave himself” for Paul when he went to the cross. The idea was
unthinkable to Paul’s contemporaries, but for him the cross was not an afterthought or a
mistake, an embarrassment to be explained away or ignored; rather, the cross is the locus of
the love of Christ. This affirmation of Christ’s self-deliverance to the cross corresponds to the
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identical statement of 1:4. These words speak of the intention of Christ to go to the cross as
integral to the eternal purpose of God. It is for this reason that Paul boasts in the cross, by
which he has been crucified to the world (i.e., the old creation) and the world to him (6:14).

Verse 21 is intended to head off another objection from the Judaizing camp, namely, that
Paul’s gospel nullifies the grace of God: “I do not set aside the grace of God, for if
righteousness could be gained through the law, Christ died for nothing!” As Burton proposes,
“grace” was such a favorite term for Paul that the opponents perhaps took it up in order to
charge that he was really making of no account of the grace of God to Israel (Burton, 149).
“Nullify” (NIV, NASB: “set aside”) (atheteō) is a juridical verb applied to the rendering
inoperative or making void of a covenant or agreement (1 Macc 11:36; 2 Macc 13:25; Gal 3:5).
The term is just what one would expect, because “grace” is God’s covenant love for Israel.
Thus, in nullifying the grace of God, as the charge goes, Paul is accused of making shipwreck
the covenant relationship itself. The charge is at least intelligible, given that for the opponents
the Torah is God’s grace.

However, this is precisely what Paul does not do, because “if righteousness is through the law,
then Christ died for no purpose.” His vocabulary shifts from “grace” to “righteousness” because
“righteousness” is the outcome of “grace.” If God’s grace is his self-giving to his people in his
election and sustenance of them, then Israel’s expected response was righteousness, her
fidelity to the terms of the covenant relationship established at Sinai. Righteousness thus
speaks of Israel’s obligations and privileges under the law. This being so, Paul’s logic is clear
enough: if the old state of affairs simply continues into this era, then the death of Christ is to “no
purpose” (dōrean), just because the Sinai covenant has made every provision for salvation and
life, and God’s people might as well continue under that covenant. As ever, Paul argues from
history and eschatology.

Martyn appropriately juxtaposes the respective outlooks of the opponents and Paul:

Opponents Paul

God makes things God makes things

right through the Law right through Christ’s death

He then adds that if the first set of propositions were true, then the second would not be true,
and the conclusion would be that Christ’s death happened as an inconsequential event, rather
than as God’s effective enactment of rectification. “Here Paul provides the antinomy that will
prove to be fundamental to the entire letter: God’s making things right by Christ’s cross rather
than by the Law” (Martyn, 260).

“So,” Dunn contributes, “any retreat back into a Judaism, or Jewish Christianity, which insisted
that Jew and Gentile should eat separately was to render invalid the whole gospel—as indeed
also Israel’s own election (Rom. xi.5-6)” (Dunn, 148)! Paul’s underlying assumption, obviously
not shared by the Judaizers, is that Christ’s death was designed specifically to usher in the new
age by setting aside the Torah in its existing form. His logic is developed at length in Ephesians
2:11-22 and even more elaborately by the Letter to the Hebrews.
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If we ask, How could Paul reason in such a presuppositional manner? The answer is twofold.
(1) He is still appealing to the experience of Jewish Christians, who know that justification
comes by way of Christ alone. The implication is that the Judaizers are not Jewish Christians;
they are still “false brothers” (2:4). In 3:1-6, Paul will likewise appeal to the experience of the
Galatians, who received the Spirit not by “works of the law” but by “the hearing of faith.” (2) Paul
knew from his conversations with Peter and James (1:18-19) that Jesus had in fact begun to
break down the boundaries between Israel and the nations by his disregard of the purity
traditions (Mark 1:40-44; 7:1-8), the dietary laws (Mark 7:14-23) and sabbath observance (John
5:2-18), not to mention his establishment of table fellowship with those considered to be beyond
the pale of God’s grace. Most strikingly, it is he who presaged the destruction of the temple and
the whole sacrificial cultus (Matthew 24 and pars.).

Notes

16 Without negating the definition of “works of the law” as proposed above, Cummins provides
a helpful balance in one’s overall assessment of the function of the phrase in Paul (Paul, 197-
98). Paul’s critique of the “works of the law,” he rightly observes, was not that the Torah was
bad, nor that the desire to obey it was misguided, nor even that a lifestyle of Torah obedience
was necessarily without any value. On the other hand, as some proponents of the new
perspective have suggested, neither was it simply a matter that such practices raised a barrier
between Jews and Gentiles by the maintenance of an Israel-focused “nationalist
righteousness.” Although these last two considerations do indeed represent part of Paul’s
concern, they were but symptomatic of, and only served to perpetuate, a much more deep-
seated problem. For Paul, the (re)adoption of the “works of the law,” and of a life “in Judaism,”
involved putting oneself “under the law.” From its usage in Galatians and Romans, this phrase
is shorthand for more than simply Israel’s Torah-based way of life. Rather, in virtue of its
conceptual alignment with cognate expressions such as “under a curse” (Gal 3:10), “under the
elemental spirits of the universe” (Gal 4:3), and “under sin” (Rom 3:9; 7:14), and its direct
contrast with “under grace” (Rom 6:14, 15), it takes on much darker overtones. That is to say,
from Paul’s God-in-Christ standpoint, life “under [the curse of] the law” meant that Israel was
both bound by but unable to obey the Torah and thus incurred its condemnation rather than its
blessing, and this was attributable to the fact that Israel (no less than the Gentiles) was given
over to the old age/sphere of Adamic sin. Thus, to pursue the “works of the law” was to
exacerbate this most fundamental problem—and indeed to undermine its only solution:
justification through faith in Jesus Christ.
8 Cummins summarizes the interpretations of Paul’s designations of the Jerusalem apostles in 2:2, 6, 9 as follows: (a) honorific; (b) dismissive; (c) rhetorically nuanced;
(d) simply a way of indicating that one must judge not according to appearance but reality. He sees elements of truth in all of them: “In emulating God-in-Christ the
apostles are (a) worthy of their esteem; but to the degree that they ever become misaligned with that which is ‘of man’ rather than ‘of God in Christ’, then (b) their repute is
undermined accordingly. It is this which accounts for (c) the rhetorical variability of the designations, and (d) provides the wider frame of reference within which to
differentiate correctly between what is ‘false’ and what is ‘real’” (Paul, 133).
9 The present and aorist tenses of “run” are written from the perspective of Paul’s trip to Jerusalem: at that point in time he “was running” and “had run.”
10 “Freedom” (eleutheria) occurs four times (2:4; 5:1, 13); “free” (eleutheros) six times (3:28; 4:22, 23, 26, 30, 31); the verb “free” once (5:1).
11 Bauckham (“James,” 443) and Cummins (Paul, 134) have demonstrated that underlying the pillar metaphor is the designation of the temple in Isaiah 54:11-12 (see on
4:27). The oracle as a whole functions to assure Israel of God’s Zion-focused everlasting covenant with his righteous people (Isa 54:9-17). For Paul, of course, things
have changed, and Zion is now understood in terms of God’s Christ- focused covenant (see on 4:21-31).
12 The theme is likewise picked up by intertestamental literature (see Ciampa, Scripture, 152-54; Garlington, Obedience, 170, n. 42).
13 Of the noncanonical literature see 4 Ezra 8:36, 39–40; CD 20:20; 1QS 11:11–15; 1 Enoch 99:10
14 Schlier shows that “works of the law” in some literature appear as “works of the commandments,” or in rabbinic traditions simply as “works.” These “works” constitute
the “law of the Lord” as over against the “law of Beliar” (Schlier, 91-92). This would tend to confirm that when Paul uses the word “works” by itself, he employs it as
shorthand for the longer phrase “works of the law.”
15 In the English translations, the words “I have been crucified with Christ” are found in v. 20, while in editions of the Grk. NT they form the final clause of v. 19.
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GALATIANS CHAPTER THREE

THE ARGUMENT FROM SCRIPTURE AND
SALVATION HISTORY (3:1-4:31)

The first two chapters of the letter have been chiefly a narrative, setting forth the most relevant
events of the course of Paul’s life, both as a “zealot” for the law and afterward as an apostle of
Christ. In Paul’s “autobiography as paradigm,” everything hinged on the proposition that his
conversion to Christ entailed a break with the law and a new vision of God’s purposes for the
nations. From this point onward, every former loyalty and allegiance had to be set aside for the
sake of knowing Christ and the power of his resurrection (Phil 3:4-11). If Paul is still zealous
any sense, his zeal has now been rechanneled in the direction of love and service of those who
had been the objects of his persecuting rage.

As Paul enters now into the main theological phase of his epistle, he does so with a keen
awareness of the crisis in Galatia. The implication of the preceding section is that Paul saw the
incident at Antioch and the situation in Galatia as crucial test cases of the validity of his gospel
to the Gentiles. “Consequently,” remarks Dunn, “the stand Paul took there [Antioch], on the
basis of the common ground of faith in Jesus Christ and the common gospel of his self-giving
on the cross, was equally applicable to the Galatian believers” (Dunn, 150-51).

Chapters 3-4 are frequently reckoned as the probatio section of the letter, i.e., the “proof” or
arguments in support. However, the classification tends to be artificial, because from the outset
Paul has been providing various arguments. In 2:15-21, he appealed, as part of his proof, to the
experience of Jewish believers. Now he turns to the whole church and appeals to their
experience of the Spirit. In a nutshell, they received the Spirit not in the old era of the “flesh” (=
“works of the law”), but in the new, eschatological age by “the hearing of faith.” It is important to
insist, however that Paul grounds his argument not in subjective impressions but in the OT
Prophets, especially Isaiah, who identify the true seed as those upon whom the Spirit will rest
(for references, see on 2:1).

This watershed experience should have been enough to convince anyone of the character of
Paul’s gospel. But because of the “spell” cast over them by the Judaizers (3:1), he must start
from square one again and make the gift of the Spirit the foundation of an elaborate argument
derived from salvation history. “This is his first point in an argument which uses appeal to
experience and personal relationship, exposition of salvation-history, exegesis of Scripture and
theological logic set out in a sequence of interlocking strips like a well-made page of papyrus”
(Dunn, 151).

It is none other than the stress of the opening verses of “the argument from salvation history”
that are recalled in what follows (3:8, 14, 27; 4:5-7, 29; 5:1, 5, 7-8, 16- 18, 21-22, 25; 6:8). The
Spirit occupies the forefront in the argument of the letter and provides the decisive clue as to
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the problem in Galatia.16 In plain terms, Who possesses the Spirit: is it the law-people or the
faith-in-Christ-people? That is the question!

A. The Spirit and the Gospel (3:1-5)

Having narrated the most relevant elements of his experience up to the present moment, Paul
is able at last to embark on the main section of his biblical/theological arguments to the
Galatians. In turning to address them directly, he plays his main “trump card” (Dunn), namely,
their own experience of the Holy Spirit when they first believed. The crux of 3:1-5, therefore, is
that the Spirit renders the law obsolete. The appeal to experience is one to which Paul will
return more than once as he pens the remainder of this letter.

1 Verse one commences with the first in a series of penetrating questions: “You foolish
Galatians! Who has bewitched you? Before your very eyes Jesus Christ was clearly portrayed
as crucified.” It is frequently suggested that this kind of stinging rebuke was common in
contemporary diatribe, and that readers in South Galatia particularly would be sensitive to such
a rhetorical device. Yet Paul’s language is far from merely rhetorical: he was genuinely baffled
at the apparent determination of these people to abandon his gospel “so quickly” (1:3 = Exod
32:8; Deut 9:16). For this reason, he upbraids them in the same terms that Jesus reproved the
disciples in Luke 24:25 by calling them “foolish” (anoētoi). The meaning is not so much “stupid”
as “undiscerning.” Or, as McKnight explains, Paul’s point is that they were illogical in
committing themselves to his gospel and thereafter succumbing to the Judaizers’ “Moses-
gospel.” How could they be fooled after learning about the crucifixion of Christ (McKnight, 136)?
The term appears again in v. 3 (Rom 1:14).

Witherington notes that in first-century Mediterranean culture a “fool” was not simply a moral
failure but one who disrespected social boundaries, with the effect that one brought shame
upon oneself (the same is true today). By way of application, writes Witherington, “The issue
here in part is violation of community boundaries, and in Paul’s view to enter the community
bounded by the Mosaic Law is to exit the community bounded by allegiance to Christ. In short,
Paul sees apostasy looming on the horizon and he will marshal all his arsenal of arguments to
prevent it” (Witherington, 201).

The extent of his frustration with them is brought to the fore by: “Who bewitched you!” It is
possible that the expression is metaphorical and idiomatic, akin to the English “whatever
possessed you!” More likely, however, Paul is aligning the law teachers with the Devil and
locating them within the “present evil age” (1:3; cf. again 2 Cor 11:13-15a). Either way, the point
is that the Galatians have been taken in by the rhetoric of the agitators and have thus been led
astray (cf. 2 Cor 11:3).

Paul’s question is appropriate in light of the manner in which Christ was preached to them. It is
true that verb translated by NIV as “clearly portrayed as crucified” (prographō) could rendered
literally as “write beforehand,” referring either to a previous communication from Paul to the
Galatians or possibly predictions of the death of Christ in the OT. Alternately, it could mean
“display or proclaim publicly,” with the graphic nature of Paul’s portrayal of Christ’s crucifixion in
view. Along these lines, it has been suggested that Paul used visual aids (icons) or even put on
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a theatrical presentation (a “passion play”). It is generally agreed that the second translation is
correct, so that Paul is understood to be reminding the readers of the vividness of his verbal
(not visual) presentation of the crucifixion.

Martyn further notes that the verb thus understood can bear one of two accents: “to proclaim
publicly” or “to proclaim by providing a vivid portrait.” Here we see a combination of the two
(Martyn, 283). The usage amounts to: the “crucified Christ was so vividly represented to the
Galatians that they could see him on the cross with their own eyes.” Paul’s preaching bore all
“the clearness of a public proclamation on a bulletin-board” (Burton, 143). This is one of the few
glimpses we get into Paul’s actual delivery in preaching. It must have been very passionate and
must have made a corresponding impression on his listeners, probably bringing tears to the
eyes of all who heard. Paul’s bewilderment and grief, then, are all the more magnified. How
could those who were so moved by the preaching of the cross now be prepared to abandon the
cross in favor of an alternative, the law? The cross, not the Torah, is the demonstration of
God’s love! As Paul was later to remind the Romans: “God demonstrates his own love for us in
this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Rom 5:8).

If anything, the preaching of Christ crucified (cf. 1 Cor 1:18-2:5) radically distinguished Paul
from the circumcision party. According to 2:19, he, as a Jewish believer, has been crucified with
Christ; and it is in just these terms that he appeals to the Galatians’ initial reception of Christ,
i.e., as the crucified one, who was regarded by his own countrymen as being as bad as a
Gentile. Yet, to borrow the words of Peter, “to you who believe he is precious” (1 Pet 2:7). If
only the Galatians would call to mind that it was the will of the Lord to bruise him (Isa 53:5, 10; 1
Pet 2:24), their love affair with the law would end and they would have a renewed vision of and
love for the one “who gave himself for our sins to rescue us from the present evil age” (1:3).

2 Paul wants to know one thing only: Did they receive the Spirit “out of works of the law” (ex
ergōn nomou) or “out of the hearing of faith” (ex akoēs pisteōs)? These respective phrases “out
of works of the law” and “out of the hearing of faith” have frequently been understood as though
they were in the Grk. dative case, i.e., “by works of the law” and “by the hearing of faith.”
However, the preposition here translated “out of” (ek) indicates source, the sphere from which
something originates. Thus, Paul points to “the hearing of faith” rather than “works of the law”
as the matrix of the Galatians’ experience of the Spirit. The particular phrase “the hearing of
faith” is open to interpretation. But given that in the OT hearing is tantamount to faith, Paul’s
meaning is best brought out by rendering: “the response of faith,” i.e., the response which is
faith.17 Consequently, “the hearing of faith” and “the obedience of faith” (Rom 1:5; 16:29) depict
the same activity, i.e., believing reception of the gospel. Faith, therefore, is right hearing.

Receiving the Spirit in the NT is practically technical terminology for conversion and the
commencement of discipleship (Rom 8:15; 1 Cor 2:12; 2 Cor 11:4; Gal 3:14). The same is true
of baptism in the Spirit (Rom 6:3-4; 1 Cor 12:13; Col 2:12). Dunn observes that “for Paul and
the first Christians this [receiving the Spirit] was the decisive and determinative element in the
event or process of conversion and initiation; hence the nearest thing to a definition of
‘Christian’ in the NT” (Dunn, 153. See also Dunn, Theology of Paul, 419-25; Lull, Spirit, 53-95.).
For Paul to say that the Galatians received the Spirit was a declaration they had been united
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with the eschatological people, on whom the Spirit was to be poured in the Messianic age (Isa
4:2-6; 11:1-2; 32:15; 42:1; 44:3; 59:21; 61:1; cf. 63:11; Ezek 36:26-27; 37:14; 39:29; Joel 2:28-
29). The fact that they—mainly Gentiles—were “drenched” in the Spirit (1 Cor 12:13) “out of the
hearing of faith” rather than “out of works of the law” is proof positive that God has fulfilled the
promise of the Spirit to his ancient people irrespective of ethnic distinctives and devotion to the
Torah. “For Paul, the indisputable fact that they have the Spirit is proof that they are God’s
people, and his argument is that the law had nothing to do with it. It therefore cannot be a
necessary condition for being the people of God” (Ziesler, 32).

3 Paul’s astonishment is such that he again calls his readers “foolish.” By means of another
rhetorical question, he asks: “Having begun by the Spirit, are you now being perfected by the
flesh (NASB)? The verse exudes the language of eschatology. The operative words of v. 3b are
the eschatological verbs “begin” (enarchomai) and “perfect” (epiteleō). The participle “having
begun” marks the inception of the Galatians’ Christianity “in the Spirit” 18at the turning of the
ages, and “being perfected” is eschatological in the forward-looking sense inasmuch as it
contemplates the consummation of the process of perfection begun with the advent of Christ
and the Spirit, when the final victory will be won and the people of God are sanctified fully (note
as well the terminology of beginning and perfection in Phil 1:6 and Heb 6:10). The problem,
however, is that the readers wanted to be perfected “in the flesh.”

“Flesh” in this place, by way of contrast with “Spirit,” is not “human effort” (NIV); it is, rather, the
era of the flesh, i.e., the old covenant/old creation as superintended by the law of Moses (see
Barclay, Obeying, 202-15). As observed above, the old aeon can be called “flesh” because the
Torah ministered largely to that dimension of human nature, making the flesh, especially
circumcision, high on the Judaizers’ agenda. In this regard, 6:12-13 (the good showing “in the
flesh”) summarizes the entire message of the opponents. Thus, the question of v. 3 is pointedly
historical in its thrust. No wonder, the Galatians are “foolish.” Their quest for perfection is
anachronistic: they are going in the wrong direction; they want to reverse the plan of the ages!

4-5 After expressing his fear that the Galatians may have “experienced” (or “suffered”) so
many things “in vain,” Paul again appeals to something very well-known by them; that is, it is
God who, in this “now” time, keeps on supplying them with the Spirit. The continual stream of
the Spirit finds its source in the age of the Spirit, not the age of the flesh. In a manner
resembling Heb 2:3-4, there is the appeal is to the powerful working of the Spirit as exemplified
by the working of “powers.” These “powers” (dunameis) are the extension of the same “powers”
which attended Jesus’ preaching of the kingdom and the coming of the kingdom in power to the
disciples at Pentecost (e.g., Matt 14:2; Mark 6:2; Acts 2:22; cf. 1 Cor 12:10; Col 1:29; 2 Thess
2:9). These are “the powers of the age to come” (Heb 6:5). In fact, the parallel with Hebrews is
suggestive to the extent that both the Galatians and the Hebrews were running the same risk of
falling away after experiencing the eschatological arrival of “the Holy Spirit of the promise” (Eph
1:13).

Paul’s point “is to remind the Galatians of a range of experiences which should have been
enough to demonstrate that they were indeed recipients of the eschatological Spirit and that the
way they had come into these experiences remained the pattern for life in the Spirit” (Dunn,
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156-57). Given the importance of a Spirit-filled experience, Paul does not hesitate to repeat the
main question: is “it by the works of the Law, or by hearing with faith” (NASB)? Obviously, it
was the latter.

George is quite right that Paul’s opponents would have abhorred his antithesis between the gift
of the Spirit and the works of the law, particularly as far as circumcision is concerned. “For them
the granting of the Spirit was merely a preliminary initiation into the Christian faith, one that
remained vacuous and incomplete until it was perfected by receiving the sign of physical
incorporation into the people of Israel” (George, 213). Fee likewise underscores that for the
agitators the gift of the Spirit apparently meant the need to be “completed” by adhering to
Torah, especially by submitting to circumcision. After all, this was common Jewish expectation,
derived from Jeremiah 31:31-34 and Ezekiel 11:19-20; 36:26-27, that the gift of the
eschatological Spirit would lead people to obey the Law. “For Paul, the gift of the Spirit, along
with the death and resurrection of Christ, meant the end of the time of Torah. The old covenant
had failed precisely because it was not accompanied by the Spirit. Thus the advent of Christ
and the Spirit meant an end to the old covenant; the new covenant, ratified through the death of
Christ, had been instituted through the gift of the Spirit, who thereby replaced Torah”
(Presence, 369).

B. Abraham the Believer (3:6-9)

Paul now commences an elaborate exposition of Scripture, which is prolonged until the end of
chap. 4. It comes as no surprise that a mainstay of his argument is his appeal to Abraham, the
redoubtable father of the Jewish people, who was reckoned righteous apart from “works of the
law.” It is in Abraham’s actual footsteps that the Galatians ought to walk, not those of the law
teachers who were using the patriarch to argue their case for a law-observant church.

6 The conjunction “thus” which begins v. 6 is intended to place Abraham in the category of
those who are justified “out of” the “hearing of faith” as opposed to “works of the law.” Perhaps
“thus” or “just as” (kathōs) is shorthand for the longer introductory formula, “thus it is written,”
because immediately Paul quotes Genesis 15:6. Equally as likely, the conjunction is to be
paraphrased: “thus it is in the case of Abraham” or “things were the same with Abraham”
(Martyn) (cf. NIV’s “Consider Abraham”). In any event, the appeal to Abraham is natural
enough, given that the Israelites were the “seed” of Abraham (Ps 105:6; Isa 41:8) and that he is
the “father” of the race (Genesis 12-24; Isa 51:2; Matt 3:9). Moreover, in Jewish tradition
Abraham was considered the epitome of fidelity to God in times of testing (Jub. 23:10; CD 3:2.
See Longenecker, 110-11; Hansen, Abraham, 175-99). He was the first convert from paganism
to the true God (Josh 24:2-3; Jub. 11:16-17; 12; Apocalypse of Abraham 1-8; Philo, Abr. 60-88;
Josephus, Ant. 1.154- 57; Pseudo-Philo, Liber antiquitatum biblicarum 23:5). For these
reasons, descent from Abraham was a matter of some pride (Pss. Sol. 9:17; 3 Macc 6:3). In all
probability, Paul’s specific appeal to Abraham stems from the Judaizers’ arguments based on
sonship to Abraham.

Given the specific connotations of “works of the law,” Paul (as in Romans 4) argues two points:
(1) Abraham, contrary to Jewish tradition (Sir 44:20; 2 Apoc. Bar. 57:2; CD 3:2; see further Str-
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B, 3.204-6), did not live in the era of the law and, therefore, could not have been considered a
member of the Mosaic covenant by virtue of law- keeping. (2) In light of vv. 2-3, Paul places
Abraham in the era of the Spirit, even though he lived millennia before the actual turning of the
ages. Because of the eschatological situation, he can claim Abraham for his camp rather than
that of the Judaizers. No doubt, Paul refers to Abraham in the first place because of the way the
opponents put him forward as their champion (given especially the tradition that Abraham kept
the law before Sinai).

From one perspective, Paul’s appeal to Genesis 15:6 is obvious. This is the one passage
where righteousness is said to be reckoned to the patriarch before his circumcision and well
before the giving of the law on Sinai. Jewish tradition tended to link this verse with Abraham’s
subsequent trial of faith, Genesis 22, culminating in the declaration of 22:12: “for now I know
that you fear God, seeing you have not withheld your son, your only son, from me” (see Sir
44:19-21; 1 Macc 2:52; Jub. 17:15-18; m. ’Abot 5:3; cf. Jas 2:23). The comparison was right
and proper because Genesis 15 itself represented one of the trials of Abraham’s faith.
Abraham’s pilgrimage begins in Genesis 12 (as confirmed by Heb 11:8). But by the time of
Genesis 15 his faith is beginning to wane. Thus, the Lord buttresses his promise by appealing
to the stars of heaven as being the number of his descendants.

From another perspective, Paul’s use of Genesis 15:6 is remarkable within the historical
context in which he writes. The standard Jewish appeal to Abraham, as noted above, was his
keeping of the law, along with his sacrifice of Isaac (Genesis 22) and his resistance of idolatry.
For intertestamental authors the tested and true Abraham was a reflection and legitimation of
themselves, i.e., of those faithful to the Torah in the midst of an apostate generation. In this
setting, Paul’s appeal to Genesis 15:6 is unique. To be sure, this passage, as well as Genesis
22, bears witness to a time of testing in Abraham’s life, when he was tempted to disbelieve
God’s word of promise. Yet it is for this very reason that it suits Paul’s purposes so well. When
the patriarch believed the Lord, he was shut up to faith alone in his word apart from even the
“work” of sacrificing his son, and certainly before his circumcision.

Paul thus appeals to an incident years before the offering of Isaac to establish that “faith alone”
was the operative principle of God’s covenant with him. If later Abraham was obedient, as
Genesis 22:18 states, it was an obedience which was the outgrowth of such a faith. To be sure,
Judaism itself affirmed the “obedience of faith” (Rom 1:5; 16:26) in this sense (Garlington,
Obedience); but Genesis 15:6 places it beyond doubt that Abraham could not have been
justified “out of works” of the Torah (v. 2), coming, as it does, before the episode customarily
appealed to by Jewish apologists.

Genesis 15:6 states that “it was reckoned to him as righteousness.” The idiom “to reckon to”
(NIV: “credited”) (Grk. logizomai eis = Heb. hashab le) means “to consider something to be
true” or “to regard as” (e.g., Rom 9:8). According to Von Rad, the Heb. verb denotes “a process
of thought which results in a value-judgment, but in which this value-judgment is related not to
the speaker but to the value of an object” (“Faith,” 125-26) (see especially Lev 7:11-18; 17:1-9;
Num 18:25-32). That is to say, a thing is considered to be thus and so simply because it is.
Therefore, when he continued to believe, Abraham was considered by God to be a faithful,
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covenant keeping person. The only other place in the OT where the exact phrase is used is
Psalm 106:31 (but note 1 Macc 2:52), which declares that righteousness was reckoned to
Phinehas when he acted with righteous zeal toward those who defiled the covenant (Numbers
25).

It should be clarified that the issue between Paul and the opponents was not faith in Jesus as
such—that much they held in common. “It was,” rather, “what followed from faith, the ongoing
demands of the covenant law on the covenant member which were at issue” (Dunn, 162). But if
Abraham had simply to believe, then his spiritual posterity need do no more than that; and if he
could be considered a faithful covenant keeper apart from circumcision and the Torah, then so
can his seed. Paul refuses to follow the Jewish approach of interpreting Abraham’s faith in light
of his later faithfulness in regard to Isaac and submission to circumcision. Rather, he focuses
on what was true about Abraham from the beginning of his walk with God. Abraham’s
experience thus readily parallels that of the Galatians.

7 In view of the way Abraham was actually declared to be a covenant-keeper, Paul writes:
“Understand, then, that the faith-people are the sons of Abraham” (my translation). It is because
Abraham really belongs to the era of the Spirit that Paul can claim that “those of faith” (literal
translation) and they alone are Abraham’s true sons and daughters. The phrase “those of faith”
(hoi ek pisteōs) stands over against “those of the circumcision” (2:12) and “those of the law”
(3:10; Rom 4:14) and bears the connotations of faith alone directed specifically toward Jesus
the crucified Messiah, thus bypassing the law altogether. In this manner, Paul seeks to shift the
focus of covenant identity away from preoccupation with the law and back to trust alone as
characterizing God’s people. As ironic as it is, the “sons of Abraham” no longer have to be
Jewish!

8 That Abraham in principle belongs to the company of faith who occupy the age of the Spirit is
confirmed by the statement that the Scriptures themselves foresaw the justification of the
Gentiles and thus preached the gospel beforehand to the patriarch. Paul’s personification of
Scripture as a preacher of the gospel is indicative of his high view of the sacred text as the
expression of God’s will. “Paul sees the Scriptures as alive, active, speaking, even locking
people up under sin (Gal. 3.22). Paul is able to say this because he identifies what Scriptures
says with what God says…. Scripture is seen as a written transcript of the living divine Word
that comes directly from the mind and mouth of God, and so can be personified as it is here”
(Witherington, 227). This gospel preaching took the form of the basic promise made to
Abraham: “in you shall all the nations be blessed” (Gen 12:3; 18:18; 22:17-18; 26:4; 28:14; Ps
71:17 [LXX]; Sir 44:21 [LXX]; Acts 3:25).

The gospel was thus universalistic from the beginning. This has implications for the
controversy in Galatia, inasmuch as the law, while it still stood, was an impediment to the
fulfillment of the Abrahamic blessing. “Blessed” in general means to receive grace and peace
and to be sustained and prospered in them. Specifically, the blessing (of Abraham) Paul has in
view is that of sonship to God through Christ by virtue of the gift of the Spirit as the believer is
now identified as the true seed of Abraham (3:26-29. On the linkage of the blessing and the
Spirit, see Witherington, 228-29; Williams, “Justification,” 97-98.).
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9 Verse 9 reiterates the basic point of v. 7 by drawing a conclusion: “So, then, those who are
of faith are blessed with faithful Abraham” (my translation). These people alone are the
fulfillment of Genesis 12:3. As Dunn notes, the link provided by the first Scripture (Gen 15:6),
i.e., promise, seed, faith, when added to the link provided by the second text (Gen 12:3), i.e.,
promise, blessing, Gentiles, points clearly to the conclusion that the blessing of Abraham came
to the faith of Abraham and thus to those who share that faith (Dunn, 166). Furthermore, the
present tense “are blessed” is deliberate: “it is not simply that the way had now become open
for Gentiles of faith to share the promised blessing in the future; it is rather they were already
sharing that blessing (ibid., 166-67).

It is striking that Paul speaks of “faithful (pistos) Abraham” (the most natural translation) rather
than of “Abraham who had faith” or “believing Abraham” (the majority rendering). Of course,
Abraham was characterized by his faith, but it was a faith against all odds; Abraham was
“faithful” in the comprehensive sense. The natural combination of Genesis 12:3 and Genesis
15:6 suggests as much, as drawn out by Romans 4:18-22: The polemical impact of the verse is
that fidelity to God does not depend on law observance. This in turn implies that the Judaizers
and their followers cannot be the sons of Abraham, because they refuse to walk “in his
footsteps” (Rom 4:12). By the nature of the case, then, the Judaizers’ program of converting the
nations to the law in order to become the seed of Abraham is illegitimate and contradicts the
very example of the patriarch himself, who was believing and faithful before circumcision and
the advent of the Torah on to the stage of human history. Martyn is right that the Judaizers
would have paraphrased Genesis 12:3 to read: “Those who faithfully observe the law are
blessed with faithfully observant Abraham” (Martyn, 302). For Paul, however, “Abraham who in
Judaism is the prototype of ‘righteousness through obedience to the Torah’ now has become
the prototype of the ‘men of faith’” (Betz, 143).

C. The Curse of the Law (3:10-14)

As Paul, in 3:10-14, turns directly to the “curse of the law,” the “curse” is placed conspicuously
in contrast to the “blessing” of Abraham (below, in vv. 13-14, the order is reversed: the curse of
the law turns into the blessing of Abraham). In this schema, “blessing” belongs to the eras of
Abraham and the Spirit, while the age of the Torah is epitomized as “curse.”19 So far, it has
been intimated that the Judaizers are under the curse because they have, for all practical
purposes, self-consciously chosen to remain in the age of the law, thus opposing God’s
eschatological designs in Christ. As Betz puts it, the logic behind Paul’s words is simply that
exclusion from blessing equals curse; and the “men of the Torah” are excluded from blessing
because they regard the observation of the law as a condition for salvation (Betz, 144). But
while these ideas are present from the outset of the letter, they are, more or less, subliminal. It
is Paul’s use of the OT in 3:10-13 which elevates his underlying intentions from mere
impressions to an articulated tactic in his dealings with his antagonists (for a detailed and
documented exegesis of this passage, see my “Role Reversal”).

10 As Paul begins to unfold his agenda, v. 10a is connected with the foregoing verses by
means of its first “for” (gar). The conjunction is causal strictly speaking: those who are “of works
of the law” (ex ergōn nomou) or, according to v. 11, “in the law” (en nomō), are not “blessed
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with Abraham;” they are “under the curse” (hupo kataran) just because they have severed their
connections with the patriarch by virtue of their preference for the Mosaic period.

The second “for” of the verse (10b) introduces the first of the OT quotations, Deuteronomy
27:26, which is intended to prop up the allegation that “those who are of works of the law” (my
translation) are under a curse. In other words, the “law people” are cursed by none other than
the law itself, the very law to which they are unswervingly loyal and to which they look as the
paradigm of Jesus’ messiahship and God’s will for his covenant partners. One cannot help but
wonder if in nomenclature “those who are of works of the law” corresponds to similar phrases in
the Dead Sea Scrolls, namely, “the people of the community” (1QS 5:1) and “the people of the
law” (4QS 1:1). If so, the identity of the group is the more readily discernible: they are the
people devoted to the standards of the covenant.

Paul appeals to Deuteronomy 27:26: “Cursed is he who does not confirm the words of this law
by doing them” (NASB).20 In context, this passage, as all those quoted in vv. 10-13, is
concerned with fidelity to God’s covenant as opposed to idolatry and apostasy (see Garlington,
“Role Reversal,” 95-106; Wisdom, Blessing, 43-62, 154-82). Paul cites an adapted version of
the LXX, according to which, the operative word of the verse is “remain,” i.e., in the law, as
complemented by “do” (the latter is parallel to and defined by the former). The Hebrew,
however, as reflected by NASB, reads “confirm the words of this law.” The Israelite was to
“uphold” or “support” “the words of this law,” which were given to regulate the relationship
between Yahweh and his people. In so doing, one would honor one’s prior faith-commitment to
Yahweh. The same note of allegiance to (or renewal of) the covenant is sounded in, e.g., 2
Kings 23:3, 24. By way of further illustration, 1 Samuel 15:11, 13; Jeremiah 35:15, 16 present
us with a study in contrast: as over against those who have broken faith with the Lord, there are
individuals who have “upheld” the Torah.

At heart, then, the point of Deuteronomy 27:26 is: “Cursed be anyone who is fundamentally
disloyal to the law—anyone who does not, by his actions, show that he is on the side of the law
and anxious to ‘make the law stand’” (Bligh, 257).

11 Having confronted his opponents with a text threatening apostasy with the wrath of God, in
v. 11, Paul turns to the other side of the coin, to a prophetic passage calling to mind Yahweh’s
vindication of his faithful people, who are “blessed” rather than “cursed.” Hab 2:4 is introduced
as providing the reason why it is obvious (dēlon) that “in the law no one is justified before God.”
“In the law” is the functional equivalent of “those who are of works of the law” in the previous
verse. Accordingly, for Paul it is evident that those who remain “in the law,” the Judaizers and
those like them, cannot be “justified before God,” simply because, in the words of Hab 2:4, “the
righteous shall live by faith,” the implication being that these people do not belong to the
company of the righteous who will live by virtue of their faith(fulness).

Hab 2:4 represents an outstanding instance of God’s intervention to save his people (his
“righteousness”). In context, the prophet is confronted with the impending invasion of the holy
land by the Chaldeans. The fact that a nation far more sinful than Israel should be the
instrument of her judgment occasions a crisis of faith on Habakkuk’s part. In the face of his
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pleas, God answers that in time he will punish the Chaldeans for their iniquity. In the meantime,
however, the righteous of Israel will “live,” i.e., by their fidelity to the covenant they will survive
the enemy invasion and return to their own land.

Such is the original meaning of “the righteous will live by his faith(fulness).” The focus is not on
how one becomes righteous; but rather, the righteousness of the covenant is presupposed. And
Yahweh’s assurance to the prophet is just that the righteous person will live through the
judgment and ultimately be vindicated (“justified”) by his faith(fulness). The basic and really
simple point, then, is that in the original setting it is the faith(fulness) of the righteous Israelite
which will ensure his deliverance: when the judgment falls, it is reliance on the Lord himself
which will see him through.

Again, Paul quite consciously draws on a passage from the Jewish Scriptures which speaks
directly to the issue of perseverance versus apostasy. In this particular case, he chooses one
which has as its life setting a crisis of faith in the history of Israel. As was to become the order
of the day during the Greek and Roman periods, the preexilic people of God are forced to
decide for Yahweh, despite a pagan presence pummeling them with brute violence. In view of
such a daunting prospect, Habakkuk ponders the question later to be raised by Jewish
Apocalyptic: Is Yahweh able to deliver his people and bring just retribution on their enemies?
The answer is that in spite of all, those who continue to trust in him will, by virtue of that
faith(fulness), survive the devastation. Accordingly, the return of the faithful remnant to the land
will be their “justification,” i.e., their vindication as the righteous people of God.

12 Here Paul returns to the books of Moses, again to shore up a thesis. This time the thesis is:
“the law is not of faith” (literal translation); rather “the one who does them will live in them”
(literal translation). The link with Hab 2:4 is provided by “life,” as signaled by “will live” in both
verses. The choice of words, “the law is not of faith,” is certainly terse, but is explicable given
Paul’s propensity for prepositions of origin (“from”) and sphere (“in”) (ek and en). To say that
the law is “not of faith” is to affirm that the law and faith belong to distinctly different historical
realms: the former does not occupy the same turf in the salvation-historical continuum as the
latter.

The two components of Leviticus 18:5 are “do” and “live.” “Do” is clarified by the immediate
context, inasmuch as it stands in parallel to “keeping” the commandments and “walking” in
them. The point is hardly that of earning anything (with the unspoken assumption that no one
actually can earn life by keeping the law). It is, instead, perseverance in the standards set by
Yahweh’s covenant, as opposed to giving heed to the “statutes” of the Egyptians and the
Canaanites. When one “does” the law, one acknowledges that Yahweh is one’s God and that
his will alone determines the norms of covenantal life, in contrast to the licentious deities of the
outside world, who permit the “abominations” prohibited by Leviticus 18:6-30. To “do the law,” in
short, is to be “obedient,” i.e., to remain faithful to the God who called his people out of
bondage.

“Live” is likewise qualified by the covenant setting. On this basis, it is arguable that the life in
question is not eschatological or eternal as such. On one level, the life of Leviticus 18:5 is
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physical and earthly, even though such a life is a happy one, in which a person enjoys God’s
bounty of health, children, friends and prosperity (cf. Lev 26:3-13; Deut 28:1-14; 30:11-20; Neh
9:29; Ezek 20:11). Indeed, “live” does mean primarily “to go on living” in the land, especially in
view of Ezekiel 20, the first “commentary” on Leviticus 18:5. Even so, we must reckon with the
fact that in certain strands of Jewish interpretation the eschatological dimension is very much
present. For example, the Qumran Manual of Discipline (1QS 4:6-8) makes “everlasting
blessing and eternal joy in life without end” the extension of “long life” and “fruitfulness” here
and now (cf. Dan 12:2; Wis 2:23 [passim]; 2 Macc 7:9; 4 Macc 15:3; 17:12). Conversely,
reserved for those who follow “the spirit of falsehood” (the apostates) are a multitude of plagues
now and “everlasting damnation,” “eternal torment” and “endless disgrace” hereafter (1QS 4:12-
14). Likewise, Targum Pseudo-Jonathan and Targum Onqelos to Leviticus 18:5 both posit
everlasting life as the reward of doing the Torah (cf. Luke 10:25). Indeed, such an
eschatological slant on the life of Leviticus 18:5 would have played readily into Paul’s hands, as
he transposes the life of the Torah into eternal life in Christ. It is on this note that Galatians
virtually commences (1:2): Jesus’ resurrection inaugurates the eternal messianic age,
corresponding, as it does, to the oracles concerning the captivity and restoration of Israel, the
nation’s own death and resurrection (e.g., Isa 26:19; Ezek 37:1-14; Hos 6:1-2).

In brief, Leviticus 18:5 is the OT’s classic statement of “covenantal nomism.” The verse is “a
typical expression of what Israel saw as its obligation and promise under the covenant;” it is an
expression of how first-century Jews would have understood righteousness, i.e., “life within the
covenant, ‘covenantal nomism,’ the pattern of religion and life which marked out the righteous,
the people of the covenant” (Dunn, Romans, 2.601). Therefore, one continues to live within the
covenant relationship by compliance with its terms, i.e., by “doing the law” or perseverance. It is
life as the outcome of law observance which doubtlessly gave rise to the expressions “the law
of life” (Sir 17:11; 45:5) and “the commandments of life” (Bar 3:9; 4:1; cf. Pss. Sol. 14:2; 1QS
4:6-8; Ep. Arist. 127; 4 Ezra 14:30; Philo, Cong. 86-87). These commandments are no less
than the very embodiment of Israel’s wisdom: “All who hold her fast will live, and those who
forsake her will die” (Bar 4:1).

Virtually every commentator recognizes that Paul, in some way or the other, plays off believing
and doing in v. 12. But in what sense are the two set in opposition? The majority of scholars
assume that they are mutually exclusive by the nature of the case: “faith” by definition excludes
“works,” and vice versa. However, in historical perspective, any dichotomy between believing
and doing in the Jewish schema is simply off base: Judaism was and is as much a “faith
system” as Christianity. The inseparability of faith and obedience in the Hebrew Bible is still
intact, but in Paul both have been refocused on Jesus, the crucified Messiah.

It is true that v. 12 poses a problem for this reading. Its proposition, “the law is not of faith,” is
buttressed by the words of Leviticus 18:5: “the one who does them will live in them.” On the
usual interpretation, Paul is taken to mean that “the law has nothing to do with faith” in this
sense: whereas the law required performance, the gospel enjoins only faith. As the argument
goes, anyone who would be justified “on the basis of works” must reckon seriously with what
the Torah itself says: “the one who does them will live in them.” However, this more or less

99



traditional interpretation falters for two reasons. (1) “Doing the law,” according to the context of
Leviticus 18:5, is not “performance” but the exercise of faith within the parameters of the
covenant. (2) Neither the OT nor later Jewish theology recognizes a distinction between doing
and believing: they are the two sides of the same coin (see Yinger, Paul, 19-140).

Therefore, the resolution of the problem must be sought along the lines of the historical
character of Paul’s argument. His is not a topical discussion of faith and works, but an epochal
delineation of the respective places of law and faith in salvation history. We are to think of two
historical eras, meaning that the law, the period of the “disciplinarian” cannot arise “from faith”
(ek pisteōs), the period of maturity (3:23-25), simply because of the chronological impossibility
of the procedure (again, 3:1-5). Even if, for the sake of argument, “of faith” encapsulates a
“faith-principle,” the faith in question is specifically “faith in Jesus Christ” (2:16) and “the faith”
which have now come to displace the era of the “disciplinarian” (3:23-25), which possessed its
own kind of “faith-principle.” Still, What is the precise relationship of the two clauses of v. 12?

If our analysis is correct that the law and (Christian) faith belong to distinct historical eras, then
we may answer by paraphrasing v. 12: “the law and faith may occupy separate historical
compartments (“the law is not of faith”), nevertheless (all’ [cf. 2:3]), the Torah’s own standard of
fidelity remains intact” (“the one who does them will live in them”). Now, however, the call for
faithfulness has been projected into the present eschatological context, whereby “doing the law”
is redefined as faith(fulness) directed to the Christ of Paul’s gospel. As regards the Judaizers,
this principle of life as a result of adherence to the Torah does not apply, because they have
failed to observe the law in its overall salvific design, i.e., to lead Israel to Christ (3:23-25). In
short, they live in the wrong age and will not relinquish the law in favor of a law-free gospel as
procured by the death of the Messiah “on the tree.” Herein resides their apostasy.

13 Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law. The verb “redeemed” (exagorazō) is chosen
because of its biblical associations with the liberation of slaves. Two acts of liberation in the OT
particularly stand out. One is the exodus from Egypt, “the house of bondage.” The other is new
exodus from Babylon, as anticipated by the Prophets. The typological potential of this concept,
of course, is exploited by the NT generally and not least by Paul.

However, in Galatians, Paul is driving at something very specific, namely, the “new bondage”
is that of the Torah. The motif emerges clearly enough from the ensuing train of thought: (1)
3:23-25 likens life under the law to the constraints imposed by a “disciplinarian;” (2) 4:4 has in
view the redemption of “those under the law,” an especially novel idea, since, in historical
perspective, “those under the law” would have been free from (Egyptian) bondage by the nature
of the case (cf. John 8:33); (3) 4:8-9 equates devotion to the Sinai covenant with the bondage
of pagan idolatry. The Messiah is treated by Israel as an outcast and thus brings the curses of
Deuteronomy to a climax; but in the process, he liberates his new people from the “bondage”
which still curses the Judaizers and potentially their admirers. In particular, it is Jewish
Christians who have been redeemed. But if Jewish believers had to be redeemed from the law,
then Gentiles must not be brought under it either, otherwise the death of Christ was for nothing.

In supporting his proposition, Paul cites a final text, Deuteronomy 21:23. According to that

100



passage, the curse is the death penalty meted out to the reprobate son, who would not “obey
the voice of his parents.” Deuteronomy 21 is composed of a set of disparate laws relating to
murder, war and family affairs. While there appears to be no unifying element to the chapter as
such, vv. 18-23 form a fairly well-defined pericope: the death of the son (vv. 18-21) and his
subsequent treatment (vv. 22-23).

That the son is “stubborn” and “rebellious” is instructive in itself, because these are terms
characteristic of Israel’s resistance of and apostasy from Yahweh’s lordship in the wilderness
and afterwards. Thus, while the son’s behavior was in the first instance confined to a
household, its implicit threat would be against the security and continuity of the covenant
community at large. His deportment is all the more grievous because of its specific nature, i.e.,
disobedience to parents, which, according to Deuteronomy 27:16, ipso facto incurs Yahweh’s
curse. He is further characterized as “a glutton and a drunkard,” an index to the kind of life led
by one who has rejected not only his parents but Yahweh as his God (cf. Prov 23:20). In light of
Matthew 11:19; Luke 7:34, “glutton and drunkard” may have become a stereotyped idiom for
“apostate” by the first century. But be that as it may, “glutton and drunkard” is juxtaposed to
“obey,” which throughout the OT and Jewish literature uniformly signals covenant fidelity.

After the evil had been purged from Israel by the death of this man (v. 21), the corpse was to
be hanged on a tree or wooden post as an example to others (cf. Num 25:4; Josh 10:26-27; 2
Sam 21:6-9). This is not crucifixion as such, simply because the person was affixed to the tree
after death. Moreover, the body was to be buried on the same day as the capital punishment,
not left to suffer the further degradation of being consumed by scavengers. Even so, the
hanged man was nothing less than the “curse” or “repudiation” of God, whose severity of
punishment was reserved for individuals who had cursed God and in turn must incur his curse
(cf. Job 2:9). The issue was not that of infringing this or that peculiarity of the Torah, but rather
the repudiation of Yahweh himself, along with his chosen people. This is why the hanged man
suffered a formal and terminal separation from the community of God’s people.

It is in just this role that Paul casts Christ. Here is the ultimate role reversal—the cursing of the
Messiah by the Torah (see further Morland, Rhetoric, 182-233; McLean, Christ, 113-40). By
definition, the Davidic king was the representative of Yahweh and the embodiment of his
righteousness. Yet as startling as it must have been, Paul consigns his Messiah to the curse
which befell the apostate of Deuteronomy 21:23. The Messiah is treated by Israel as an outcast
and thus brings the curses of Deuteronomy to a climax; but in the process, he liberates his new
people from the “bondage” which still curses the Judaizers.21 In his own words in 2 Corinthians
5:21: “He made Him who knew no sin to be sin on our behalf, so that we might become the
righteousness of God in Him” (NASB).

In summarizing the significance of Galatians 3:10-13, the key to its meaning resides in the
phenomenon of role reversal, whereby, in light of the Christ-event and the presence of the
eschatological Spirit, fidelity to the God of Israel has been redefined. At one time, to cling
tenaciously to the law was the indispensable element of fidelity to God. However, given that
Jesus the Messiah, for Paul, has abrogated the Torah, and considering that the Galatian
believers received the Spirit by “the hearing of faith,” not “works of the law,” Zealot-like devotion
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to the law is now considered by the apostle to be the sin of sins—apostasy, consisting in
infidelity to the salvific plan of God for “the ends of the ages” (1 Cor 10:11).

The passage contains two pivotal words: “life” and “curse.” “Life” is the reward of the righteous
Israelite’s faith(fulness). In the first instance, this life is continued blessing in the land, including
health, prosperity, family and friends, etc. In the larger perspective, however, life is expanded to
include “eternal life,” particularly as Paul regards “life” to be the extension to others of the
resurrection life of Christ. Correspondingly, “curse” is to be defined as the death penalty
reserved for the renegade to the covenant. Such a one was not permitted to live in the land, the
place of God’s blessing, and could not, therefore, attain to the life of the age to come.

The curse was, most pointedly, “the curse of the law,” i.e., “the curse of the Law is the curse
which the Law brings and which, in this sense, the Law itself is” (Betz, 149). Both life and
cursing (death) combine to form a complex whole, and both carry clear covenantal overtones:
“‘life’ is the chief blessing of the covenant, as death is its chief curse” (Wright, Climax, 149).
Both are developed with respect to the opponents in Galatia: they must bear the curse of
exclusion from the bliss of the age to come.

As regards Paul’s invocation of the cursing passages in particular, Deuteronomy 21:23; 27:26
correspond to his own curse of Galatians 1:8-9, which could be rendered: “Cursed be any man
who is fundamentally disloyal to the gospel” (Bligh, 257). There is, one might say, not only “the
curse of the law,” but as well “the curse of the gospel,” a curse pronounced against those who
would revert to the law. So ironically, the curse of the gospel is the eschatological curse of the
law imposed on those who prefer it over the Christ of Paul’s proclamation. But the Judaizers
are not only cursed by Paul’s gospel as apostates, they are, as it were, “ministers of sin” (2:17).
They not only reject this gospel, but actively promote defection from it to their “other gospel.”
They, in other words, are in the same class as an angel who might conceivably preach such a
gospel and who are for that reason anathema.

It is just role reversal resulting from the eschatological situation which opens an avenue of
understanding to the problem posed as early on as Luther, i.e., whereas Galatians 3:10a
pronounces a curse upon anyone who would attempt to live by the Torah, the biblical text to
which Paul appeals, Deuteronomy 27:26, affirms just the opposite: the curse falls not on those
who do the Law, but on those who fail to do it (Gal 3:10b). My explanation is that there is an
irony involved in Paul’s assertion and its biblical support. That is to say, in their very keeping of
the law the opponents have not kept it, because they have not “upheld” it in its eschatological
design to point Israel to Jesus of Nazareth as the one who has done away with the barriers of
separation between nations. Their “infidelity” thus consists in their retention of a Torah which
ipso facto was nationalistically restrictive.

To state it yet another way, it is because the opponents retain their identity as Jews of the
Mosaic stripe that they have failed to “do the law;” it is because they are “in the law” and “of
works of the law” that they are condemned by the Torah’s curse. Therefore, given Paul’s set of
assumptions, Deuteronomy 27:26 can be placed in service because doing the law is now
tantamount to not doing the law. Since the turning of the ages, to live by the law is a failure to

102



keep the law! In a word, the opponents are apostates in a newly (re)defined eschatological
sense.

14 Verse 14 contains two purpose clauses, both stemming from the proposition that Christ
redeemed us from the curse of the law. With these two purpose clauses Paul summarizes the
argument of 3:1-5 and 3:6-23 in reverse order.

If Christ redeemed “us,” i.e., Jewish believers, from the curse of the law (v. 13), it was in order
that such a blessing “might come to the Gentiles in Christ Jesus.” In so saying, Paul concedes
that those Jews who now believe in Christ the Messiah were at one time in an apostate
condition before God, as born into the world in Adam without the presence of the indwelling
Spirit. The law’s curse thus threatened them with death (exile). Historically, because of their
privileged position in salvation history, it was necessary that believers among the ancient
people be redeemed first in order that the benefits of Christ’s work might be extended to the
nations. This is in accordance with the prophetic outlook for the restoration of Israel and the
inclusion of the Gentiles into the kingdom of God (cf. Rom 1:16; Acts 13:46a). And if Jews
needed to be liberated from the law’s curse, then the Gentile Galatians certainly should resist
the pressure to be brought under it!

Longenecker observes that “to the Gentiles” receives the emphasis in Paul’s sentence,
because the inclusion of the Gentiles is the chief point of the Galatian letter. Furthermore, “in
Christ Jesus” is Paul’s whole gospel in a nutshell, which is not so much argued as
presupposed. “Positively,” he continues, “‘being in Christ’ is the connection between Abraham
and Gentile Christians; conversely, it is the reality that absolutely negates the Judaizers’
attempt to relate Gentile Christians to Abraham by means of Torah observance” (Longenecker,
123).22

“The blessing of Abraham,” as stated previously, is that of sonship to God through Christ by
virtue of the gift of the Spirit as the believer is now identified as the true seed of Abraham. The
phrase is drawn from Genesis 28:3-4. This blessing is theirs “in Christ Jesus.” This is not a
proposition the Judaizers would have denied as such; but for them Christ was the servant of the
Torah and could not possibly bring the blessing of Abraham to the nations apart from the yoke
of the law. For them the blessing could come only through the law as ministered by the Christ.

The second part of the parallelism, introduced by the second purpose clause, states the same
objective in different words: “the blessing of Abraham” is rephrased as “the promise of the
Spirit.” As Ridderbos comments, “The gift of the Spirit is now designated as the content of the
promise to Abraham. It is the guarantee or pledge of the perfected redemption which Abraham
was promised” (Ridderbos, 128).

That the Spirit was indeed promised is evident from Isaiah 4:2-6; 11:1-2; 32:15; 42:1; 44:3;
61:1; 63:11; Ezekiel 36:26-27; 37:14; 39:29; Joel 2:28-29; cf. Acts 1:4; 2:14- 21, 33, 38;
Romans 5:5; Ephesians 1:13.23 The coming of the Spirit is the fulfillment of the long-awaited
hope for the age to come. This hope included the expectation that the Spirit would be poured
out “on all flesh,” so that his presence signals the arrival of the new age and, therefore, the
fulfillment of the Abrahamic blessing for all nations. Now that the Spirit has come, Paul can

103



make his presence tantamount to the blessing of Abraham for at least two reasons: (1) it is
none other than the Spirit, according to Galatians 4:5-7, who has secured our adoption as sons
and daughters to God, which is another way of saying that we are Abraham’s offspring; (2) the
reception of the Spirit is equivalent to our being reckoned righteous, as Abraham was (3:6 =
Gen 15:6). “How has God fulfilled the promise to Abraham? The answer is ‘through the Spirit.’
Through the Spirit Abraham has gained innumerable children among the Gentiles. The Gentiles
have become Abraham’s descendants through the Spirit which they have received on the basis
of faith of Jesus Christ in whom they believe” (Matera, 125).

It is “we,” Jew and Gentile, who have received the promise of the spirit. Dunn comments that
the first person plural confirms that Paul takes “all the nations” of v. 8 seriously—“not just Jews,
not just Gentiles, but all who have actually received the Spirit, Jews and Gentiles” (Dunn, 179).
The polemical edge of this is not to be missed. “The effect of Paul’s argument,” states Carter,
“again is to identify as righteous those Gentiles outside the law who have received the
eschatological Spirit, while his opponents, who adhere to the ethnic boundary of the law, are
placed under its curse” (Paul, 114).

All this is “through faith.” Again, the opponents would not have denied the necessity of faith in
Jesus the Messiah. But for Paul faith is always faith alone in Christ, a faith which bypasses the
Torah altogether. This well-known character of faith is implied by the presence of definite article
(literally “the faith”). Such faith is so axiomatic in Paul’s preaching that in 3:23 he can speak of
the coming of “the faith.”

Notes

13 Paul’s “curse” (anathema) is equivalent to the Heb. hērem, sacred cursing (e.g., Lev 27:28-
29; Deut 7:26; 30:7; Josh 6:17-18; 7:1, 11-13). From his perspective, those who “pervert the
gospel of Christ” (1:7) ought to receive the same treatment as that meted out to Christ by their
non-Christian Jewish compatriots. In their case, however, the curse is that of the new covenant.
Paul picks up on the language of the Torah, but his application is within the framework of his
gospel.

14 The necessity of Israel first being redeemed in order that Gentiles may share in blessing is
an established pattern in Paul’s background. In the prophets (and other sources), against the
dark background of Israel’s present plight—dispersion among the nations, oppression by
foreign powers, unfaithfulness to the covenant within Israel—a glorious future is depicted for
Israel “on that day.” Israel’s enemies will be overthrown (e.g., Isa 24:23; 29:8; Joel 3:9-21; Mic
4:11-13; Zech 14:12-15; Pss. Sol. 17:24, 32; 2 Apoc. Bar. 72:1-6), Jerusalem will be restored
and glorified (e.g., Isa 2:2-4/Mic 4:1-3; Isa 60:1-22; Jer 31:23, 38-40; Ezek 17:22-24, 40-48;
Zech 8:1-23; 14:10-11, 20-21; 1 Enoch 90:28-29; Jub. 1:15-17; Bar 5:1-4; 2 Apoc. Bar 4:2-4),
the scattered exiles will be gathered to Zion (e.g., Jer 31:1-25; Ezek 20:33-44; Isaiah 35; Zech
8:7-8, 20-23; Bar 4:36-37; 5:5-9; Pss. Sol. 11:1-3; 17:50; Jub. 1:15-17; Tg. Jer. 31:23; Tg. Isa.
4:3; 6:13), Yahweh and/or his anointed will be enthroned in universal sovereignty (e.g., Isa
24:23; 52:7; Ezek 17:22-24; 20:33, 40; 34:11-16, 23-31; 43:7; Mic 4:6-7; 5:2-4; Zech 14:8-11;
Jub. 1:28; Pss. Sol. 17:23-51), and his people will enjoy untold blessings (e.g. Isa 25:6-10a;
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30:23; 35:5-6; 61:6; Jer 31:12; Joel 2:26; Amos 9:13-15; 1 Enoch 90:32-38; Pss. Sol. 17:28-31;
Sib. Or. 111:702-9, 741-x60).

The Gentiles frequently appear in this picture. Sometimes their role is depicted in negative
terms: judgment by Yahweh and servitude to Israel (e.g., Isa 18:7; 60:1-22; 66:18-21; Hag 2:21-
22; Pss Sol. 17:32-34; 2 Apoc. Bar. 72:1-6; Tg. Isa. 25:6-10). But just as often, the Gentiles are
depicted positively as sharing with Israel in eschatological blessing. They forsake their false
gods and turn to Yahweh, they join in the eschatological procession to Zion, and they
participate in the final banquet (e.g., Isa 2:2-3/Mic 4:1- 2; Isa 25:6-10a; 56:6-8; Zech 8:20-23;
Tob 13:11; 1 Enoch 90:30, 33; Sib. Or. 111:710-23, 772-76; LXX Isa 54:15; LXX Amos 9:12).

This pattern of Israel’s redemption, as release from exile, and consequent Gentile salvation is
taken up by Wright, Climax, 137-56; Donaldson, “Curse.” Three elements are envisaged. (1)
The expectation of eschatological pilgrimage: Israel’s restoration leads to Gentile salvation. (2)
Christ as Israel’s representative undergoes the curses of the covenant (exile) and his
resurrection is Israel’s restoration; (3) The Gentile mission based on Christ’s work.

D. The Law and the Promise (3:15-18)

The argument of these verses is apparently intended to take up and answer a piece of logic on
the part of the opponents. That logic was to the effect that an earlier revelation is to be modified
by a later one (see Longenecker, xcv-xcvi). The Judaizers firmly believed in the promise to
Abraham and its ultimate realization. However, they likewise believed that the universality of the
Abrahamic covenant had to be qualified by the Torah and the necessity of Gentiles becoming
“honorary Jews” before they could lay claim to sonship to Abraham. Paul here argues the other
way around: it is the earlier revelation (covenant) that takes priority over the later. Once the
bond with the patriarch was set in place, it could not be effectively nullified by a subsequent
administration.

15 Paul still acknowledges the Christian character of his readers by addressing them as
“brothers.” He has not given up on them yet, even though they may be confused Christians. He
speaks to them “in a human manner” (kata anthrōpon [see also Rom 3:5; 6:19; 1 Cor 9:8]).
NASB renders: “I speak in terms of human relations,” while NIV has: “let me take an example
from everyday life.” The example cited from everyday life is that of a will or a covenant
(diathēkē). It is disputed whether the reference is to a last will and testament in the Greco-
Roman environment or to a Hebrew covenant made between human beings. On the one side,
Paul does argue pervasively from the OT; yet, on the other, he uses familiar Hellenistic legal
terms: “ratify” (kuroō), “nullify” (atheteō) and “add a codicil” (epidiatassomai). The problem with
the latter suggestion is that Greek and Roman law did make provision for a testament to be
changed at any time. This leads some scholars to suggest that the reference could be to a
Jewish institution called the mattenat bari, which could not be altered.

There are difficulties in both directions. But either way, his main point is clear enough: God
established his covenant with Abraham in an irrevocable manner, so it can never be annulled or
added to. Paul’s logic runs counter to that of the law teachers in Galatia, who were arguing
precisely that the Mosaic covenant had supplemented the first covenant with Abraham.
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16 Paul states what was obvious to any Jew: the promises were spoken to Abraham and his
seed. The word “promise” does not occur in Genesis, but the concept is implied in the Abraham
story. Dunn is right that “promise” summarizes the various passages where God says “I will
give” (Dunn, 183). “Promises” is in the plural because of the multifaceted dimension of what lay
in store for the patriarch. McKnight (168) lists eight separate promises: (1) offspring; (2)
blessing for Abraham; (3) a great name; (4) blessings or cursing, depending on how one
treated Abraham; (5) occupancy of the promised land; (6) blessing of Gentiles; (7) God being
God to his people; (8) kings descending from Abraham. To the list must be added the gift of the
Spirit. Since God fulfills his pledge through the operation of his Spirit, the promise of many
descendants is simultaneously the promise of the Spirit, who is the means by which sons of
Abraham would be created out of people who had been enslaved.

These promises did not terminate on Abraham alone, because his “seed” also were to inherit
everything assured to him in the covenant (Gen 12:7; 13:15; 15:18; 17:8; 24:7).24 Martyn calls
attention to the fact that Paul leaves out two of Genesis 17’s major motifs: God’s assurance that
Abraham and his seed with inherit the land of Canaan and the definition of the covenant as the
rite of circumcision to be observed in every generation. “For Paul God’s covenantal promise to
Abraham consists of only one thing, God’s assurance that he will one day bless the Gentiles in
Abraham (Martyn, 339). Martyn is correct that such a move was certain to have elicited sharp
criticism from the teachers.

Verse 16b plays on the singular “seed” as opposed to the plural “seeds:” “He does not say,
‘And to seeds,’ as referring to many, but rather to one, ‘And to your seed,’ that is, Christ”
(NASB). In a manner apparently unique to ancient Judaism, Paul identifies Abraham’s seed
with the Messiah. He is bold enough to claim that Christ was ultimately in view when God made
a covenant with Abraham. By virtue of the incarnation, Christ became the fulfillment of what
was promised to the patriarch. “Paul wanted to show that the greater fulfillment of the promise
is not biological but Christological” (George, 247). It is well-known that the Grk. word sperma
(Heb. zerah) is a collective noun and is rightly translated as “descendants” (the targums usually
render the Heb. “seed” by the Aramaic “sons”). For this reason, Paul has often been charged
with exegetical slight of hand when he plays on the singular of the term.

But several factors must be taken into account. For one, “seed,” in the first instance, did refer
to an individual, Isaac and thereafter to Abraham’s more remote descendants. It is thus
possible to draw a direct line from Isaac to Christ, the latter being the eschatological Isaac or
seed of Abraham. Second, Paul is simply pointing out that the singular word “seed,” rather than
“children” or “descendants,” etc., is appropriate because Israel had always believed that the
ultimate messianic blessing would come through a single individual. Third, it is precisely the
collective character of the noun that serves Paul’s purposes so well (cf. Rom 4:13-18).
Abraham’s seed is Christ; but not Christ as a private person, rather Christ as the representative
head of a people (cf. Rom 5:12-19).

V. 16 thus paves the way for vv. 26 and 29, where the apostle declares that all, Gentile as well
as Jew, are the sons of God and the seed of Abraham through faith in Christ Jesus. “The
intention is not to deny that Abraham’s seed is multitudinous in number, but to affirm that
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Christ’s preeminence as that ‘seed’ carries with it the implication that all ‘in Christ’ are equally
Abraham’s seed” (Dunn, 185). An important corollary is that “Christ is the ‘seed’ because, and
insofar as, the promised single family of Abraham is brought into being in and through him and
him alone. It therefore finds its identity in him. He is its incorporation” (Wright, Climax, 166). The
oneness of the seed, i.e., Christ, thus insures the oneness of the body of Christ, a oneness
which was in danger of being destroyed by the opponents in Galatia.

17 Paul’s point is that the law, which came so long after the Abrahamic covenant, does not
invalidate the promise.25 Since the covenant with Abraham is irrevocable, the law cannot
introduce any changes in God’s arrangement with the patriarch. Therefore, “the promise stands
firm and the mode of relating to God is faith rather than works of the law” (McKnight, 167). It
was necessary to insist on this because the Judaizers had qualified the former revelation to
Abraham in light of the later revelation to Moses, thereby constricting the promise to those who
submitted to circumcision and the Mosaic regulations. But the promise was that Abraham would
have a universal seed, and as long as the law stood, that promise was incapable of fulfillment.

For all practical purposes, then, Paul’s opponents had nullified the previously ratified covenant
by their demand of law observance on the part of the Gentiles. We recall as well that Jewish
tradition had Abraham keeping the law before its inception on Mt. Sinai (see above on 3:6). But
Paul, as Betz rightly notes, turns the traditional Jewish view upside down: “instead of attributing
to Abraham a foreknowledge of the Torah, Paul deprives the Sinai Torah of any significance”
(Betz, 159).

18 This contrary to fact conditional sentence is supportive of the previous statement, and in so
doing summarizes the argument of vv. 15-17. “Because the inheritance was something God
gave to Abraham by speaking a promise to him, the source of that inheritance cannot be the
later-arriving law” (Martyn, 342). Here Paul clearly sets promise over against law, i.e., the entire
Mosaic system. In light of v. 21a, the contrast cannot be absolute. Indeed, the giving of the law,
it could be argued, was to the ultimate end that the promise be realized (v. 19b). But the
Judaizers’ mistake was to retain the law after it had served its purpose and to make its
supposed eternity indispensable to receiving the inheritance. Apparently, they had made law
tantamount to promise. But Paul reasons the opposite way around: promise is prior to law and
supersedes it. The “inheritance” (klēronomia) is all of what was “graciously given” (kecharistai)
to Abraham (see on v. 16), centering on an innumerable seed, including uncircumcised
Gentiles, and the gift of the Spirit (“In a word, the inheritance is the church-creating Spirit of
Christ” [Martyn, 343]).

E. Why the Law? (3:19-25)

So far, Paul has given strong reasons for the Galatians to resist the pressure to submit to the
law. But in this case, why was the law given at all? The Judaizers probably reasoned that Paul
has proven too much. From their vantage point, it would have appeared as if Paul was denying
that the law had any purpose at all and indeed was asserting that the law was actually contrary
to the realization of the promise to Abraham. Paul thus counters their objections by arguing that
the Torah had a very definite, though limited, place in the salvation-historical purposes of God.
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19 From the foregoing discussion arises the inevitable question, “Why then the law?” Paul’s
answer is: “It was added because of transgressions until the Seed to whom the promise
referred had come.” The disputed part of the verse is the statement that the law was added
“because of transgressions.” This has been understood variously: (1) to restrain transgressions;
(2) to multiply transgressions or increase the awareness of sins, thus showing humanity its
need of a savior (Rom 3:20; 4:15; 5:20); (3) to turn sin into transgression, i.e., the law makes it
clear that every sin is a sin against God; (4) positively, to provide a way of dealing with
transgressions, namely, in the sacrificial system.

All in all, the most satisfactory interpretation is the one which best comports with the words
“until the seed should come” and with the proposition of v. 24 that the law was a disciplinarian
to bring Israel to Christ. John Brown puts his finger on the issue by remarking that the law was
given because of Israel’s propensity to idolatry. The Torah was thus “an order of things
admirably adapted to preserve them a distinct and peculiar people.” The effect of placing the
people under the law was “to preserve the revelation of mercy through the Messiah, of which
they were the depositaries…” (Brown, 150).

Paul, therefore, views the law christologically and eschatologically, designed to restrain the
idolatry of Israel until such time as the seed, i.e., Christ, should appear. Perhaps “trespasses”
was chosen instead of “sins” because of the former word’s association with the fall of Adam,
which was tantamount to an act of idolatry (Rom 5:14, 15, 16, 17, 18). Over against his
opponents, who held to the eternity of the law (cf., e.g., 2 Apoc. Bar. 4:1; 1 Enoch 99:2; Wis
18:4; Jub. 1:27; 3:31; 6:17; Josephus, Ag. Ap. 2.277; Philo, Vit. Mos. 2.14), for Paul the law had
a beginning (“was added”) and an end (“until the seed should come”). The law was an
important parenthesis between the Abrahamic covenant and the fulfillment of the promises to
Abraham in Christ—but a parenthesis nonetheless, a temporary means of God’s dealings with
the chosen people.

The law was ordained through angels by the hand of an intermediary. That angels were
involved in the giving of the law is evident from the LXX of Deuteronomy 32:2, along with Psalm
68:17 (see also Acts 7:38, 53; Heb 2:2; Jub. 1:29-2:1; Josephus, Ant. 15:136; Philo, Som.
1.143). The intermediary is, no doubt, Moses, through whose instrumentality the law was
ordained (Lev 26:46). The combination of angels and Moses the mediator suggests there is a
deliberate contrast with both the Abrahamic covenant, which was spoken by God himself, and
the new covenant, which, if we may draw upon Heb 1:2; 2:b, was communicated directly in the
Son of God. The Torah, on the other hand, was not given by the one God directly but only
through subordinate angelic beings (Betz, 168, 169-70).

Without denigrating the law as such, Paul nonetheless implies that the Mosaic economy is
inferior to that of the “administration suitable to the fullness of the times” in Christ (Eph 1:10
[NASB]). “The law is not on the same par with the covenant of promise not only because it was
chronologically limited but also because it was handed down by angels with a man acting as a
go-between” (George, 256).

20 This is probably the most difficult sentence in the letter to interpret. Paul writes literally: “the
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mediator is not of one, but God is one.” Commentators tend to reason in terms of the notion of
a mediator generally. That is to say, a mediator entails at least one other individual than the
principal parties of an agreement. It is thought that this argues for the inferiority of the law to the
Abrahamic promise (as fulfilled in the new covenant), because the issue is one of immediacy
and intimacy, lacking in the former and present in the latter.

The problem with this approach is that it fails to perceive the specific point at which Paul is
driving. Rather than a mediator, Paul has in mind the mediator of the old covenant—Moses (v.
19). Once this is understood, the problems of v. 20 mainly disappear. As Wright calls to mind,
throughout this context, Paul places a premium on the unity of the one family of God (Climax,
163-64). Thus, “one” refers to the unified people as now comprised of all nations; and it is for
this reason that Moses the mediator cannot be “of one” or “belong to one” simply because he
mediated on behalf of Israel alone, excluding the nations.26 Moses, therefore, represents a
people separated to itself (Num 23:9) rather than one united with the rest of humanity in Christ.

Over against the division implied by the mediatorship of Moses, Paul places the oneness or
the unity of God, no doubt alluding to the Shema of Deuteronomy 6:4 (as he does in Rom 3:30
and 1 Cor 8:6). The theological impact of the contrast is easy enough to understand. Reading
Galatians 3:20 similarly to Romans 3:30, Wright’s conclusion follows inevitably: “Monotheism
demands as its corollary a single united family; the Torah, unable to produce this, cannot
therefore be the final and permanent expression of the will of the One God” (Climax, 170).
Consequently, “Paul is saying that Moses, to whom the Galatians are being tempted to look for
membership in the true people of God, is not the one through whom that single family is
brought about” (ibid., 169).

It must have appeared to his antagonists that Paul’s preaching actually repudiated the Shema,
just because this confession of the pious Israelite articulated loyalty to the true God as opposed
to the idolatry of the nations. To the Jewish mind, to do away with the law was ipso facto to
deny the oneness of Israel’s God and open the floodgates to all sorts of pagan corruptions (Ep.
Arist. 139-42). But Paul reasons the other way around: the law represents a fracturing of the
human race and must go in order to restore the original unity of mankind (cf. Eph 2:11-22). The
gospel, therefore, preserves the unity of God as surely as the Torah but has the incalculable
added benefit of bringing the nations together.

21 In view of such an apparently negative appraisal of the law, i.e., negative to Paul’s
opponents and possibly the Galatians, another question arises, “Is the law against the promises
of God?” The question is natural enough given that Paul has just stated that the law lacks the
intimacy and immediacy of the Abrahamic covenant. Paul’s reply is the familiar “Absolutely not!”
He denies the antithesis that many would infer from the previous verse by stating: “For if a law
had been given that could impart life, then righteousness would certainly have come by the
law.”

In denying that the law could impart life, Paul apparently drives wedge between the Jewish
association of life and Torah (Lev 18:5; Deut 6:24; Prov 3:1-2; 6:23; Sir 17:11 [“the law of life”];
Bar 3:9; 4:1; Pss. Sol. 14:2). As Dunn observes, the solution is to be found in the verb “impart
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life” (zōopoieō) (literally “make alive”). The verb almost always describes a work exclusive to
God or his Spirit (2 Kgs 5:7; Neh 9:6; Job 36:6; Ps 71:20; John 6:21, 63; Rom 4:17; 8:11; 1 Cor
15:22, 45; 2 Cor 3:6; 1 Pet 3:8). The point is, then, that it was not the law’s function to “make
alive,” because that is a power only God can exercise. “The implication is clear: to exalt the law,
in effect, to the status of an angelic power, as though it could fulfil the divine role of making
alive, is a mistake. That is not the role intended for the law by God” (Dunn, 193). Paul will argue
in vv. 23-25 that the law’s intention was bring Israel to Christ and to that whole state of affairs
he elsewhere denominates a “new creation” (2 Cor 5:17). Therefore, the law itself can never
make alive but only point to the life-giver, the one who is our righteousness (Isa 61:10; Jer 23:6;
33:16; 2 Cor 5:21).

If God had thus intended the role of the law, then “righteousness would certainly have come by
the law.” “Righteousness” is one’s standing within the covenant, including a commitment to its
obligations, a reality made possible by the life-giving work of the Spirit of God. Such standing in
God’s new covenant could not possibly come by the law, because, according to v. 12, “the law
is not of faith,” i.e., the law and Christian faith belong to completely separate historical eras and
the law was never designed to take the place assigned to the Spirit.

Again, Paul evokes the eschatological dimension of the law, implying that his detractors in
Galatia have aligned themselves with the wrong age. For this reason, “The mistake of Paul’s
Jewish-Christian opponents was to assume in effect that righteousness, acceptance by God
and sustaining them within the relationship with God, came ‘from the law’ rather than from the
life-giving Spirit” (Dunn, 193-94). In spite of what they might have claimed, the errorists made
the law usurp the place of the Spirit in the long-term purposes of God.

22 Rather than there being a law which is able to make alive, “the Scripture” (hē graphē) has
shut up all things under sin. Paul’s verb “shut up” (NASB) (sugkleiō) means to confine, imprison
or lock up. In light of the following verse, which assigns a confining function to the law, “the
Scripture” is probably best taken as a synonym for “the law.” The law’s role, therefore, was one
of imprisoning the creation (“all things”) under the power of sin so that the promise might be
given solely by faith in Christ (cf. Rom 11:32). As Witherington suggests, it is possible to take
this statement apocalyptically. “Paul would mean that all of the created order including humans
was under the power of sin and feeling the effects of the fall” (Witherington, 260). In other
words, “the Scripture” “brought about a knowledge of sin, perhaps even an intensified
knowledge by actually increasing sin, and it brought condemnation by bringing all humanity
under its curse” (Longenecker, 145).

Various commentators propose that Paul has in view the knowledge of sin that is revealed or
at least intensified by the law, as though such knowledge was lacking beforehand. However,
the plain meaning of the text is that “the Scripture” plays a confining, not revelatory, role. That is
to say, its function was to detain the old creation, of which Israel was part and parcel, in a state
of condemnation until such time as God would deal with sin in Christ. Bluntly put, the law itself
provided no way out of the human predicament and no ultimate salvation. Its design was but to
pave the way for the one who make an end of sin. The equivalent thought is expressed in
Romans 3:25: sin was not finally atoned for until the display of God’s righteousness by means
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of the blood of Christ. Paul thus views the period of the law as one of confinement (bondage)
under the power of sin (cf. Rom 3:9), awaiting the liberation of the people of God which was to
take place when the promise was given by faith (cf. again v. 19, according to which the law was
added to provide a hedge for idolatrous Israel).

Ebeling has captured the polemical character of Paul’s thought. The Torah is for Israel a
protective fence. It prevents contact with everything unclean, which is kept outside, and it
restrains the desire to break out and overstep the boundaries. Paul, then, takes a polemical
stance toward this image of the Torah as a beneficent fence by radicalizing it and transforming
it into its opposite. The law is no longer a protective fence but a prison from which there is no
escape. The law has the function of a prison guard who makes those who live in the custody of
sin fully aware of where they are: it watches over those imprisoned in sin and keeps them in
custody (Ebeling, 194).

23 Verse 23 continues and amplifies the thought of the previous verse. If v. 22 stated that “the
Scripture” shut up all things under the power of sin, the present verse maintains that the law
placed Israel under protective custody—“Israel like a city garrisoned by the law within a larger
territory ruled by sin” (Dunn, 197). This culmination of Israel’s history has come to fruition in
Paul and other Jewish Christians (“we”). In him and those like him the law has achieved its
overall redemptive-historical function.27 This custodianship was in effect until the coming of “the
faith.” The reference is to the faith just mentioned in v. 22, i.e., belief in Christ. The law,
therefore, has a termination point once it has served its purpose of pointing Israel to Christ.
Underlying Paul’s thought is the apocalyptic conception of the two ages (cf. 1:4), as indicated
by the verbs “coming” and “to be revealed.”

24-25 Paul draws a conclusion from vv. 22 and 23: the law was a disciplinarian whose
activities had Christ in view. In so doing, he draws on an institution well-known in the Greco-
Roman world, namely, the office of the “pedagogue” (paidagōgos). (See Witherington, 262-67;
Longenecker, 146-48; Lull, “Pedagogue;” Gordon, “PAIDAGOGOS.”). This “disciplinarian” or
“custodian” was a slave who had charge of a young boy, at least into late adolescence. He was
not so much a teacher as one who led a youth to and from school and saw to his care,
protection and discipline. For many youths, their experience of the pedagogue could be
decidedly unpleasant, and most were probably glad to be rid of their taskmasters.
Nevertheless, the pedagogue did serve a useful purpose, and by drawing on the imagery of the
disciplinarian, Paul casts the law in just this light (see Dunn, 199).

Paul is careful to specify that the law acted in this disciplinary capacity until Christ appeared
(eis Christon), and once he does, it passes off the scene. In the words of Romans 10:4, Christ
is the end of the law. The apostle once more denies the eternity of the Torah. The ultimate aim
of the law’s tutelage was that we might be justified by (from) faith. The law could not achieve
this end; “it was only a holding operation until the conditions typified in the case of Abraham
(promise before law) could be realized in eschatological fulness with the coming of Christ”
(Dunn, 199). In writing of the law as “our custodian” that “we” might be justified by faith in Christ,
Paul still thinks in terms of his own coming to Christ. In him and other like-minded Jewish
believers the law has achieved its goal.
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Verse 25 states the reality that now obtains for the people of God since the coming of Christ:
“Now that faith has come, we are no longer under the supervision of the law.” “Here Paul
delivers the coup de grâce to the Judaizers’ argument for Gentile Christians to live a lifestyle
governed by the Mosaic law” (Longenecker, 149). By “faith” is meant trust in Jesus Christ apart
from the necessity of law observance—faith alone.

F. The Sons of God and the Seed of Abraham (3:26-29)

Paul has now clarified the role of the law: its purpose was to act as a fence around and a
guardian over Israel until the coming of Christ. Its passing away in the fullness of time now
signifies that all the Galatians are God’s sons because the Torah no longer poses a barrier
between Jew and Gentile. With law observance no longer a necessity, every believer in Christ
is the seed of Abraham and an heir according to promise.

26 The conjunction “for” that begins v. 26 indicates that the following assertion is as much the
basis of the argument just completed as its conclusion (Dunn, 201). That is to say, universal
sonship to God was the object in view as Paul penned the words of vv. 21-25. The fact that
sonship is no longer restricted to Israel is proof positive that the law has passed off the scene.
The phrase “sons of God” is a very familiar one from the OT and Jewish literature. In short,
Israel, and Israel only, was the son(s) of God (Exod 4:22-23; Deut 14:1; Isa 43:6; Jer 31:9; Hos
1:10; 11:1; Jub. 1:24-25; Sir 36:17; Wis 2:13-18; 5:5; 3

Macc 6:28; 4 Ezra 6:55-59; cf. Sir 4:10; 51:10; 2 Macc 7:34). Paul’s startling pronouncement,
then, is that “you all” (cf. Rom 1:7) are God’s sons (and daughters) simply by virtue of faith in
Christ. The Torah no longer plays a role in defining and delineating the family of God. Paul’s
repeated “faith in Christ Jesus” may seem redundant to modern readers, but the apostle will not
let go of this formula, because “As ‘faith’ has replaced the law as the distinctive mark of the
‘sons of God’, so ‘Christ Jesus’ has replaced ethnic Israel as the social context of this sonship”
(Dunn, 202).

27 Paul now explains how the Galatians became the sons of God, as indicated by the “for”
which begins the sentence. They were able to exercise faith in Christ and thus become God’s
children because of their baptism into Christ by the Holy Spirit. The phrase “baptized into
Christ” is a metaphor which originates with John the Baptist’s proclamation that the Coming
One would baptize in the Holy Spirit and fire (Matt 3:11). Jesus thereafter adapts the concept
by applying it to his death (Luke 12:49-50). Paul then uses it of the Spirit’s incorporation of
believers into Christ (Rom 6:3; 1 Cor 12:13; Col 2:12). Dunn explains that this metaphor is
drawn from the ritual act of baptism but is not identical with it. “We may assume that the two
moments (ritual act and metaphor) were regularly experienced as one—hence the vitality of the
metaphor, and the force of the subsequent theology of sacrament (a spiritual reality in, with and
under the physical action)” (Dunn, 203).

Paul once more appeals to his readers’ experience of the Spirit: if they became the sons of
God by virtue of Spirit-baptism (in the age of the Spirit [3:3)], it could not have been by “works
of the law,” and such works could never now define their relationship to and standing before
God.
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In the second clause the metaphor changes to that of putting on clothes. The notion of
changing clothes was familiar enough for taking on certain characteristics or virtues. But in
several passages in the OT the change of clothes stands for the experience of God’s salvation
(2 Chr 6:41; Job 29:14; Ps 132:16; Isa 52:1; 61:10; Zech 3:3-5), a meaning altogether pertinent
to the present context. Isaiah 52:1 and 61:10 are particularly striking because of the setting of
return from exile in this portion of the prophecy. Because of their endowment with the Spirit,
believers have been clothed with the “garments of salvation” and the “robe of righteousness”
(Isa 61:10); they have been delivered from the bondage of exile, as it were, and have entered
into the blessings of a new creation.

The verb “put on” (NIV: “have clothed yourselves”) “signifies an act of the will—a responding to
Christ and a commitment to Christ whereby the life and character (that is, the Spirit) of Jesus is
received (henceforth to be manifested in a new way of life), and whereby participation in the
kainē ktisis [new creation] (6.15), in the new humanity of Christ is granted (3.29)” (Dunn,
Baptism, 110). Paul thus calls to mind “the personality transformations which the coming of the
Spirit had wrought among the Galatians during his ministry” (Dunn, 205). Elsewhere in Paul
“put on” occurs in ethical contexts (Rom 13:14; Eph 4:24; Col 3:10) with a view to
eschatological completion (Rom 13:11-14; 2 Cor 5:3).

28 In a manner resembling 1 Corinthians 12:13, the great practical implication of baptism into
Christ is now drawn out; that is, the work of the Spirit has united all believers without distinction
in the body of Christ. Paul hereby breaks down the barriers that used to separate individuals
and groups. The most obvious divide was between Jew and Gentile (the two “old men” of Eph
2:15). To say “neither Jew nor Greek” means one faith in Christ characterizes both divisions of
humanity, without the law imposing between them to make them distinct from each other. From
now on, there is neither Jew nor Greek but the church of God (1 Cor 10:32). A second barrier
that existed in ancient society was that of slave and free, particularly as regards economic and
social status. Slaves, of course, were entirely at the disposal of their masters, and their lives
were not their own to do with as they pleased. But in Christ their lives have become meaningful
because they are hid with Christ in God (Col 3:3).

A third division was between male and female (a probable allusion to Gen 1:27). Before the
advent of Christianity women did not enjoy true equality in either Greco- Roman or Jewish
society (cf. Josephus, Ag. Ap. 2.24). But Paul’s statement is a declaration that in Christ they are
no longer disadvantaged or considered to be inferior in the sight of God, particularly as regards
circumcision. In this context, the phrase “neither male nor female” takes on a special
significance, precisely because women could not be circumcised. Circumcision was a sign of
the covenant of Israel and was only open to the male. According to Paul, then, the woman
comes into the covenant relation of God’s people through her own faith and is fully part of the
new covenant relationship with God, whereas under the Mosaic administration the free
circumcised male was the only full Israelite. It is against this background that we have to
understand “neither male nor female”

Paul’s choice of contrasts covers the full range of the most profound distinctions within human
society: racial/cultural, social/economic, sexual/gender. “Our saying assumes that these
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distinctions are not determinative of whether one can be in the people of God and what one’s
status will be once in the body of Christ. What ultimately matters in Paul’s view is not creation
but the new creation” (Witherington, 271). Paul’s language, as Dunn adds, “implies a radically
reshaped social world as viewed from a Christian perspective” (Dunn, 207). All such differences
have been forever banished, “for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” Without using the “body
language” of his other letters, Paul assumes that the Christian community is in fact one body
consisting of many members, all of whom are distinct but equal (Rom 12:4-5; 1 Cor 6:15-17;
10:17; 12:12-20; Col 3:15). Paul’s manifesto of equality in Christ stands in radical contrast to
the outlook of his adversaries, who, no doubt, would have endorsed all the distinctions which
the apostle repudiates.

29 This segment of the argument concludes with a recapitulating description of believers: all
who belong to Christ are the seed of Abraham and heirs in accordance with the promise made
to the patriarch. The identity of the seed of Abraham was of utmost importance to the
Judaizers, because “seed” was synonymous for the objects of God’s approval. For them, no
one could claim descent from the patriarch who was uncircumcised and non- observant with
regard to the Torah.

But Paul’s assessment of the seed was radically distinct from that of the other missionaries.
Being an heir of the promise (see above on v. 16) depended on being in Christ, the very Christ
who has obliterated the distinctions between Jew/Gentile, slave/free, male/female—a Christ
quite different to that of the opponents. All of the great blessings promised to the progenitor of
the Jewish nation are the possession of faith alone. For the Galatians, as Martyn comments,
there are no outstanding conditions to be met; their redemption consists of their already
belonging to Christ (Martyn, 377). Accordingly, “those believers in Galatia who had been told
that they could not share in the blessing of Abraham without sharing in Abraham’s seed by
means of circumcision could be reassured that their share in that inheritance was already
secure” (Dunn, 208).

Notes

28 The pairs of antitheses in 3:28—Jew/Gentile, slave/free, male/female—are rooted in the
covenant of circumcision, i.e., the Abrahamic covenant of Genesis 17:9-14, which precisely
makes such distinctions. The verse does not call for an absolute abolition of these distinctions
but only their irrelevance for entrance into the Christian community: full membership in the new
people hinge solely on faith in Christ. In this light, the antithesis male/female particularly stands
out. In response to the agitators’ insistence on the distinctions inherent in the covenant of
circumcision, Paul simply denies that these distinctions have any relevance for determining
entry into the Christian community. The people of the new age, therefore, attain to a unity that
was impossible under previous covenant relationships, even the Abrahamic.
16 Fee notes that from 3:2 onward “Spirit” (pneuma) occurs sixteen or seventeen times (3:2, 3, 5, 14; 4:6, 29; 5:5, 16, 17, 18, 22, 25; 6:1, 8) and “spiritual” (pneumatikoi)
once (6:1) (Presence, 369).
17 “The hearing of faith” (akoēs pisteōs) possibly echoes Isaiah 53:1: “Who has believed our report” (akoē)? If so, then the Gentile Galatians have in fact responded to
Isaiah’s “report” concerning the Servant of Yahweh.
18 In 3b, “now” (nun) in all probability, is to be construed with “having begun” rather than with what follows. The reason for thinking so is that “now” in Paul is
characteristically eschatological, signifying the onset of the new age (e.g., Rom 3:31; 5:10; 6:22; 7:6, 17; 8:1). Thus, the Galatians have begun now, in the era of the end-
time manifestation of God’s “grace” (5:5; cf. John 1:17).
19 In this letter, to be “under the curse” is synonymous with being in the old age. It is equivalent to “under sin” (3:22), “under law” (3:23), “under guardians and stewards”
(4:2) and “under the elementary matters of the world” (4:3).
20 As Paul quotes it, the LXX contains the adjective “all:” “Cursed is everyone who does not abide by all things written in the book of the law, to perform them” (NASB). If
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there is any emphasis on “all” (only in the LXX), it is qualitative, not quantitative. Israel was not free to pick and choose from the variety of the commandments: each one
had its peculiar importance. It is in this sense that Paul can write in Galatians 5:3 that everyone who receives circumcision is bound to keep the whole law. Comments
Witherington: “For Paul the Law is a package deal, and one cannot separate out one portion of its commandments from another. All must be obeyed if one is under the
Law” (Witherington, 353).
21 Given the background of covenant curse assumed by Paul, it is very plausible to think that Paul is claiming that “those of works of the law” are cursed like Israel, which
is still in exile, because they are not “in Christ,” who exhausted the curse and ushered in the age of blessing and restoration (Wright, Climax, 137-56).
22 In Galatians, “in Christ” occurs also in 1:22; 2:4, 17; 3:26, 28; 5:6, 10.
23 Promise is a leading motif in Galatians (3:16, 17, 18, 21, 22, 29; 4:23, 28).
24 As especially evident in the LXX, the terms “seed” and “covenant” are frequently correlated in Genesis 17:1-11.
25 The figure 430 is based on Exodus 12:40 (as is Josephus, Ant. 2.318). The number 400 in Genesis 15:13 and Acts 7:6 (Josephus, Ant. 2.204) is rounded.
26 “Of one” is tantamount to “belonging to one.” The same preposition “of” (ek) in 3:9-12 consistently designates those who trace their origin and identity to either the
period of the law or the period of faith. One may belong to one or the other, but not both at the same time. I have argued this is detail in a forthcoming article, “Paul’s
‘Partisan ek’ and the question of Justification in Galatians,” JBL, to appear in 2008.
27 Witherington rightly observes that we are to pay careful attention to the use of pronouns throughout Paul’s arguments in chaps. 3-4. “In the ‘we’ passages Paul is
describing the situation of those under the Law, namely Jews, which of course included Paul before his conversion to Christ. In the ‘you’ passages Paul is directly
addressing the Galatians, who were apparently overwhelmingly Gentile in terms of ethnic extraction. Paul is indeed arguing that salvation brought by Christ came to the
Jews first, but also that it came to them so that they might fulfill their proper role of being a light to the Gentiles” (Witherington, 267).
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GALATIANS CHAPTER FOUR

G. Heirs and Sons of God (4:1-7)

Once more, Paul juxtaposes the condition of his readers before and after coming to Christ.
This subsection of the argument is essentially a recapitulation of 3:23-29. However, there is a
difference in emphasis. What is stressed at this point is the contrast of the Galatians’ previous
condition of slavery with their present status of sonship.

1-2 By way of illustration, Paul states what was obvious to anyone living in the Greco- Roman
world of his day: as long as the heir of the estate is a child, he is no different than a slave, even
though he is potentially master of all. Apparently, Paul was thinking of patria potestas in Roman
law, whereby the head of a household exercised absolute power over all persons and property
in a family unit. A person under patria potestas, even though the heir of the entire property,
legally was not to be differentiated from a slave. The common denominator of the two is that the
minor and the slave equally lacked the capacity of self- determination. “The situation
envisaged,” writes Dunn, “is an ironic reversal of the claim made in iii.28: ‘in Christ’ means an
equality of liberty for slave and free; ‘under the law’ means an equality of restriction for slave
and heir under age” (Dunn, 210).

In terms of patria potestas, the father appoints “guardians” and “trustees” for the children who
are to inherit the estate after his death. During this period of time in which the heir is a minor, he
is potentially the legal owner of the inheritance, but for the time being he is prevented from
disposing of it at will. But when the time set by the father elapses, the child becomes an adult
and assumes the right to do with the property whatever he pleases. With this illustration, Paul
has in mind the eschatological time set by God for the maturation of his people. Since the
coming of Christ, they are no longer babes but full-grown adults and are treated as such. Why,
then, would the Galatians want to revert to a condition in which they are treated not as grown-
ups but as minors? Why, as Israel, would they want to go back into the slavery of Egypt (see
the section note to vv. 1- 7)?

3 Here Paul completes his analogy—and what an analogy it proves to be. “The sentence
comprising vv 3-5 is nothing less than the theological center of the entire letter. It contains
nearly all of the letter’s major motifs, and it relates them to one another in such a way as to
state what we may call the good news of Paul’s letter to the Galatians” (Martyn, 388).

“We” has reference to Jewish Christians who have now come out from under the bondage of
the law. These are the same people who have come to recognize that justification is by faith in
Christ and not by works of the law (“even we,” according to 2:16b). The force of Paul’s logic is
that if “we” have been liberated from the law, then surely it is foolish in the extreme for the
largely Gentile Galatians to want to be enslaved to that from which their Jewish brethren have
been freed. According to vv. 8 and 9 of this chapter, life under the law is no better than the
pagan idolatry in which the readers were once enmeshed.
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The enslavement of this period of childhood was under “the elementary matters of the world”
(my translation). Paul’s Grk. phrase is literally “the elements of the world” (ta stoicheia tou
kosmou) (occurring also in Gal 4:9; Col 2:8, 20). The precise meaning of “elements” is a matter
of long-standing dispute. In Paul’s day, the word could denote several things at the same time:
(1) the “elemental substances” of which the cosmos is composed (earth, air, fire, water); (2) the
heavenly bodies or supramundane powers which influence or even determine human destiny;
(3) the “elementary forms” of religion (now superseded by the coming of faith in Christ).

Given the present train of thought, the balance is to be weighed mainly in favor of (3). As the
writer of Hebrews (Heb 5:12), Paul looks upon the Mosaic revelation as a period of “elementary
matters,” of “ABCs,” during which Israel was being taught therudiments of the service of God.28

This prior phase of salvation history can be called “the elementary matters of the world”
because “world” connotes “old creation.” The reference is to humanity before and outside of
Christ. “World,” then, underscores the solidarity of Israel and its Torah with the rest of humanity
—a rather startling proposition to a first- century Jew! This is why Paul can make the equally
startling assertion that the Torah is no better than pagan religion (4:8-9)! For this reason,
Gentiles should not cave in to the pressure to embrace attitudes and practices which even
Jewish Christians now recognize to be outmoded.

4-5 The advent of “the fullness of the time” is equivalent to both a child’s coming of age, in the
analogy of 4:2, and the “coming of faith,” in 3:23-25. The imagery of “fullness” is that of a
container being steadily filled until it is full. “The implication is of a set purpose of God having
been brought to fruition over a period and its eschatological climax enacted at the time
appointed by him” (Dunn, 213-14). The notion of fullness in the NT generally has to do with the
“eschatological measure:” the purpose of “fulfilling” is to reach this complete measure of God’s
purpose (Jeremias, Theology, 84). If the very purpose of Israel’s history was to point her to
Christ, then that purpose has been achieved by his advent, death and resurrection. God has
“filled up” his long anticipated design of salvation by sending forth his Son.

The “time” which has been fulfilled also comes to the fore in Mark 1:15, where it designates the
period of preparation for the gospel, during which salvation history was running its course in
anticipation of the kingdom God. That epoch has now given way to the time of the Son of God.
The measure of time assigned by God for the fulfillment of the promise of the kingdom has
been “filled up,” and so come to its end. If it has reached its limit, there is no further waiting.

Paul’s denomination of Christ as the “Son” makes particular sense in the immediate context.
From 3:6 onwards, there has been an interplay between “seed,” “heirs,” “children” and “sons,”
including the interconnection of “sons of Abraham” and “sons of God.” Since the Galatian
believers share in Christ’s sonship, they are as well the sons of Abraham. In Jewish thinking,
there could be no higher privilege than being Abraham’s offspring. Paul grants this much to
those who imitate the example of the patriarch’s faith. But he goes them one better: sonship to
God in Christ places them in a position of unprecedented privilege. How, then, could these
people think to treat their sonship to God so lightly by reverting to a time before the sending of
his Son and the full manifestation of grace and truth in him (John 1:17)?
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Yet there is another dimension to Christ’s sonship than his salvation-historical function as the
Messiah of Israel, because God “sent forth” his Son. It is true that sending can be predicated of
human messengers (e.g., Judg 6:8; Jer 7:25; Ezek 2:3; Hag 1:12). But given Paul’s high
christology, the sending of the Son implies his preexistence in the very form of God, as one
equal with God, in whom the whole fullness of deity dwells (Phil 2:6; Col 2:9; cf. John 1:1, 18).
The same point is made in Romans 8:3: the incarnation marks not only the sending of the Son
of God but the advent of God the Son.

To say that Christ was born of a woman describes both the effect and the process of his
sending. “Born of a woman” is a Hebrew expression for the human being (Job 14:1; 15:14;
25:4; 1QS 11:21; 1QH 13:14; 18:12-13; Matt 11:11). From this vantage point, Paul asserts that
Jesus identified with humanity and partook of the human condition, or, in the words of Romans
8:3, he came bearing the “likeness of sinful flesh.” Paul’s Last Adam christology is here implicit:
he is the man who retraces the course of Adam through the “likeness of sinful flesh” to death in
order that by his exaltation he might bring to a climax God’s purpose for creating humankind,
i.e., to place all things under his feet (Ps 8:6; Heb 2:5-9). This is the effect of his sending. Yet
the process of his entry into the world is noteworthy too. The “woman” in question, Mary, is the
“eschatological Eve,” the one who gives birth to the seed destined the crush the head of the
serpent (Gen 3:15).

That Jesus was “born under the law” is expected in view of the way the argument from 3:19
has been impelled by the category “under the law.” By this phrase, Paul underscores Jesus’
Jewishness. The one destined to redeem “those under the law” (v. 5a), i.e., Jews, was by birth
a Jew himself, one “under the law” (a similar point is made in Rom 1:3, with the notice that
Jesus was “born of the seed of David according to the flesh”). If the Judaizers were to any
degree pressing for Jesus’ Jewishness, Paul grants that he did indeed live during the period of
the Torah. Yet anyone familiar with the gospel story should have known that at his crucifixion
he died to “sin” (Rom 6:10), i.e., the era of the old creation, and by his resurrection rose in
newness of life to a new age. The Galatians, therefore, must follow his example by leaving the
old age behind and entering fully into the freedom and blessings of a new creation. As the
writer of this letter, they too must die to the law in order to live to God (2:19).

The intention of Jesus’ birth of a woman, under the law, is stated by the two purpose clauses
of v. 5. In the first, the death of Christ is represented as the redemption of believing Israelites
(“those under the law”). The thought of redemption is repeated from 3:13, with renewed stress
on the liberation of slaves, the slavery in question being to the law, “the elementary matters of
the world.” Once again, the implication is that if even Jews needed to be freed from the law,
Gentiles certainly have no business accommodating themselves to that state of affairs—they
would only have to be delivered from it anyway!

The second purpose clause states the reason why historically Jewish believers have been
redeemed, i.e., in order that all Christians might receive the adoption as sons and daughters.
The “we” of this clause is best understood as referring to all who have received the Holy Spirit
as the Spirit of sonship (Rom 8:15). In a manner not dissimilar to Romans 1:16, Paul speaks of
a sequence of events: something is first done on behalf of Israel in order to make possible the
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dissemination of God’s grace to the nations. Ideally speaking, Israel’s very identity was to be
found in this historical process. It is just by virtue of the work of the Servant who was sent to the
“lost sheep of the house Israel” (Matt 15:24) that the ancient people were intended
eschatologically to be the light to the nations (Isa 42:6; 49:6; 51:4; 60:3).

In Christian theology and preaching, adoption is frequently likened to the Greco- Roman or
even the modern practice of accepting an individual child into a household, with all the rights
and privileges pertaining thereto. But while there are decidedly rights and privileges attached to
sonship to God, Paul moves within the OT/Jewish sphere of thought, according to which
sonship (huiothesia) was one of the distinctive marks of Israelite identity (Rom 9:4). Within this
universe of discourse, the stress falls not so much on the individual as on the corporate
makeup of the people of God. Israel was adopted as God’s son at Mt. Sinai, thus marking the
birth of a nation. Paul stands squarely within this tradition; yet he is bold enough to announce
that “we”—both Jew and Gentile—have been adopted into God’s new covenant family and
formed into a new Israel. All of this has transpired not because of circumcision and allegiance
to the Torah but because of faith alone in Christ and the gift of his Spirit.

6 Paul now states the corollary of adoption: sonship means possession of the Spirit, who
enables the believer to call upon God as Father (as in Rom 8:15-16). The order of sonship
followed by the gift of the Spirit may seem curious at first. However, Longenecker is no doubt
right that sonship and receiving the Spirit are so intimately related that they can be spoken of in
either order (Longenecker, 173). In point of fact, adoption and the receiving of the Spirit are
coincident in time. The important thing is that it is the latter-day sons of God, who possess the
Spirit, who have an awareness of God’s fatherhood, which is modeled on Jesus’ own
experience of invoking God as Abba (e.g., Luke 10:21; 22:42). To address God as Abba is a
peculiar blessing of the new covenant, as underscored by the fact that there appear to be no
real Jewish precedents for the practice.

The Galatians thus occupy a place of unparalleled privilege, which they must not despise by
returning to the age of the Torah, in which such an intimate relation to God did not exist. Paul
yet again appeals to the experience of the Galatians: at their conversion, God sent the Spirit of
his Son into their hearts (in fulfillment of Ezek 36:26-27; Joel 2:28

= Acts 2:17-21; Rom 5:5). Their awareness of the fatherhood of God was the result of “having
begun in the Spirit” (3:3), not of their more recent infatuation with the Torah. Paul’s syntax is
clear that it the Spirit who cries out to God on behalf of the believer, though the other side of the
coin is evident in Romans 8:15: the believer calls upon God the Father as energized by the
Spirit.

The phrase “the Spirit of his Son” gives voice to a uniquely intimate relationship between the
second and third persons of the Trinity. The salvation-historical basis of this relationship is the
resurrection of Christ. According to Paul’s teaching elsewhere, Christ became “Son of God in
power” by virtue of the Spirit raising him from the dead (Rom 1:4). At this juncture, the Last
Adam “became life-giving Spirit” (1 Cor 15:45). From the resurrection onward, he exists as life-
giving Spirit. Ontologically and functionally there is such an identification of Jesus and the Spirit
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that Paul can say “the Lord is the Spirit” (2 Cor 3:17). Acts 16:7 comes close to Galatians 4:6
with its phrase “the Spirit of Jesus.” The usage is especially conspicuous in that “the Spirit of
Jesus” takes the place of “the Spirit of Yahweh” in the OT.

7 The conclusion to the matter is that the Galatians are no longer slaves but sons and heirs.
Just as Paul brought his self-defense to a close with a personal testimony of his own
experience of Christ’s sonship (2:20), so now he addresses each person in the congregations
(with the singular “you”) in terms of his/her own sonship to God in Christ. Paul can tell his
readers that they are “no longer” slaves because, in point of fact, the Gentiles among them
once were just that when they were in bondage to beings that are “no gods” (v. 8). Similarly, the
Jewish division of the church was in bondage as well, to the law. The reminder was necessary
because these people were on the brink of collapsing into the slavery of the Torah. It would be
a stark denial of their privileged status as sons to return to a condition in which they were no
better off than the lowliest slave in the household. And if they are sons, they are, by the nature
of the case, heirs also.

Their inheritance is that which was promised to Abraham in its totality (see on 3:16). God
himself is the great benefactor, because they are “heirs of God,” and, according to Romans
8:17, “joint heirs with Christ” of the entire created universe (cf. Heb 1:2; 2:5-9). All this is
“through God” (literal translation). By virtue of a new creation and a new exodus, God has
formed them into a new family by bestowing on them sonship and enduing them with the Spirit
of his unique Son. He has done everything sovereignly, graciously and, so strikingly, in a
manner altogether unthinkable to the Judaizers—apart from the law (cf. Rom 3:21)!

Notes

1-7 Both Scott (Adoption, 121-86) and Keesmaat (Paul, 155-73) have demonstrated that lying
behind 4:1- 7 is the motif of Israel in Bondage. As the son of God, the nation is kept in a period
of slavery until the exodus (“the time set by the father,” v. 2). As Keesmaat in particular
concludes: “Not only does Paul’s terminology in 4.1-7…support the exodus as the interpretative
context for these images; the story Paul tells is a movement from slavery to sonship, with the
temptation to go back into slavery. God has made God’s self known to them in this new
liberating event, as God did so long ago in the first liberating event. Such a revelation,
especially when linked with the desire to return to slavery, parallels the exodus narrative. As
such it provides a comparison which calls the Galatians to recognize their God and continue to
participate in this new exodus event, lest they be judged not worthy of the inheritance” (Paul,
173).

H. Don’t Become Slaves Again (4:8-11)

In his exhortations to the Galatians not to abandon Christ in favor of the Torah, Paul has laid
great stress on sonship and in particular on the freedom enjoyed by grown-up sons and
daughters in the household of God’s new covenant. Consistent with that line of reasoning, he
now comes to stress in rather shocking terms that life under the law is no better than his
readers’ former bondage to idols. The one form of idolatry is as bad as the other! They might as
well have never left paganism! “In short,” comments Martyn, “Gentile observance of the Law is
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equivalent to Gentile ignorance of God” (Martyn, 410).

8 Here is one the clearest indications that those to whom the argument is addressed were
mostly Gentiles who were being induced to adopt a Torah-lifestyle (covenantal nomism) as the
token of their sonship. They are characterized by their former ignorance of the God of Israel (à
la Ps 79:6; Jer 10:25; Jdt 9:7; 2 Macc 1:27; Eph 2:12; 2 Thess 1:8). Knowledge of God is a
recognizably OT attribute of his people. Israel’s great privilege was to acknowledge and thus
render obedience to the God of the covenant (Deut 4:39; Ps 9:10; 46:10; Isa 43:10; Hos 8:2;
Mic 6:5; Wis 2:13). The knowledge of God was a prized commodity to which the nation was to
aspire (Prov 2:5; 9:10; Jer 31:34; Dan 11:32). If the people failed to know God, they were,
accordingly, rebuked (Isa 1:3; Hos 4:6; 5:4; 6:6). The verb “to know” does not mean, in the
everyday sense, “to acquire knowledge about,” but “to experience.” In reminding the Galatians
that they did not know God, Paul maintains that they had “no experience of his covenantal
grace, and did not realize that he was the only God—hence the gods they worshipped were ‘no
gods’” (Dunn, 224, citing Isa 37:19; Jer 2:11; 5:7; 16:20; Wis 12:27; 1 Cor 8:4-6).

But in becoming the sons of God and possessing the “Spirit of his Son,” Paul’s readers have
come to experience God in the intimacy of a family relationship. In their knowledge of God,
these former pagan idolaters have assumed, no less, the identity of Israel. Their erstwhile
ignorance of the true God and their service of man-made deities were no less than slavery,
because far from delivering them from their sins and giving them an authentic reason for
existence, their “gods” simply reinforced the propensities of their own hearts, thus enslaving
them to a life lived solely for the sake of self-gratification and self-aggrandizement (see the
converse in 2 Cor 5:15). Added to this is the fact that Paul conceives of pagan religion as under
the dominance of demonic powers (1 Cor 10:20-21), making life outside Christ a veritable
servitude to Satan.

9 The antithesis of the Galatians’ former ignorance of God is stated in both the active and
passive voices. At their conversion, they came to know God and entered into that relationship
which typified Israel’s covenant identity. The other side of the coin is that they came to be
known by God. This dimension of the knowledge of God likewise reflects the special relation of
Israel to Yahweh, with God’s knowledge of the people being tantamount to his election of them
(Gen 18:19; Hos 5:3; 13:5; Amos 3:2; cf. Rom 8:29). The adjustment from the active to the
passive voice is important because it underscores that one’s acknowledgment of God is made
possible only through the divine initiative. “It is a two-way relationship, of acknowledgment and
obligation; but the personal knowing of God is made possible only by God’s knowing the
person” (Dunn, 225). It was important that the Galatians be reminded of what happened at their
conversion, because they had already begun to experience knowing God and being known by
him quite apart from the law; and as the next part of the verse will confirm, any return to the law
would result in a forfeiture of the knowledge of God.

In light of what transpired when the readers came to know God, the questions naturally arises:
How can they turn back to “the weak and poor elementary matters?” Why do they want to
become slaves all over again to that which is so decidedly inferior to what they have
experienced in Christ by the Spirit? The verb “turn back” (forms of strephō) is an OT term for
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apostasy from Yahweh (e.g., Num 14:43; 1 Sam 15:11; 1 Kgs 9:6; Ps 78:41; Jer 3:19). It is in
this sense that Paul employs the verb, and in so doing he is adamant that a return to the
traditional Jewish understanding of the covenant as defined by the law is no less than apostasy
from the God whom the Galatians had come to know in Christ (cf. again 1:6, as reflective of
Exod 32:8; Deut 9:16). If they should consummate their defection to the Torah, they would
cease to experience the covenant grace of God. Everything gained by their knowledge of God
would be lost. The present tense of the verb, however, indicates that the apostasy was only in
process and could still be averted. No wonder, all of Paul’s passion and persuasive abilities are
given full rein in this epistle.

These “elementary matters” or “ABCs,” i.e., the Torah with its myriad of restrictions for the
immature, are called “weak” mainly because they are ineffectual in contrast to the powers that
have been unleashed with turning of the ages and the advent of the Spirit (cf. Heb 6:5-6 with its
same conjunction of the Spirit and “the powers of the age to come”). Even if we allow the
perspective of Romans 8:3 that the law is weak “through the flesh,” it remains true that only
God can do what the law could not. Additionally, since Paul has just identified the law with
idolatry, he likely here alludes to the idol-parodies of the OT, in which the images are
denounced as impotent in comparison to the might of the living God (Ps 115:3-8; 135:15-18; Isa
40:18-20; 44:9-17; 46:5-7; Jer 10:1-16; Hab 2:18-19). Ironically enough, Paul’s depiction of the
Torah recalls the Jewish portrait of the futility of Gentile idolatry in Wisdom 13:18-19 (“For
health he appeals to a thing that is weak; for life he prays to a thing that is dead…he asks
strength of a thing whose hands have no strength”), which itself reflects the prophetic idol-
parodies. The Galatians ought to pay particular attention to this point, because according to
Psalm 115:18, all who trust in idols become like them. For this reason, Paul can say elsewhere
that the law—the new idol, as it were—weakens, not strengthens, its devotees (Rom 14:1-2;
15:1)!

Besides being “weak,” the “elementary matters” are “poor,” because life under the law was an
impoverishment as compared to the riches of grace and truth to be had in Christ. Once one has
embraced the “substance” of fulfillment, what has preceded is as insubstantial as a “shadow”
(Col 2:17). The “elementary matters of the world” can never satisfy simply because the fullness
of deity dwells in Christ, and in him we have come to fullness of life (Col 2:9-10). Therefore, like
the Colossians, the Galatians are not to be made a prey of by the traditions of human beings
(Col 2:8). Paul feels particularly compelled to press for the richness of the “in Christ” experience
because of the growing doubts in the minds of his readers.

10 Paul laments that some of the “weak and poor elementary matters” have especially
attracted the Galatians’ attention: “days, months, seasons and years.” By “days” he would
certainly have in mind the sabbath and perhaps even the day of atonement, if the Judaizers
were going so far as to press for its observance. The sabbath, as the sign of the Mosaic
covenant (Exod 31:12-17), was one of the most prominent of the boundary markers which
served to distinguish Israel from the nations. Violation of the sabbath ranked along with
disregard of the food laws as the two chief marks of covenant disloyalty (Josephus, Ant.
11.346). The elaborated traditions of sabbath-keeping attested in Second Temple literature
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indicate the importance of the sabbath as a condition of covenant righteousness in the Jewish
consciousness of the period (e.g., Jub. 2:17-33; CD 10:14-11:18; cf. Mark 2:23- 3:5). “Months”
would have reference to the offerings at the beginning of each month (the new moon),
according to Numbers 10:10; 28:11-15. The “seasons” or “special times” are likely the
“appointed feasts” of Israel, as enjoined by Leviticus 23 and 25. As far as “years” go, one thinks
of the sabbatical year (Lev 25:1-7) and the year of Jubilee (Lev 25:8-24).

Each of these observances was held to be of the essence of Torah-obedience, and any
infraction would have been looked upon as willful disdain of the requirements of the covenant.
But from the vantage point of the age of the Spirit, what could be “weaker” or “poorer” than
“days, months, seasons and years?!” These are only the shadows of preparation—Christ is the
substance of fulfillment (Col 2:17). Unless the Galatians come to recognize this, they will lapse
into the same kind of observance of religious holidays as formerly when they celebrated the
special days of the Roman calendar in veneration of the emperor. Paul’s thrust is clear: the
Jewish calendar is nothing but paganism revisited!

11 The section ends with a sigh. Because these people have advanced so far and so quickly
in becoming observant Jews, Paul can only fear that his labors on their behalf have all been in
vain. The present tense of the verb “fear” indicates that their defection from the gospel has
begun but that the final outcome is still undetermined. The perfect tense “have labored” refers
to Paul’s past ministry among them and its continuing result. But at this point in time it appears
that there might not be any lasting effect—which is why Paul fears for them. But he has not
given up on them yet, as is obvious from the following paragraph, in which he appeals to them
in the tenderest terms as both his “brothers” (v.12) and his “children” (v. 19).

Notes

8-11 Witherington proposes that Paul’s parallel between Torah observance and pagan idolatry
finds its precise point of correspondence in the emperor cult of the first-century Greco-Roman
world (Witherington, 298-99). If the Jewish calendar was replete with special occasions, the
Roman calendar was too: months, seasons and years were allocated to special recognition and
celebration, all in the service of the worship of the emperor. “Paul is drawing an analogy
between going back to observing the calendrical feasts and days of the Emperor cult with going
forward and accepting the calendrical observances enunciated in the Mosaic covenant. He
wishes his converts to do neither, and so he throws odium on what the audience is
contemplating doing by suggesting it would be similar to committing apostasy, it would be
similar to going back to Emperor worship” (ibid., 298).

I. A Personal Appeal (4:12-20)

From the outset of his “argument from Scripture and salvation history,” Paul has engaged the
Galatians with a number of pointed observations from the OT, according to his distinctive
reading and application of these texts. He has one remaining argument from the Scriptures, in
vv. 21-31. But before proceeding, he pauses for a personal aside, one that very tenderly recalls
the emotional bond between him and his readers. The mood of this paragraph serves to
counterbalance the more severe tone of his earlier rebuke of them as “foolish” (3:1, 3) and
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“bewitched” (3:1).

12 Commencing Paul’s personal appeal is a plea to his brothers and sisters to become as he
is, because he became like them. This means not simply to put themselves in Paul’s place, but
to imitate what he became when he encountered Jesus on the Damascus Road. At that time,
he died to the law (2:19), ceased to be a zealot for the traditions of the fathers (1:14) and began
to live as the Galatians before they came under the spell of the Judaizers (3:1) (it is in this
sense that Paul became like them). In his words elsewhere, he became as one “outside the
law” (1 Cor 9:21). In becoming like Paul, they likewise would die to the law and return to their
law-free condition before the arrival of the teachers from Jerusalem. Instead of observing such
“elementary matters of the world” as days, months, seasons and years, they need to recognize
that the blessings of being Abraham’s sons do not depend on Torah observance and Jewish
self-identity, only on faith in Christ. Paul can address them as “brothers” because they became
and still were members of God’s new family just as they found themselves, simply by believing
reception of his gospel, a gospel which makes no distinction between Jew and Gentile in the
plan of salvation (Rom 1:16; 2:11; 3:22; 10:12).

Somewhat abruptly, he exclaims that the Galatians did him “no harm” (as explicated by vv. 13-
14). His mind moves rapidly from their original acceptance of his law-free gospel to their
reception of him personally. As he writes, however, the atmosphere has changed from affection
to animosity by the presence of the opponents, whose “other gospel” has engendered nothing
but “biting and devouring” (5:15) among Paul’s friends and their growing dissatisfaction with
him.

13-14 That Paul’s brothers did him “no harm” is clarified by the state in which he arrived
among them. Had they intended him any hurt, certainly they could have taken full advantage of
the debilitated condition in which he came upon the scene. He informs them that he might have
gone elsewhere to evangelize, but it was because of the “weakness in my flesh” (literal
translation) that he diverted to Galatia. The phrase denotes some illness, ailment or other
untoward physical condition (possibly Paul’s “thorn in the flesh” of 2 Cor 12:7). Whatever it was
precisely, it was such a bodily state that was used in the providence of God to bring the gospel
to these people for the first time.29

His infirmity

turned out for their salvation, and initially they were more than glad to view his presence
among them in just this light.

If Paul’s physical condition remains a mystery, his reception by the Galatians is not. His
problem was a genuine trial to them, but they did not “despise” him or “spit out” (literal
translations). “Despise” is a strong word that connotes an angry repudiation of someone (e.g.,
Isa 53:3; Matt 6:24; Luke 18:9; Rom 14:3, 10). “Spit out” can mean simply to “react disdainfully,”
or it may allude to the ancient practice of spitting as a defense mechanism against sickness or
the warding off of evil spirits (the two were often associated). All in all, Paul’s state of being and
appearance were such that they normally would have evoked contempt and revulsion, if not
out-and-out fright, on the part of onlookers. But far from reacting as others might have, the
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Galatians welcomed the apostle as an angel (or messenger) of God. “The contrast is the
apposite one: instead of regarding Paul as a tool or victim of demonic powers, they had realized
that he came with God’s message, that is, as one sent from God” (Dunn, 234).

But not merely as an angel, Paul was received as Christ Jesus himself. Paul echoes the
genius of commissioning: the one sent is as the sender. He was selected and fully appointed by
the risen Christ to take the gospel to the nations (see on 1:15); and there was a time when the
readers had no doubts about it. Now, however, all that has changed, and many in Galatia were
willing to believe that the circumcisers, not Paul, were the authentic agents of Christ. What a
reversal of their original convictions! They should have known that it was just Paul’s sufferings
that served to validate his gospel and apostleship (see Hafemann, “Weakness”). No wonder,
Paul is, as it were, in the pangs of childbirth until Christ is formed in their midst (4:20)!

15 In recalling the Galatians’ uncommonly warm welcome of him, Paul now asks, “Where,
then, is your blessedness” (my translation)? The word “blessedness” (makarismos) is
ambiguous. Blessing is what they received when they embraced his gospel, i.e., the blessing of
being God’s sons through Christ (“the blessing of Abraham,” 3:14). At the same time, the term
can designate a blessed or happy frame of mind (NIV: “joy”). Both meanings are applicable: the
recipients of this letter were in danger of losing their sonship in Christ, and their state of mind
was anything but happy or joyful. Judging from 5:15, 19- 21, 26, the exclusivistic theology of the
Judaizers was bearing its evil fruit in a life of strife, discontent and an inability to cope with the
impulses of the flesh. Life under the law is anything but joyous (cf. Matt 11:28; Acts 15:10). How
very different is their present disposition as compared to the time when they would have pulled
out their very eyes and given them to Paul. Back then, they were willing to help him in any way
they could, proof positive of their “blessedness.”

16 One question follows another. If Paul came to them in a supreme act of friendship and was
received by them as a friend, has he all of a sudden become their enemy by telling them the
truth?! The “truth” is at least threefold: (1) Paul’s law-free gospel of no distinction between Jew
and Gentile, which brought such wrath upon his head by those enamored of the law; (2) his
warnings to the Galatians that in their foolishness they could lose everything which has been
procured in Christ; (3) his characterization of the circumcisers as false brothers and apostates
with regard to God’s purposes in Christ. All three in combination were sufficient for at least a
faction of the Galatian churches to regard Paul as an enemy—and most certainly they did so
under the influence of the other teachers, who likely called Paul their enemy without mincing
words. Reading between the lines, we may deduce that the Galatians did indeed have an
enemy; but it was the enemy within, their current mentors, not Paul.

17 That Paul eyes the rival missionaries as the Galatians’ enemies is evident from the way he
abruptly reintroduces them simply as “they.” His complaint is that “they” are “zealous” for his
friends. The verb “be zealous” (zēloō) bears a variety of meanings, both positive and negative
(BAGD, 338). But given that this verb, along with the cognate noun “zealot,” played such a
conspicuous role in the history of Judaism (see on 1:14), it is likely that it here takes on specific
connotations. That is to say, the Judaizers’ zeal for the Gentile Galatians meant pulling out all
the stops to bring them into conformity to Moses. Not surprisingly, Paul views such zeal as
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wasted in a bad cause: the Judaizers’ efforts are “for no good.” Comments Witherington: “Like
the zeal Paul himself had previously exhibited, this zeal also is not according to knowledge and
not going in a proper direction, it is to no good end” (Witherington, 313).

The most accurate insight into the motives and tactics of the opponents is that they wanted to
shut the Galatians out (NASB: “exclude you”). From one perspective, the teachers were trying
to shut these people in by confining them within the walls of the Torah. However, Paul’s
reference is to the new covenant community as constituted by Jesus the Messiah (Matt 16:18:
“my church”). From this vantage point, the Judaizers were endeavoring, no less, to exclude the
Galatians from the latter-day people of God by confining them within the “prison house” of the
law (3:22), with its requirements of circumcision, etc. Quite unwittingly, this, in principle, is what
Peter was doing when he withdrew from the Gentiles upon the arrival of the men from James
(2:11-14).

If the design of the Jewish missionaries was to exclude the Galatians from the Pauline
communities, it was in order that they might receive a corresponding show of zeal from these
newly constituted “honorary Jews.” In every regard, their hope was that they and their protégés
would share beliefs and values derived from the Torah, so that, apart from anything else, each
could participate fully in table-fellowship without compromise. Correspondingly, their zeal for
one another would result in their “zealous” (violent) treatment of all others who refused to
conform to their standards of belief and conduct (thus giving rise to the attitudes decried by
Paul in 5:15, 19-21, 26; 2 Cor 11:20).

18 Paul qualifies that zeal is a double-sided virtue, “highly desirable, but easily prone to
excess” (Dunn, 239). Zeal in itself is not objectionable. Indeed, elsewhere he exhorts Christians
not to “flag in zeal” (Rom 12:11), and he himself continued to be zealous for his churches (2
Cor 11:2). It is even arguable that in this letter Paul’s erstwhile zeal for the traditions of the
fathers has now been rechanneled in the direction of love for those whom he formerly despised
and attempted to decimate. But the Galatians’ present zeal is not for a good cause; they were
headed down the wrong road in their zeal for Moses and the Judaizers, a road very familiar to
Paul since he himself had once trod it. Rather, the “good cause” is the “good news” of Paul’s
proclamation, for which they ought to be aflame even when Paul is not there to prod them.

19 The very fact that Paul can address these recalcitrant Christians as “my children” is an
index to his heart. They may be in revolt against him, but he still is their parent in the gospel.
On several occasions, Paul can depict his relation to his converts under the imagery of a father
(1 Cor 4:14, 17; 2 Cor 6:13; 12:14; Phil 2:22; 1 Thess 2:11). But in one instance he switches
genders and likens himself to a wet nurse (1 Thess 2:7). In the present verse too, he assumes
the female role—a woman in labor—in order to intensify the sense of his feelings toward his
“children.” Paul might have thought that his labor pains were at an end on his first visit when he
brought them to birth in Christ. But now he has to endure agony all over again until Christ is
finally formed within them.

At first sight, the second half of v. 19 seems to contradict the first half, or at least Paul appears
to be mixing his metaphors: he is in labor, but Christ is being formed in the Galatians, as though
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they were giving birth to Christ. It has been thought by some that the seeming incongruity of the
two parts of the verse is due to Paul letting his emotions get out of hand and so failing to be
consistent with his imagery. However, far from being merely an emotional appeal from a man
whose argumentative powers have temporarily escaped him, Galatians 4:19 occupies a pivotal
place in the paragraph of 4:12-20 (and really of the whole letter). So speaks Gaventa, who has
shown convincingly that quite contrary to being an emotional outburst, Paul employs a
conventional metaphor—a woman in the throes of childbirth—to identify his apostolic work with
the apocalyptic expectation of a new world order. That is to say, the goal of Paul’s ministry is no
less than the new creation being formed within the communities of believers in Galatia
(“Maternity”).

Gaventa fastens on the verb “be in the pains of childbirth” (ōdinō), along with cognate noun
“travail” or “birth pains” (ōdin). These words appear in the LXX in apocalyptic contexts having to
do with a coming cataclysm, as being like the anguish of a woman giving birth (Isa 13:6, 8; Jer
6:24; Mic 4:10 [all three depicting Israel’s removal into exile]; cf. Isa 54:1). In other literature, the
association of birth pains and tribulation occurs as well. 1 Enoch 62:4 depicts the “labor pains”
that will come, at the last judgment, upon the rulers of this age (cf. 2 Apoc. Bar. 56:6; 4 Ezra
4:42). In a distinct but related manner, the Qumran Hymn Scroll (1QH 3:7-10) describes the
birth of the Dead Sea community in just the same terms, as coming into existence through
“belly pangs” and “grievous pains.” In all these texts, there is the association of the anguish of
childbirth with the passing of an old order and the coming of a new. The NT takes up the same
imagery in apocalyptic passages such as Matthew 24:8; Mark 13:8; Romans 8:22; Revelation
12:2; 1 Thessalonians 5:3, all occupied with the end of the age as transpiring through labor
pains.

Gaventa concludes that the same association is at work here in Galatians 4:19 too. “Paul’s
anguish, his travail, is not simply a personal matter or a literary convention having to do with
friendship or rebirth but reflects the anguish of the whole created order as it awaits the
fulfillment of God’s action in Jesus Christ” (ibid., 194). At stake, she writes, are not the birth
pangs of an individual apostle but those of the cosmos itself. “Paul’s labor is that of an
individual who knows that the world has been invaded by a new reality: a crucified Lord who
confronts and overturns the world” (ibid.).

For Christ to be “formed” within the Galatians, then, is not simply for them to develop spiritually
or morally. Rather, “the formation of Christ among the Galatians is simultaneously their
crucifixion with Christ. It means that the eclipse of the old occurs among them…. The letter
reflects Paul’s convictions that the Galatians were called, that they had heard the gospel, and
that they responded in faith. But he also believes that they are in danger of turning again, of
converting back to their earlier views. For that reason he speaks of his own labor with them and
the need of Christ to be formed (ibid.).

This is precisely the thrust of 2 Corinthians 5:17: “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new
creation; the old has gone, the new has come! ” The burden of Paul’s appeal to the Corinthian
churches is that they, like the Galatians, leave behind the “old things” of the Mosaic covenant
as promoted by his opponents and embrace the “new things” that have arrived in Christ. In this
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regard, one senses more than a touch of irony in Paul’s use of the birth pangs metaphor as
compared to Qumran Hymn Scroll 3:7-10. That community so devoted to the Torah likened its
origin to labor pains. Paul, on the other hand, is also in the throes of childbirth—but to bring
forth a community free from the law!

It needs to be clarified that it is not only Paul’s preaching but his person which is in view when
he portrays himself as a woman giving birth. Fridrichsen explains that when Paul (in Romans)
refers to himself as a “called apostle,” he characterizes himself as an “eschatological person:”
“He is a man who has been appointed to a proper place and a peculiar task in the series of
events to be accomplished in the final days of this world” (Apostle, 3). As Christ’s apostle, the
new creation dawns in the life of individuals by virtue of his very presence. No wonder, he can
tell the Corinthians, “Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel” (1 Cor 9:16)!

In sum, Christ as the bringer of the new creation is being formed “within” the Galatian
communities (not “in” them as a fetus in their “womb,” as though they could give birth to Christ).
It is Paul’s person and preaching, not that of his detractors, which is bringing this about.
Therefore, he is willing to suffer no less than the agony of childbirth until Christ is finally fully
formed in their midst. Some commentators propose that underlying Paul’s determination to bear
with the Galatians is his Already/Not Yet soteriology, whereby salvation is set forth as a “work in
progress” that will be consummated on the Day of Christ. However, it is more likely that he has
in view the congealment of convictions on the part of the communities that it is his gospel, not
the “gospel” of the other “apostles,” which is the implement of the new world order. As a good
pastor, Paul is willing to endure whatever is necessary until the end-time manifestation of Christ
is stabilized in Galatia.

20 The section ends on a note of perplexity and concern. Paul’s wish to be present with the
Galatians is entirely understandable. If he were there, he would hope to change the tone he has
necessarily had to assume with them in this letter. Personal encounters are always more
effective than letters, and it is to his regret that he was unable to be with them. If he is at his
wits’ end with them, it is for good reason. If it was through his ministry that the new creation
arrived in Galatia, no wonder he is perplexed that so many do not have to eyes to see it. They
prefer an alternative vision of the kingdom of God.

J. The Story of Hagar and Sarah (4:21-31)

Paul may be perplexed about his “children,” but he is not ready to give up the fight yet. In one
final appeal to the Scriptures, he calls upon all of his creative dexterity as “a teacher of the
nations in faith and truth” (1 Tim 2:7). Seeing that so much of the argument thus far has been
derived from the promises to Abraham, we are not surprised that for one last time Paul returns
to the Abraham narrative of Genesis. What follows is not so much a independent argument as
an illustration or additional documentation of the point already made. In the ensuing paragraph,
Paul will demonstrate how the initial fulfillment of these promises foreshadowed their
eschatological realization now occurring through his ministry (see the important and insightful
essay of Jobes, “Jerusalem”). By this means, he reintroduces and elaborates the key motif of
freedom.
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It is very likely that Paul pursues the story of Sarah/Isaac and Hagar/Ishmael because the
opponents had taken up these materials in order to prove their case. Indeed, a face value
reading of the narrative would tend to support the Judaizers’ position simply because it was the
Gentile slave girl and her son who were expelled from the Abrahamic community (ibid., 162). It
is quite believable that they would have argued that the Galatians could not be heirs of
Abraham as long as they remained in their uncircumcised state and kept aloof from the Torah.
But by virtue of the phenomenon of role reversal (see on 3:10-13), Paul is able to turn the
tables and, no doubt to the deep chagrin of the circumcisers, maintain that they are the neo-
Gentiles who ought to be turfed out of the Christian camp!

The whole passage is constructed in terms of opposites: the two sons of Abraham,
representing flesh and Spirit respectively, are born of two women who stand for two covenants.
The one covenant, as symbolized by the Egyptian slave, has now become passé, while the
other, as typified by the mother of the Jewish race, is the eschatological form of God’s speaking
in Christ (cf. Heb 1:2). The question arises, How can Paul treat Genesis 16-21 as he does? A
frequent answer is that his methodology resides in a combination of allegory and typology.
Allegorical exegesis of the OT and other literature, whereby a secondary referent was given to
a text, was common enough in Paul’s day. The Galatians likely would have been familiar with
the practice and would have found it, if well-constructed, convincing. If the method was being
applied to the text by the other teachers, then Paul will do the same and go them one better by
showing how the history can be turned to his advantage as well.

A typological approach to the story takes its prima facie meaning seriously as history. In
typology, there is a true correspondence between persons and events in the OT and those
contemporaneous with a NT writer. In the present case, the OT narrative has placed in motion
a series of events that has now reached its high point in Paul’s law-free gospel to the nations.
The realities that have transpired through his ministry were enacted beforehand in the case of
Abraham’s two sons. In regard to typology, Paul is seen not to be placing a construction on the
OT text but as perceiving what was inherent in the narrative as read in the light of Christ and
the new covenant.

No doubt, it will always be debated whether Paul moves within the realm of allegory or
typology, or both. In any event, it is worth noting that the verb of v. 24 (allēgoreō) is a late word
which need mean nothing more than “to speak with another meaning.” And in light of Jobes’
study, Paul’s handling of the OT is far from an arbitrary imposition of a meaning on the text.
Writes Jobes (“Jerusalem,” 317-18): “He is simply preparing his readers to understand that his
exposition of Sarah and Hagar goes beyond the traditional historical understanding of these
women. He is transforming the story of Sarah and Hagar from narrative history to (realized)
prophetic proclamation just as Isaiah did” (i.e., in Isaiah’s treatment of the barrenness theme).
Lincoln adds: “Paul serves up a cake, the basic ingredients of which are typological but which
has some allegorical icing. What saves his allegorizing from becoming capricious is his deep
concern with the history of salvation and his attempts even here to see Hagar, Sinai and
Jerusalem in relation to the on-going process of God’s redemptive activity” (Paradise, 14).

21 After his tender, mother-like appeal, Paul now resumes a stronger tone, addressed directly
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to that segment of the church which is quite prepared to commit itself to a nomistic way of life.
Those who wish to be under the regime of the law ought to “hear” the law in the biblical sense
of hearing, i.e., to “obey” its dictates (possibly an echo of the Shema, Deut 6:4). What he is
building up to is v. 30 and the law’s demand that the slave woman and her son, i.e., the
Judaizers, be given their walking papers from the Galatian congregations. “Law” is here used in
a twofold sense: the “commandment and statutes” regulating the covenant made with Israel,
and the Torah more broadly defined as Scripture.

22 The basic premise is stated by Paul’s customary appeal to Scripture (“as it is written”):
Abraham had two sons (Gen 16:15; 21:2). But his point is not that the patriarch had more than
one child (in fact, he had many sons, Gen 25:1-6) but that their respective mothers were a
slave and a free woman. It is of interest that in the LXX Hagar is called a slave girl more than
once, but Sarah is never called “free.” This means that the “emphasis on her free status, crucial
for Paul’s reading, is brought to the story by Paul himself” (Hays, Echoes, 113). Not that he has
read something into the text, but rather he calls attention to what was obvious enough from the
Genesis narrative.

In any event, it is just the disparity of slavery and freedom that forms the climax of this
passage in vv. 30-31, as it spills over into 5:1, 13. But even before he comes to that point, Paul
is already implicitly engaged in role reversal. As Martyn notes, the contrast between slave and
free played a role in the teachers’ reading of Genesis 16-21. According to them, “the Law-
observant descendants of Abraham through Sarah—the Isaacs—are free people, whereas
Law-less Gentiles, descendants through Hagar—the Ishmaels—are slaves” (Martyn, 434). By
the time Paul is through, it will be just the other way around! Paul’s subliminal message is that
those who rely on the flesh, descent from Abraham as signified by circumcision, are slaves, not
free.

It is often noted that while the slave girl, Hagar, is mentioned by name, the free woman, Sarah,
is not. This may be because Paul is more interested in what Sarah represents—freedom—than
in her as a historical person. But there is another reason, namely, that Paul is playing her role
and speaking with her voice, particularly in v. 30. If we ask, Whom does Sarah represent, or
better, Who represents Sarah in this story?, the answer is the “woman” who was in labor pains
with the Galatians—Paul! “If the agitators are to be cast out,” confirms Witherington, “then the
original spiritual mother of the Galatians is to be once more embraced…. The voice of Sarah is
now also the voice of Paul” (Witherington, 325).

23 The two sons are further juxtaposed by the manner of their birth—a crucial point. On the
one hand, Ishmael was born, literally, “according to the flesh.” NIV is justified in translating “in
the ordinary way,” i.e., by means of normal human reproduction. Yet usually (though not
exclusively) “according to the flesh” in Paul has a negative ring about it, especially when set
over against “according to the Spirit” or, in the present case, “through promise.” The negative
connotation of “flesh” would seem to have two points of reference. The one is Abraham’s
attempt, as urged on by Sarah (Gen 16:1-2), to bring about God’s extraordinary promise by
ordinary means. The other is that the agitators were appealing to their fleshly descent from
Abraham, with whom the covenant was sealed by circumcision, to validate their claims as the
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people of God and, consequently, their missionary message. The cutting edge of Paul’s
observation is that the opponents were attempting to generate churches in the same manner
that Abraham begot Ishmael.

By contrast to Ishmael, Isaac was born of the free woman through promise. Isaac’s birth from
the barren Sarah was wholly extraordinary, by the power of God (or the Spirit, 4:29), and could
never have occurred “the ordinary way.” We might have expected Paul to have written
“according to promise” to counterbalance “according to the flesh.” Instead, he says “through
promise,” stressing (as in 3:18) the instrumentality of the promise, with God’s word effecting
what was promised. Again, there is something beneath the surface here. The promise of the
seed was made with respect to Isaac, not Ishmael. Therefore, the latter-day “Ishmaelites,” the
Judaizers, cannot be the recipients of the Abrahamic promise, even though “according to the
flesh” they can trace their origins back to the father of the race.

24 Here Paul states his methodology. According to NIV, the story of the two women can “be
taken figuratively.” Alternatively, NASB renders the verb (allēgoreō) as “allegorically speaking.”
If the latter rendering is more nearly correct, then Paul is seen to place an allegorical
interpretation on the OT text. The verb occurs only here in biblical Greek but frequently in Philo
of Alexandria, who famously subjected the OT to allegorical readings. The basic assumption of
the allegorical approach is that the text has another referent than its primary historical one.
Allegorizing an historical text, says Witherington, is a way of contemporizing it by giving it a
secondary referent (not a “deeper meaning”) (Witherington, 330). But Paul is to be
distinguished from Philo (and later allegorizers) in that his handling of the Scriptures here is
more in line with typology than allegory. That is to say, the historical facts as presented by the
Genesis narrative foreshadowed the events of Paul’s day, namely, his law-free mission to the
Gentiles and the counterattack of the Judaizers (note v. 29).

Whether allegorically or typologically (or both), the two women stand for two covenants. If a
covenant may be defined as a “familial bond of commitment,” then Paul envisages God as
entering into this family bond on two distinct occasions. It is tempting to think in terms of the “old
covenant” and “new covenant” distinction in the NT (Luke 22:20; 1 Cor 11:25; 2 Cor 3:6; Heb
8:6-13). However, in the present case our assessment of these covenants has to be more
nuanced. Most likely, Paul has in mind the Mosaic administration as over against the
Abrahamic covenant, as it flows into and finds its fulfillment in the new covenant in Christ. As
Hays puts it, “the contrast is drawn between the old covenant at Sinai and the older covenant
with Abraham, that turns out in Paul’s rereading to find its true meaning in Christ” (Echoes,
114).

We might, then, speak of the Abrahamic covenant/new covenant complex. Therefore, writes
Jobes, there is not a straight line through history connecting the Galatian Christians with the
Sinai covenant and the Sinai covenant with the Abrahamic—“This is precisely what the
Judaizers were implicitly arguing when they insisted on circumcision for Christians”
(“Jerusalem,” 317). Paul views the Mosaic period as a kind of parenthesis between Abraham
and Christ.
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As Paul descends to particulars, he zeroes in, first of all, on the one covenant which is “from
Mount Sinai,” “bearing children for slavery” (NASB). Since Sinai is not called by name in the
Genesis account, we must assume that Paul reads it in light of what the other teachers are
presently saying about the Sinaitic covenantal law.30 “When Paul says that the Hagar covenant
is from Mount Sinai, he shows that he is working out his interpretation from present
developments to the Genesis stories” (Martyn, 436). That Paul should make Hagar—an
Egyptian no less—stand for Sinai is a remarkable instance of role reversal, and no doubt would
have been like pouring salt into an open wound as far as the opponents were concerned. Then
he adds insult to injury by the assertion that Hagar/Mount Sinai is currently bearing children for
slavery. If “like begets like,” then a slave woman can do no other than reproduce slaves.

Of course, Hagar and Mount Sinai are really the Judaizers, who are currently making slaves of
the Galatians, which is why Paul pulls no punches in informing them what precisely they are
letting themselves in for. If Paul could speak of himself as a mother to his converts (v. 19), then
he also could conceive of his rivals as mothers, only they are Hagar-like mothers who give birth
to slaves by bringing them under the dominion of Mount Sinai. In an ironic twist, some of the
Galatian Christians, by embracing Moses, were returning to Egypt instead of pressing on to the
promised land. This is all the more ironic as the law was given in the context of Israel’s
liberation from Egypt (see on 2:5). As Hays reminds us, “the Sinai Torah was given precisely as
the covenant sealing God’s liberation of Israel from slavery in Egypt” (Echoes, 115).

25 The first clause of this verse informs (or reminds) the audience that, geographically
speaking, Hagar = Mount Sinai is in Arabia. Some commentators suggest that Paul mentions
this because Arabia is the land of Hagar’s descendants through Ishmael.31 If this was in his
mind, his point would seem to be that the law actually came from Hagar’s territory, another way
of consigning the law to the old creation and aligning it with the “elements” of pagan religion
(4:9).32 Be that as it may, since the location of this mountain is outside the pale of the promised
land, the whole era of the law lies outside the domain of fulfillment.

Hagar = Sinai “corresponds to”33 (or “stands in line with”) the present Jerusalem, because the
Holy City itself is in bondage with its children (inhabitants). Both are slave mothers and both
produce offspring in their own image. The law teachers could have accepted a certain
identification of Sinai with Jerusalem because, of course, it was the law given on Sinai that led
eventually to the establishment of the capital city with its temple worship. But we can imagine
that their breath was taken away by Paul’s characterization of both Sinai and Jerusalem as
citadels of slavery! Moreover, when Paul coins the phrase “the Now Jerusalem” (literal
translation), he aligns the city with “the present evil age” (1:4), the era of the “flesh” (3:3) and
the period of “the elementary matters of the world” (4:3, 9). And as if all this were not enough,
Paul says no less than that Jerusalem, the mother of the Jews, is Hagar, the mother of the
Arabs! By invoking once again the motif of role reversal, whereby Jews are turned into Gentiles,
Paul continues to build up to the climactic demand of v. 30 that the neo-pagans be expelled
from the community of the “new Israel” (6:16).

The mention of Jerusalem has a particular bearing on the opponents, because Jerusalem was
the place of their origin, as “the people from James” (2:12). Witherington is right to remind us
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that these people did not see themselves as a separate entity from Judaism but rather as a
movement within it. Their allegiance was to the present Jerusalem and their Jewish heritage,
not just to the Jerusalem church (Witherington, 334). In taking their gospel to the nations, they
sought to promote the greater glory of Zion by the eschatological pilgrimage of the nations to
the capital city (Isa 2:2-4; 56:6-7; 66:18-21; Mic 4:1-4; Zech 2:11; 14:16-19).

For Paul, however, this covenantally nomistic path was not a viable option because “it is a
failure to grasp the radical implications of the Gospel, in particular of Christ’s death and
resurrection, and the implications of the new eschatological situation of Christians” (ibid., 334).
The bottom line for Paul, then, is regardless of how his rivals conceive of themselves and their
mission, they really belong to the “Now Jerusalem” enmeshed in its slavery, its idolatrous
attachment to the Torah (4:8-10). The sooner the Galatians wake up and realize this, the better
off they will be.

26 On the other side of the equation stands “the Above Jerusalem” (literal translation). The
notion of a heavenly Jerusalem is familiar from Jewish apocalyptic thought, according to which
there was “an ideal form of Jerusalem in the purpose of God, waiting, as it were, in heaven to
be revealed at the end time, when God’s purpose would be completely fulfilled” (Dunn, 253).
This expectation was apparently based on Exodus 25:9, 40, where Moses was told to construct
the tabernacle in accordance with the pattern shown him on Sinai (see also Wis 9:8; Heb 8:5).
This is intriguing in itself because it is on Sinai, the very place of the giving of the law, that an
intimation is given of a higher reality than the law, a dimension that can be described as
“above” rather than “below” (or “now”). This apocalyptic vision of a heavenly city of God (e.g.,
Isa 65:17-25; 2 Apoc. Bar. 4:2-7; 4 Ezra 7:26; 8:52; 10:25-27; 13:36; 2 Enoch 55:2) is taken up
by the NT (Hebrews 8-10; 11:10, 16; 12:22-23; Rev 3:12; 21:1-3, 10-11, 22-27).

What is distinctive about Paul’s “Above Jerusalem” is that it is not merely on the way but is
present already, with the revelation of Christ in Galatia. His Jerusalem is the new order of
salvation, the powers of the age to come (Heb 6:5) that have been unleashed with the presence
of the Holy Spirit. Stated otherwise, this is the city where Christ rules (Eph 1:20; 2:6; 4:10; Phil
3:20) and from which he despatches his Spirit to produce in his people the new birth. In this
sense, heaven has come down to earth in anticipation of the consummation of all things. (In a
reversal of metaphors, Paul can declare that believers have been elevated to heaven and made
to sit at Christ’s right hand [Eph 2:6; Col 3:1].) “The heavenly Jerusalem is…to be viewed as the
new age depicted in spatial terms and the anticipation of the full life of this new age is now
present in the church” (Lincoln, Paradise, 25, italics mine). Ultimately, the heavenly Jerusalem
is the new heavens and earth, the finalized kingdom of God over which Christ is to reign, the
origin and dwelling place of believers.

Such a city, corresponding to the age of fulfillment, can be nothing but “free,” i.e., not bound to
the Torah as the present Jerusalem. If the Judaizers and their devotees have a mother—
Hagar/Mount Sinai/present Jerusalem—who generates slaves, then Paul and those like him
have a mother too—Sarah/Above Jerusalem—who gives birth to free people. Without
mentioning Sarah by name, Paul’s allegory/typology is completed by an oblique reference to
her (the “free woman” of v. 22): she is the emblem of the freedom embodied by the heavenly
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Jerusalem. This is our mother.34 When we recall that Paul is probably casting himself in a
Sarah-like role, it would follow that he is making an implicit claim to the Galatians: it is through
his gospel, and his alone, that Christ from the “Above Jerusalem” is pouring out his Spirit to
give birth to people of God (cf. on v. 19).

Paul’s conception of the heavenly and free Jerusalem means that the focus of salvation history
has shifted from the earthly to the heavenly realm. As Lincoln explains, for Paul the hope of
Israel lies not in Jerusalem but in Jesus Christ, “the one who fulfils all that Jerusalem dimly
foreshadowed in regard to the presence of God with his people.” The name Jerusalem is
retained and the significance of that name for the fulfillment of God’s promises to Israel still
stands in the background. Nevertheless, what God has accomplished in Christ has radically
altered the meaning of Jerusalem. “The old category has been reinterpreted so that no longer in
view is a restored national capital which will be the geographical centre for the ingathering of
the nations in the Messianic era but Jerusalem can now designate instead the focal point of the
heavenly existence of the new age” (Paradise, 30).

Lincoln further observes that the Prophets, and in particular Isaiah, saw the final salvation in
terms of a “centripetal” movement in which all the nations would be gathered to a renewed and
glorified Jerusalem (Isa 2:2-4; 56:6-7; 66:18-21; Mic 4:1-4; Zech 2:11; 14:16-19). “For Paul this
prophetic motif is being fulfilled, for those Gentiles who are children of promise do come to a
Jerusalem glorified by the presence of God but because of Christ’s exaltation this Jerusalem is
not on earth but has become the focal point of the heavenly dimension” (ibid., 32). We might
add that the expectation of a new Jerusalem arose out of the anticipated destruction of Zion, at
the time of Israel’s deportation to Babylon. For Paul, these prophecies of the rebuilding of the
city have come to pass with the apocalyptic descent of the heavenly Jerusalem. The people of
God have returned from exile.35

This readjustment of perspectives on Jerusalem has decided implications for the way in which
the Galatians should regard the “mother church” in that city. The “false brothers” were probably
claiming that the Jerusalem assembly, in sponsoring their law- observant mission, was properly
mothering the Gentiles. No doubt, such claims were exaggerated, if not out-and-out false. But
Paul’s way of dealing with their allegations is to place the present Jerusalem in its true light.
Hopefully, in time the readers of this letter would come to see that Jerusalem in the most
meaningful sense—the “true” Jerusalem—is “above,” not “below.”

27 As per Paul’s normal practice in argumentation, he draws on a biblical text for confirmation
and/or illustration. The passage chosen this time is Isaiah 54:1.36 The quotation is especially
appropriate since it comes at the beginning of a sermon in which the Lord comforts the exiles
by reassuring them that once again he would take them for his wife (54:4-8) and that a new
beginning would soon commence, like that following the flood (54:9-10). At the time of the
restoration, the new Jerusalem is going be rebuilt of precious stones (54:11-12), an echo of
Solomon’s dedication of the temple (1 Chr 29:2, which itself echoes Gen 2:10-14). For the time
being, the city is desolate, like a deserted wife (Isa 50:1; 64:10) who is childless. Yet when the
exiles return, she will be overflowing with inhabitants; the abandoned one will become the
fruitful mother-city (Isa 1:26). The image of the barren woman naturally links up with Sarah.
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Implicitly, the prophet echoes Genesis 11:30 (“Sarah was barren and she had no child”). But
the link is made explicit in Isaiah 51:2: “look to Abraham your father and Sarah who bore you.”
The city, as Sarah herself, will be one day the “mother of nations” (Gen 17:16).

The restored Jerusalem, therefore, represents the fulfillment of the promise that Sarah’s (and
Abraham’s) offspring would be as numerous as the stars (Gen 15:5; 17:16; Isa 51:2). All of this
would be suggestive to Paul of a new, heavenly Jerusalem. For him, Isaiah 54:1 has come to
pass with the appearance of the “Above Jerusalem” now at the “ends of the ages” (1 Cor
10:11). Paul’s claim, therefore, is that in his mission and preaching the exiles have returned to
inhabit their glorified city. Israel’s hoped for restoration has transpired eschatologically with the
influx of the Gentiles into the new covenant community. He is the one who gave birth to the
Galatians and brought them into “Above Jerusalem.”

28 Paul’s commentary on Abraham’s two sons, which began in v. 22, developed into an
exposition of their respective mothers (vv. 23-27). Here he returns to the principal subject with
his declaration: “Now you, brothers, like Isaac, are children of promise.” The “you” is
comprehensive of all the Galatian believers, but the focus is on the Gentile portion of the
churches. Just as they were, uncircumcised and non-kosher, they betoken the fulfillment of the
promise that Abraham and Sarah would have countless descendants. To be sure, Jewish
tradition took it for granted that the line of covenant promise ran through Sarah rather than
Hagar and Isaac rather than Ishmael. But Paul’s boldness resides in the way he fastens on
Isaac’s character as a child of promise (as in Rom 9:7-9) rather than his ethnic identity and his
circumcision as a member of the Abrahamic community. In the same qualitative manner, the
readers of this epistle are the promised children by virtue of divine intervention, not submission
to the law. Their “birth,” in its own way, is just as miraculous as that of Isaac.

29 But if the Galatians really are the Isaac-like children of God, then they must count on rough
treatment from the Ishmael-like sons of Hagar. The formula “just as then/so also now” is a
further indication that Paul is moving within the realm of typology: an incident in the camp of
Abraham gives expression to events playing themselves out in Paul’s day. The reference is to
Genesis 21:9, which speaks of Ishmael “playing” with Isaac. In itself, the term “play” is neutral
and can refer to innocent fun. But the verb can also assume darker overtones: “play” in the
sense of “make fun,” “scorn” or “mock” (thus NIV and NASB), and perhaps even some form of
physical harassment is not to be ruled out. Sarah’s reaction (Gen 21:10) tends to support this
more negative reading (Gen 16:12 confirms Ishmael’s quarrelsome character, possibly in Paul’s
mind as he ascribes to the other teachers an Ishmaelian disposition). Later Jewish expositions
of the passage are to this effect (see Bruce, 223-24).

Whatever precisely was involved in this “play,” Paul interprets it as the persecution (diōkō) of
Isaac by Ishmael—and the same persecution is still going on. Lincoln plausibly suggests that
what Paul has in mind is Ishmael mocking Isaac’s claim to the inheritance. If this is so, then the
Judaizers are cast in the role of Abraham’s first son by mocking and jeering at the claims of the
latter-day Isaacs, the uncircumcised Galatians, to be heirs by faith alone (Paradise, 27). Such a
characterization of the opponents would have been especially offensive to them, as they
themselves probably assumed the voice of Sarah in her demand to put the foreigners out of the
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Abrahamic community.

The struggle between the two offspring of Abraham is depicted as a conflict between flesh and
Spirit. Again Paul makes a typological identification: the persecutors, like Ishmael, are born in
accordance with the flesh, the persecuted, like Isaac, are born in accordance with Spirit. The
first flesh/Spirit antithesis in the letter appears in 3:3, where Paul distinguishes between the age
of the flesh, the old creation, and the age of the Spirit, the new creation. 4:23, accordingly,
depicts the birth of Ishmael as being “according to the flesh,” as over against the birth of Isaac
“through promise.” In 5:16-26, flesh and Spirit are juxtaposed once more, this time in a
dominantly ethical context. In every case, flesh and Spirit (promise) stand for historical entities,
either the old age which has terminated with Christ or the new era which marks its inception
from his advent. In the present verse, flesh describes those who are born by natural generation
and take their stand on their fleshly descent from Abraham. They still belong to the era of the
law, the old creation and “the present evil age” with its “elementary matters.” Spirit, by contrast,
is the mode of birth of Isaac-like people, who have been begotten through the power of God’s
Spirit (cf. John 3:6, 8) and belong to the age of the Spirit or the heavenly Jerusalem.

30 Paul now directly assumes the role of Sarah and speaks in her voice (from Gen 21:10) as
he demands that the slave girl and her son, i.e., the Judaizers and their followers, be thrown out
of the Christian assemblies in Galatia: they can never inherit the promise with the children of
the free woman. This is just the focal point of the Hagar-Sarah allegory/typology—the
imperative to expel the bondswoman and her son. This is the climax to which Paul has been
building from v. 21. If the troublers were appealing to Genesis 21 and labeling Paul’s gospel
“Ishmaelian,” then Paul turns the tables and throws the passage back into their faces. His “logic
of reversal” throughout this whole passage finds is practical application just here. As combined
with 5:1, this ultimatum to get rid of the troublers represents the reason Galatians was written.

Sarah originally said: “that slave woman’s son will never share in the inheritance with my son
Isaac.” But Paul feels the freedom to modify the text to suit his purposes at hand: “my son
Isaac” is changed to “the son of the free woman.” In so doing, he stresses the freedom of Sarah
as the mother of Isaac and sounds yet again the note of liberty that has resounded throughout
this entire passage. But even with Paul’s alteration of Sarah’s words, it is Scripture speaking;
and the Galatians are obliged to heed the biblical injunction to purge the camp of its
adversaries. “If for the sake of the truth of the gospel the apostle can and must pronounce a
curse on the Teachers (1:8-9), then the Galatian churches’ adherence to the truth of the gospel
requires them to expel from their congregations the Teachers…” (Martyn, 446).

31 The inevitable conclusion is that we are not children of the slave but of the free woman. In
so saying, Paul brings the argument full circle from where it began in v. 22. Actually, this is the
summary and conclusion of the entirety of 3:1-4:30 and provides the answer to the central
question of this long section: Who are the true members of Abraham’s family? The argument
has been sustained and detailed, but necessary because “somehow the Galatians had become
confused, ‘bewitched,’ about their own spiritual identity despite the fact that the Spirit had been
abundantly poured upon them when they were first converted to Christ” (George, 348). By
desiring circumcision they are indeed seeking to be a child of Abraham, but to be a child of
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Abraham with Hagar, thus a brother of Ishmael and disqualified for the inheritance.

As an expression of his ultimate (though temporarily shaken) confidence in them, Paul can
address them warmly as “brothers” and shift to the first person plural “we,” so as to reckon them
among the inhabitants of the free, heavenly Jerusalem (cf. Heb 10:39). Because this is so, it
makes no sense for them to continue acting like slave children.
28 The notion of the stoicheia as “elemental forces” or demonic powers, however, cannot be ruled out altogether, given that Paul, in 4:8-10, reduces the Torah to the level
of pagan religion (see on 4:8).
29 The usage of “first time” (to proteron) possibly implies that in this letter Paul is re-preaching the gospel to those who had virtually forgotten it.
30 It is possible to draw a loose connection between Hagar and Sinai from the biblical materials (Gen 21:10-21, 31; Num 10:11-12; 12:16). See Martyn, 437, n. 129.
31 According to Genesis 25:6, 18, Hagar and Ishmael were expelled to “the land of the East,” the region later to be known as Arabia.
32 Elliot argues that Paul links Hagar = Sinai (Torah) specifically to the Mother Goddess of the Anatolian region, with her worshippers finding their correspondent in the
Jerusalem temple state (“Mother”). If she is right, then Paul’s employment of Hagar is even more startling than we have imagined!
33 The verb sustoicheō, translated “corresponds to,” means to “place in the same column.” As George (342) points out, throughout this passage Paul was establishing
two columns of implied correspondences and complementary antitheses:
Hagar Sarah
Ishmael, the son of slavery Isaac, the son of freedom
Birth “according to the flesh” Birth “through the promise”
Old Covenant New Covenant
Mount Sinai [Mount Zion]
Present Jerusalem Heavenly Jerusalem
34 That Paul should call a city “our mother” is only to be expected in view of the imagery of “mother Zion” as attested from his Jewish heritage (Ps 87:5; Isa 1:26; 51:18;
54:1; 66:7-11; Jer 50:1; Hos 4:5; 4 Ezra 10:7; 2 Apoc. Bar. 3:1; 10:16).
35 The hope of a new and glorified Jerusalem is evident from passages such as Isaiah 2; 54:10-14; 60-62; Ezekiel 40-48; Zechariah 12-14. Yet these visions of the future
are cast very much in terms of Israel’s national hopes which center around the earthly Jerusalem (for references in Jewish literature, see Lincoln, Paradise, 19). In Paul,
the expectations of this renewed mother city are transposed into the “Above Jerusalem,” which is now the seat of the glory of God in Christ.
36 Isaiah 54:1 was also the subject of attention in Jewish literature, the point being made that Jerusalem was left desolate because her children had turned away from the
law (see Dunn, 255). The law teachers might well have made hay of this tradition by pressing that Jerusalem’s bareness was due precisely to an abandonment of the
Torah.
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GALATIANS CHAPTER FIVE

FREEDOM IN THE SPIRIT (5:1-6:18)

Galatians has a number of leading motifs, but the most outstanding is freedom (2:4-5; 3:23-29;
4:1-11, 21-31; 5:1-12, 13). In fact, Paul’s whole reason for writing can be summed up in the cry
of 5:1: “It is for freedom that Christ has set us free!” This “Declaration of Christian
Independence” comes at a crucial juncture and turning point in the epistle—and for good
reason. “Like a lawyer pleading for a client in danger of being found guilty of a capital crime, he
must have seen this as the critical moment. If he could not convince his Galatian audiences
now he might never have another chance; his work with them, and their freedom in Christ might
be lost irretrievably” (Dunn, 260).

However, it is not only freedom from something—the law—that engages Paul’s attention as he
brings his entire tour de force argument to a close. Rather, freedom is to something as well,
because freedom is in the Spirit, who enables the believer to bear the “fruit of the Spirit” (5:22-
23) and live a life well pleasing to God, a reversal of the chaos that used to characterize
existence outside of Christ. The tragedy of the Galatian situation was that instead of the
freedom of the Spirit engendering the fruit of peace, harmony and Christ-likeness, there reigned
biting, devouring, suspicion and the various other “works of the flesh” (5:19-21). All this dotted
the Galatian landscape because of a preoccupation with the law, which could do no other than
produce bondage and the bitter existence of the slave children under its domain (4:21-31).
Christian liberty, therefore, is one of the most important corollaries of our deliverance from the
“present evil age.” It is for such liberty that Christ died and rose again (see on 1:1).

At first glance, 5:1-6:18 appears to be a disparate collection of ethical remarks and
exhortations with no organic connection to what has preceded. This is a conclusion to be
resisted, because the thrust of all the arguments in the letter has been in the direction of these
concluding exhortations and forming a basis for them. The paraenesis (exhortation) of this final
segment of Galatians is the target at which Paul has been aiming from chapter one, verse one.
Witherington informs us that there are two major themes in chaps. 5-6: the continuation of
arguments against circumcision and the law, and a positive assessment of how Christians
should live since they are not to submit to the Mosaic law. The two arguments are deliberately
presented in this sequence—in order to make a crucial and telling point. “Paul will stress that
the Spirit and the pattern or Law of Christ, not the Mosaic Law and circumcision, will provide
guidance and empowerment necessary to live a life pleasing to God” (Witherington, 359).

Fee confirms that the most basic contrast throughout these chapters is between life in the
Spirit lived out by faith and life lived on the basis of Torah observance. This is what makes this
portion of the letter “a crucial part of the argument of Galatians, not simply a collection of
paraenesis added at the end, after the theological argument is in place. The ethical result of the
life of the Spirit is part of the essential argument of the letter, since this is the burning question,
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‘How do believers live’?” In answering the question, Paul provides a reply to the Judaizers who
themselves were asking, If Torah observance is eliminated altogether, then what about
obedience (Presence, 385, 421, 422; see id., Exegesis, 154-72)?

A. The Call to Freedom (5:1-6)

Longenecker is surely right that these verses are directly relevant to all that Paul has said in
chaps. 1-4. “They give expression to Paul’s deepest concerns about his Galatian converts and
epitomize his attitude toward the entire Galatian controversy. All that Paul has argued for and
exhorted previously in Galatians comes to focus here” (Longenecker, 221). His “call to freedom”
begins with the ringing declaration that Christ has set us free. Thereafter his tone becomes very
severe indeed, but only to the end that he might shock these people into an awareness of their
perilous condition.

1 Commentators are divided as to whether 5:1 should be connected with 4:21-31 as its
conclusion, or whether it begins a new section. I have opted for the latter, although the verse
may be looked upon as a transition from the salvation-historical segment of the letter to the
exhortations of chaps. 5-6. In any event, this summons to freedom is, in its own right, the high
water mark of the epistle: “…‘freedom’ is the central theological concept which sums the
Christian’s situation before God as well as in this world. It is the basic concept underlying Paul’s
argument throughout the letter” (Betz, 255). Freedom represents a return to the Garden of
Eden before the onset of the bondage of sin—a veritable new creation.

It is well to remember that the new creation is the age of the Spirit. If a crucial question in
Galatians is, Who really possesses the Spirit?, then Paul’s answer is that we who are free from
the law have experienced the Spirit of God. For this reason, he can sum up his entire
discussion of the new covenant in 2 Corinthians 3 with the words: “where the Spirit of the Lord
is, there is freedom” (v. 17).

In English, “for freedom Christ has set us free” seems redundant. But this is a fairly typical
biblical way of speaking so as to emphasize an idea. It is as though Paul were saying, “freedom
is the very design of the work of Christ—this and none other!” The notion of liberation finds its
ultimate point of contact in the OT with the release of Israel from bondage (see on 2:4-5; 4:24).
Yet again Paul announces that the people of God have returned from exile with the death and
resurrection of Christ, who himself endured the curses of the covenant and then rose to procure
the blessings of a renewed covenant in the “above Jerusalem” (4:26). By his whole work, Christ
has brought the covenant to its climax (see on 1:1).

Therefore, to embrace the law is like returning to Egypt or Babylon; in the words of 3:3, it is
going in the wrong direction! Romans 6:18 articulates the same point of view. According to that
verse, we have been liberated from “sin,” i.e., the old creation as headed by the first Adam, and
have now become “slaves of righteousness” (note how “liberated from sin” in v. 18 is paralleled
by “justified from sin” in v. 7). This verse thus merges Galatians 5:1 and 13. According to both
epistles, we have been liberated from sin and the law in order to bear the fruit of the Spirit; but
the same emancipation is called slavery of another sort. As paradoxical as it may appear, true
freedom is to be found in bondservice to the principles of the new creation.
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In view of such realities, Paul can only exclaim, “Stand firm!” The cry, writes Dunn, is almost
like a military commander rallying wavering troops. As he notes, the imagery of standing was a
favorite of Paul—that of taking a firm stand and holding strongly to it. “What Paul calls for is a
corresponding firmness of resolve on the part of his readers; their firmness of purpose should
reflect the assured character of the divine grace in which they already stood” (Dunn, 262). But
standing firm is not enough, they must be resolved not to be subject again to a yoke of slavery.
“Again” (as in 4:9) refers to their previous bondage to “the elementary matters of the world,”
which for them was originally paganism but now is the law. The verb of this clause is probably
in the middle voice: “do not subject yourselves to” (or “let yourselves be entangled in”) a yoke of
slavery.

The metaphor of the yoke, in some instances, can bear a positive sense, as in the submission
of a disciple to a master (Sir 51:26; Matt 11:29-30). In this regard, it is very possible that the
phrase “the yoke of the law” was already current in Paul’s day as an expression of submission
to and compliance with the requirements of the Torah (see Longenecker, 224-25).37 If so, then
the “yoke of slavery” is an oblique reference to “the yoke of the law,” but in such a way as to
turn a positive metaphor into a negative one, especially in light of the Maccabean associations
of this term.

Once again the Torah is consigned to the period of slavery, along with sin, death and “the
present evil age.” As Peter himself was finally to see, the law was “a yoke which neither our
fathers nor we have been able to bear” (Acts 15:10) (NASB). The irony of Paul’s language is
intensified by the fact that during the Maccabean crisis Israel struggled to liberate itself from
“the yoke of the Gentiles” (1 Macc 13:41). Dunn’s observation here is much to the point: the
situation, he says, has now been reversed, with Jews attempting to bring Gentiles into
subservience to them. For Paul, this will never do. “The gospel of Messiah Jesus was not about
Gentiles’ having to submit to Jewish customs which obliterated their distinctiveness as
Gentiles…but about freedom from such distinctions for both Jew and Gentile” (Dunn, 263).

2 Equally as abrupt as v. 1, this sentence begins with “behold” (NASB; NIV: “mark my words!”),
reflecting the typical style of Hebrew narrative (Heb. hinneh, which is frequently the equivalent
of an exclamation point). Because Paul wants to grab the audience’s attention and have them
pay special attention to what follows, his words take the form of a solemn affidavit—“I, Paul, say
to you.” By using the emphatic personal pronoun (egō) along with his name, he would remind
them (from 1:1) that he is the one commissioned by Christ to take the gospel to Galatia. He
thus wields the “big stick” of apostolic authority (cf. 1 Cor 4:21). But at the same time, they
should recall that Paul was their “mother” (4:19) who cared deeply for their welfare.

His warning has specific reference to circumcision (mentioned four times in this paragraph).
His language implies that the readers had not yet undergone the knife, but they were giving it
serious consideration. From 4:10 it is evident that they had begun to celebrate the distinctive
days of the Jewish calendar. That was enough of an imposition on their freedom. But the issue
of circumcision was the decisive one, because until they were circumcised their identity as
Gentiles would remain distinct. However, more than freedom was at stake, because according
to Acts 15:1, the very message of the Judaizers was: “Unless you are circumcised…you cannot
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be saved.” For them, circumcision was no less than the way into the community of the saved,
and without it there could be no acceptance before God. Paul, then, is barely restrained in his
emotions. He knows that if he could only stop his “children” before they reached the point of
circumcision, he could still save the day for “the truth of the gospel” (2:5, 14).

Paul will draw out the logical consequences of circumcision in the next verse, but for the
moment he is adamant that if these people are circumcised Christ will do them no good. The
issue is stated starkly in black and white terms because circumcision was the way into the
Mosaic covenant in toto (v. 3), which for both Jews and Judaizing Christians was the gateway
to salvation. Thus, the alternatives for Paul were either Christ or the law. And if it is the law,
Christ will benefit them nothing because his entire work has been rendered redundant. If the
Torah provided everything, then Jesus’ life of righteousness and his sacrificial death for sin
would have been unnecessary. The future tense of the verb, “Christ will be of no value
[ōpheleō] to you at all,” has an eschatological as well as a present reference. That is to say, in
the last judgment, Christ will not be their savior if they opt for the law in the place of him.

The imposition of circumcision and a nomistic lifestyle on Gentile believers to complement their
faith takes us back to the central issue of Galatians: Does righteousness come from the law or
from faith in Christ alone? Paul is so resolute because for Gentiles to embrace the Jewish
Torah is to make Christianity law-centered rather than Christ- centered. The present verse finds
its direct analogue in 2:21: if justification is through the law, then Christ died to no purpose. Betz
pinpoints the crux of the matter: if Christ alone, for the Galatians, were insufficient, “They would
deny their status as ‘believers in Christ,’ and thereby their ‘justification by faith’ which would
save them in the eschatological judgment. They would deprive themselves from [sic] all the
redemptive benefits which the name Christ includes” (Betz, 259).

In the final analysis, two competing concepts of the covenant were at stake. According to
Witherington, God has only one covenant between himself and his people at a time. To submit
to the Mosaic covenant is to imply clearly that the covenant inaugurated by Christ is null and
void. It is also implied that Christ’s death did not accomplish what Paul says it did accomplish—
exhaust the oath curse of the Law covenant and so bring to an end the reign of the Law
covenant over God’s people. The Galatians are thus confronted with a choice between two
covenants and thus two manners of living faithfully before God (Witherington, 367).

3 The solemn affidavit of the previous verse now becomes a more formalized oath formula (“I
testify…”)38, in which he draws out the logical corollary of circumcision: debt to the entire law.
His testimony is directed toward every person who is “getting himself circumcised” (middle
voice). The present tense could indicate that some actually were undergoing the rite, or it could
express attempted or intended action. Either way, circumcision of necessity entails obligation to
the whole law (literally, “You are a debtor…”). His reasoning is obvious enough: “For Paul the
Law is a package deal, and one cannot separate out one portion of its commandments from
another. All must be obeyed if one is under the law” (Witherington, 353). One was not, in other
words, free to pick and choose from among the commandments. What is in view is the typical
Jewish mindset which understood “doing the [whole] law” (Lev 18:5; Deut 4:1, 10, 40; 5:29-33;
6:1-2, 18, 24; 7:12-13) as the obligation and privilege of those within the covenant. “It is this
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total way of life to which Paul refers here. He reminds his would-be Gentile Judaizers that what
was being demanded of them was not simply a matter of a single act of circumcision, but a
whole way of life, a complete assimilation and absorption of any distinctively Gentile identity
into the status of Jewish proselyte” (Dunn, 267).

A Gentile who commences his observance of the law, remarks Martyn, “sets out on a path that
has no terminus…. Face-to-face with the plural law [as Martyn terms it], he becomes a
permanent debtor (opheiletēs), whose bill is always due” (Martyn, 470-71). Perhaps Paul
presses this point because his opponents had introduced a program of “gradualism” into the
Galatian churches, whereby only selected commandments were made obligatory (at least at
first). If so, then Paul seeks to underscore their inconsistency with what the Torah itself
demands.

The letter to the Galatians is filled with ironies, and in the case of circumcision we find one of
the most remarkable ironies of all. From one vantage point, some of the Gentile believers were
intent on entering the Mosaic community through the normal gate, circumcision. But from Paul’s
outlook the rite was having the opposite effect as regards their standing in Christ. “From his
perspective, circumcision of Gentile Christians was not a ritual of entrance but of exit….
Although Jews still practiced circumcision as an entrance ritual, Paul sees it as a ritual of exit,
apostasy, when practiced by the followers of Jesus” (Neyrey, Paul, 89). This is why, in the next
verse, Paul minces no words in warning that all who head down the path initiated by
circumcision will be severed from Christ.

4 Paul is worried not about circumcision as an isolated act or as a thing in itself, but rather
what it will lead to: the endeavor to be justified “in the law.” The most emphatic element of the
verse is placed forward into the first clause: “You have been severed from Christ” (NASB). The
verb translated “severed” (katargeō) frequently means to make ineffective or nullify (BAGD,
417). In the present cast, it signifies the dissolution of a relationship, namely, the Galatians’
former (covenant) relationship to Christ.39 Formal identification with the Jewish people and their
Torah (through circumcision) is equivalent to ending a relationship with the Christ of Paul’s
gospel. At heart, two competing conceptions of the Messiah are at stake. There is either Paul’s
Messiah, who has received all without distinction (Rom 1:1-7; 15:7), or the Messiah of the
Judaizers, who “forced Jesus back into the role of a purely Jewish messiah rather than that of
last Adam and Lord of all” (Dunn, 268). One is obliged to decide.

Those who are estranged from Christ are just those who are seeking to be “justified in the law”
(an echo of 2:16; 3:11). The present tense again denotes either action in progress or attempted
action (NIV: “You who are trying to be justified”).40 What is important is that a portion of the
Galatians are on the verge of making the Torah, not Christ, the arena in which they would seek
to be justified before God (both now and in the day of judgment). The most fitting commentary
on the present verse is again 2:21: if justification is through the law, then Christ died to no
purpose (see on 5:2). Paul and those like him have come down solidly on the side of solus
Christus.

If those who want to be justified in the law have severed their relationship with Christ, they
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have, by the nature of the case, “fallen away from grace.” The verb “fall away” (ekpiptō) is used
of a withering flower falling from its stem to the ground (Jas 1:11; 1 Pet 1:24) or of a ship failing
to hold its course (Acts 27:26, 29). “God’s grace in Christ…is like the stem which supports the
flower and through which the life-sustaining sustenance flows. Or like the channel which leads
to safety between the rocks of disaster, a course from which they were in danger of being
driven by dangerous currents and cross winds” (Dunn, 268-69).

To understand this verse, it is necessary to reckon with the historical nature of Paul’s
argumentation throughout Galatians. “Grace” stands for the era of grace, just as “Spirit” in 3:3
stands for the age of the Spirit, the new covenant and the new creation. If the readers opted for
the law in the place of Christ, they would abandon the eschatological era of God’s final
disclosure of himself in his Son and, not least, they would forfeit the freedom of grace. 3:3
continues to be paradigmatic: one must not retreat into the age of the “flesh” and so forsake the
time of the “Spirit.” To do so is to apostatize from Christ. Says Witherington: “Paul could hardly
have made any clearer that a person who chooses to submit to the Law who seeks final
justification by being ‘in the Law’…has in effect committed apostasy, has fallen from grace, has
even severed themselves from relationship with Christ. For Paul there is no room for
compromise on this issue” (Witherington, 369).

5 In contrast to those who are being allured by the law as the realm of their justification, “we”
(emphatic position in the verse) “by the Spirit” and “from faith” are awaiting the hope of
righteousness. The “we,” consistent with Paul’s usage throughout the letter, probably has
reference to “we Jewish Christians.” In a manner akin to 2:16b and 4:3, the point is that if even
we await the hope of righteousness by the Spirit, from faith, then how much less should
Gentiles expect to receive their ultimate vindication by allegiance to the Mosaic law. “Faith,” as
everywhere in Paul, means trust in Jesus alone as over against Jesus plus something else,
normally circumcision and law observance.

“By the Spirit” reminds us that we live in the age of the Spirit and are enabled by him to
persevere through the wilderness of this world, as Jesus himself was (Luke 4:1). It is in this
sense that we are “led by the Spirit” (Rom 8:14). Both faith and the Spirit are set forth as
eschatological realities in contrast to the law, now obsolete, that can do nothing to effect our
standing with God. “The latter not only fails to provide righteousness now, but offers no hope for
the future; life in the Spirit, however, includes living a life of genuine righteousness now…and
having absolute certainty about its final outcome” (Fee, Presence, 419).

The verb “await” (apekdechomai) is always used by Paul of future eschatological expectation
(Rom 8:19, 23, 25; 1 Cor 1:7; Phil 3:20). Paul, then, anticipates a time when the believer’s
present possession of righteousness will be brought to its crowning conclusion at the end of this
age. “Righteousness,” as normal in the Bible, designates a standing in a relationship—that of
the covenant—as well as one’s commitment to the relationship as embodied in the “fruit” of
perseverance (Gal 5:22-23; Luke 8:15). In Paul’s soteriology, the believer is made acceptable
by the gracious gift of God’s sacrifice of his Son, who is received by faith, and thereafter he/she
is caused by the same grace to render to king Jesus the “obedience of faith” for his name’s
sake (Rom 1:5; 16:26).
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“Righteousness has both a present and a future dimension; it speaks of a people who have
achieved a very positive identity in the present but who know that their race is not yet run and
that a bright future awaits them” (Esler, Galatians, 175). In Paul’s words elsewhere: “continue to
work out your salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you to will and to act
according to his good purpose” (Phil 2:12-13); and “he who began a good work in you will carry
it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus” (Phil 1:6).

All in all, Paul speaks here of “the full realization of the new character now in Christ begun”
(Ziesler, Righteousness, 179), our perfect conformity to the image of Christ, which coincides
with our vindication as God’s faithful people in the day of judgment. In justification, as in every
other dimension of soteriology, there is a Not Yet as well as an Already (Matt 12:36-37; Rom
2:13; cf. 5:9-10). “Clearly expressed here is the ‘future tense’ of justification—to be
justified/counted acceptable to God, not simply as an initial act (conversion), but as a sustained
relationship with God culminating in the favourable verdict of the final judgement” (Dunn, 271;
see Yinger, Paul, 143-289; Garlington, Faith, 44-71). Or, according to Fee, “Our present
justification/righteousness based on the work of Christ and the Spirit is what will be realized—
provided that we continue in faith and the Spirit and do not return to slavery, which promises no
eschatological reward, only death” (Fee, Presence, 419).

It is the expectation of righteousness that forms the Christian’s hope. “Hope” (elpis) is one of
the great words in Paul (e.g., Rom 4:18; 5:2, 4, 5; 8:20, 24, 25; 12:12; 15:13; 1 Cor 13:13;
15:19; Col 1:27; 1 Thess 1:3; Titus 1:2; 2:13; 3:7). By definition, hope is faith directed toward
the future; it is the anticipation of the consummation of the ages. For this reason, hope impels
the Christian life and spurs us on to perseverance in view of the goal to be attained in the last
day. Hope, then, is like love (v. 6) in that it energizes our lives. Because this is so, Fee can
speak of the heart of Paul’s gospel as “eschatological hope through faith in Christ, as lived out
in the present by the power of the Spirit in a life of loving servanthood” (Exegesis, 159). From
one angle, the eschaton has been realized in our present hope, but, from another, our present
hope is an index to the events of the eschaton. As an integral ingredient of faith, hope
preeminently signifies the hoped-for reality of the heavenly Jerusalem.

Thus, the waiting and patience that accompany hope, along with the groaning of the Christian,
have a specific object. Hope is not the vague possibility of a better life in some indefinite future
but the glory of the age to come, the redemption of the body, the adoption as sons and
daughters and cosmic peace. All these expectations can be summarized as “righteousness,”
because from God’s standpoint righteousness is his commitment to restore the creation to its
pristine condition.

6 That one day our righteousness is going to be completed and fully realized in Christ and the
Spirit (apart from the law) is now confirmed in slightly different words: it is not circumcision or
uncircumcision that matter, but “faith working through love.” The operative principle of God’s
ultimate vindication of his people is not the boundary markers of Jewish identity but a faith (in
Christ alone) impelled by love. The present statement invites comparison with 1 Thessalonians
1:3, where Paul commends his readers’ “work of faith and labor of love and steadfastness of
hope in our Lord Jesus Christ” (cf. the same triad in 1 Cor 13:13).
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These realities, not law observance as encapsulated by circumcision, are what characterize
existence “in Christ Jesus.” Below, in v. 14, Paul will state what was a perfectly acceptable
dictum to Judaism and Judaizers, namely, that love fulfills the law. What is radical, however, is
that he negates circumcision as a necessary means of expressing one’s love (and faith) to the
God of Israel (as also in 6:15; Col 3:11). In 1 Corinthians 7:19, a passage very much like our
own, he explicitly sets the rite in opposition to the “commandments of God!”

Being “in Christ Jesus,” therefore, entails a radical reappraisal of what constitutes acceptability
to God: the circumcision/non-circumcision distinction between Jews and Gentiles has been
relativized altogether. Henceforth, the only thing necessary for Gentiles, or Jews for that matter,
was God’s gift of the Spirit through faith. Christlikeness as engendered by the Spirit is the new
“boundary marker” of the people of God. Circumcision has been rendered entirely obsolete.

The verb translated “has any value” by NIV and “means anything” by NASB is a “power” word.
Quite literally, it could be rendered: neither circumcision nor uncircumcision “are powerful” (or
“avail”) for anything. At issue are two rival sources of power which result in qualitatively different
outlooks on life in the covenant community. The one is the law and the other is an activist faith
with love as its energizing agent.41 The former is impotent to justify and effect any change in
one’s life, while the latter is God’s own power (through the Spirit) exercised in a new creation
(cf. 3:5). What are set in contrast are two conflicting sources of power which give significance to
everything else and provide a basis for the whole life before God. These, remarks Dunn,
determine and characterize mind-set and community. On the one hand, there are a mind-set
community and that are determined by a rite which divided humanity into two sharply distinct
classes (“the circumcision” and “the uncircumcision”). On the other, there are a mind-set and
community characterized by the openness of faith and the spontaneity of love. “Paul affirms
that the coming of Christ and of being ‘in Christ’ has radically reduced the power of the first and
has shown that effective power to change life and community to the righteousness for which
God looks lies in the latter” (Dunn, 271).

The Christian life, therefore, is one of dynamic activism, because “in Christ” is an empowering
relationship to Christ, which expresses itself in love. As Dunn underscores, Paul understood “in
Christ” as a new and living relationship active in well-doing (cf. Rom 2:7, 10). He understood
justification as a “sustained relationship with God through Christ, which produced the
righteousness looked for and acknowledged by God (love).” Such an understanding should not
be perceived as a threat to sola fide, for “it is precisely that complete reliance on and openness
to God’s grace which comes to expression in love” (Dunn, 272).

To this Furnish adds that Paul’s preaching of love does not just stand alongside his emphasis
on justification by faith; is vitally related to it. To believe in Christ means to belong to him, and to
belong to him means to share in his death and in the power of his resurrection. “Thereby one’s
whole life is radically reoriented from sin to righteousness as he is freed from bondage to
himself and placed under the truly liberating dominion of God’s grace” (Love Command, 92.
See further ibid., 91-131; Furnish, Theology, 181-206; Gorman, Cruciformity, 155-26.).

That Paul should single out love as the focal point of faith is understandable in light of the
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argument of chaps. 5-6 as a whole. According to his portrait, his opponents were stimulating
the Galatians to “bite and devour one another” (5:15). In spite of their claims, the teachers do
not really “abide in all things written in the book of the law,” because they have neglected the
principal part—love. Over against them, “the whole law” for Paul “is fulfilled in one word, ‘You
shall love your neighbor as yourself’” (5:14).

In our verse, love is particularly set in opposition to circumcision because of the latter’s
function as one of the acid tests of loyalty to the God of Israel. For the apostle, however, what
matters in the new creation is faith working through love (5:6; cf. 6:15) and Christians serving
one another through love (5:13). For this reason, love heads the list of the fruit of the Spirit
(5:20). If one walks by the Spirit (5:25), instead of being conceited and provoking others (5:26),
one will bear the brother’s burden and so fulfill the law of Christ (6:1-2). Even this sketch of the
love motif in this part of the letter informs us that the theology of love was vital to Paul because,
the lovelessness of the Judaizers was the product of their exclusivistic theology (see further
Garlington, Faith, 64-67; id., “Burden Bearing,” 153-58).

If we ask, What is love anyway?, the answer, in general terms, is seeking the highest good of
others as defined by the law of Christ (6:2). But the very phrase “law of Christ” points us to
Christ himself, the great exemplar of love, the one who was willing to assume the position of the
lowliest slave in the household in order to minister to others and finally give his life as a ransom
for many (Mark 10:35; John 13:3-16). As Paul puts it so concretely in this letter, Christ’s love
was exhibited when he “gave himself” on the cross (2:20). Martyn is surely right that this faith-
energized love is not a romantic feeling but “the concrete pattern of life, established and incited
by Christ’s faithful, dying love for us. Under the sign of the cross (5:24) this loving pattern of life
is continued in the community in which each member is the servant of the other, bearing the
other’s burdens” (Martyn, 474).

Notes

1 Cummins appropriately points to Acts 15:10: “Now therefore why do you make trial of God by
putting a yoke upon the neck of the disciples which neither our fathers nor we have been able
to bear?” He observes that the distinctive term “yoke” (zugos) is used figuratively in the LXX to
denote the oppression of Israel, not least during the Maccabean period when the final removal
of the “yoke” of Seleucid rule and the commencement of the Hasmonean dynasty is the cause
of national celebration (1 Macc 13:41; cf. 8:18). “The implication is clear: the unnecessary
imposition of circumcision and Torah-observance upon the Gentile converts denotes a Jewish
nationalism which is itself a function of the same enslavement Israel itself had experienced at
the hands of its enemies, freedom from which is to be found only through God in Messiah
Jesus” (Paul, 158).

2 Witherington (66) proposes that there may be more beneath the surface as regards
circumcision. He notes that a close examination of Ancient Near East covenanting procedures,
including those followed by the Israelites, shows that the sign of a covenant was often
connected with the oath curse that went with the covenant and symbolized the curses that
applied if one did not obey the covenant stipulations. In the case of the Mosaic covenant, the
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cutting off of the flesh was a symbol that God would cut off a person and perhaps also his
descendants from the community of believers, indeed perhaps even cut them off from the land
of the living, if the covenant was not kept. This is what it meant to experience the anathema or
oath curse, the judgment of God on covenant breakers. The symbolism was particularly apt,
since the sign pertained to the organ of generation and symbolized the cutting off of one’s life if
one did not keep the covenant. If all this was in the mind of the Judaizers, no wonder Paul is up
in arms! And so ironically, Paul reasons that it is just by circumcision that the troublers have cut
themselves off from the new covenant (cf. 5:12)!

B. Run the Race (5:7-12)

Paul continues his make or break argument to the Galatians. In vv. 1-6, he summoned them to
freedom, warned them of the pitfalls of circumcision and placed before them the prospect of
future righteousness. Now he calls upon them, in the words of Heb 12:1, to run the race set
before them and not be hindered from obeying the truth by those who really do not have their
best interests at heart. The paragraph is punctuated by a series of brief sentences (“snorts of
indignation” [Dunn]) in which he hopes to jar them loose from their attachment to the law and
the law teachers.

7 Paul laments that at one time the readers were “running well.” In so saying, he draws on one
of his favorite metaphors as taken from the athletic contests (1 Cor 9:24-27; Phil 3:14; 2 Tim
4:7; Acts 20:24). We recall from 1:13 that “walk” is a term indicative of the Jew’s devotion to
and perseverance in the covenant. Paul then “baptizes” the term and applies it to the believer’s
perseverance in Christ. “Running” says essentially the same thing as “walking,” but serves to
intensify the idea. David gives voice to this in his exclamation, “I will run in the way of your
commandments” (Ps 119:32). It is significant that Paul can use such a metaphor all the while
insisting that justification and the Christian life are a matter of faith from beginning to end. He
can do so because “faith working through love” requires all the concentration and self-discipline
of an Olympic runner.

Naturally, the question arises, “Who cut in on you?” The question is rhetorical (as in 3:1)
because Paul knows very well who has “cut in.” (The verb here may be an allusion to the
“cutting” of circumcision, in which case those who “cut off” the foreskin have “cut in” on the
Galatians.) But frequently questions in the Bible are intended to make people think rather than
acquire information (e.g., Gen 3:11). Paul wants them to consider just what kind of persons
have been a hindrance to them. In light of 3:1 (“who has bewitched you?”) and 2 Corinthians
11:13-15, Paul may be implying that more sinister forces are at work behind the human
troublemakers in Galatia (cf. 1 Thess 2:18).

“Who?,” then, becomes a very pertinent inquiry. The main verb of the sentence is rightly
rendered as “cut in” by NIV, in keeping with the metaphor of a race. The bogus apostles, as it
were, have cut in on the believers in Galatia and have jeopardized their ability to cross the
finishline, because cutting in, or crossing lanes, frequently has the effect of making a runner
stumble. And one must cross the finishline—including Paul (1 Cor 9:27).

The effect of the agitators’ interference is that the Galatians were in the process of not obeying
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the truth, i.e., “the truth of the [circumcision-free] gospel” (2:5, 14). The verb means essentially
“be persuaded” (the idea is repeated in vv. 8, 10). Paul thought of acceptance of the gospel as
a matter of mind and intellect as distinct from faith as a “leap into the dark.” It is an experience
which must engage one’s full mental capacities. It is to this end that Paul has brought out his
whole arsenal of arguments in the letter, that he might convince the readers of the veracity of
his preaching of Christ. Nevertheless, persuasion is meant to result in obedience (hence, the
legitimacy of translating the verb as “obey”). The truth is not only to be believed but to be
obeyed as well. Since truth is a package deal—not only commitment to Christ in faith but the
obedience of faith resulting from union with him—one must ever be in submission to the truth. It
is for this reason that John can speak of “doing the truth” (1 John 1:6), and Paul himself can
later coin the phrase “the truth which accords with godliness” (Titus 1:1).

8 Baldly stated, “That kind of persuasion does not come from the one who calls you.” The
“persuasion” in question refers to the other teachers’ conception of what sonship to Abraham
and acceptability to God entails. In depicting God as the one who calls them, Paul returns to the
verb (kaleō) that bespeaks Israel’s election and calling (see on 1:15). This calling, in the OT, is
unfolded along two related yet distinct lines. The one is that Israel was the called people in that
its national existence commenced with the summons (election) of Yahweh at Mt. Sinai. Later
prophetic preaching can presuppose this as a foundational factor in the national self-
consciousness (e.g., Isa 41:9 [calling is paralleled by election]; 42:6; 43:1; 45:3; 48:12; 51:2).
The other is the prophetic demand for Israel to turn from idolatry and back to the covenant (Isa
50:2; 65:12; 66:4; Jer 7:13).

In applying the concept of calling to believers in Jesus the Christ (cf. Rom 1:6-7; 9:24), Paul
confers upon them a distinction which was supposed to characterize the ancient people but in
his day by and large did not. That is to say, the nations have responded to the call of Paul’s
gospel with faith’s obedience, while Israel, who has heard the call (Rom 10:18), is a
“disobedient and contrary people” (Rom 10:21). Among the nations, it is the Galatians who
have complied with the prophetic challenge to turn from idols and embrace Yahweh’s covenant;
they are the new Israel, God’s possession, a kingdom of priests and a holy nation (Exod 19:6;
Gal 6:16; Eph 1:14; 1 Pet 2:9); it is they, according to the Isaiah passages cited just above, who
have returned from exile in response to the divine call. Yet, as inexplicable as it may seem, the
very same people were in the process of renouncing God’s call to freedom and new covenant
life and were bent on returning to the idol of the Torah. That persuasion is certainly not from
God, only the Judaizers.

9 With a change of metaphor (probably quoting a current proverb, as in 1 Cor 5:6), Paul further
expresses his concern over the insidious nature of the law teachers’ influence. Their presence
and message are like a little leaven that permeates a whole lump of dough. There is here not
only the well-known fact that only a tiny portion of yeast causes bread to rise (Matt 13:33; Luke
13:20), but also the negative connotation of “leaven” as symbolizing something corrupting and
undesirable. Given that the circumcision party was composed of former Pharisees (Acts 15:5),
Paul may be in touch with the warning of Jesus that his disciples were to beware precisely “the
leaven of the Pharisees” (Matt 16:6, 11; Mark 8:15; Luke 12:1). Be that as it may, by experience
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he knew that a minimal exposure to false teaching goes a long way—too long! Even flirtation
with the circumcision-gospel of the troublers, if taken to its logical conclusion, would have at
least a twofold effect.

For one, the readers would abandon Christ for the sake of the law and thus fall under the
curse of the gospel (1:8, 9; 3:10-13); they would do no less than forfeit eternal life. For another,
the church would forever be bifurcated into Jewish and Gentile factions, thus creating chaos in
the place of order and peace. That such factionalism had already begun to rear its ugly head is
evident from this very context (5:15, 19-21, 26; 6:1-5). And Galatia was not the only place
where Paul was confronted with the problem. He felt obliged to admonish the Roman
congregations also to take note of those (Jewish) teachers who were creating “dissensions”
and “stumbling blocks” (Rom 16:17).

These two words in tandem are the “double whammy” to the church: “dissensions”
(dichostasiai) are particularly heinous because of their devastating effects on the harmony of
the assemblies (cf. 1 Cor 1:10-17); and the “stumbling blocks” (ta skandala) are no less than
“enticements to apostasy” (BAGD, 753). Those who create such enticements, in both Rome
and Galatia, have as their hidden agenda the seduction of people away from Christ and after
themselves. There is, in point of fact, a cause and effect relationship between divisions in the
church and the potential of apostasy. Were the church to disintegrate as a result of its internal
strife, the only real alternative would be the abandonment of Christianity altogether.

10 Paul has had to speak frankly and boldly for his friends’ own good, particularly as the
fundamental issue before them was no less than apostasy from Christ. But here he moderates
his tone and expresses his ultimate confidence in them (note how the writer of Hebrews does
the very same, Heb 6:1-12). This is not simply rhetoric but Paul’s confidence “in the Lord” that
the Galatians will finally do the right thing by expelling the Judaizers (4:30) and renewing their
love to Christ. By the phrase “in the Lord,” he expresses his optimism that these people really
are Christians, notwithstanding their temporary distraction by the troublers. Stemming from
such assurance, Paul was sure that his readers would take “no other view” than his convictions
respecting Christ and “the truth of the gospel.”

On the other hand, the one causing all the trouble (see on 1:7) will bear his judgment. The
judgment in question is that of the “curse of the law” which has become the “curse of the
gospel” (see on 1:8-9; 3:13). Reasoning from vv. 2-6, and indeed from this entire context, it
would follow that Paul denies to the agitators a faith which works through love (v. 6).
Consequently, they possess no righteousness that will be consummated in the eschatological
courtroom (v. 5), and on that day Christ will do them no good (v. 2). Why Paul speaks of “the
troubler” in the singular is uncertain, unless he has in mind a prominent “ringleader” among the
circumcising group. By adding “whoever he is,” he is perhaps indicating that he does not know
this individual personally or by name. He is not interested in personalities but issues.

11 If the opposition group is comprised of “troublemakers,” then Paul will relate the trouble he
has received personally from them. There is a long-standing debate as to his precise point of
reference. However, the most straightforward explanation is that Paul, at one point in time, did
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indeed “preach” the necessity of circumcision to any who would attach themselves to the house
of Israel (cf. Jdt 14:10). In this case, the verb “preach” (kērussō) does not bear the technical
sense of Christian proclamation, the kerygma, but the more generalized meaning of “proclaim”
or “declare.” Perhaps he chose the term because his opponents had made circumcision
precisely an integral element of their “preaching,” their “kerygma.” In his pre-Christian days,
Paul would have consented to such “preaching,” but after the Damascus Road, the content of
his kerygma became Christ only and him crucified (1 Cor 1:23; 2:2).

It is just Paul’s distinctively Christian “preaching,” a proclamation which precluded
circumcision, that invited persecution from the circumcision party as well as from non- Christian
Judaism. If he were still insisting on circumcision for proselytes to join the people of God, then
his enemies would not be enemies; they would have nothing but affection and accolades for
him. But as it is, he continues to be harassed by them.

He does not specify what form this persecution took, whether physical or verbal abuse, or
both. But perhaps the most telling factor is derived from Paul’s mention of the persecution of
Isaac by Ishmael in 4:29, i.e., Ishmael’s mocking of Isaac’s claim to the inheritance. It is in this
regard that the persecution is still going on, with the Judaizers in particular being cast in the role
of Abraham’s first son by jeering at the claims of the latter- day Isaacs (the Galatians) to be
heirs by faith alone. It is in the same sense that the troublers persecute Paul as well, and
indeed preeminently Paul because of his unwavering stand for Gentile freedom. For them, if
anyone is to be denied the status of son of Abraham and heir of the inheritance, surely it is
Paul, the arch heretic and apostate!

Among other reasons, circumcision is so objectionable because it nullifies (literally,
“abolishes”) the “offense” of the cross. “Offense” is literally “stumbling block” (skandalon).
Originally, the stumbling block is something that proves to be a trap, a source of
embarrassment and offense or a provocation that arouses resentment and resistance. In this
more general sense, the term appears in the NT (along with the cognate verb “stumble”
[skandalizō]) as an “impediment” to faith or action (Matt 5:29; 16:23; 18:7; Rom 14:13; 16:17; 1
John 2:10; Rev 2:14).

More specifically, though, the vocabulary of being “scandalized” pertains to unbelief and
apostasy as respects Jesus the Christ (e.g., Matt 13:21, 57; 15:12; 18:6, 7; 24:10; John 6:61;
Rom 9:33; 11:9; 1 Cor 1:23). In this regard, Jesus fulfills the role of Yahweh, who declared
himself to be the “rock of offense” to Israel, upon which many would stumble, fall, be broken
and be snared (Isa 8:14-15). Besides marking the end of the Jew/Gentile divide in human
history (Eph 2:14-16), Jesus’ cross was preeminently the stumbling block to the people of Israel
because the notion of a crucified Messiah was “a blasphemous contradiction in terms” (Bruce,
166). It was the cross that placed Jesus in the position of the reprobate of Deuteronomy 21:18-
23 (see on 3:13). It was for just this reason that the circumcisers were ashamed of the cross
and refused to endure persecution for its sake (6:12).

Paul’s language is not to be evacuated of its force: the cross is deliberately calculated to
offend that portion of humanity that will not look to it as God’s judgment against and remedy for
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its sin (Rom 3:25-26; Col 1:20; 2:14). “It is precisely the fact that the cross is an offense that
makes ‘the theology of the cross’ such a powerful critical principle in Christian theology and
such a weighty counterbalance to all pride of position, nationhood or life-style” (Dunn, 282).
Betz speaks to the same effect: “…the Christian message presents the unbeliever with a
central and indispensable element of ‘provocation’ and ‘alienation.’ Without this element, the
Christian message has lost its integrity and identity, i.e., its truth” (Betz, 270). See especially
Romans 11:9. But for Paul and all Christians, the cross, with all its offense, is glorious (6:14)
and attractive: it is God’s only provision for the forgiveness of sins and marks the central point
of salvation history (see the introduction to 1:1-5). For Paul, no cross no gospel.

12 A section replete with blunt assertions now concludes with a cutting remark indeed! Paul
wishes, no less, that the circumcisers would do a proper job on themselves. Since they are so
concerned with the removal of foreskins, they should go all the way and excise the whole
apparatus! Some think Paul is resorting to black humor as a vehicle of sarcasm; and it is indeed
possible that he is having a chuckle up his sleeve at the opponents’ expense. But it is fair to say
that his mood is fundamentally serious, especially where final judgment looms on the horizon
(vv. 2-6). Alternatively, it is believed that the present verse is simply an emotional outburst,
which Paul might have thought better of he had been in a calmer frame of mind. But this fails to
do justice to the text for reasons to be explained momentarily. To be sure, the apparent
harshness or even coarseness of Paul’s language can be ameliorated by the times in which he
lived. But more to the point, by wearing his heart on his sleeve, he shows how passionately he
cares for his “children” and how much he deplores the tactics of those teachers who were
infecting them with their “other gospel.”

Although this verse (and letter) certainly bristles with emotion, a serious and even
dispassionate theological proposition underlies Paul’s choice of words. According to Leviticus
21:20 and Deuteronomy 23:1, no man whose sexual organs had been mutilated was allowed to
enter the assembly of the Lord. Barrett takes up this datum and explains: “Circumcision (so its
advocates urged) was a necessary qualification for membership of the people of God;
castration was a disqualification. So that…Paul would be saying: ‘I wish those people who want
to qualify you for membership would disqualify themselves” (Freedom, 70). Neyrey adds that
mutilation or castration meant that one’s line of descendants is literally “cut off” from the
covenant of Israel, a “profound curse” (Paul, 192).

Yet Paul’s real concern is not with the assembly of Israel but the assembly of Christ. He takes
a Mosaic principle and ironically applies it to the new covenant community. As Neyrey
continues, “mutilation symbolically suggests Paul’s desire that these heretics be cut off from the
church, made shameful, and rendered permanently unclean. Permanent removal from the holy
body, then, is the ritual described in 5:12” (ibid.). Dunn speaks similarly: “Paul expresses the
wish that a rite understood as one of dedication and commitment to Yahweh might become one
which excluded from the presence of Yahweh (in the worshipping assembly)” (Dunn, 283).

All these assessments of Paul’s intentions accord with the imperative of 4:30 that the law
teachers be ousted from the authentic Abrahamic camp—only he wants the troublers to
disqualify themselves and not wait to be shown the door! “What Paul is really referring to here
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is the agitators inflicting the oath, curse upon themselves, and so cutting themselves out of the
covenant community rather than cutting off the Galatians from the Christian community”
(Witherington, 374).

The role reversal motif once more arises in Paul’s treatment of the Judaizers. If they were to
castrate themselves, they would become like the members of the cult of Cybele, localized in
Galatia, a form of paganism thoroughly despised by Jews (as it was, they were already disliked
by the Romans, who considered circumcision to be a form of castration)! George is correct that
Paul’s readers could not have missed his allusion: “the Judaizers who made so much of
circumcision were really no better guides to the spiritual life than the pagan priests who
castrated themselves in service to an idolatrous religion” (George, 372). In thought, Paul
recapitulates 4:8-11.

C. The Responsibilities of Freedom in the Spirit (5:13-6:10)

One might think that the thrust of Paul’s appeal to the Galatians is all but complete. Yet such is
not the case, because one vital dimension of his argument remains outstanding—the
obligations of freedom in the Spirit. Paul was well aware that freedom is a “heady mixture.” “The
removal of old constraints can easily lead to a wider breakdown of discipline…. Liberty once
gained might easily become the occasion for the license of self-indulgence” (Dunn, 285). Given
that so much of this letter has been taken up with championing a law-free gospel, Paul now
feels it incumbent on himself to clarify how liberation from the law cannot and must not devolve
into license. Just because a Christian possesses the Spirit does not mean that he/she is
lawless. As Paul expresses it elsewhere, he is not without law toward God but is “under Christ’s
law” (ennomos Christou) (1 Cor 9:21).

Indeed, it is “the law of Christ” (6:2), with its call for the service of others, which gives concrete
and practical expression to the inward endowment with God’s Spirit. “A theology of freedom,
particularly freedom from the law, which did not explain how that theology translated into daily
living would have been a theology of irresponsibility” (Dunn, 285). It is not necessary to assume
the existence of a libertine or antinomian circle in the Galatian churches. Paul simply knew from
experience that his teaching could be distorted to the extent that it was no longer recognizable
as his own (cf. Rom 6:1-2).

The point was all the more necessary to impress upon former pagans just because of the
environment of hedonism and the abandonment of restraints in which they lived. The Judaizers
sought to counter the degenerative tendencies of the Greco-Roman milieu by imposing the law.
Paul agrees that the baser propensities of human nature must be held in check and that
individuals must cultivate an ethical standard commensurate with their calling as believers. The
difference is that Paul, quite out of character with his former Jewish convictions, remonstrates
that only the Spirit can produce the fruit befitting those who call upon the name of Christ as
Lord. The Torah is absolutely powerless to generate new creation life.

Of the essence of understanding this portion of the letter is a recognition that Paul’s concern
from beginning to end is, as Fee rightly discerns, with the Christian life in community, not with
the interior life of the individual Christian. The fruit of the Spirit engenders love, joy and peace
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within the community, not in the first instance within the believer’s own heart (Exegesis, 161).
This is not to brush the individual aside, but it is to recognize that individuals are saved in order
to be members of a body.

(1) Freedom Means Love (5:13-15)

13 As Paul turns directly to the theme of the responsibilities of liberty in the Spirit, he reiterates
from v. 1 the all-important call to freedom. He places the plural pronoun “you” in the emphatic
position to stress that the recipients of his letter find their self-identity precisely in their birth of
the “free woman,” not the slave (4:31). Accordingly, he calls them “brothers” once more
because he is sure of the genuineness of their faith, notwithstanding their momentary attraction
to the covenantal nomism of the law teachers. But having asserted again the central thesis of
this letter—freedom—he turns to the other side of the coin: they are not to use their liberty as
an opportunity (or pretext) for the flesh.42 We recall that freedom is not only from the old
enslavement but to a new responsibility. “The freedom of God has both aspects, otherwise it is
not God’s freedom” (Dunn, 287).

“Flesh” in Paul has numerous connotations (see Dunn, Theology of Paul, 62-70; Erickson,
DPL, 303-6; Jewett, Terms, 49-166). But three aspects especially stand out. The one is the
human condition in its weakness, vulnerability and belongingness to this world, with all that is
implied. Another is captured in part by NIV’s translation of “flesh” as “sinful nature,” because the
flesh has become the “headquarters” of sin (Rom 7:14-25). In particular, flesh can stand for sin
because of the egocentricity of fallen humanity. By extension, flesh in this sense can stand for
“everything aside from God in which one places his final trust” (Jewett, Terms, 103). This
dimension was certainly in Paul’s mind here, because the antithesis of indulging the flesh is the
service of one another. A third use of the term is especially prominent in Galatians, i.e., flesh as
a synonym of the old creation, the era of the Torah (see on 3:3; 4:29, and Fee, Presence, 430-
31; Jewett, Terms, 95- 101). To be sure, writing in this ethical context, Paul wants his readers
to flee the service of the sinful ego—in all its ramifications—for the sake of helping others. But
the historical connotation of “flesh” is never out of sight. That is to say, those who choose to
remain on the wrong side of the eschatological divide cannot help but serve self and give rein to
the impulses of the flesh in the negatively ethical sense.

The antidote to the indulgence of the flesh is the loving service of others. If, according to v. 6,
faith works “through love,” then v. 13 clarifies specifically what Paul means: it is “through love”
that one embraces a new kind of servitude (the verb douleuō), that of ministry to other people
(with a possible glance at Mark 9:35; 10:42-44). Barrett is right that “The opposite of flesh is
love…love that looks away from the self and its wishes, even its real needs, to the neighbor,
and spends its resources on his needs” (Freedom, 72- 73). Dunn likewise confirms: “The
expression of true (or Christian) freedom is not self- indulgence but subordination of mere self-
assertiveness to meeting the needs of others” (Dunn, 288). We can take it a step further and
say that the only way to preserve Christian freedom is to exercise love (“Christian freedom is
freedom to love and therefore freedom to serve” [George, 378]).

As paradoxical as it is, therefore, freedom from the law—the old slavery (4:8, 9, 25)—is willing
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bondage to righteousness (Rom 6:16-18), and true liberty can be found only in such bondage.
Such a notion would have had a shock effect on Paul’s reading audience, simply because
slavery was the very antithesis of freedom). Paul will provide a concrete example of this “loving
slavery” in 6:1-5, but the principle applies in all sorts of situations. It is just by their servitude to
others that the Galatians would become, like Paul himself (Rom 1:1, etc.), slaves of the Lord
Jesus Christ.

14 The Galatians are to serve one another through love because it is none other than love that
fulfills the law in its entirety. As observed on 4:4, the verb “fulfill” (plēroō) and its cognates in the
NT bear distinctively salvation-historical overtones, as they signal the “eschatological measure,”
the completion of the eternal plan of salvation in Christ (e.g., Matt 5:17; Mark 1:15). The law of
Moses, even with all its minute restrictions for children, was intended to create a community of
love. This is the substance of the Mosaic legislation and its intention; the “whole law,” in all its
ramifications, was designed to do no other than generate such a people. Jesus, accordingly,
could assume it to be axiomatic that love to God and neighbor is the summary of the entire
Torah (Matt 22:38-40).

This being so, Paul’s reasoning is that the law attains its original reason for existence in the
eschatological assemblies of Christ when through love its members become the slaves of
others. He was especially compelled to press this point because his opponents had forgotten
that love lies at the very heart of the Torah. The Judaizers would not have put it in so many
words, but for them the law was, for all practical purposes, fulfilled by a “sanctified hatred”
towards all who would not conform to their conception of covenantal fidelity. As former
Pharisees, the circumcision party brought the baggage of their sectarian attitudes over into the
Gentile mission. It is surely to the point that Elias Bickerman can characterize Pharisaism as “a
belligerent movement that knew how to hate” (Ezra, 103. See further Garlington, “Burden
Bearing,” 154-55.).

“Fulfilling the law” and “doing the law” are not to be thought of as distinct activities. Rather, the
demand of the Torah to do and live (Lev 18:5; Deut 4:1, 10, 40; 5:29-33; 6:1-2, 18, 24; 7:12-13)
is commensurate with the love that the Israelite was to display toward God (Deut 5:10; 6:5; 7:9;
10:12; 11:13; 13:3; 30:6) and his people (Lev 19:18). When through love the law was “done,”
the result was the realization of the ideal of covenant relationships. However, the history of
Israel demonstrates that the ideal was rarely attained, especially in the first-century context in
which each of the various Jewish enclaves was vying for the titles “true elect” and “true
remnant” to the exclusion all other Jews.

Paul thus claims that the Christian church, as the end-time community, has realized the very
reason the law was given through Moses, even though the church is not under the Torah but
rather the law of Christ. It is in this vein that Jesus defined his followers: “A new commandment
I give to you, that you love one another, even as I have loved you, that you also love one
another. By this all men will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another”
(John 13:34-35 [NASB]). It was, of course, Jesus himself who preeminently fulfilled the law by
taking on the form of a servant and in love gave himself as a ransom for many.
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The “one word” that fulfills the law is Leviticus 19:18. In its original setting, the “neighbor” of
this verse is the fellow Israelite. But Leviticus 19:34 (Deut 10:19) clarifies that it was not only
one’s compatriot who was to be loved but also the stranger who sojourned among the nation.
Thus, the law required love to be shown toward all people. With the passage of time, however,
the scope of “neighbor” was constricted by at least some Jewish groups to their own
membership (e.g., CD 9:2-8). In such a context, the radical character of the parable of the Good
Samaritan stands out like a sore thumb. The neighbor, in Jesus’ teaching, is actually those who
were considered to be reprobates by the rank and file of the “righteous” of Israel!

Paul likewise expands the range of “neighbor,” so as to include uncircumcised and non-kosher
Gentiles just as they were (also Gal 6:10 is very much in the spirit of Lev 19:34). The problem
with the rival teachers is that they would not love anyone who was unlike themselves. Their
assumption was that God hated everyone outside his covenant with Israel, and, therefore,
God’s enemies were their enemies too. In this light, Jesus appears as a very radical figure in
the history of Judaism, because his kingdom requires precisely that we love our enemies, so
that we may be like our heavenly Father (Matt 5:43-48). Paul followed suit. Whereas the
various Jewish enclaves believed that the law was fulfilled when they maintained themselves as
a people separated from their hated enemies, for Paul just the opposite was true: the fulfillment
of the law is commensurate with the obliteration of sectarian distinctions and the reception of all
without distinction.

15 The alternative to love which fulfills the law is the animallike behavior of biting, devouring
and consuming (cf. 1 Cor 15:32). Witherington notes that this verse describes a progression:
“first the animal bites the prey, then it tears at the flesh of the victim, then finally it consumes its
prey” (Witherington, 384). If the Galatians do not love one another from the heart, they will
surely lapse into the chaos of the old creation, in which self only reigns. In fact, the present
tenses of the verse probably imply that “dogfights” were already under way in the churches.
These were nothing but the bitter fruits of slavery engendered by the latter-day Ishmaelites, the
children of bondage. Paul was aware of the Jewish factionalism of the Second Temple period,
with all its sectarian disputes and acrid recriminations; and not only our verse but Romans 14-
15 bear witness to his fear that the Christian assemblies might end up as sharply divided and
bitterly embroiled in infighting as any of the Jewish groups.

Notes

14 Witherington is surely right that Paul is not here rebuilding what the whole letter has labored
to demolish. Rather, “He is arguing that if the Galatians continue to follow his advice and the
leading of the Spirit, the essential aims of the Law will be already fulfilled paradoxically without
submitting to circumcision and the Mosaic covenant” (Grace, 381). He goes on to remark that
when Paul speaks of Christians fulfilling the law (Gal 5:14; Rom 8:4; 13:8-10), he is not
prescribing obedience to the Mosaic standards as such, but “describing the correspondence
between Christian behavior and what the Law demands or describing how what has happened
in the lives of Christians by means of the Spirit’s work amounts to a fulfillment of the Law in
believers…. To fulfill the Law implies to satisfy completely its essential requirements, and such
fulfillment can only transpire among fallen human beings in the eschatological age among those
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guided and empowered by the eschatological gift of the Spirit….” (ibid., 382).

(2) Spirit Versus Flesh (5:16-26)

16 If v. 13 exhorted the believers in Galatia not to use their freedom as an opportunity for the
flesh, then the present verse informs them that walking by the Spirit is the way to avoid fulfilling
the flesh’s desires. The typical OT metaphor of walking (e.g., Exod 18:20; Deut 13:4-5; Ps
86:11; Isa 33:15) is taken up again to describe Christian deportment (see on 1:13; 2:2; cf. Gal
5:25; Eph 4:1, 17; Col 1:10; 2:6; Rom 13:13).43 Paul deliberately uses the covenantal language
of the Hebrew Bible to impact on those familiar with the Jewish lifestyle. Moreover, anyone
conversant with the Scriptures would know that walking was specifically in God’s laws or
statutes (e.g., Exod 16:4; Lev 18:4; Jer 44:23; Ezek 5:6-7). Therefore, by speaking of a walk “by
the Spirit,” Paul poses an alternative understanding of how the people of God should conduct
themselves, not according to the Torah but by looking to the Spirit for empowerment.44 “Ethical
life,” remarks Fee, “is still a matter of ‘walking in the ways of God,’ but for Paul this is
empowered for God’s new covenant people by God’s empowering presence in the person of
the Holy Spirit” (Presence, 430).

Paul’s point in all of this, remarks Fee, must not be lost sight of. In a world in which Torah
observance no longer obtains, the Spirit is sufficient and adequate to accomplish God’s
purposes in and among his people. “Spirit people march to a different drummer, and the Spirit
empowers them to live in such a way that their lives evidence that fact.” Their behavior is of a
decidedly different character from that of their former way of life. Just as with the “works of
Torah,” the time for the “works of the flesh” belongs to the past. Spirit people, by walking in the
Spirit by whom they began life in Christ, will thereby not walk in the ways of their pagan past
(ibid., 433-34). Betz likewise confirms that the imperative “walk by the Spirit” “sums up the
Apostle’s paraenesis, and therefore defines Paul’s concept of the Christian life” (Betz, 277).

By using the active voice of the verb, Paul stresses an activism on the part of the believer (the
balance is struck in v. 18 with the passive “led by the Spirit”).45 Paul envisions “a life-style and
decision-making which constantly referred back to that inward fact or consciousness of the
Spirit’s presence, and which sought to bring it to expression in daily life” (Dunn, 296). Or,
according to Hansen, “His command speaks of a way of living in which all aspects of life are
directed and transformed by the Spirit” (Hansen, 168). Surprisingly, it is normally overlooked by
commentators that the Spirit works in conjunction with the Word.

Thus, to walk by the Spirit entails and demands attention to the Word of God, whereby the
third person of the Trinity imparts the ability to crucify the flesh with its passions and desires
(5:24). By pressing upon the readers the reality of the Spirit, Paul reminds them (from 3:3) that
they should continue as they began: perfection in the Spirit is to be had by a persevering walk
in the Spirit, not by a return to the age of the flesh.

If Christians consistently walk by the Spirit, they will not “perfect the desire of the flesh” (my
translation). Paul’s language takes the form of a promise respecting the non-fulfillment of the
flesh’s desire.46 The verb of this clause, here translated by me “perfect” (teleō), is related to that
of 3:3b (epiteleō). If there is a perfection in the Spirit, then there is also a perverse kind of
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“perfection” of the flesh. Unless the desire of the sinful ego is held in check, the desire
stemming from the flesh will attain its logical end in the eschatological destruction of the
individual (cf. Jas 1:14-15).

This way of putting things, remarks Witherington, “emphasizes that living life in the Spirit does
not prevent one from having fleshly desires, but it does give one the power to avoid acting on
these desires and so bringing them to completion” (Witherington, 393). The singular “desire
(epithumia) of the flesh” is a way of epitomizing all the impulses of the sinful nature as a unitary
principle of appetite gone out of control (as its appearance in Jas 1:14-15 and 1 John 2:16).
(The various manifestations of “desire” will be enumerated in vv. 19-21.) Just because the
power of the flesh resides in its appeal to the weakness of human nature, the power of the
Spirit must counterbalance the flesh’s allurements and enable one to be a “survivor” in the
wilderness of this world. Otherwise put, by the Spirit “we are more than conquerors through him
who loved us” (Rom 8:37).

17 The necessity of walking by the Spirit is now reinforced by the reality of the warfare
constantly waged between the flesh and the Spirit throughout this “present evil age.” What
follows, Dunn rightly remarks, is “one of the most realistic and psychologically insightful
observations made by Paul” (Dunn, 297). In brief, Paul’s point is that if our lives are not directed
and transformed by the Spirit, the flesh will win the war! Literally translated, Paul says, “the
flesh desires against the Spirit, and the Spirit desires against the flesh” (as rendered adequately
by NIV and NASB). Flesh (defined as the sinful ego) and the Holy Spirit are set forth as two
personages with wills, desires and purposes of their own, each being in conflict with the other.
Both inhabit the believer, making him/her both flesh and Spirit at the same time. Paul depicts an
inward contradiction of an individual pulled in two directions.

As a distillation of what he will say at more length in Romans 7:14-25, he has in view the
condition of one who lives in two worlds at the same time—in the overlap of the Already and the
Not Yet—and feels simultaneously the influence of both ages. We have made a beginning in
the Spirit, but the “present evil age” is still with us and beckons us back into the paths of
idolatry. Consequently, there is a tension that characterizes Christian existence this side of the
resurrection (cf. Rom 8:18-25 and throughout 2 Corinthians). No wonder, endurance is required
as we eagerly await the hope of righteousness (Gal 5:5; Rom 8:24-25)—let us not grow weary
in well-doing (6:9). To be sure, in principle the believer has left the flesh behind in that he/she
has died to “sin” (Rom 6:11), i.e., the old creation headed by the first Adam and dominated by
“the god of this world.” Nevertheless, sin and the flesh hang on and continue to proffer their
numerous attractions. “Here the reality is clear: ‘in the flesh’ is an inescapable aspect of the
human condition, so that believers too cannot escape it as long as this mortal life continues”
(Dunn, 298). To this George adds: “There is no spiritual technique or second blessing that can
propel the believer onto a higher plane of Christian living where this battle must no longer be
fought” (George, 387-88).

If the desires of flesh and Spirit “are in conflict with each other,” the result is that the Christian
is prevented from doing the things that he/she wants to do.47 Paul’s language cuts in two
directions at the same time: the flesh opposes the Spirit when we want to follow the Spirit, and
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the Spirit checks the flesh when we want to succumb to the flesh. Or, as Burton asks, “Does the
man choose evil, the Spirit opposes him; does he choose good, the flesh hinders him” (Burton,
302). However, by analogy with Romans 7:14-25, Paul’s main focus is on the believer’s
frustrated desire to do the will of God wholly and completely. Of course, the believer wants to
do the bidding of the Spirit (as parallel to Paul’s “willing I” and his delight in the law of God in
Rom 7:14-25).

His point is not that we only seldom perform the will of God and fail to attain to any measures
of victory, nor that flesh and Spirit are equal powers in the conflict. It is, rather, that we fall short
of the ideals of the new creation as articulated by the spiritual law of God (Rom 7:14). It is in
this relative, not absolute, sense that Paul can exclaim in Rom 7:19: “For what I do is not the
good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do— this I keep on doing.” If climactically he
cries out “wretched person that I am” (Rom 7:24), it is his longing for the full freedom of Christ
to be realized when he is finally adopted as God’s son (Rom 8:23). And so it is with every
Christian. This is why, again, “there must be that inward resolution and determined discipline to
side with the Spirit against oneself in what is an ongoing and inescapable warfare, so long as
the flesh continues to be a factor (that is, for the duration of this earthly life)” (Dunn, 299-300,
italics his).

18 If one is obliged actively to walk by the Spirit, here the other side of the coin is stated: the
Spirit himself takes the lead in the enablement of the believer to engage in the conflict with the
flesh. If it is possible to be “led” by various illicit desires (1 Cor 12:2; 2 Tim 3:6), then the Spirit
acts as an inner compulsion to restrain the uprisings of the flesh and empower us not to
surrender to the baser appetites of human nature. The leading of the Spirit is not guidance in
decision making but the impartation of ability to persevere in the flesh/Spirit conflict, just as
Jesus himself was led by the Spirit through the wilderness (Luke 4:1) and so remained faithful
to his Father. And even this sort of “leading” is not to be understood mystically, but as the Spirit
enabling us to understand and apply the Word of God. We recall that it was just by his citation
of God’s Word that the Lord defeated the Devil in the desert, and it was David who hid the
Word in his heart that he might not sin (Ps 119:11).

It is true that the passive voice of “led” balances the active voice of “walk” in v. 16. But as Fee
reminds us, in Galatians 5, one is urged to “walk by the Spirit” or “live by the Spirit” by
deliberately conforming one’s life to the Spirit. “If such a person is also described as being ‘led
by the Spirit,’ that does not mean passively; it means to rise up and follow the Spirit by walking
in obedience to the Spirit’s desire” (Presence, 433).

It is only those who experience the Spirit’s leading who are “not under the law.” This
description of the Spirit-people is directed at those who were buying into the proposition that the
Torah provided both the standard of their daily walk and the wherewithal to comply with that
standard. Hence, Paul’s overriding concern, especially in this latter portion of the letter, is to
show that a “walk” determined by the Spirit was what the readers needed, not the continued
tutelage of the law. There are, to be sure, “rules” to the Christian life, but these for Paul are
embedded in the “law of Christ” (6:2), not the law of Moses. Fee can justly say that “believers
who walk by the Spirit do so because they are following where the Spirit leads; and the Spirit
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leads in ‘the law of Christ,’ in ways that both reflect and pattern after Christ himself…. This is
why Torah observance is totally irrelevant; for the one led by the Spirit in ‘the law of Christ’ the
aim of the Torah has been fulfilled” (Presence, 438).

But even with the objective principles provided by Christ’s law, what is preeminently needed is
the Spirit to write the law on the heart (Jer 31:33-34; 2 Cor 3:3) and impart the desire to comply
with God’s will (Rom 7:16). This is what happens when the Spirit baptizes into Christ (1 Cor
12:13).

In telling the Galatians that Spirit-led people are not “not under the law,” Paul is making two
closely related points. The one is that they do not live in the age of the law, before the
outpouring of the Spirit, the time of bondage. In this sense, they are not “under the authority” of
the Mosaic economy. Historically speaking, Spirit and law occupy different turf in salvation
history (again 3:3, 12). Indeed, the advent of the Spirit is proof positive that the era of the Torah
has passed away forever. Or, in practical terms, the Spirit does not lead one in the way of the
Torah, only in the path of the law of Christ.Those who devote themselves to law observance do
not, in point of fact, possess the Spirit.

The other is that they are not under the “curse of the law” (3:13), or, in the words of v. 23,
against them there is no law. Should they choose to go back to the period of the Torah’s
hegemony, then they would violate God’s salvific purpose for the ends of the ages in Christ
(see on 3:10-13), because only Christ and the Spirit can do what the law could not (Rom 8:1-8.
See on 5:2, 4.). As Paul puts it to the Corinthians, the “letter” (the law) kills, but the Spirit makes
alive (2 Cor 3:6). It is in this twofold sense that the believer is “not under law but under grace”
(Rom 6:14).

19-21 For almost the remainder of chap. 5, Paul writes in more detail about the various
manifestations of flesh and Spirit respectively in the ongoing battle between the two. As he
catalogues the particular vices pertaining to the flesh, he would have us recognize them as the
concrete ways in which the “desire of the flesh” (v. 16) comes to expression in real life. In
providing this list of unseemly practices and attitudes, Paul falls in line with other ancient
writers, who likewise denounced unethical behavior (as did Jesus, Mark 7:21-22). Certainly the
Judaism of his day would have condemned such practices as idolatry, sorcery, sexual
immorality and drunkenness, particularly in light of a text like Testament of Judah 23:1-5, which
cites licentiousness, witchcraft and idolatry as the reasons for Israel’s exile. That the fleshly
works on Paul’s list are unoriginal is seen from the fact that each finds a counterpart in the OT
(see the catalogue of Bayes, Weakness, 169, nn. 1, 2).

Yet it is just the areas of agreement between Paul and his Jewish counterparts that makes his
particular treatment of these matters all the more startling. By calling all these vices “the works
of the flesh,” he deliberately echoes his own phrase “the works of the law” (2:16; 3:2, 5, 10),
incumbent on those who are “under the law” (v. 18). In other words, the works of the law really
are the works of the flesh, and vice versa!

No doubt, the Judaizers would have been scandalized to the core by such an identification of
“works of the flesh” and “works of the law.” But in spite of what must have been vociferous
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protests from their quarters, Paul reiterates in different words the point of v. 6: circumcision
avails for nothing, what matters, and what works in defeating the flesh, is “faith working through
love,” as one walks “by the Spirit” (v. 16). Paul’s linkage of law with flesh, as outrageous as it
must have seemed to his enemies, was intended to jolt the readers into a recognition of the
direction in which their thinking was moving. If, under the influence of the other teachers, they
wanted to win the war against the flesh, they had to be informed that they were going about it
the wrong way. The law only weakens them in the struggle (see on 4:9); only the Spirit can
cause them to be victorious. Additionally, assuming the yoke of the Torah would deprive them
of their blood-bought freedom in Christ.

Paul is certain that these works of the flesh are “obvious.” Indeed, he assumes that any reader
of this epistle—including his opponents—would agree that all such “works” are deplorable. Yet
his list is not simply replete with generalities, because the bulk of the items pertain specifically
to the Galatian situation. Things such as “hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition,
dissensions, factions and envy” had apparently become characteristic of these congregations
as a result of the exclusivistic theology of the circumcisers. It is because of the predominance of
such dispositions that “flesh” throughout this entire context assumes, for the most part, the
connotation of hatred and its attendant attitudes. This is the old way of living, when “we lived in
malice and envy, being hated and hating one another” (Titus 3:3). The situation was rapidly
becoming chaotic, and Paul had to address these issues head-on in order to bring his brothers
and sisters back into the peace of the new creation (1:3; 6:16).

“Sexual immorality” heads the list because of the widespread laxness of attitudes toward sex
in the Greco-Roman world, especially given that cult prostitution was integral to so much of the
religion of the day. The phrase may well have reminded the Galatians of their former worship of
the Anatolian Mother Goddess. From a biblical perspective, illicit sex is condemned for at least
two reasons. One is that the sexual capacities of human beings make them Godlike in their
ability to produce after their own kind. Accordingly, the image of God is the most distorted in
unlawful sexual relations. Two, marriage was intended to be an image of the covenant relation
between God and his people (and among the members of the Godhead). For this reason,
idolatry is likened to adultery in the Hebrew Scriptures (e.g., Jer 3:1-4:4; Hosea 1-3) and Jewish
literature.

“Impurity” was a word familiar from the OT, indicating ritual uncleanness. But here it assumes
a more general moral sense and relates mainly to sexual matters. The reference would be to all
kinds of unseemly practices deemed despicable by morally minded people.

“Debauchery” has to do with both sexual excess (Wis 14:26; Rom 13:13; 1 Pet 4:3) and sexual
perversion (2 Pet 2:7). Sometimes it is associated with “wanton violence” or “outrageous acts”
(LSJ, 255) and would denote, from this angle, sexual violence, as associated with the baser
levels of society in both the ancient and the modern world. Dunn justly remarks that rejection of
God regularly and inevitably results in the sexual appetite’s becoming one of the desires of the
flesh which dominate existence and relationships and, if left unchecked, can lead all too quickly
to dehumanizing excesses (Rom 1:21-27). “In nothing did early Christianity so thoroughly
revolutionize the ethical standards of the pagan world as in regard to sexual relationships”
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(Dunn, 304, quoting G. S. Duncan).

The actual word “idolatry” is one of Christian coinage (1 Cor 5:10-11; 6:9; 10:7, 14; Col 3:5),
but, of course, it was none other than Judaism that distinguished itself by its worship of the one
true God (Deut 6:4) as over against the multiple deities of the pagan Pantheon; and attacks on
idolatry were common among Jewish authors (e.g., Wisdom 12- 15; Sib. Or. 3:8-45). Idolatry
has many ramifications, but at heart it is the projection of one’s own psyche onto a supposed
god, and by the act of prostrating oneself before an image, the worshipper hoped to manipulate
the god represented by the idol. In the final analysis, idolatry is the service of self. No doubt,
Paul’s Galatian converts from paganism would have heartily agreed, as would the circumcision
party. But we recall from 4:8-10 that the Torah is now an idol. If the readers should complete
their “conversion” to the law, they would be no better off than when they did obeisance to
objects of wood and stone.

“Witchcraft” or “sorcery” is derived from the word for “drug” (pharmakon). Because drugs were
so often employed in occult practices, the two became associated in the popular mind. This
kind of “magic” was a regular feature of Hellenistic religion and pop culture, but was strictly
forbidden by the law of Moses (Exod 22:18; Lev 19:26, 31; 20:6; Deut 18:9-14).

All of the above items would have evoked disgust from any Jewish or God-fearing person; and
in all likelihood none of them was actually being indulged by the members of the Galatian
assemblies. Such corruptions would have been the furthest thing from the minds of any one of
them. However, the central section of his catalogue hits closer to home and is intended to alert
the Galatians to sins they really are guilty of and need to rectify at once. Later, Paul would have
to admonish the Corinthians precisely along these lines (2 Cor 12:2).

We are not surprised to read of “hatred,” because it is the fountainhead of all the other
problems enumerated through the end of v. 20. NASB more literally renders this noun (in the
plural) as “outbursts of anger.” Dunn most adequately renders as “hostile feelings and actions.”
The term gives voice to antagonistic feelings and/or actions across a divide. The only other
occurrences of the word in the NT have to do with enmity between God and humanity (Rom
8:7; Jas 4:4), between individuals (Luke 23:12) and, most strikingly, between Jews and Gentiles
(Eph 2:14, 16).

Paul’s object in using this word is altogether plain. The troublers, for all their self- perceived
good intentions, are actually stirring up enmity toward Gentiles as Gentiles, thus creating class
divisions and reerecting the ethnic hostilities that colored Jewish and non- Jewish relations
before the abolition of the “dividing wall of hostility” (Eph 2:14). This should be all the proof the
Galatians needed to convince them that in following the agitators they were, in point of fact,
fulfilling the “desire of the flesh.” If their definition of “flesh” needed expanding beyond matters
sensual, then Paul informs them of the wider ranging significance of the term.

“Discord” is a natural companion to hostile feelings and actions. Once emotions and words get
out of hand, a party spirit, factionalism and church splits soon follow suit— a veritable return to
chaos.

Closely associated with “discord” is “jealousy.” The word is literally “zeal” (zēlos), which can
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have both a positive and a negative sense. Here the latter is obviously in view and denotes
“envy” of various sorts as the result of one enclave boasting over against another. In context,
this jealousy would have reference to resentment on the part of some groups against other
groups who were laying claim to being the true people of God. In this regard, the Galatian
Christians were simply replicating the sectarianism of the Judaism of this time frame. And we
are not to forget that “zeal” in this letter has to do with fervent devotion to the Torah, including, if
necessary, violence in order to purify and maintain the standards of the covenant community
(see on 1:14 and 4:18). While zeal can be a good thing, it is well to remember that it is a
double-sided virtue, highly desirable but easily prone to excess.

“Fits of rage” take this ugly scenario a step further and speak of the total abandonment of
restraint on the part of those who are “zealous” for their peculiar conception of God’s people
and his will for them. The gratification of the flesh finds its absolute low point in these kinds of
outbursts. Those who indulge in them (the “revilers” of 1 Cor 6:10) will not inherit the kingdom
of God.

“Selfish ambitions,” in this setting, are not far removed from “factious ambitions.” This is the
self-assertiveness of one faction of the church vaunting itself as the most loyal to the will of
God. Perhaps Paul remembered his own “selfish ambition,” when he boasted in his standing as
a Pharisee, the strictest sect of mainstream Judaism (Acts 26:5; Phil 3:5- 6; cf. Gal 1:14).

“Dissensions” are another way of making the same basic point (see on 5:9). These are so
heinous because of the way they impact on the unity of the Spirit and the bond of peace (Eph
4:3).

“Factions” is yet another synonymous expression of the divisive effects of giving the flesh full
reign. This word (hairesis) is the one from which “heresy” was later to be derived. In the NT
itself, the term means simply a party or a sect (e.g., Acts 5:17). But it is significant that the
circumcising group is designated precisely “the party of the Pharisees” (Acts 15:5). It was just
these people who were creating the dissensions in Galatia: a faction was creating “factions”
after its own image. And it is down this road that Paul did not want the Gentile Christians to
head—the assembly of Jesus the Messiah was not meant to be a throwback to the divisiveness
of contemporary Judaism.

Where self-assertive ambition resulting in factions raises its head, then “envy” by others is sure
to follow. In general terms, the attitude in question is “the grudging spirit that cannot bear to
contemplate someone else’s prosperity” (Bruce, 306). But as all the terms in this central section
of the works of the flesh, envy has a particular bearing on the Galatian situation. Some among
the community may be making unjustified claims to being God’s real people, but others are
responding with an unjustifiable jealousy.

If the vices of vv. 19-21 may be compared to a sandwich (ABA), then Paul piles on the second
slice of bread in his return to practices that would have been deplored by everyone.
“Drunkenness” and “orgies” naturally went together in the pagan environment of Paul’s day.
The former term is actually in the plural and has to do not simply with drinking or drunkenness
but regular drinking bouts, the symposiums in private homes and especially at the major feasts
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in pagan temples. The latter word actually means “excessive feasting;” it was used of a festal
procession in honor of Dionysus (or Bacchus), the god of drink. As Longenecker points out, the
reference is not just to drunken revelry but to “carousing or orgies such as accompany bouts of
drinking and the festivals honoring the gods…” (Longenecker, 257). The stories of the
gluttonous and drunken Roman feasts, always accompanied by sex, are infamous. Paul could
have added to his list, but it was sufficient to end his enumeration with “and the like.” The
readers could easily fill in the blanks.

Dunn appropriately observes that there is a strategy to the order of Paul’s catalogue: “By
‘topping and tailing’ his list with items which he could be sure his Galatian audiences would
echo warmly, his hope no doubt was that the items in the heart of the list directed more at them
themselves would strike home with greater impact” (Dunn, 306).

Without any break in the syntactical structure of vv. 19-21, Paul adds that those who “practice”
(prassō) the items on his vice-list will by no means inherit the eschatological kingdom of God. It
is just in these terms that he also admonished the Corinthians (1 Cor 5:9-10). “The warning
here must be taken quite seriously. Paul is telling his Galatian Christian converts that if they
behave in these sorts of ways they will find themselves on the outside looking in, without
inheritance when the Dominion [the kingdom of God] comes in fullness to earth” (Witherington,
407). In advance of the Day of Christ, Paul warns the readers, even as he did earlier (probably
on his first visit to them), that the quality of one’s life does matter in the judgment.

In this regard, Paul and James are on the same page, particularly as the latter asks the
question whether a faith without works can save (Jas 2:14). The answer is plainly no. Because
there is a future phase of the kingdom’s coming, one must be sure that one’s life, measured as
a whole, is a “good thing” (2 Cor 5:10). Paul certainly does not have in mind sinless perfection
or anything approaching it, but rather righteousness as responsible covenant behavior as befits
those who name the name of Christ. Phrased otherwise, one must walk by the Spirit (v. 16). But
the examples of malfeasance catalogued in vv. 19-21, particularly the incipient factionalism of
the Galatian churches, are the very antithesis of the Spirit.

That Paul can speak of the age to come as an inheritance ties into the biblical/ theological
argumentation of chaps. 3-4 of the letter. The notion of inheritance was basic to Jewish self-
identity. Israel knew itself to be the people who stood to inherit the promises made to Abraham,
most prominently perpetual descendants and the land (see on 3:16). By reintroducing the
theme of inheritance (from 3:18) in this context, Paul seeks yet again to underscore the fact that
the inheritance of the Abrahamic promises depends on the Spirit and not on the flesh, with flesh
defined as the whole Torah embraced by the act of circumcision (5:3). The decisive event of
salvation history has already occurred with the turning of the ages in Christ. Therefore, the
Galatians need do no more than persevere in the new covenant ratified by Christ’s blood—“and
the conduct of those who will enter into the full inheritance in the end is conduct motivated and
enabled by the Spirit, not conduct determined by desires of the flesh or by activities on the level
of the flesh” (Dunn, 307).

22-23 Paul now turns to the other side of the coin in his delineation of the fruit of the Spirit. The
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singular “fruit” may represent the unifying nature of these qualities as opposed to the divisive
effects of the works of the flesh. Alternatively, the singular may designate a comprehensive
principle, corresponding to the singular “desire of the flesh” in 5:16.

Fruit is a natural enough biblical metaphor for the consequences of one’s life, whether good or
evil (e.g., Prov 1:31; Jer 17:10; Amos 6:12; Matt 3:8). In point of fact, each Grk. term employed
by Paul is already present in the LXX (see Bayes, Weakness, 169, n. 4). Hellenistic writers
were also familiar with the figure.

Yet the imagery of fruit in Paul’s depiction of life in the Spirit goes beyond generalities and ties
in specifically with his theology of the new creation. We first encounter fruit in the Genesis
creation account and later in the flood narrative (itself a new beginning) (Gen 1:11, 12, 22, 28,
29; 3:2, 3, 6, 12; 8:17; 9:1, 7). Later, the fruitfulness of the land features prominently in the
prophecies respecting Israel’s return from exile (Isa 4:2; 27:6; 29:17; 32:15-16; 65:21; Jer 23:3;
31:5; Ezek 17:23; 34:27; 36:8, 11, 30; 47:12; Amos 9:14; Joel 2:22; Zech 8:12). In the prophetic
vision, Palestine was to be made like the Garden of Eden before Adam’s fall, a veritable new
creation.

Against this backdrop, a remarkable phenomenon of the NT is that the land all but drops out of
sight and becomes symbolic (typological) for other realities. One is that the land now stands for
the new heavens and new earth. The other is that the fruitfulness of the land comes to typify the
lives of Christians (e.g., John 15:8; Phil 1:11). Thus, in speaking of “the fruit of the Spirit,” Paul
announces that the new creation has arrived in Galatia. His audience has entered that new
creation not by virtue of Torah observance, which pertains to the age of the flesh, but because
of the descent of the Spirit upon them in Pentecostal blessing. It is they, uncircumcised as they
are, who fulfill the imagery of the productive land; they are the new Israel which has returned
from exile; they are the fruitful vine the old Israel failed to be (John 15:2-8, in contrast to Isa 5:1-
6; Jer 8:13; Hos 9:10; 14:6-7; Hab 3:17).

It is to be stressed that this picture of a return to paradise, whereby the creation is again at
peace with itself, stands in the sharpest contrast to the chaos so disturbingly depicted by “the
works of the flesh.” If the bulk of those works was hatred and its attendant phenomena, mainly
discord and strife, then the fruit of the Spirit, commencing with love, finds its unifying factor in a
community at rest and enjoying the benefits of mutual understanding, support and
encouragement. As far as the order of the “fruit” is concerned, Dunn can remark that in contrast
to the list of vices, where the “sting” comes in the middle, in the catalogue of virtues the points
where Paul was seeking to exert the most pressure come at the beginning and the end (Dunn,
311).

The fountainhead of all the fruit enumerated here is “love,” simply because the Christian walk
commences with the love of God being poured into our hearts by the Holy Spirit (Rom 5:5). If
love is seeking the highest good of others as defined by the law of Christ, with Christ himself as
the great exemplar (see on 5:6), then “love is not one virtue among a list of virtues, but the sum
and substance of what it means to be a Christian” (Cousar, 131). It is because of this equation
of love and Christianity that Paul can stress in this very context that faith must work through
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love (5:6) and that it is none other than love that fulfills the law (5:14). For this reason, believers
fulfill the law of Christ by bearing one another’s burdens (6:2).

When Christians display such love, they become the most like Christ himself (each of the fruits
of the Spirit represents Paul’s “character sketch” of Christ). Love spells the end of “hatred,
discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions and envy.” And so
importantly, love can only be lived out in company of other people because by definition it is
“non-self-centred existence” (Barrett, Freedom, 74). Love is Paul’s antidote to the internecine
strife of v. 15. It is just because of its social dimensions that love is greater than even faith and
hope (1 Cor 13:13).

Where love is present “joy” is sure to abound. Joy is so fundamental to the Christian way that
John can write his first letter for the very purpose of making his readers’ joy complete (1 John
1:4). Joy is an emotion, but not one dependent on mere happenstance. Because it is generated
by the indwelling Spirit, it can be experienced in spite of outward circumstances (Rom 5:2, 11).
Biblical joy is rooted in the salvation- historical realities brought to light by the gospel. It is what
the disciples felt when they realized that Jesus had been raised from the dead (Matt 28:8).
Henceforth, of the essence of God’s kingdom is no longer food and drink but righteousness,
peace and joy in the Holy Spirit (Rom 14:17).

Joy is also future eschatological in that it looks forward in hope to the consummation of
righteousness (5:5). For this reason, believers are to rejoice in their hope (Rom 12:12). Paul’s
message was initially received with great joy by the Galatians, but the circumcisers had
managed to rob them of their delight in Christ by bringing them under bondage. Instead of joy in
the Spirit and in one another, these people now know little but the bitterness of slavery. Paul’s
pastoral heart is grieved as he writes, because he knows that joy is vital and necessary if one is
to persevere through the obstacle course that marks life this side of the resurrection. The
restoration of joy thus becomes one of his prime mandates as he pens the words of this epistle.

“Peace” is naturally associated with love and joy (cf. Rom 14:17; 15:13, 32-33; 2 Cor 13:11).
This term bespeaks the reconciliation that has occurred between God and his human creatures
(Rom 5:1) and enables them to be reconciled to one another (Eph 2:14- 16; 1 Thess 5:13). This
means that peace is not merely inner tranquillity, but is quite pointedly the realization of the
bliss of the new creation, when Israel was expected to return from captivity (see on 1:3). At that
time, according to Isa 32:1, 15-18, a king would reign in righteousness, the Spirit would be
outpoured and Israel would experience peace as a result of the renewal of the covenant
(righteousness).

All these realities have come to pass with the preaching of the gospel in Galatia— this is
shalōm in the comprehensive sense. It is surely significant that Paul can speak of Christ himself
coming and preaching peace to those who are “far off,” Gentiles, and those who are “near,”
Jews. He has brought down the wall that used to divide humanity into warring factions (Eph
2:14-16). But the Judaizers were busying themselves reerecting the wall and, in the process,
were turning the peace of the new creation back into the discord of the old world. It was
because of the influence of like-minded teachers that Paul exhorts the Roman believers: “Let us
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therefore make every effort to do what leads to peace and to mutual edification” (Rom 14:19).

“Patience” is not just a kindred virtue to the three preceding ones, but addresses the heart of
the problems in the Galatian churches. The word is literally “long-tempered.” It is, as defined by
Trench, “a long holding out of the mind before it gives room to action or passion—generally to
passion” (Synonyms, 196). Patience is thus the antithesis of the “fits of rage” (v. 20) and
intolerance that characterize those who cater to the flesh. In some ways, remarks Barclay,
patience is the greatest virtue of all. “It is not clad with romance and glamour; it has not the
excitement of sudden adventurous action; but it is the very virtue of God himself” (Flesh, 97).

Similar to patience is “kindness” (the two are also paired in 1 Cor 13:4; 2 Cor 6:6; Col 3:12). In
words that certainly would have applied to the Galatian situation, Paul could say to the
Ephesians, “be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ
forgave you” (Eph 4:32). The kindness of believers toward one another reflects God’s kindness
to them in Christ (Eph 2:7).

“Goodness” is a very general term and one which is exclusively biblical (Rom 15:14; 2 Thess
1:11), thus making it hard to define. In general, we may say that goodness is seeking the good
of others (making it very much like love). Barclay compares this term with other words and
concludes that “goodness” is specifically “generosity:” the good person is one who is generous
to give what was never deserved; he/she is openhanded and openhearted (Flesh, 107). Surely
such a disposition is not only desirable but indispensable in maintaining the unity of the Spirit in
the bond of peace.

If the real “pressure points” come at the beginning and end of this list, then “faith” occupies a
position of special prominence. In a very real sense, this letter has been about faith. The
readers began their Christian pilgrimage when they received the Spirit with “the hearing of faith”
(3:5); they were justified by none other than faith in Jesus Christ (2:16). At this important
juncture of his argument, then, Paul returns to the basic consideration of faith to reinforce the
all-important link between the Spirit and faith. The fruit-bearing of the Galatians is the product of
the very same experience of the Spirit that initiated their existence “in Christ.” “What the Spirit
produces is not dedication to works of law or flesh, which was what the demands of the other
missionaries amounted to, but the continued expression of that same faith which they as
Gentiles had first experienced and exercised when they responded to the gospel Paul had
preached” (Dunn, 311). Their faith, in other words, should continue to be Christ-centered, not
Torah-centered.

Yet faith is not one dimensional. It is unconditional trust in Christ alone, but our confidence in
Christ continues to be expressed in our walk with him. Both the Grk. and Heb. words for “faith”
(pistis and emumah) are two-sided: faith and faithfulness. Given that a, if not the, fundamental
issue in Galatians is perseverance, it is not surprising that Paul would list persevering trust in
Jesus as one of the fruits of the Spirit. It is the Spirit who implants the seed of faith and then
nurtures it to full fruition. It is just faith(fulness) working through love that will be consummated
when we finally attain the righteousness that is now hoped for (5:5-6). But since Paul moves
within the realm of the covenant with his faith-language, we may say that faith(fulness) pertains
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to the horizontal dimension of human relationships as well as to the vertical plane of
divine/human intercourse. Faithfulness to our fellow Christians, as participants in the new
covenant, will be the sure antidote to the distrust and suspicion so characteristic of the works of
the flesh.

As one of the most recognizable biblical attributes (e.g., Ps 37:11; Zech 9:9; Matt 11:29; Eph
4:2) “gentleness” is integral to a mindset that would promote the peace of the new creation.
Gentleness (or meekness) is frequently misunderstood and consequently mistaken as
weakness. But precisely the opposite is true: gentleness is actually strength under control
(Barclay, Flesh, 111-21). This quality is “the power through which by the help of the Spirit of
God the strong and explosive might of the passions is harnessed in the service of men and of
God” (ibid., 121).

In this context, gentleness is an eminently practical virtue, prominently because it is in a “spirit
of gentleness” that correction of offenders is to be undertaken (6:1). In all likelihood, Paul is
casting a glance in the direction of the opponents, who were anything but gentle in disposition
and in their treatment of people (see on 6:1-5). It is significant that Jesus pronounces blessing
on the “meek” (Matt 5:5 = Ps 37:11); it is they, not the Zealots, with their program of all-out
violence, who will inherit the (new) earth. In calling for gentleness, Paul reverses his former
values as one zealous for the traditions of the fathers (1:14). How he must have wished that the
Judaizers would do the same.

“Self-control” was a personality trait widely prized even by Greek writers. The term is quite
broad and applies in principle to every area of life (cf. 1 Cor 6:12; 9:24-27). All of the works of
the flesh, in point of fact, can be attributed to a lack of self-control. But if we keep in mind that
there is a specificity to everything Paul writes in this portion of the letter, the factor of self-
control has particular reference to community relations, as illustrated by the way in which errant
Christians are to be restored (6:1-5). The circumcisers might have been exemplary as regards
such things as impurity, drunkenness and sorcery, but woefully lacking when it came to
correction in a spirit of gentleness. The “fruit” of their theology and example was nothing but
biting, devouring, self-conceit and provocation of others (5:15, 26).

To nail down the point that the fruit of the Spirit is not simply a list of moral virtues detached
from the Galatian situation, Paul reintroduces the law. If his gospel was being challenged by the
law teachers, then he responds with the assertion that only those who bear the fruit of the Spirit
will escape the condemnation of the law. Paul says against “such as these” there is no law.

The most natural biblical background for his language is the way the decalogue, in analogy
with the Hittite Suzerain treaties, was deposited in the ark of the covenant to stand as a witness
against Israel if the covenant was broken by idolatry (see Kline, Treaty, 21). Of course, the
nation did just that and suffered exile as a result, with the law bearing testimony. But now there
is a new Israel, an Israel that fulfills the law by love and its accompanying attributes. The law
does not testify against such fruit bearing people, because they are the true covenant keepers.
The Judaizing company, by contrast, is consigned to the curse of the law because of its inability
to yield any harvest but corruption, due to their sowing to the flesh (6:8). By definition, he
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includes in salvation those who have experienced the Spirit by the hearing of faith and excludes
the opponents and their ilk. Following on from 3:10-13; 4:21-31, Paul again maintains that the
real covenant breakers are those most zealous for the law. The irony of the situation is self-
evident.

24 Paul’s delineation of the fruit of the Spirit is topped off by a final glance at the flesh. “Those
who belong to Christ Jesus,” i.e., those who bear the fruit of the Spirit, have done no less than
nail the flesh, with its passions and desires, to the cross. This addendum to the fruit of the Spirit
carries over from vv. 6 and 16 the important emphasis on the activism of faith as it follows suit
with the leading of the Spirit (v. 18) and the Spirit-engendered virtues just listed. Dunn is surely
right that in the Roman world the talk of crucifying the flesh is striking, to say the least.
Crucifixion was such a horrific ordeal that a reference to it in any positive sense would have
seemed almost obscene (Dunn, 314).

But this is not the only place in the letter where Paul puts the cross to a surprising use.
According to 2:20, he has been crucified with Christ, so that Christ now lives in him; and in 6:14
he has been crucified to the world and the world to him. The difference is that here “Christians
are described not as the objects but as the agents of this crucifixion” (Barclay, Obeying, 117).
Or, as Martyn says, “the church…participates victoriously in the Spirit’s apocalyptic war by
participating in the victorious cross of Christ” (Martyn, 500). Such is in keeping with the
believer’s activity and passivity as regards the work of the Spirit in this chapter.

A superficial reading of the present statement might suggest that the crucifixion of the flesh is
tantamount to a kind of perfectionism. But apart from other considerations, “flesh” continues in
Galatians to bear the connotations of the old creation, the age of the law. Paul is saying, then,
that in a manner similar to Christ’s own death (Rom 6:10), believers have in principle left the
realm of sin’s dominion and have dealt a deathblow to their innate passions. 5:17 makes it clear
enough that struggle with the flesh is a dimension of this present life, but cruciform existence
means that one’s mind has been transformed by the Spirit, so that the old way of life no longer
holds the same attraction as it did before. The tense of the verb “crucified” (aorist) takes us
back to the decisive act of conversion and the commitment made to walk in newness of life
from that point onward (Rom 6:4). And if we have died to sin, we have also died to the law
(2:19; Rom 7:1-4). Crucifixion of the flesh entails, by the very nature of the case, abandonment
of the law in favor of the Spirit-led and Spirit-empowered life of a new covenant and a new
creation.

25-26 In these verses, Paul brings full circle the argument of 5:13 up to this point. The words
are slightly different, but the substance is the same. Verse 25 takes the form of a realistic
condition: “Since we live by the Spirit, let us keep in step with the Spirit.” To live by the Spirit is
to find our existence in him, now that we have died to the law, and conduct ourselves in
accordance with his wishes (as articulated by the law of Christ, the “spiritual law” of Rom 7:14).
If this is the tenor of our lives, then we ought as well to “keep in step with” the Spirit.

The verb here (stoicheō) recalls the believers “walk” in Christ (see on 5:16), but introduces the
additional idea of “standing in line” or “keeping in step.” It is a military term that carries with it
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the sense of an authority who is to be acknowledged and obeyed (like a drill sergeant). As
Dunn explains, “Paul…does not see the Spirit as an anarchic power disruptive of all order, and
continues to warn against treating the freedom given by the Spirit as a license for self-
indulgence” (Dunn, 318).

It is worthy of notice that Paul’s verb relates to the noun used earlier to depict the law as the
“elementary matters” (stoicheia) of the world (4:3, 9; Col 2:8; cf. Heb 5:12). Witherington’s
comment is apposite. Paul is suggesting that the Galatians do not need to place themselves
under any elementary principles of the universe, either pagan or Jewish, precisely because
they already live in and by the Spirit of God and should follow the Spirit’s lead, staying in line
with the Spirit, not the law. “The overtones then are that if the Galatians want to place
themselves under a sort of martial law, all they really need to do is stay in step with the Spirit
and they will receive all the guidance and discipline they need” (Witherington, 413).

The converse of living by and keeping in step with the Spirit (v. 26) glances back to vv. 19-21
and provides a distillation of “the works of the flesh.” The factor of “one another” is the
outstanding feature. Life in the Spirit and the fruit of the Spirit receive their acid test in genuine
and practical concern for one another. If we really love, then our thoughts and actions are
directed toward the highest good of others rather than the promotion of self. But if anything
marks the old life in the flesh, it is the conceit (vainglory) that opens the floodgates to
provocation of others and envy of others (cf. Phil 2:1-4). This is the self-consciousness and self-
importance condemned by the central section of Paul’s catalogue of vices. Significantly, Paul
says “let us not become” (genōmetha) such people, as modeled after the Judaizers. Rather, we
are to concentrate on becoming in practice what we were made in principle when we crucified
the flesh with its passions and desires. This is the important interplay of the indicative and the
imperative in Paul (see Fung, 278-83; Ridderbos, Paul, 253-58).
37 Barclay (Obeying, 63, n. 76) points out that “yoke of the Torah” has its roots in the OT conception of the yoke of God (Jer 2:20; 5:5; Ps 2:3). Ben Sira interpreted this as
the yoke of wisdom (Sir 51:25).
38 Paul testifies “again,” which is best taken as a reference to v. 2. In both vv. 2 and 3, for the sake of emphasis he says the same thing twice in slightly different ways.
39 Commentators point out that katargeō can mean “cut off.” If this usage was in Paul’s mind at all, then there would be a deliberate play on circumcision: those who “cut”
the flesh are “cut off” from Christ.
40 The present tense of the second clause, “you are attempting to be justified” (dikaiousthe) contrasts with the aorist of the first clause, “you have been severed”
(katērgēthēte) and that of the third clause, “you have fallen away from grace” (exepesate). “Even the beginning of such an attempt (present tense) marks a decisive
breach with Christ (aorist tense); to go down that road is to have turned one’s back on Christ” (Dunn, 267).
41 The participle energoumenē is in the middle voice: “faith working itself out through love.”
42 The noun translated “opportunity” or “pretext” (aphormē) could refer to a military base of operations. If this meaning was in Paul’s mind, it would make a very effective
metaphor for his present purposes.
43 George (386) points out that in chap. 5 Paul uses four distinct verbs to designate the Spirit-controlled life of the believer, all of which are more or less equivalent in
meaning: walk in the Spirit (v. 16), be led by the Spirit (v. 18), live by the Spirit (v. 25a), keep in step with the Spirit (v. 25b).
44 Betz notes that the phrase “by the Spirit” expresses origin as well as the quality of that way of life (Betz, 278). Fee also addresses the dative case of “Spirit” (pneumati)
and concludes that it may be either instrumental (“walk by means of, i.e., empowered by, the Spirit”) or locative of sphere (“walk in the sphere of the Spirit”). Fee rightly
argues that there is an overlap in Paul’s syntax that is not to be confined by rigid grammatical categories. Hence, “even though one is to walk by means of the Spirit, one
does so because one is also to walk in the sphere of the Spirit, that is, in the arena of the Spirit’s present life and activity” (Presence, 430).
45 According to Fee, in the present verse Paul speaks by way of imperative, not by way of a passive indicative (as in v. 18). “Life in the Spirit is not passive submission to
the Spirit to do a supernatural work in one’s life; rather, it requires conscious effort, so that the indwelling Spirit may accomplish his ends in one’s life (Presence, 433).
46 Burton comments that Paul’s Greek (ou mē telesēte) “is equivalent to an emphatic promissory future…expressing, not a command, but a strong assurance that if they
walk by the Spirit they will not, in fact, fulfill the flesh-lust” (Burton, 299).
47 A hina clause normally expresses purpose, though at times it indicates results. Either makes sense here. Either flesh and Spirit purpose to keep the individual from
accomplishing the desires of the other, or this is the result of their warfare. The practical effect is the same either way.
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GALATIANS CHAPTER SIX

(3) Freedom in Service to Others (6:1-10)

1 Paul now brings his argument respecting the responsibilities of freedom in the Spirit to a kind
of climax with a pointed practical application or case study, namely, the restoration of Christians
who fall into sin. The foregoing context makes it clear enough that he cares deeply about the
crucifixion of the sinful self in its various manifestations. However, chief among his concerns is
the flesh as it gives rise to self-importance, self-conceit and lack of love for others. Accordingly,
he now undertakes to teach the Galatians in the concrete what it means to display the
meekness and gentleness of Christ (2 Cor 10:1) (for a detailed exposition of vv. 1-5, see
Garlington, “Burden Bearing,” 158-83).

“Brothers,” Paul says, “if a person is overtaken in any trespass…” (my translation). The verb
here translated “overtaken” (prolambanō) signifies an inadvertent transgression. One does not
intend to sin, but because of a lack of watchfulness one is caught “unawares” or is “surprised,”
in many cases by a “besetting sin.” The term carries the sense of being “surprised” by sin rather
than being “detected” in it. NEB translates: “if a man should do something wrong…on a sudden
impulse,” while NIV renders “if a man is trapped in any sin,” and, according to NASB, “if anyone
is caught in any trespass.” The verb suggests that “the sinner has been forcibly laid hold of by
sin before he was able to reflect” (Fung, 284). Ridderbos agrees that the person was “caught
hard upon the act of sin” (Ridderbos, 212). Brown, then, is quite right that the reference is not to
the “doer of sin” (1 John 3:6, 8), who is devoted to the old creation and its values, but rather to
the one who, though committed to Christ, unintentionally falls into sin (Brown, 317). In this light,
Paul’s portrayal of the offense as an entrapment has a significant bearing on the ensuing
discussion. That is to say, the very fact that the sin in question was not premeditated ought to
temper the way in which its rectification is approached.

The snare into which one may fall is a “trespass” (NASB) (paraptōma). Burton’s observation
that Paul characteristically uses this word in the sense of “a falling beside, a failure to achieve”
is to the point. He further suggests that “trespass” is an intended antithesis to the verb of 5:25
(stoicheō), “keep in step,” “walk in a straight line,” or “conform to a standard” (Burton, 327). Paul
does not specify any particular sin, but, in view of vv. 1c, 4, it is possible that underlying the sin
is presumption, which in turn opens the way for the transgression itself. When combined with
5:15, 18-25, the implication may be that he is one who, out of vainglory and envy, considered
himself to be superior to others. One wonders if perhaps Proverbs 16:18 was in Paul’s mind
(“Pride goes before destruction, and a haughty spirit before a fall”). In any event, “trespass”
cannot be restricted to any particular misdeed. It is possible that the transgression in question
may not be one which flagrantly flouts accepted standards, so that the community is brought
into disrepute. At the same time, however, we should not reduce the scope of the term to a
“wrong” (misdemeanor), because it is equally possible that the sin in question is particularly
grievous.
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Paul, then, envisages a situation which is clearly the fault of the brother/sister, but one which
he understands and for which he has compassion. In point of fact, he is more concerned about
how to deal with the problem than with the nature of the transgression itself. Barclay remarks:
“The event should not be made an occasion for self-righteous condemnation of the sinner,
which would only provoke or crush him. Rather it is an opportunity for spiritual people to display
the fruit of the Spirit” (Obeying, 157).

Accordingly, his counsel is to proceed with “a spirit of gentleness.” As Burton notes, this
phrase can mean one of two things. (1) “Spirit” is the Holy Spirit as possessed by the Christian,
in which case “gentleness” denotes the effect of the Spirit’s presence. The connection with the
adjective “spiritual,” then, would intimate that “those who possess the Spirit shall by virtue of
that possession and the gentleness which it creates restore the offender” (Burton, 328). (2)
Alternatively, “spirit” is the human spirit as characterized by gentleness. In this instance, the
preposition “in” marks “its object as that with which one is furnished and under the influence of
which the action takes place” (ibid.). However, as is frequently the case with Paul’s genitives
(and datives), there is probably here a deliberate ambiguity. Since “gentleness” is one of the
fruits of the Spirit (5:23), it stands to reason that (2) is inconceivable apart from (1).
Consequently, the “gentleness of [i.e., produced by] the Spirit,” becomes the “spirit of
gentleness” in the one who is filled with the Spirit: “The Galatians’ manner of life in the
community, including their treatment of offenders, must be an outworking of their obedience to
the Spirit” (Barclay, Obeying, 157).

We have said before that “gentleness” (“meekness”) is not weakness. Indeed, the term
connotes strength, but a strength which is under control (see on 5:23). This would account for
the way in which “self-control” is placed side by side with “gentleness” in 5:23. Actually,
“gentleness” stands between “faith(fulness)” and “self-control” and enables the Christian to
correct the erring brother without arrogance, impatience or anger. This meekness has its basis
in love and it cannot, therefore, think in terms of harsh punishment, even in relation to the
disobedient. The “gentle” person is thus one who has learned to control his emotions, even in
the face of disappointing, if not scandalous, behavior. Ultimately, “gentleness” is conformity to
the image of Christ, the “meek and lowly” (Matt 11:29; 2 Cor 10:1).

Paul thus turns to the “spiritual” alone as being qualified to come to the aid of those who sin. It
is possible that “spiritual” designates a segment of believers in the Galatian congregations to be
distinguished from other Christians who have been more profoundly influenced by Paul’s
antagonists. Or, more likely, the “spiritual” constitute the genuinely Christian element in the
churches, the possessors of the Spirit and the true brothers of Jesus, who said “I am meek and
lowly in heart” (Matt 11:29). The others bear the image of the “false brethren” who “slipped in to
spy out the liberty which we have in Christ” (2:4). In this case, “spiritual” serves to differentiate
the adherents to the Pauline gospel from the circumcision party and its devotees. This
identification is supported by the implied antithesis of “spiritual”, i.e., “fleshly,” which refers to
those who still follow the “desire of the flesh” and are “under the law” (cf. 1 Cor 3:1).

The “spiritual,” then, are those who bear the fruit of the Spirit: they and they alone are
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consistent with the principles of the new creation—faith working through love (5:6; cf. 6:15) and
the service of one another through love (5:13). Otherwise put, the “spiritual,” have, so to speak,
learned to “beware of the leaven of the Pharisees” (Matt 16:6, 11), the “charter members” of the
circumcision party (Acts 15:5). They are mindful that to the degree that the spirit of the
Pharisees dominates in the church, to the same degree Christians will fail to mend the injured
body of Christ. The “spiritual,” then, are concerned that those for whom Christ died not be
swallowed up by excessive grief (2 Cor 2:7).

Of the essence of spirituality is the restorer’s cognizance that he himself is capable of falling.
For this reason, says Paul, “watch yourself, lest you too be tempted.” As a generalization, Fung
is certainly correct that each one has the responsibility to exercise the strictest vigilance over
himself, “lest the would-be restorer become an offender himself. Such vigilance is necessary
because ‘anything can become a temptation’ and because no one is above the possibility of
succumbing to temptation. Awareness of this is conducive to the cultivation and manifestation
of the spirit of gentleness enjoined here” (Fung, 286). Without denying the validity of this
observation, however, Schlier’s insight is more to the point, i.e., the precise temptation is
unjustifiable anger released by the sin of the offender (Schlier, 271). The correctness of this is
borne out by vv. 3-5, which elaborate the temptation of v. 1. Hence, the sin of anger is as
serious as the sin into which the other person fell, as confirmed by 1 Corinthians 5:11, which
places the “reviler” or “abusive person” in same company as the idolater, the sexually immoral,
the thief and the alcoholic. Such a caution on Paul’s part is an altogether appropriate response
to the “theology of zeal” which motivated the Judaizers.

Paul’s prime mandate is to receive its due emphasis: “Restore such a one.” The verb “restore”
(katartizō) in this setting signifies “repair” (to a former good condition), “to put a dislocated
member of the body into its proper place.” “When a professed Christian falls into error or sin, he
becomes, as it were, a dislocated member of the mystical body of Christ, incapable of properly
performing its own functions, and occasioning pain and inconvenience to the other members of
the body” (Brown, 317). Paul’s concern is for the individual, but it is equally for the church in its
corporate dimension (cf. 2 Cor 2:1-10). He calls upon the spiritual to perform pastoral surgery
not simply for the sake of the one but also for the sake of the many.

The restorative process, as Brown again comments, involves use of the appropriate means of
convincing the brother/sister of sin and of leading him/her to repentance. Among the means at
one’s disposal are: a faithful, but friendly, statement of the truth; a demonstration of the
inconsistency of the sin in question with the law of Christ; an admonition about the evil
consequences of the sin; a reminder of the grace of God, so that the offender will not be
swallowed up by sorrow (Brown, 317-18). Of course, the exact words and methods chosen by
us will vary according to individual circumstances. But whatever is said and done, it is surely
vital that we attempt to understand why people are in the circumstances in which they find
themselves. Christians, as anyone else, sin for reasons; and our treatment of those who have
sinned must be intelligent as well as compassionate.

The bottom line, then, is restoration. Without actually saying so, it is not unlikely that Paul was
aware of the teaching of Jesus preserved in Matthew 18:15-17. In fact, the probability of this is
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increased when we consider that, as argued by a number of scholars, “the law of Christ” to be
fulfilled by Christians is rooted in the sayings of Jesus as preserved in the Gospels (see my
“Burden Bearing,” 173-76). But whether or not he had this particular instruction in mind, the
same principle applies to his exhortation to the “spiritual” in Galatia. That is to say, neither
Jesus nor Paul envisages a mechanical process whereby the church may rid itself of
undesirables: the goal is restoration, not excision. “When a member of the human body is
dislocated, amputation is not immediately resorted to” (Brown, 317). The same is true of the
body of Christ.

Here we see why the manner in which restoration is attempted is all-important. If our goal is
the recovery of Christian brothers and sisters and the resumption of their walk in godliness,
then nothing can be more paramount than the “spiritual” pursuit of that ambition. Our aim is not
censure for the sake of self-aggrandizement, in the words of v. 4, boasting on account of our
perceived superiority to our neighbor. It is, rather, for the sake of winning our brother or sister
(Matt 18:15).

2 The course of action outlined in v. 1 is only half the process, because one must be prepared
to assume responsibility for the long-term effects of sin, even once repentance has been
secured. This is why Paul adds: “Bear one another’s burdens, and thereby fulfill the law of
Christ” (NASB).

It is possible that the term “burdens” here is intended quite broadly, i.e., the burdens of pain,
suffering, inconvenience, finance, etc. But it should be kept in mind that in 6:1-5 Paul is
pursuing a specific point, namely, how Christians are to respond to the “trespasses” of other
Christians. Most likely, therefore, his counsel to the “spiritual,” though capable of secondary
applications, concerns particularly the sin-burdens of the one who has fallen. Burton is right to
include in the “burdens” the factor of temptation, which may result in sin (Burton, 329). “The
burdens apparently in the first place refers to whatever oppresses man spiritually, threatens to
induce him to sin, or to keep him in sin. This is pictured as a burden because one goes bowed
under its weight and fears that he will succumb to its pressure” (Ridderbos, 213). But how are
such burdens to be borne? Assuming that “bear” is more than “tolerate,” that the word entails “a
willing, helpful, sympathetic sharing of the burden” (Burton, 330) which results in “effective
assistance and relief” (Betz, 299), in what ways is the onus of sin to be borne?

For one, sin always has its consequences, its “burdens.” Frequently, the consequences have a
domino effect, meaning that problems can be multiplied and compounded almost indefinitely
because of one foundational mistake. To “bear the burdens” of the other, in this case, is to get
involved in the difficulties occasioned by sin. Sometimes, of course, these problems are
intricate in the extreme, particularly where sexual sin is involved and families are broken as a
result. Yet fulfilling the law of Christ may require involvement to this degree. In this light, the
logic of 6:2, as it connects with the love-motif of 5:13-6:5, is self-evident: there can be no higher
expression of love than bearing one another’s burdens—this is love going into action.
Witherington makes a strong case that in Paul’s mind is Christ as the ultimate burden bearer
(Witherington, 423). In giving himself for our sins (1:3-4; 2:20; 3:13-14), Christ bore our burdens
in all their ugliness and complexity (1 Pet 2:24).
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In the second place, we are to bear with the person himself/herself. Sin is not eradicated
overnight. There may well be a period of time—even a lengthy period—during which the power
of sin is being subdued. Since the process is not instantaneous, the original “trespass” may at
intervals reappear. Therefore, to bear the burden of sin means to forbear the person who has
sinned. Not that we are condoning sin itself, but, in the spirit of Ephesians 4:1-3, we are telling
the sinner that he is not rejected, either by Christ or by us.

To bear one another’s burdens in such a manner is not only to manifest a Godlike (1 Pet 5:7)
or Christlike quality (1 Pet 2:24), it is to “fulfill the law of Christ.” “The law of Christ” reminds us
that the concluding injunctions of Galatians are very much connected with the letter as a whole,
in which discussion of the law has dominated. The exact phrase “the law of Christ” occurs only
here in the NT. However, the idea contained in it is present in a similar combination of words in
1 Corinthians 9:21, according to which it is “the law of Christ” (ennomos Christou) which defines
Paul’s life-style as a Christian in contrast to what it used to be as a Jew. By virtue of this law,
Paul can assert that he is not “under the law,” as a Jew obliged to observe the Torah, but, at
the same time, deny that he is “lawless” (anomos), a Gentile or apostate Jew who stood
beyond the pale of the law of Moses. Paul is not lawless, but for him Christ, not the Torah, is
the norm; he is now obliged to be obedient to Christ. He is, as a result, no longer bound by the
distinctives of the old covenant, though, in order to win Jews, he frequently foregoes his liberty
in Christ. Here clearly “the law of Christ” is set in opposition to the law of Moses: Christ’s law
has relieved Paul of the necessity of “living as a Jew” (Gal 2:14).

As for Galatians itself, even a casual reading of the epistle informs us that Paul continually
contrasts Christ and his benefits with the Mosaic legislation. To make a long story very short,
he informs the Galatians that what Israel assumed was her privilege by virtue of obedience to
the law (divine sonship, the gift of the Spirit and justification) is to be found in Christ.
Accordingly, the law of Christ embodies the freedom to which the Galatians have been called
(5:1). In order to be acceptable to God, one does not have to submit to circumcision and the
other boundary markers of Israel’s national identity. Therefore, the whole of the letter suggests
most strongly that “the law of Christ,” as in 1 Corinthians 9:21, is purposely set in contrast to the
law of Moses.

There is thus an irony in Paul’s phraseology. His opponents in Galatia were “nomists.” For
them the Torah in its entirety reigned supreme in every area of life, and fidelity to it insured
blessing, life and the realization of the promises made to the patriarchs. But Paul speaks of “the
law of Christ.” He does so quite on purpose: “It is as though he said to his converts: if you must
observe the law (as the agitators say), do so— only make sure that the law you observe is not
Moses’ law, but the law of Christ” (Fung, 287-88). Paul is not against law and the regulation of
one’s life by law. But what law? For him the answer is clear: it is not that legislation which was
valid only between Moses and Christ, but the expression of God’s will which has come into
being with the advent of Jesus the Messiah—the law of Christ. His law, in short, is what he has
commanded (through the apostles) the church to observe until he comes (Matt 28:20). It is
identifiable with the “form of teaching” to which the believer has been committed (Rom 6:17).

All this sets the stage for Paul’s pronouncement that bearing one another’s burdens fulfills the
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law of Christ. We have encountered many times the historical fact that the Judaism of Paul’s
day was very much concerned to remain within the boundaries set by the law. So, for Paul’s
Jewish contemporaries the law (of Moses) was “fulfilled,” i.e., achieved its purpose for being,
when Israel was loyal to the covenant, when the people of God maintained their peculiar ethnic
and religious identity. However, the mentality mirrored in Galatians went beyond a commitment
to God, Torah and nation, which in itself was right and proper. Rather, the effect of the
Judaizers’ zeal was an ardent Torah- centricity, which gave disproportionate emphasis to those
aspects of the law which marked them out as a distinct and chosen people, thereby minimizing
the necessity of love.48 Consequently, these Jewish Christian missionaries insisted that Gentiles
had to become “honorary Jews” before they could be reckoned among the people of God. Hand
in hand with this demand went hatred for anyone unwilling to conform particularly to the
Pharisaic conception of covenant life. Therefore, the law for these teachers was fulfilled not
only by their allegiance to it but also by their hatred of all nonconformists to its standards. Not to
hate would have been the same as compromising the honor of the God of Israel. In effect,
hatred was the fulfillment of the law.

Over against his opponents and their conception of fulfilling the law, for Paul the very reason
the law of Christ existed—just as the law of Moses existed—was to create a community of love
(see on 5:14). Christ’s law thus attains to its goal and its highest good when Christians exhibit
the ideal of mutual help and forgiveness. God’s design for his people, as expressed in the law
of Christ, is achieved when they bear one another’s burdens: it is their love which entitles them
to be called “the Israel of God” (Gal 6:16).

3 Restoration of the members of Christ’s body places an onus directly on the one who
engages in the work: if restoration is the actual goal, then the way in which one goes about the
task is all important. This is why correction is to be undertaken in a “spirit of gentleness” only by
those who are “spiritual.” We might think that this is enough, but for Paul it is not. The reverse
side of the same coin is expressed by v. 1b: “But watch yourself, or you also may be tempted.”
In other words, a true spirit of gentleness is realistic in its assessment of self, because, at the
end of the day, we are no less vulnerable than our brother/sister who has fallen. It is this
pointedly admonitory dimension of Paul’s counsel which is expanded in vv. 3-5.

Verse 3 sets before us the contrast of fact versus fiction. The fiction is one’s belief that one is
“something,” while the fact is that he is actually “nothing.” “Something,” in the setting of
Galatians 6, has reference to self-justification as regards the methods of one’s recovery of
fallen Christians. The one who is “something” claims to represent God and righteousness and
will brook no contradiction as to the means employed in rectifying the wrong. In historical terms,
to be “something” is, effectively, to sit in Moses’ seat (Matt 23:2) and expect people to respond
accordingly, as borne out by 2 Corinthians 11:5; 12:11, according to which the “super apostles”
entertain very high views of themselves and their authority. In this regard, it is not irrelevant that
those who sit in Moses’ seat “bind heavy burdens, hard to bear, and lay them on men’s
shoulders; but they themselves will not move them with their finger” (Matt 23:4). As applied to
the Galatian situation, the Judaizers, who were so intent on imposing the outmoded burdens of
the Torah, were not willing to bear the sin-burdens of those under their care.
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Contrary to their self-perception, however, the “zealots” for righteousness are actually
“nothing.” That is to say, they are “unspiritual;” they do not exhibit the love which is the fruit of
the Spirit. In Paul’s own words elsewhere, “If I have not love, I am nothing” (1 Cor 13:2). Equally
bad, such people “deceive” themselves. As Fung informs us, the verb translated “deceive”
implies “a totally subjective delusion” (Fung, 289-90). In other words, there is no objective
(biblical) basis for entertaining such views of one’s calling, authority and prerogatives: God has
never conferred on anyone a ministry which violates both his law’s reason for being and the
humanity of those who sin vis-à-vis that law. Those who are “nothing” are well-advised not to try
to restore others; they will only make matters worse, not better, and, at the end of it all, they will
have an even more distorted self-perception.

This interpretation of Paul’s terms is consistent with that of v. 1b, namely, the main temptation
looming before the would-be corrector of others is excessive and unjustified anger, which is
demonstrative of a spirit of “zeal” and results in “provoking one another” (5:26).49 Paul does not
have in mind Christians who fancy themselves to be without sin or weakness. It is highly
doubtful that any such person has ever existed. Fung is right, though, that “Paul implies that
those who imagine themselves to be somebody are unable to bear the burdens of others”
(Fung, 290), not because the “somebody,” in this scenario, lays claim to perfection, but
because he disclaims that his harshness and aggressiveness are uncalled for. In his view, his
modus operandi is above reproach.

In short, the “somebody,” who is actually a “nobody,” takes his stand on the authority of God
and is, he imagines, beyond criticism in his treatment of the offender: his is the attitude
denounced by 5:26 as “vainglorious.” This sort of person lacks sympathy and is unable to bear
the burdens of others; he fails to fulfill the law of Christ. Given the particulars of this context, the
principal reason for such insensitivity is that this kind of corrective process is the outworking of
a “theology of zeal,” not a “spirit of gentleness.”

4 Paul now seeks to prevent the self-deception just depicted: “But each one must examine his
own work, and then he will have reason for boasting in regard to himself alone, and not in
regard to another” (NASB). The verb “examine” or “test” (dokimazō) is chosen quite on
purpose. It means, in this setting, to put to the test for the purpose of determining worth. If my
“work” meets up to this standard, then—and only then—am I in a position to restore someone
who has been overtaken in “any trespass.”

The most emphatic element of the sentence is “his own work.” In the broadest possible terms,
the “work” can be interpreted as one’s own endeavors to be obedient to God. Consequently, on
this reading, “It is on his own conduct and performance that each person should concentrate,
not the conduct and performance of others; he is to engage in self-assessment, not in critical
evaluation of another” (Fung, 290). Yet we are not to forget that the principal standard of the
test is love, the immediate fruit of the presence of the spirit. Hence, even here the focus is not
on “works” as such, but on love, which is the fountainhead of the believer’s obedience, or, in the
words of 6:5, faith working through love. That such was Paul’s consistent outlook is intimated
by the like phrases “work of faith” and “labor of love” (1 Thess 1:3). To examine one’s “work,”
accordingly, is to as- sess one’s faith and love, the source all Christian exertion. It is, in other
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words, to take stock of one’s faith (cf. 2 Cor 13:5).

The effect of such self-awareness, focused on love, rather than other-awareness, focused on
sin, is that our boast will be in ourselves alone and not in someone else. In other words, the
reason for our boast will be sought in the “work” (= love) which we have done, not in the evil
that others have done; then and only then will it be on a solid basis and not be pretentious.
Boasting, then, should be grounded in positive, not negative, factors. We are to rejoice that we
love; we are not to compare our avoidance of particular sins with Christians who have fallen
into those sins and then think ourselves better by the comparison. Betz appropriately
comments: “It was recognized [by Paul and others] that the most widespread illusions occur
because of comparison of oneself with others. In playing this game, one can manipulate things
at will so that the comparison always turns out in favor of oneself and to the disadvantage of the
person with whom one compares oneself” (Betz, 303). Such obedience is mechanical and—
what is worse— loveless.

For many Christians, however, the idea of boasting presents a rather serious problem. Is Paul
really saying that we should boast? The answer is yes, but with one significant qualification: the
boasting of Galatians 6:4 is not the kind that used to characterize Paul (Rom 2:17, 23; 1 Cor
1:26-31; 3:21; 2 Cor 11:21b-22; Gal 6:14), when his boast was in his standing as member of
the chosen people and particularly in the degree of his dedication (as a Pharisee) to the purity
of God’s covenant with Israel (Gal 1:14; Phil 3:4-6). In their zeal for the Galatians (Gal 4:17), it
is this sort of boasting in which the Jewish teachers still engage (Gal 6:13b) and which in turn
breeds “vainglory” (Gal 5:26) and promotes harshness in response to human frailty. It is
precisely because Paul’s opponents continue to be enemies of the cross (Phil 3:18) and are
scandalized by it (Gal 5:11; 6:12), boasting in things that are now passé, that they are intolerant
of any and all violators of their standards.

Nevertheless, Paul the Christian continues to boast, because now his boast is in Christ and his
cross (Gal 6:14; Rom 5:2). Thus, one may infer that boasting in “oneself,” i.e., in one’s love, is
legitimate, if it is Pauline boasting—and integral to Pauline boasting is the cross. The statement
of 6:14, “not that I should boast, save in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by whom the world
has been crucified to me and I to the world,” is matched by the earlier one of 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.” For Paul the
cross, in which he now glories, was the most sublime display of the love of God for sinners. It
was in light of the cross that Paul came to see that his Pharisaic piety was nothing but
excrement and that his boasting had been entirely misfocused (Phil 3:4-11).

The Christian’s boasting, therefore, is a paradox—glory in the shame of Christ. The Christian
must boast, but the “spiritual” in Galatia, as they boast in their “own work,” are to remember that
their love is the product of the love of God flowing from the degradation of the cross. Hence, to
boast in one’s “own work” is to glory, not in human flesh (6:13b, i.e., circumcised converts to the
Judaizers’ “gospel”) but in the cross of Christ, the very emblem of humility and selflessness; it is
to assume the position of Jesus, the Servant, who gave himself for the sake of others (John
13:1-11; Phil 2:1-11). In this light, Schrage’s conclusion is inevitable: “This self-sacrificing love
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for others is not only the heart and core but also the fundamental criterion of Pauline ethics”
(Ethics, 212). With this realization, the paradox of Christian experience is seen at its most
poignant; and it is only when one thus glories in the cross of Christ that one can exhibit the
“spirit of gentleness” necessary to understand and help others.

5 The necessity of boasting in one’s self is highlighted by the account which each must give in
final judgment. This is suggested by the (eschatological) future tense of v. 5, but more
especially by the idea contained in Paul’s warning that “each one will have to bear his own
load” (my translation). Some embarrassment has been occasioned by what appears to be a
contradiction between v. 5 and v. 2. However, the contradiction is imaginary rather than real
and is, in fact, only the product of the paradox of the situation: it is precisely because one has
chosen to bear his own “load” (phortion) that he will bear the “burdens” (barē) of others.
Whereas v. 2 refers to our help of the one who is unable to shoulder his sin-burdens by himself,
v. 5 directs us mainly forward to the account which every Christian must give to the Master
before whom he stands or falls (Rom 14:4, 10-12). Up to and including the last judgment, there
is a load which one alone can bear;50 and no one will be able to the escape censure of his own
wrongdoing by comparing himself with the sins of others. Christians who are cognizant of the
gravity of their own responsibility will have neither the inclination nor the time constantly to turn
the microscope on the lives of their fellow believers.

6 Some commentators are puzzled by the presence of v. 6 within this train of thought. It is
thought that this is an independent piece of advise with no real links to the preceding or the
following. However, most see the verse as a specific instance of burden bearing, pertaining
directly to the ministry. It has also been suggested that Paul is reflecting on the charge of the
Jerusalem apostles that he remember the poor (2:10), and now he is passing on that counsel to
the Galatians (as in 2 Corinthians 8-9). Whatever its precise function in this context, this
teaching is compatible with what Paul says about support for the ministry elsewhere (1 Tim
5:17).

7-8 The importance of bearing the burdens of others, as we put our own work to the test, is
driven home by a pointed reminder of the day of judgment. Because this day looms on the
horizon, Paul presses that the Galatians should not be deceived. He means either deceived by
the Judaizers’ theology and practice or self-deceived by their own inclinations. Either way, they
must not persist down the path on which they have embarked, but rather return to the truth Paul
first preached to them and now re-preaches in his letter.

The wrongheadedness of their current attitudes is underscored by the fact that God “is not (or
“cannot be” [NIV]) mocked.” Paul is saying that their actions are a mockery to God, but God will
not take that from them. The verb he employs means literally “to turn up the nose” so as to treat
with contempt. “In a culture where face and honor and shame was very important, to turn up
one’s nose at someone was to shame them, it was to treat them as someone weak, as
someone beneath one’s own dignity, and as unworthy of one’s respect” (Witherington, 431).
Considering that the one despised is God, this is a scathing indictment indeed.51 By their
imitation of the fleshly deportment of the circumcisers, the Galatians were doing no less than
thumbing their noses at God! And “one cannot act with impunity and not expect God to take
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notice or hold one accountable, even as a Christian” (ibid.).

Paul next apparently quotes a current proverb (“A man reaps what he sows”), though it is one
with a biblical basis (Prov 22:8; cf. Job 4:8; Jer 12:13; Hos 8:7; cf. Sir 7:3; T. Levi 13:6). In so
doing, he draws on the metaphor of two soils into which one may sow. The one soil is that of
the flesh. But to clarify that he is not speaking in the abstract, Paul writes literally “his own
flesh.” “Flesh” is used in a summary fashion and draws together the main emphases that have
been attached to the word throughout the letter, and especially in chaps. 5-6. At heart, “flesh” is
self-centered existence or the bent of fallen human nature to pander to itself. As such, the flesh
can take many forms. In the present setting, however, the term denotes the self-gratification
that manifests itself in the imperious treatment of those who have fallen; in brief, thinking that
one is “something,” when actually he is “nothing” (v. 3). The paradox of the situation is that the
flesh assumes a religious guise or, more accurately, a sanctimonious demeanor that exalts self
and despises others, especially “sinners” (à la Luke 15:2; 18:9-14).

It is just this cloak for the flesh that calls to mind again that the Judaizers have made much of
their descent from Abraham, and most prominently the cutting of the flesh that signified their
connection to the head of the Jewish race. In this light, as Martyn puts it so well, “To sow to
one’s own flesh is to be circumcised, under the illusion that, as the commencement of Law
observance, circumcision of one’s flesh is the antidote to the enslaving power called Flesh. To
sow to one’s flesh is then also to fall victim to the Flesh, precisely because nomistic
circumcision of the flesh is impotent to curb the Flesh” (Martyn, 553). Indeed, this “very
concentration on ethnic identity as alone giving legitimate part in the inheritance of Abraham put
the other missionaries in direct antithesis and opposition to the Spirit of God” (Dunn, 330).

This is so because the opponents’ preoccupation with the flesh bred nothing but hatred and
contempt for all uncircumcised and non-law-observant people. And it is just this attitude that
spilled over into their loveless disregard of those who sin. The only harvest one may expect
from such sowing is “corruption,” evoking the image of a spoiled and rotten field at harvest time.
Instead of being the “fruitful field,” i.e., the new creation people, of 5:22-23, those who cater to
the flesh will prove to be nothing but the “thorns and thistles” of Earth under the curse (Heb 6:8
= Gen 3:18); they will be the fruitless vine of the old Israel (Isa 5:1-6; Jer 8:13; Hos 9:10; 14:6-7;
Hab 3:17; Matt 21:18-22; 24:32-35 and pars.).

By contrast, those who have sown into the soil of the Spirit, i.e., who have loved their fellow
believers and have corrected them, when necessary, in a spirit of gentleness, will reap the
harvest of eternal life. In almost identical words, Paul can tell the Romans, “You have your fruit
unto sanctification, and its end is eternal life” (Rom 6:22 [my translation]). The phrase “eternal
life” is likewise qualified in this context by “the fruit of the Spirit.” That is to say, the stress falls
on the quality of life to be enjoyed forever by the latter-day Israel, whose discipleship to Christ
is made evident by their love (John 13:35). Since the fruit of the Spirit is love and all the virtues
flowing from it, the age to come is depicted by Paul as a world of love. In the eschaton, the law
of Christ will be fully and perfectly fulfilled in a community that is established and maintained for
all eternity by love. Paul draws the same line of connection between love and final judgment in
Romans 12 and 13. The love which is “unhypocritical” (12:9) will live peaceably with all and will
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never avenge itself, because (eschatological) vengeance belongs only to God (12:16-20). Such
love will not be overcome with evil, i.e., the evil of self-vindication, but will overcome it with good
(12:21). Added to this is the love which does no harm to one’s neighbor and thereby fulfills the
law (13:8-10). For Paul the practice of love is all the more urgent because the night is far spent
and the day is at hand; our salvation is nearer than when we first believed. Therefore, we are to
cast off the works of darkness and walk becomingly as in the light, making no provision for the
flesh (13:11-14). Paul knew that the day of judgment will be one of testing claims. The validity
of our claims to be admitted to the eschatological kingdom of God will be weighed in the
balances not of our talk, our “verbal orthodoxy,” but of our love—precisely the logic of Matthew
25:31-46. The awesome reality of this principle is not to be played down or explained away.

9 In keeping with the metaphor of sowing and reaping, Paul now exhorts the Galatians as
hardworking farmers to sustain their labors with a view to the eschatological harvest (cf. 2 Tim
2:6). They will indeed enjoy the full harvest “at the proper time,” i.e., the time of God’s
appointment at the conclusion of this age, if they do not give up. But for the time being they
must wait for it. The realization of righteousness is still a hope (5:5), and while they are waiting,
their faith must work through love (5:6). Literally translated, Paul writes “let us not grow weary
doing the good.” His words find a parallel in Romans 2:7, which maintains that glory, honor,
peace and eternal life are to be attained “by endurance in good work” (literal translation). This is
language reminiscent of Adam in the Garden. The first man was to complete the task assigned
him, all the while maintaining faith with his Creator, and thereafter be confirmed in eternal life as
the glorious image of God. As in biblical thought generally, “good” signifies the worship and
service of God, while “evil” is tantamount to the service of the creature or idolatry (stemming
from Gen 2:9, 17; 3:5, 22).

Adam’s mandate is still set before the Christian. In doing “the good,” we maintain faith with the
Lord of the new covenant, and in the end we will reap the fruits of perseverance. It is to this end
we strive, to lay hold of the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus (Phil 3:12-16); and in
the final judgment our lives will be appraised as a “good thing” (2 Cor 5:10) because we have
worshipped and served the Creator rather than the creature.

Witherington underscores again that Paul envisages the possibility that those who name Christ
might commit apostasy and give up the faith and thus miss out on eternal life. “Paul is not
saying that a person is saved by good works, but he is saying that where there is time and
opportunity for doing such things, one will not be saved without them. They are not optional
extras in the Christian life” (Witherington, 433). Longenecker concurs: “For Paul, the fruit of a
spiritual harvest comes through the concurring actions of both God and the believer, with the
believer’s perseverance being generally in response to the Spirit’s work in his or her life and
specifically an expression of the virtue ‘patience’” (Longenecker, 282). In the Galatian setting,
we recall that perseverance is in Paul’s law-free gospel, while apostasy is to embrace law-
centered “other gospel” of his opponents.

If we ask, What is the harvest?, the answer is eternal life as the product of sowing into the
“soil” of the Spirit (v. 8). But from a related vantage point, we might say that the harvest is the
Spirit himself. If the Spirit has now been given as the “firstfruits” of and the “downpayment” on
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our inheritance (Rom 8:23; Eph 1:14; 2 Cor 1:22), then it is the Spirit who is the great reality to
be experienced in fullness at the end of the age. The age to come will be life in the Spirit in all
its blessings and ramifications, when the believer will have been given a “spiritual body” in
which to enjoy all the Spirit’s benefits (1 Cor 15:44; Phil 3:21).

10 Since our time in this life is to be occupied with “doing the good,” then “let us work the good
for all as we have opportunity” (literal translation). Our service of God the Creator in Christ (“the
good”) is to find its expression in helping other human beings as we are granted occasion to do
so. In such activity we are fulfilling the law of Christ. It is to be noted again that Paul has no
difficulty in connecting faith with “doing good” and “working good.” This is another of many
indications in this letter that Paul was not hostile to “doing” as such. The contrast of faith and
works in Galatians is focused specifically on historical and christological matters: the time of
“works of the law” is past, and now “the faith” has come (see on 2:16; 3:12, 23-25).

This service is to embrace all people without distinction, but Paul expects that we will have an
eye especially on “the household of faith” (NASB). He draws on the image of the church as a
family or household (e.g., Eph 2:19; 1 Tim 3:15; Heb 3:5-6), with all its implications of mutual
love, intimacy, care and help. But more in particular he has in view Israel as God’s “house”
(e.g., Num 20:29; 2 Sam 1:12; Ezek 3:4; Jdt 4:15; Pss. Sol. 17:42; 1QS 5:6; 8:5, 9; CD 3:19;
20:10, 13). Paul, then, takes over a predicate of the ancient people and applies it to the latter-
day assemblies of Christ, constituted of uncircumcised Gentiles as well as Jews. In 6:16, he will
go all the way and actually call such people “the Israel of God.” The fact that he can term the
church the household of faith is an indication of the primacy of faith in Christ as defining and
delineating the new people. The phrase is especially striking in contrast to one of the Dead Sea
Scrolls that denominates the Qumran community as “the house of the law” (CD 20:10, 13).

Doing good is, no doubt, a very broad notion, which Paul basically leaves undefined as to
particulars. Nevertheless, doing good is reminiscent of “goodness” in 5:22. In the comments on
that verse, it was suggested that goodness is seeking the good of others (making it very much
like love). This being so, a couple of applications come to mind, especially given the particular
content of this letter.

One is the sharing of earthly goods with those who are in need. The early church was
characterized by such selfless generosity (Acts 2:44-46; 4:32-37), and Paul made it his
particular responsibility to fulfill the charge of the Jerusalem apostles to “remember the poor”
(Gal 2:10; Rom 15:25-27; 1 Cor 16:3-4; 2 Corinthians 8-9). In principle, this includes providing
for those who teach the Word of God (Gal 6:6).

Another is that doing good comprehends an attitude: How do we deal with those with whom
we disagree or those who fall into sin? In such cases, Paul’s “golden rule” is: “repay no one evil
for evil,” “never avenge yourselves,” and “do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with
good” (Rom 12:17, 19, 21). As a species of love (and forgiveness), doing good covers a
multitude of sins (1 Pet 4:8; Jas 5:20). And whereas insistence on the circumcision of the flesh
breeds hatred, contempt and division (5:15, 19- 21, 26), the circumcision of the heart
engenders the “spirit of gentleness” (6:1) that bears the burdens of others and so fulfills the law
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of Christ (6:2).

Probably the finest commentary on Galatians 6:10—doing good to the household of faith—is
Romans 12:3-21.

D. The Last Word (6:11-18)

In keeping with the customary practice, Paul pens the concluding paragraph in his own hand.
But in the present case, he is not simply following convention but taking the opportunity to make
one final impassioned appeal in the most personal manner possible. There is a very real sense
in which this “last word” of the epistle is a summary of the whole, underscoring the matters
closest to his heart and removing any ambiguity as to where his own emphases lay. Betz
affirms that 6:11-18 “becomes most important for the interpretation of Galatians. It contains the
interpretive clues to the understanding of Paul’s major concerns in the letter as a whole and
should be employed as the hermeneutical key to the intentions of the Apostle” (Betz, 313). In
the same vein, Longenecker can say: “6:11-18 must be seen as something of a prism that
reflects the major thrusts of what has been said earlier in the letter, or a paradigm set at the end
of the letter that gives guidance in understanding what has been said before” (Longenecker,
288-89). Paul thus brings the whole letter full circle, because his opening paragraph likewise
contains the entire letter in a nutshell; in it he telegraphs in advance the major themes with
which he will deal throughout the letter. The epistle’s beginning and ending thus serve to distill
the content of the whole.

In his analysis of this paragraph, Weima has demonstrated a series of antitheses between
Paul and those who have brought “another gospel:” (1) boasting in circumcision versus
boasting in the cross; (2) seeking to avoid persecution for the cross versus willingly accepting
such persecution and bearing the marks of the crucified one; (3) compelling people to be
circumcised versus seeing circumcision or uncircumcision as an indifferent matter; (4) living
under the influence of the old age versus living under the influence of the new creation. And the
thing that especially upsets Paul about the agitators’ message is that the offense and the
sufficiency of the cross have been removed (“Gal. 6:11-18,” 98-101).

11 If anyone thinks that Paul has not been serious in this letter, then the size of his handwriting
should tell them otherwise! It has been proposed that this verse is evidence that Paul had an
eye problem (in connection with 4:13, 15). Be that as it may, he wrote with large letters for the
same reason that John Hancock did—to make a point! Paul’s large letters are equivalent to
boldface type in a modern book or double underlining in a manuscript. In making his point, Paul
virtually ends the letter on the same note on which it began, with his apostolic authority (1:1). In
short, he is saying “Pay attention: this is your mother in the gospel speaking!”

12 That this portion of the letter is a kind of summary of the whole is evident by the way Paul
takes a parting shot at circumcision. “That Paul can thus once again sum up the goals of his
Galatian opponents in the single objective of having Paul’s Galatian converts circumcised
confirms the tremendous symbolic power which this one ritual act had for Jews in general”
(Dunn, 336). His opponents want to make “a good showing in the flesh” (NASB). The verb he
uses is literally “to have a good face.” Since the face is that part of a person which most visibly
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mirrors feelings and responses, this is a way of saying that the Judaizers want to “put their best
face forward” or make the most positive impression possible. In a society that placed such
value on face and saving face, the people in question are after an “honor rating” with others.
The irony, though, is that their favorable impression has to do with the most unpresentable part
of the body (“flesh” = the circumcised organ)! Paul speaks from the typically Jewish point of
view that so highly valued circumcision as the distinctive mark of the chosen people.

As an illustration, the author of 1 Maccabees has nothing but contempt for those Jewish
youths who removed the marks of their circumcision in order to be acceptable to the Greeks. In
so doing, he says, they “abandoned the holy covenant” and “joined with the Gentiles and sold
themselves to do evil” (1 Macc 1:15). What is particularly striking from this text is that to the
Torah-true Jew the abandonment of circumcision meant apostasy from the covenant. But for
Paul just the opposite is true: to embrace circumcision as the sine qua non of covenant
membership is to apostatize from the new covenant; circumcision becomes the exit ritual out of
Christ (see on 5:3).

From this standpoint, it is altogether understandable that the opponents were “trying to
compel” the Galatians to submit to the knife. In historical perspective, they were not unlike John
Hyrcanus, who about a hundred years earlier forcibly circumcised a company of Samaritans.
George refers to the story of 1 Samuel 18, in which Saul demanded a hundred Philistine
foreskins as the price for giving his daughter, Michal, to David as a wife. “Figuratively,” says
George, “Paul’s opponents were doing the same thing David and his soldiers had done of old:
presenting Gentile ‘foreskins’ as a mark of their own success and ingenuity as representatives
of the Jewish Christian establishment” (George, 434).

However, the circumcisers have an ulterior motive—the avoidance of persecution for the sake
of Christ’s cross. Paul knew such persecution well, both because he used to engage in it
himself (Acts 8:1, 3; 9:1-2; 1 Tim 1:13) and had experienced it from the other end (Acts 13:45,
50; 14:2-5, 19-22; 17:5-9; 18:5-6; 19:28-41; 21:11, 27-36; 22:22-23; 23:12-15, 20-21; Rom
15:31; 2 Cor 11:23-26; Gal 5:11; 6:17; 2 Tim 4:14). Paul’s implication is that if his opponents
could only succeed in making proselytes by the normal Jewish route of circumcision and
submission to the law, they would never incur the wrath of their fellow countrymen, and
especially of the Zealot-types who were so intent on resisting all foreign incursions on the
covenant nation.

That the cross should be the focal point of the persecution is altogether significant. More than
once Paul has contrasted his ministry with that of the other missionaries precisely in terms of
the cross (2:20; 3:1, 13; 5:11, 24; 6:14). For him, the gospel is circumcision-free and cross-
centered—a combination sure to fill the Judaizers with contempt and loathing. And it was just
by substituting circumcision for the cross that the troublers hoped to avoid the displeasure of all
who were scandalized by the notion of a crucified Messiah—a blasphemous oxymoron to
Jewish sensitivities.

13 Paul not only calls his detractors’ motivations into question, he throws kerosene on the fire
by actually charging that these circumcised ones do not themselves keep the law! “Those who
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are getting circumcised” (literal translation) is somewhat ambiguous, but the phrase is best
taken as a designation of the other teachers whose message and persons are marked by
circumcision. The accusation that they do not keep the law is likewise ambiguous and could
mean more than one thing. It could be that they felt free to pick and choose from among the
commandments, especially in a Gentile environment where strict Torah observance was, at
best, a difficulty. This may be confirmed by 5:3, since it is conceivable that the opponents were
allowing the Galatians some degree of flexibility concerning aspects of the law and perhaps
were permitting themselves a similar freedom.

Most likely, though, we should understand Paul’s allegation in light of the foregoing
discussions of 3:10-13 and 5:13-6:5 (see on both). According to 3:10-13, the Judaizers are
denounced as idolaters and apostates because of their very devotion to the law; they are not
obedient to the law in its eschatological design to point to Christ. It is just along these lines that
Stephen could charge, “you who received the law as delivered by angels and did not keep it”
(Acts 7:53). Rather, his contemporaries have turned the temple into a “house made with
hands,” a pagan temple (Acts 7:48)! In 5:13-6:5, the Judaizers do not keep the law because
they have violated its most crucial and central principle—love (see on 5:6, 14). They do not, in
point of fact, abide by “all things written in the book of the law,” because they have cut the heart
out of the covenant, love which fulfills the law. What other evidence could one want that they do
not possess the Spirit?

The second part of the verse returns to the previous verse (the “good showing in the flesh”):
the rival teachers want to have the Galatians circumcised that they may boast in their flesh.
Boasting, according to Paul, is the characteristic attitude of Second Temple Judaism in its
consciousness of being the elect people, entrusted with the glory of God and the Torah (Bar
4:3-4; Rom 2:17, 23; 3:27; cf. 2 Cor 11:18; Eph 2:9; Phil 3:3). From the perspective of the
Judaizers, the more foreskins removed the more glory! In their own view, the glory would go to
God and to Zion, but Paul observes them through the lens of his own experience, when all his
zeal for the law and Israel was nothing but an extended ego-trip (Phil 3:4-6). By contrast to
them, when he was converted to Christ, he put away his “confidence in the flesh” (Phil 3:4) and
came to see his former righteousness as nothing short of excrement (Phil 3:8).

The irony of the troublers’ boasting in the flesh is underscored by Paul in Phil 3:19. According
to that verse, the opponents have made a god out of their belly, and their glory consists in their
shame. “Belly” (koilia) and “shame” (aischunē) are euphemisms for the male genitals. Paul is
saying no less than that the “god” and the “glory” of the Judaizers are their circumcised
member! Paul is not opposed to boasting per se, but “Let him who boasts, boast of the Lord” (2
Cor 10:17)! See the next verse.

14 If the Judaizers boast in circumcised human flesh, then Paul goes on record that he can no
longer share their attitude. In writing, “May I never boast,” he means he cannot now be proud of
Israel’s election and the covenant privileges that used to be the ground of his rejoicing (Bar 4:3-
4; Rom 2:17, 23). Hubbard (Creation, 220-21) calls attention to the important influence of
Jeremiah 9:23-25 on Galatians 6:14 (and Rom 2:23-29). Jeremiah 9:23-24 reads:
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This is what the LORD says:

“Let not the wise man boast of his wisdom or the strong man boast of his strength

or the rich man boast of his riches,

but let him who boasts boast about this: that he understands and knows me,

that I am the LORD, who exercises kindness, justice and righteousness on earth,

for in these I delight,” declares the LORD.

Yet Paul reads these verses in connection with what follows (vv. 25-26): “The days are
coming,” declares the LORD, “when I will punish all who are circumcised only in the flesh—
Egypt, Judah, Edom, Ammon, Moab and all who live in the desert in distant places. For all
these nations are really uncircumcised, and even the whole house of Israel is uncircumcised in
heart.”52 Note how in this oracle of judgment Judah is placed second in the list of pagan nations!
Circumcision really does count for nothing (5:6; 6:15; Rom 2:25-29)! In placing vv. 23-24 in
connection with vv. 25-26 of Jeremiah 9, Paul links boasting in the flesh/boasting in the Lord
with the rejection of external boundary markers such as “circumcision” and “uncircumcision.”
Particularly when Rom 2:23-29 is brought into view, Paul is maintaining, no less, that improper
boasting is the result of an uncircumcised heart.

Rather than boasting in the flesh (literally), as the circumcision party continues to do, Paul’s
boast is now in the Lord Jesus Christ (2 Cor 10:17), and particularly in his cross. In the context
of the ancient world, Paul could hardly have chosen a more peculiar or more scandalous thing
to say. Crucifixion was looked upon with horror and disgust by cultured pagans, as evidenced
by the fact that the cross was hardly mentioned in polite society. As Hengel characterizes it,
“The heart of the Christian message, which Paul described as ‘the word of the cross’, ran
counter not only to Roman political thinking, but to the whole ethos of religion in ancient times
and in particular to the ideas of God held by educated people” (Crucifixion, 5). The
bewilderment of the Greco-Roman world toward this message was only increased by the notion
of a crucified God. Again Hengel: “The one whom Christians claim as their God is a ‘dead
God’—a contradiction in itself. And if that were not enough, he had been condemned justly, as
a criminal, by his judges in the prime of life, i.e. before his time, to the worst form of death: he
had to endure being fastened to the cross with iron nails” (ibid.).

Yet the cross was equally offensive to Judaism, because the notion of a crucified Messiah was
simply unthinkable (see on 3:13). This was especially so of that segment of Judaism that held
the cross to be reserved for traitors to Israel. No wonder, Paul could call the preaching of the
cross foolishness to those who are perishing, both Jew and Greek (1 Cor 1:18). In brief, he has
chosen to boast in something that no one in his day would have dreamed of doing, except like-
minded Christians.

But the significance of the cross, remarks Dunn, “is not simply the revaluation of Jewish
prerogative over Gentile, for that revaluation means a revaluation of the whole world” (Dunn,
340). “World” is equivalent to the “present evil age” (1:4) in that it designates the totality of
humanity in its idolatrous and unredeemed state, with its value system that is at such variance
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with the law of Christ. If the world has been crucified to Paul and Paul to the world, then the two
are dead to each other and no longer have anything in common.

The irony of the situation is that “world” includes and probably has special reference to Israel
(in a manner akin to its usage in the Fourth Gospel, e.g., John 1:9-10; 7:7). It is this world to
which the Judaizers still belong. But Paul abandoned that world when he died to the law (2:20)
and crucified his flesh with its passions and desires (see on 5:24). It was only the excruciating
death of the cross that could cause him to put away his previous values, commitments and way
of life as a zealot for the traditions of the fathers (1:14). Only the agony of the cross could
convince Paul of the glory of the cross.

Witherington is certainly correct that you can tell a lot about a person by what he/she boasts
of. In Paul’s case, “his conversion to belief in a crucified messiah entailed an enormous
transvaluation of values, and an adoption of a new paradigm of what God was really doing in
the world, how he was doing it, and therefore what the believer’s life meant” (Witherington,
450). With good reason, Martyn can likewise write: “He became as much of a stranger to his
previous comrades—and indeed to all people who live in the world of the Law/the Not-Law—as
their world became a stranger to him” (Martyn, 564).

Yet the cross has done more than effect the lives of individuals, because its effects are cosmic
in proportion. The face of reality itself has been changed: the old world has passed away at the
cross, and the universe has been reborn with the resurrection of Christ from the dead.
According to Witherington, the present evil age exists, but has been dealt a death blow by the
crucifixion of Jesus. All of the world’s basic values and assumptions and operating procedures
have been put on notice that they are passing away. What really matters are the new
eschatological realities brought about because of the death of Christ. Even the Law, as well as
other good things about the material world, are part of the things that are passing away or are
fading in glory. “Having lost their controlling grip on a human life when Christ came and died,
one must not submit to such forces again, but rather live on the basis of the new eschatological
realities. The new age has already dawned and Christians should live by its light and follow the
path it illuminates” (Witherington, 450).

15 In a virtual restatement of 5:6, Paul pens his final word on circumcision. The connection
with the previous verse is noteworthy (as marked by “for”). Paul no longer boasts in things that
used to be important simply because circumcision has become irrelevant as far as the new
creation is concerned. The significance of circumcision for a Second Temple Jew can be taken
for granted by this time (see on 2:3). Suffice it to say that Paul’s proposition that “circumcision is
not anything” would have appeared to many to be the most outrageous thing he has said in this
letter—he has saved the worst for last!

An illuminating historical illustration of the offense that would have been given can be drawn
from 1 Maccabees. King Antiochus IV had ordered that the Jews put away their distinctiveness
as a people and obey him, and one of the focal points of his demand was circumcision. Says
the author: “According to the decree, they put to death the women who had their children
circumcised, and their families and those who circumcised them; and they hung the infants from
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their mothers’ necks” (1:60-61).

Given such an horrific scenario, Paul must have appeared to some as cavalier indeed. But for
him the new creation is incomparably greater than this most famous boundary marker of Jewish
self-definition. In blunt terms, circumcision is no longer worth dying for. On the other side,
uncircumcision means nothing either; that is, Gentiles, who despised the rite of circumcision
and considered it tantamount to castration, have no grounds for boastful superiority themselves
(cf. Rom 11:13-24). In the new creation, the condition of a man’s privates has no bearing
whatsoever on his state of soul.

The phrase “new creation” appears also in 2 Corinthians 5:17, where it intended not merely in
an individual sense (a “new creature”) but cosmically as “the new world of the recreation that
God has made to dawn in Christ, and in which everyone who is in Christ is included”
(Ridderbos, Paul, 45). This is evident, says Ridderbos, by the neuter plural that follows: “the old
things have passed away, the new have come.” “It is a matter of two worlds, not only in a
spiritual, but in a redemptive-historical, eschatological sense. The ‘old things’ stand for the
unredeemed world in its distress and sin, the ‘new things’ for the time of salvation and the re-
creation that have dawned with Christ’s resurrection” (ibid.). The same meaning holds true for
the present passage, only Paul is making the more specific application that the new creation
precludes circumcision or a lack thereof as marking the people of God.

The background to the “new creation” is Isaiah 65:17-25: “Behold, I will create new heavens
and a new earth. The former things will not be remembered, nor will they come to mind” (v. 17).
Paul thus announces in explicit terms what has been implicit in numerous passages in the
letter, namely, the long-expected new cosmos, the return from exile, the outpouring of the Spirit
and the definitive forgiveness of sins have come to pass in his lifetime and that of his readers.
And preeminent among the “former things” that have now passed away is circumcision. What
has taken its place in the new creation is “faith working through love” (5:6).

We may say that the new creation is synonymous with the new age and combines apocalyptic
and anthropological elements. As for the first, Dunn can state that as the antithetical opposite to
“the present evil age,” the new creation must mean the age to come (cf. Rom 8:19-22 and 2
Cor 5:17). The reference is to the context of human existence made new, recreated, and made
to serve as a fitting habitat for God’s children (Rom 8:21). The astounding claim of the first
Christians is that the transition had already been made in effect for those “in Christ.” “Here
indeed…are ‘two different worlds’—the old world replaced through the apocalyptic shift of the
cross by the new creation” (Theology of Galatians, 49-50).

As to the anthropological dimension, Betz stresses that “through the Christ-event the Christian
is enabled to participate in the new human existence ‘in Christ’ which in Galatians is described
as ‘the fruit of the Spirit’ in all its manifestations” (Betz, 320). Thus, to adapt Hubbard’s
comment, it is as accurate to speak of the new age entering the believer as the believer
entering the new age (Creation, 224). Furthermore, Hubbard is accurate in saying that the new
creation is not to be described so much in terms of “ontological transformation” as of restoration
by the Spirit. On this reading, new creation refers to the new inner dynamic of the Spirit which
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has begun the process of restoring the image of God marred by Adam’s sin, and which enables
those who rely on his power to fulfill the requirement of the law (Rom 8:4) (ibid., 235).

The bottom line is that in the new creation the only circumcision that counts is that of the heart
(Deut 10:16; 30:6; Jer 4:4; Rom 2:28-29; Col 2:11-13), an operation performed by the Spirit of
God, who breathes life into the dead bones of Israel in exile (Ezek 37:1-14).

16 As this letter virtually began with an apostolic benediction, so now it practically ends with
one too. “Peace and mercy” are the precious possessions of “the Israel of God,” which is now
defined as all those who “walk by this rule” (NASB). George notes that the conditional blessing
at the end of the letter stands in marked contrast to the conditional curse with which Paul
opened his epistle (George, 439). This conditional blessing actually implies “a threat against
those who, after having read the letter, do not intend to conform to Paul’s rule and,
consequently, fall under the curse” (Betz, 321). Paul knew very well that he was writing to
churches caught up in intense conflict over a serious theological matter. But rather than
smoothing over the difficulty in the interest of a superficial harmony, Paul did the opposite: “he
emphasized the sharp differences between him and his opponents and forced the Galatians to
make a choice. On the one side of that choice was the apostolic curse; on the other, the
apostolic blessing” (George, 439).

“Peace” recalls the unfallen creation and its restoration by the work of the Servant of the Lord
(see on 1:3). With the advent of the Messiah and the outpouring of his Spirit, Paradise Lost has
been turned into Paradise Regained. The Galatians are privileged to be participants in this new
creation by virtue of faith alone apart from works of the law. And if they have come to know
God’s peace in Christ, then they must be at peace with themselves as they bear the fruit of the
Spirit (cf. Heb 12:14: “pursue peace”). Martyn (566) reminds us that Paul grew up in a home
where he was accustomed to hearing the pronouncement of blessing upon Israel (Ps 125:5;
128:6; Pss. Sol. 4:25; 6:6; 8:27-28; 9:8; 11:9; 13:12; 16:6; 17:45; 18:5; 11QPsa 23:11).

Mention is usually made of the coda to the Eighteen Benedictions (Shemoneh Esreh), which
actually reads: “May peace…and mercy…be upon us and upon all Israel thy people”
(Babylonian Recension). An inscription from the synagogue at Gerasa (2nd c. AD) also reads:
“Peace be upon all Israel.” The last two mentioned sources postdate the NT, but it is still
attractive to think that Paul has formulated his sentence as a reference to such blessings, but
with modifications as befits their application to a new people, notably the broadening of “Israel”
to include Gentiles.

“Mercy” (Grk. eleos; Heb. hesed) is God’s covenant faithfulness and kindness. The classic
passage is Exodus 33:19-34:9, especially in context, the worship of the golden calf (Exodus
32). After Israel had so quickly forsaken Yahweh for an Egyptian idol (Exod 32:8; Deut 9:16),
the Lord declares nonetheless: “I will have mercy on whom I will have mercy, and I will have
compassion on whom I will have compassion” (Exod 33:19). Thereafter, he reveals his name to
Moses: “The LORD, the LORD, the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger,
abounding in love and faithfulness” (Exod 34:6). Yahweh’s name is the revelation of his
character as the God who forgives sin and is gracious, “maintaining love to thousands, and
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forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin” (Exod 34:7). That God’s mercy is towards Israel is
taken for granted by later OT texts (Ezra 3:11; Isa 44:23; 49:13; Ezek 39:25; Joel 2:13; Amos
5:15; Zech 1:12-17). Paul’s echo of Exodus is especially appropriate because the Galatians
themselves were in danger of “quickly” forsaking the Lord for an idol—the Torah. Nevertheless,
Paul reminds them that the Lord is merciful and will receive them back for Christ’s sake.

There are sufficient occurrences of both “peace” and “mercy” in the above mentioned sources
to think that Paul may well have had them in mind. However, in a background study to this
verse, Beale (“Peace”) has demonstrated that the two terms appear together in Isaiah 54:10:
“For the mountains may be removed and the hills may shake, But My lovingkindness will not be
removed from you, And My covenant of peace will not be shaken, Says the Lord who has
compassion on you” (NASB). The LXX renders the key Hebrew terms of this text with the same
words Paul uses here: “mercy” (eleos = hesed) and “peace” (eirēnē = shalōm). The peace and
mercy of Isaiah 54:10 receive, in vv. 11-12, concrete expression in the coming conditions of the
new creation at the time of Israel’s restoration, when Jerusalem is going to be rebuilt of
precious stones and thus become in toto a new temple (see on 4:27). In the broader context of
Isaiah 54, it is God who is “making” Israel again (v. 5); he has “created” the nation that it might
be restored (v. 16). Verses 9-10 then proceed to portray the coming restoration in terms of the
renewal of the creation after Noah’s flood and the necessity of cosmic dissolution which must
precede the new creation. All of this material in Isaiah 54 is part of the larger pattern of new
creation prophecies in Isaiah 40-66, which refers to the restoration of Israel from captivity as a
new creation (ibid., 211).

The only other times when the two words appear in such close connection is Jeremiah 16:5
and Psalm 85:10 (LXX 84:10). The former refers to God’s removal of his “lovingkindness” and
“peace” when Israel goes into exile, and the latter alludes to the return of these tokens of the
divine favor when the nation is restored (“Love and faithfulness meet together; righteousness
and peace kiss each other”). Earlier, in vv. 7-8 of Psalm 85, the two also occur in close
proximity (“Show us Your lovingkindness, O Lord, And grant us Your salvation. I will hear what
God the Lord will say; For He will speak peace to His people, to His godly ones; But let them
not turn back to folly” [NASB]). Beale notes that the promised condition of the peace and mercy
of restoration is referred to as an “enlivening” in v. 6. Furthermore, the attributes surrounding
mercy and peace are portrayed in the directly following verses as fruits of God’s eschatological
creative work (vv. 11-12).

Psalm 85 thus has several points of affinity with Galatians 6:16 in context. (1) “Mercy” and
“peace” are pronounced “upon” Israel. (2) The notion of new life is associated with the salvation
of God’s people. (3) “Peace” is listed among other attributes which are part of fertility or fruit
bearing in the new creation (ibid., 208-10).

Against this impressive OT backdrop of exile, restoration and new creation, we can see that
Paul is claiming, no less, that the prophetic vision for the blissful future has been realized with
his preaching of the gospel in Galatia and the influx of Gentiles into “the Israel of God,” as he
will come on to say momentarily. This people has become the fruit bearing vine of the
eschatological new beginning in Christ.
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The recipients of God’s peace and mercy are those who “follow this rule.” Paul draws again on
the verb of 5:25 (stoicheō): the Galatians are to “stay in line” or “keep in step” with the new rule
that defines the people of God. The “rule” (kanōn) is the “measuring rod,” “chalk line” or
“standard” by which persons should evaluate the genuineness of their Christianity. By “rule”
Paul means the norm by which he lives and judges the “other gospel” of the opponents. It is
certainly eye-catching that Josephus identifies the Torah as the “rule” of the Jewish faithful: “for
all this our leader made the Law the standard and rule [kanona ton nomon], that we might live
under it as under this father and master and be guilty of no sin through wilfulness or ignorance”
(Ag. Ap. 2.174). One may assume that Josephus expresses an attitude typical in his day, which
makes it all the more ironic that Paul disallows any lasting validity to the Mosaic law, and in
particular to circumcision (v. 15). His “rule” evaluates people in their relation to the new
creation, not in the absence or presence of foreskins. And if circumcision no longer means
anything, then indeed a new day has dawned in world history.

The concluding words of the verse read, according to NIV: “even to the Israel of God.”53 The
original is ambiguous enough that Paul could be referring to a different group of people than
those who “walk by this rule” in the first clause: either non-Christian Jews or Christian Jews with
whom he is upset at the moment. But all in all, given that Paul has labored all the way through
this letter to place uncircumcised Gentiles on an equal footing with Jewish believers, the NIV
rendering captures his point well: the “Israel of God” is none other than those people who
adhere to the standard of the new creation—in plain terms, the Christian church. Paul is saying
pointedly that the people of God have been redefined and reconfigured. The assembly of Christ
consists of Jew and Greek alike with no distinction between them: their identity is no longer
derived from the Torah, but from Christ and the Spirit.

This being so, converts do not have to be circumcised and made to submit to the law in order
to belong to Israel—they are already in by faith alone. Weima is to the point: it is “difficult to
believe that in a letter where Paul has been breaking down the distinctions that separate Jewish
and Gentile Christians and stressing the equality of both groups, that he in the closing would
give a peace benediction addressed to believing Jews as a separate group within the church”
(“Gal. 6:11-18,” 105; likewise Beale, “Peace,” 205, 222; Longenecker, Galatians, 298-99, and
others). The same applies to non-Christian Jews, who have never really been in his sights in
this letter. Given that this final paragraph of the epistle is a distillation of the whole, the phrase
“the Israel of God,”54 although unique to this place, sums up Paul’s whole body of teaching in
Galatians respecting Jew/Gentile relations. Isaiah 54:5 says it all: “the Holy One of Israel is your
Redeemer; he is called the God of all the earth.”

Hubbard calls attention to the fact that most of the postscript of the letter has been occupied
with rejecting the way of the law, circumcision, the flesh and all related criteria for defining the
people of God. This, he says, is “a fair reflection of the dominant themes of Galatians”
(Creation, 228). Yet an important corollary to the main point that faith and the Spirit now
demarcate the latter-day people, not the law and circumcision, is that it is possible to speak of
an “Israel of God” in contradistinction to “Israel according to the flesh” (1 Cor 10:18; cf. Rom
2:28-29; 9:3, 6, to which I would add 2 Cor 5:16). In the former, labels such as “Jew and
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Gentile, “male and female” or “slave and free” count for little, “for you are all one in Christ
Jesus” (3:26-29). As he notes, this issue does not dominate the postscript, but it is “an obvious
implication of the Christocentric soteriology of Galatians…” (ibid., 229).

17 It is the human being Paul who draws this letter to a close with a half-plea/half- command
for certain people “from now on” to cause him no more troubles (or “labors,” perhaps alluding to
the “labor pains” of 4:19). The idiom “cause troubles” (literal translation) indicates that the
upsets caused among the Galatian converts were almost like a physical assault against
himself. And certainly, Paul has had enough of that, because he bears the very marks of Jesus
on his body. These “marks” (stigmata) are primarily the scars resulting from the various
beatings he had to endure, particularly at the hands of the Jews (2 Cor 11:24; Acts 16:23).

But the marks “of Jesus” are an additional allusion to the cross, since victims of crucifixion
were scourged beforehand (Isa 53:5: “by his stripes we are healed”). Paul, then, really is being
crucified to the world (6:14). These marks of his identification with Jesus’ own sufferings (Rom
8:17; 2 Cor 1:5; 4:8-10; Phil 3:10; Col 1:24) should be proof enough of the genuineness of his
apostleship and the sincerity of his devotion to Christ.

But since “marks” were also common in the ancient world for religious tattooing or slave
branding, Paul is likely suggesting as well that he is the possession of Christ. But besides
“marks” in the sense of “stripes,” Beale is right that “Paul wants to be identified with the only
mark of the new creation that there is, which is Messiah Jesus himself. Therefore, Paul’s
statement in v. 17 that he ‘bears on his body the brand-marks of Jesus’ is another way of
saying that he does not want to be identified by the badge of the old creation (circumcision) but
wants to be identified with the only sign of the new creation: with Jesus, and his suffering at the
cross” (“Peace,” 222).

18 All that remains is for Paul to confer one final benediction on his readers—the grace of the
Lord Jesus Christ. “Grace” is the most appropriate word he could have chosen as the crown of
this epistle. From beginning to end, he has argued that God’s covenant love and fidelity are the
possession of the Galatians apart from the necessity of becoming Jews to enjoy the blessings
of the family bond brought to realization in Christ (see on 1:3). Grace is thus specifically and
eschatologically that of “the Lord Jesus Christ.”

The mention of the readers’ “spirit” (singular) is perhaps a reminder that what bonded them
together was the Spirit of God working in their spirit, rather than a law- centered identity as
sealed by circumcision. After all, they do live in the age of the Spirit, not in the era of the Torah
(3:3). And at the end of the day, they are still “brothers,” members of the “household of faith”
(6:10).

In light of everything said in this impassioned and yet pastorally sensitive letter, what else
could Paul say but “amen?” He could only hope that the Galatians would add their own amen.
By writing “may it be so,” Paul is content to leave the entire matter in God’s hands. “The letter
thus ends where it began, with the invocation of God and God’s will” (Witherington, 458).
48 Barrett (Freedom, 74) similarly contrasts circumcision and love: “Circumcision is the sort of thing which, if abstracted from the rest of the law, can be performed as an
end in itself…. Love, on the other hand, if it is rightly understood, cannot be performed as an end in itself; the moment it becomes such an end it ceases to be
disinterested love—that is, it ceases to be love.”
49 It is significant that Paul’s positive description of love in 1 Corinthians 13:4, i.e., love is longsuffering and kind, is matched by the negative “is not zealous.”
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50 The “load” of v. 5 is “the traveler’s own pack,” i.e., “the ineluctable duties of life that fall to each person, including answerability to God for one’s own conduct and
performance” (Fung, 291). The “burdens” of v. 2, by contrast, are the unbearable weight of sin which cannot be supported alone. Possibly, the singular “load” corresponds
to the singular “work” in v. 4, in that it represents a summary of the requirements of the law of Christ.
51 Mockery of God is condemned especially in the wisdom literature of the OT (Job 22:19; Ps 44:13; 80:6; Prov 1:30; 11:12; 12:8; 15:5, 20; 23:9; cf. Ezek 8:17).
52 The LXX reads that the nations are “uncircumcised in flesh,” while Israel is uncircumcised in their heart.”
53 “Even” (kai) is here is equivalent to “that is.”
54 Betz shows that the expression Israel of God finds analogies in the Dead Sea Scrolls, in which the Qumran sect can speak of itself as, for example, the “community of
God” or the “assembly of God” (Betz, 323, n. 112).
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