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Introduction
 

Dear reader,

Here you have part of a commentary on the whole New Testament, published by Baker Academic both in hardback and as an ebook. The electronic version has been broken into segments for your convenience and affordability, though if you like what you find here you may want to consider the whole at a proportionately lower cost. Whether in whole or in part, the e-version puts my comments at your fingertips on your easily portable Kindle, iPad, smartphone, or similar device.

I’ve written this commentary especially for busy people like you—lay people with jobs and families that take up a lot of time, Bible study leaders, pastors, and all who take the New Testament seriously—that is, people who time-wise and perhaps money-wise can’t afford the luxury of numerous heavyweight, technical commentaries on the individual books making up the section of the Bible we call the New Testament. So technical questions are avoided almost entirely, and the commentary concentrates on what will prove useful for understanding the scriptural text as a basis for your personal life as a Christian, for discussion with others, and for teaching and preaching.

Group discussion, teaching, and preaching all involve speaking aloud, of course, and when the New Testament was written, even private reading was done aloud. Moreover, most authors dictated their material to a writing secretary, and books were ordinarily read aloud to an audience. In this commentary, then, I’ve avoided almost all abbreviations (which don’t come through as such in oral speech) and have freely used contractions that characterize speaking (“we’ll,” “you’re,” “they’ve,” and so on). To indicate emphasis in oral speech, italics also occur fairly often.

You’ll mostly have to make your own practical and devotional applications of the scriptural text. But such applications shouldn’t disregard or violate the meanings intended by the Scripture’s divinely inspired authors and should draw on the richness of those meanings. So I’ve interpreted them in detail. Bold print indicates the text being interpreted. Translations of the original Greek are my own. Because of the interpretations’ close attention to detail, my translations usually, though not always, gravitate to the literal and sometimes produce run-on sentences and other nonstandard, convoluted, and even highly unnatural English. Square brackets enclose intervening clarifications, however, plus words in English that don’t correspond to words in the Greek text but do need supplying to make good sense. (As a language, Greek has a much greater tendency than English does to omit words meant to be supplied mentally.) Seemingly odd word-choices in a translation get justified in the following comments. It needs to be said as well that the very awkwardness of a literal translation often highlights features of the scriptural text obscured, eclipsed, or even contradicted by loose translations and paraphrases.

Literal translation also produces some politically incorrect English. Though “brothers” often includes sisters, for example, “sisters” doesn’t include brothers. Similarly, masculine pronouns may include females as well as males, but not vice versa. These pronouns, “brothers,” and other masculine expressions that on occasion are gender-inclusive correspond to the original, however, and help give a linguistic feel for the male-dominated culture in which the New Testament originated and which its language reflects. Preachers, Bible study leaders, and others should make whatever adjustments they think necessary for contemporary audiences but should not garble the text’s intended meaning.

Out of respect for your abilities so far as English is concerned, I’ve not dumbed down the vocabulary used in translations and interpretations. Like the translations, interpretations are my own. Rather than reading straight through, many of you may consult the interpretation of an individual passage now and then. So I’ve had to engage in a certain amount of repetition. To offset the repetition and keep the material in bounds, I rarely discuss others’ interpretations. But I’ve not neglected to canvass them in my research.

On the theological front, the commentary is unabashedly evangelical, so that my prayers accompany this volume in support of all you who strive for faithfulness to the New Testament as the word of God.

Robert Gundry


  



Galatians
 

Some Jewish Christians advocated that for salvation, Gentile Christians had to keep the law of Moses (beginning with submission to circumcision if they were males) in addition to believing in Christ. Here Paul refutes that view by advocating to the contrary that Jews and Gentiles alike gain salvation by faith apart from keeping the Mosaic law, though not at the expense of virtuous conduct.

  

ADDRESS AND GREETING

Galatians 1:1–5
 

1:1–2: Paul, an apostle [sent] not from [mere] human beings nor through [the agency of] a [mere] human being—rather, [sent] through [the direct action of] Jesus Christ and God the Father, who raised him from among the dead—2plus all the brothers [= fellow Christians] [who are] with me, to the churches of Galatia [in central Asia Minor (modern Turkey)]: . . . . As was customary for first-century letter writers, Paul starts by identifying himself as the author. Then he calls himself “an apostle,” which means somebody who has been sent. “Not from [mere] human beings” denies that he has been sent by a church such as the one in Antioch, Syria, for example (see Acts 13:3, especially the translation “they let go [of them]” as opposed to “they sent [them]”). “Nor through [the agency of] a [mere] human being” denies even the involvement of a human intermediary in the sending of Paul (contrast “the coming of some from James” [2:12]). He makes these denials to establish a foil against which his being sent “through [the direct action of] Jesus Christ and God the Father” stands out in full flower. Since “apostle” connotes a sending with authority to act on behalf of the sender, Paul stresses the direct derivation of his apostleship from Jesus Christ and God the Father to impress on the letter’s addressees (from now on “the Galatians”) that what he has to say in the balance of the letter should bring them to their knees in submission rather than putting them in high dudgeon. For the balance of the letter contains some stinging rebukes.

Paul puts “Jesus Christ” ahead of “God the Father” because he has in mind Jesus Christ’s commissioning him to apostleship in connection with his appearance to Paul as Paul was traveling on the road to Damascus (see 1:12; 1 Corinthians 9:1; 15:8; Acts 9:1–6, 15; 21:40–22:15; and especially 26:12–20). “Who raised him [Jesus Christ] from among the dead” describes God in view of the circumstance that unlike the twelve apostles, Paul’s apostolic commissioning occurred after rather than before Jesus’ resurrection. Since “God . . . was pleased to reveal his Son in [Paul] in order that [Paul] might proclaim the gospel among the Gentiles” (1:16), Paul includes “God the Father” with “Jesus Christ” as the source of his apostleship and thus doubles his apostolic authority. Because of the collocation of God and his Son in 1:15–16, here in 1:1 “God the Father” probably refers to God as the Father of the just-mentioned “Jesus Christ,” though Paul will shortly widen God’s fatherhood to include Christian believers (1:4; 4:6). The pairing of Jesus Christ with God the Father, the designation of him as God’s Son, and the further designation of him as “our Lord” in 1:3 imply the deity of Jesus Christ. Yet he’s also human—hence the two explanatory insertions of “mere” to distinguish him from other human beings.

Paul includes “all the brothers” who are with him at the time of writing as co-senders (though not co-authors) of the letter to let the Galatians know that he has his companions’ support in what he’ll proceed to say. So the Galatians had better not dismiss the letter as the rantings of an eccentric. “Plus all the brothers” sharpens this point. The brothers remain anonymous, and their and Paul’s whereabouts remain unidentified. For what counts above all in this context is the apostolic authority of Paul. “To the churches of Galatia” implies a circular letter, one that’s meant to make the rounds of local assemblies of Christians and be read aloud to them in those assemblies. Paul’s omitting to describe the Galatians as “saints,” “God’s beloved ones,” “believers,” or “faithful” portends coming expressions of disgust with them, or at least of puzzlement about them (1:6; 3:1, 3; 4:9–11; 5:7). Similar omissions occur in the addresses of 1 and 2 Thessalonians, but there Paul quickly follows up with compliments, as he does not do here.

1:3–5:
Grace
and peace to you from God, the Father, and the Lord, Jesus Christ,
4who gave himself for our sins so that he might deliver us out of this present evil age in accordance with the will of God, even our Father,
5to whom [belongs] the glory forever and ever. Amen. For the greetings “grace” and “peace” see the comments on 1 Peter 1:2; 2 John 3. The issue in the rest of Galatians concerning salvation by grace apart from salvation by Law-keeping (1:6; 2:9, 21; 5:4) and the warning in 5:15 against internal strife give special pertinence to these greetings. Since grace and peace connote salvation, the greetings stem from God and Jesus Christ, not from Paul. As an apostle he can relay divine greetings to the Galatians, and so he does. “The Father” probably still describes God in relation to Jesus Christ. “The Lord” describes Jesus Christ with a term that in association with “God” connotes deity and distinguishes Jesus Christ as the deity worshiped by Christians from the so-called deities worshiped by pagans (see 1 Corinthians 8:5–6). Paul’s reversion to the normal order, God and then Jesus Christ (contrast 1:1), enables him to add more about Jesus Christ. “Who gave himself for our sins” defines his and God’s grace, which means ill-deserved favor, in terms of Jesus Christ’s voluntary self-sacrifice by way of suffering for our sins the punishment that we deserved (compare 2:20–21; 3:13; 1 Corinthians 15:3). “So that he might deliver us out of this present evil age” defines the peace of God and of Jesus Christ in terms of the flourishing that will characterize eternal life in the age to come, free as that age will be of the evil that besets mortal life in the present age. Since we’re living in the present evil age, deliverance “out of” it looks to the future (but see 2:20 for a present anticipation of the deliverance in that the crucified and resurrected Christ now lives in the believer). “In accordance with the will of God” means that just as a son should do, Jesus Christ obeyed God his Father in giving himself for our sins to deliver us from this present evil age. God’s willing him to do so leads Paul to designate God as “our Father,” for a father looks out for the welfare of his children (compare 4:4–7). And this beneficent fatherhood of God leads Paul to declare that eternal glory, which means eternal honor, belongs to God. “Forever and ever” heightens eternality to the nth degree, and “Amen,” meaning “So be it!” adds an emphatic affirmation of the whole greeting.

  

PAUL’S REASON FOR WRITING
 Galatians 1:6–10
 

1:6–7: I’m astonished that you’re defecting in this way—[that is,] quickly—from the one who called you in the grace of Christ into a different gospel,
7which isn’t another [gospel]—except there are some who are stirring you up [to defect] and wanting to distort the gospel about the Christ. Shockingly, Paul replaces the usual thanksgiving for his readers (see an example in 1 Corinthians 1:4–9) with an expression of astonishment which carries a note of rebuke, explains his omitting to call the Galatians “saints,” “God’s beloved ones,” “believers,” or “faithful” back in 1:2, and tells why he’s writing this letter and why he started it with a heavy stress on his apostleship as having come directly from Jesus Christ and God the Father. The Galatians’ defection is the reason. “You’re . . . defecting” indicates a defection in progress, which the letter is designed to halt. “In this way—[that is,] quickly” describes the defection, but we don’t know whether this description means soon after conversion or soon after the proclamation of “a different gospel” to the Galatians. There may be other possibilities of meaning. In any case, “quickly” makes the defection especially astonishing to Paul. He assumes that the Galatians will understand “God, even our Father” (1:4) to be “the one who called [them] in the grace of Christ” (see 1:15–16 for God as a caller). As used by Paul, the call of God refers to his summons, powerful and effective as it is—here to salvation “in the grace of Christ,” which refers to his ill-deserved favor in having given himself for our sins “so that he might deliver us out of this present evil age” (1:4). “In the grace of Christ” makes his grace the sphere in which God’s call took place, for Christ’s giving himself for our sins made it possible for God to summon people to salvation without violating his right and just standard that sins must be punished.

“Into a different gospel” stands in opposition to “in the grace of Christ.” That is to say, the different gospel subverts Christ’s grace. Since this grace makes the gospel what it is—namely, “good news”—the subversion of Christ’s grace produces “a different gospel,” even a nongospel (“which isn’t another [gospel]”). Given our sins, the subversion of his grace makes for bad news, not good news. “Except there are some who are stirring you up [to defect]” implies that the defection is a kind of rebellion, a transfer of allegiance from the one who called the Galatians to the different gospel that’s not really a gospel at all (compare 5:4). Because of the preceding emphasis on his apostleship, we might have expected Paul to portray the defection as a defection from him. But because both his apostleship and the grace and peace of salvation stem ultimately from God, Paul portrays the defection as a defection from God. And the description of God as “the one who called [the Galatians] in the grace of Christ” makes the defection not only unwarranted but also ungrateful. By writing “except there are some who are stirring you up,” however, Paul takes exception to his own expression of astonishment at the Galatians’ ungrateful defection. For the blame shifts now from them to “some who are stirring you up and wanting to distort the gospel about the Christ.” This shift softens Paul’s tone so as to make the Galatians amenable to his upcoming defense of Christ’s grace and his critique of the nongospel. “Wanting to distort the gospel about the Christ” attributes purpose to the distorters (see 4:17; 6:12–13 for their selfish motives). They know they’re changing the gospel that Paul proclaimed to the Galatians. “To distort the gospel about the Christ” represents Paul’s judgment against their changing it. They haven’t corrected it. They’ve distorted it. “About the Christ” lends an official overtone to Paul’s gospel. The grace in its content is the grace of no less a personage than the one anointed by God to give himself for our sins, for “the Christ” means “the Anointed One.”

1:8–9: Even if we or an angel [coming] out of heaven were to be proclaiming a gospel overreaching the gospel that we proclaimed to you, however, he’s to be anathema [= a curse, a strong way of saying “accursed”].
9As we’ve said before [in the immediately preceding statement], I’m also saying again—right now: if anyone is proclaiming to you a gospel overreaching what you received, he’s to be anathema. Stressing the lack of any exceptions to the accursedness of anyone who distorts the gospel of Christ’s grace are (1) “Even if”; (2) the inclusion of Paul and company (“we” [compare 1:2]); (3) the additional inclusion of “an angel [coming] out of heaven”; and (4) “however,” which sets Paul’s “we” and “an angel” over against the distorters of the gospel in that “we” and “an angel” proclaim a different gospel only hypothetically (“Even if we or an angel . . . were to be proclaiming . . .”) whereas the distorters actually are proclaiming a different gospel. Paul describes the different gospel as “overreaching” what he has just called “the gospel of the Christ.” “Overreaching” has the sense of going beyond the grace of Christ—by requiring more than belief in him, it will turn out. “He’s to be anathema” is a command, not a wish, much less a permission, as the usual translation, “let him be accursed,” might be understood. Paul gives the command with the apostolic authority he ascribed to himself in 1:1. The repetition of the command redoubles the foregoing emphasis, and the introduction of this repetition with “As we’ve said before, I’m also saying again—right now” shows that the redoubling is downright deliberate. Far from pointing back to a curse leveled prior to the writing of this letter, “right now” sets the repetition (“I’m also saying again”) emphatically alongside the foregoing curse in the present text (“As we’ve said before”). The shift from “we’ve said before” to “I’m saying again” concentrates attention on the curse as uttered by Paul, an apostle no less. The shift from “the gospel that we did proclaim to you” to “what you received” designates the undistorted gospel of Christ’s grace as a traditional message that goes back to the Christ himself, so that overreaching it constitutes a distortive novelty.

1:10: For am I right now trying to win human beings, or [am I trying to win] God? Or am I seeking to please human beings? If I were trying to please human beings, moreover, I wouldn’t be Christ’s slave! “Am I . . . trying to win human beings?” equates with “Am I trying to please human beings?” The two maledictory commands in 1:8–9 make clear a negative answer to these questions. Curses don’t make friends. “Or [am I trying to win] God?” presents an alternative to trying to win human beings and equates with “be[ing] Christ’s slave.” For God wants slaves for his Son. A slave tries to please his master; so “moreover” adds that “trying to please human beings” would disqualify Paul from being Christ’s slave. The initial “For” makes the whole of 1:10 an elucidation of what the maledictions in 1:8–9 imply regarding Paul’s motive. He wants to be winsome to God and pleasing to Christ by defending the gospel from distortion even at the cost of displeasing human beings.
AN AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL ARGUMENT FOR THE GOSPEL OF SHEER GRACE
 Galatians 1:11–2:21

 

This major section of Galatians subdivides into Jesus’ direct revelation to Paul of the gospel of sheer grace (1:11–12); the impossibility of this gospel’s having originated from Paul’s very Judaistic past (1:13–14); the impossibility of his having learned it from merely human sources (1:15–24); the later acknowledgment of this gospel by the church leaders in Jerusalem (2:1–10); and Paul’s rebuke of Peter for his behavioral compromise of it in Antioch, Syria (2:11–21).
JESUS’ DIRECT REVELATION TO PAUL OF THE GOSPEL OF GOD’S SHEER GRACE
 Galatians 1:11–12

 

1:11–12: But I’m making known to you, brothers, the gospel which was proclaimed as gospel [= as good news] by me, that it isn’t in accordance with a human being.
12For I did not at all receive it from a human being, nor was I taught [it by a human being]; rather, [I received it] through a revelation of Jesus Christ [compare 1:1]. Paul’s having taken exception to his own expression of astonishment (1:6–7) now shades into the affectionate address, “brothers,” which expands the brotherhood of 1:2 and softens his tone yet further to make the Galatians amenable to his upcoming defense of God’s sheer grace and critique of the nongospel. “But I’m making known to you” means, “Despite not trying to please human beings, such as you are (1:10), I’m making known to you . . . the gospel.”[1] As to its content, Paul made known the gospel to the Galatians when he evangelized them. Now in this letter he’s making it known to them as regards his own reception of it. “For I did not at all receive it from a human being, nor was I taught [it by a human being]” explains what he means by saying “it isn’t in accordance with a human being.” “Through a revelation of Jesus Christ” identifies the means by which Paul received the gospel he proclaimed to the Galatians. The contrast with receiving the gospel from a human being or being taught by one favors that “through a revelation of Jesus Christ” means that God revealed Jesus Christ to Paul. Verses 15–16 will confirm this meaning (compare 1 Corinthians 9:1; 15:8). Since the gospel that Paul proclaimed to the Galatians came to him by divine revelation, they ought to correct their defection by realigning themselves with this gospel.
THE IMPOSSIBILITY OF THE GOSPEL’S HAVING ORIGINATED FROM PAUL’S VERY JUDAISTIC PAST
 Galatians 1:13–14

 

1:13–14: For you’ve heard about my conduct once upon a time in Judaism [the Jewish religion as practiced in the first century], that I was persecuting God’s church outrageously and wreaking havoc on it;
14and I was beating my way forward in Judaism beyond many contemporaries [as to age] among my kinfolk [the Jews], being an extraordinary zealot for my ancestral traditions. The passage 1:13–24 explains Paul’s having received the gospel “through a revelation of Jesus Christ” (1:12). The explanation starts with common knowledge regarding Paul’s practice of Judaism prior to that revelation. “You’ve heard” appeals to what the Galatians already know about it and therefore to what should have deterred them from defection. Paul mentions first his persecution of the church (here in a collective sense), and calls the church “God’s” to point up the horror of having persecuted it. To underscore this horror Paul describes the persecution as outrageous and adds to it the wreaking of havoc on the church. In other words, the persecution attained a measure of success in its ravaging of Christians. The literalistic translation, “I was beating my way forward in Judaism,” may mean no more than “I was advancing in Judaism”; but a literalistic translation resonates so uncannily well with “persecuting the church outrageously and wreaking havoc on it” that one wonders whether Paul intended to portray his advancement as bought at the expense of ravaged Christians. “Beyond many contemporaries among my kinfolk” portrays the advancement at least in comparative terms, perhaps also in competitive terms. Even if only in the comparative, we smell self-righteousness in the pre-Christian Paul (compare Philippians 3:6–7a, 9). “Beyond many contemporaries” may mean “beyond my contemporaries, who were many,” in which case he claims to have surpassed all his contemporaries in the practice of Judaism. “Being an extraordinary zealot” is reminiscent of the extraordinary zealot Phinehas in Numbers 25:1–13. “For my ancestral traditions” doesn’t refer to the Old Testament as such—rather, to it as interpreted in the Pharisaic school of thought. For Paul had been a Pharisee (Philippians 3:5; Acts 22:3; 26:4–5). That a revelation of Jesus Christ tore Paul loose from those traditions despite his extraordinary zeal for them should draw the Galatians away from the nongospel and back to the gospel he proclaimed to them.
THE IMPOSSIBILITY OF PAUL’S HAVING LEARNED THE GOSPEL FROM MERELY HUMAN SOURCES
 Galatians 1:15–24

 

1:15–17: But when he who set me apart ever since [I was in] my mother’s womb and called [me] through his grace was pleased
16to reveal his Son in me [= in my case] in order that I might proclaim him [the Son] as good news among the Gentiles, I didn’t consult with flesh and blood immediately.
17Nor did I go up to Jerusalem to those [who became] apostles before me [= before I did]. Rather, I went away [from Damascus] to Arabia and returned again to Damascus. “To reveal his Son” makes clear that “he who set me apart” is God the Father. “Set me apart” has to do, then, with God’s setting Paul apart from his many contemporaries among Jewish kinfolk in Judaism (1:14; compare Isaiah 49:1–6; Jeremiah 1:4–5). That God set him apart while he (Paul) was still in his mother’s womb and then “called [him]” while Paul was persecuting the church and wreaking havoc on it testifies dramatically to God’s sheer and sovereign grace, so dramatically in fact that the Galatians should retrace their steps back to the gospel that features this grace undistorted and unappended. (See the comments on 1:6 for the meaning of “called,” which here has to do with both Christian conversion and an apostolic commission.) And that God was actually “pleased”—or “delighted,” as Paul’s Greek verb could equally well be translated—to reveal his Son in Paul, again while Paul was persecuting the church and wreaking havoc on it, testifies all the more to the marvel of God’s sheer and sovereign grace. Nothing need be added to it, Paul wants the Galatians (and us) to know. “In me” doesn’t define the revelation of God’s Son as an interior revelation that took place only in his mind, though the revelation certainly did change his mind. For elsewhere he says that he actually saw the risen Jesus and that the risen Jesus actually appeared to him (1 Corinthians 9:1; 15:8). So “in me” means “in my case” (compare 1:24; 4:20; 2 Corinthians 13:3; Philippians 1:30; 1 Timothy 1:16).

God’s purpose that Paul “might proclaim him [Jesus the Son of God] as good news among the Gentiles,” such as most of the Galatian Christians were by background, testifies further to God’s grace in turning a persecutor into a proclaimer. Gentiles are pagans, so that God’s purposing Paul to convert the Gentiles testifies yet again and even further to God’s grace. But to stress the impossibility of having learned the gospel of grace from merely human sources, the main accent falls on Paul’s neither “consult[ing] with flesh and blood” nor “go[ing] up to Jerusalem to those [who became] apostles before [him]” immediately after he received a revelation of God’s Son. “Flesh and blood” connotes human frailty and inadequacy (see the comments on Matthew 16:17; 1 Corinthians 15:50) and implies that consultation with mere human beings wouldn’t have qualified Paul to be “an apostle . . . [sent] through Jesus Christ and God the Father” (1:1). “Up to Jerusalem” alludes to that city’s high elevation in the mountains of Judea. The revelation of God’s Son, bad as the run-up to it was in Paul’s case, was quite enough to convince Paul of God’s grace in Jesus Christ.

1:18–20: Then after three years I did go up to Jerusalem to get acquainted with Cephas, and I stayed with him fifteen days.
19But I didn’t see a different one of the apostles [in addition to Cephas], except [that I did see] James, the Lord’s brother.
20The things that I’m writing to you—behold, [I assure you] in God’s sight that I’m not lying. “Cephas” is the original, Aramaic form of the Greek “Peter.” Paul does not say that he spent three years meditating in the Arabian desert away from Damascus so as to figure out the gospel in view of God’s having revealed his Son to him. According to Acts 9:19–22, in fact, Paul started proclaiming Jesus as God’s Son immediately in Damascus; and it remains unclear here in Galatians 1:17–18 how much of the three years Paul spent in Damascus and how much in Arabia. Since he’d started proclaiming the gospel three years before going up to Jerusalem to get acquainted with Cephas, he couldn’t have gotten the gospel from Cephas. Besides, he stayed with Cephas only fifteen days; and he didn’t see any of the other apostles, so that they weren’t the source of Paul’s gospel any more than Cephas was. Paul did see James, but doesn’t make clear whether James was an exception among the apostles or an exception separate
from the apostles. Paul does call James “the Lord’s brother,” however, to emphasize that Jesus Christ’s lordship trumps whatever authority James had in the church at Jerusalem (compare 2:9, 12; Acts 12:17; 15:13–21; 21:18). (This James, traditional author of the letter of James, differs from James the brother of John and James the son of Alphaeus, both of whom were numbered among the twelve apostles.) To underline how very delayed, short, and limited were his Christian contacts in Jerusalem and therefore how impossible it was for him to have learned the gospel of grace by any means other than divine revelation, Paul assures the Galatians that he’s not lying. “Behold” punctuates this assurance, and “in God’s sight” implies that the assurance is given in full awareness that God will punish him if he’s not telling the truth.

1:21–24: Then I went into the districts of Syria and Cilicia.
22But I was unknown by face to the churches of Judea, [which are] in Christ;
23and they were only hearing, “The one who once was persecuting us is now proclaiming as good news the faith on which he was once wreaking havoc.”
24And they were glorifying [= honoring] God in me [= in my case]. Syria was north of Israel. Even farther away was Cilicia, a province in southeast Asia Minor. Paul’s hometown of Tarsus was the capital of Cilicia. So distance separated him once again from the apostles in Jerusalem (compare Acts 9:30). “But I was unknown by face to the churches of Judea [the territory outlying Jerusalem]” means that the churches there hadn’t seen Paul, much less spoken to him so as to teach him the gospel, even during his fifteen days in Jerusalem. He describes those churches as “in Christ” to point up that their theological location outclasses their geographical location by virtue of their having been called “in the grace of Christ” just as the Galatians were (1:6). Their only hearing about the conversion of their former persecutor into a proclaimer of the gospel reemphasizes Paul’s independence from them so far as the origin of his gospel was concerned. He calls this gospel “the faith” to prepare for an upcoming contrast between faith and works of the Mosaic law in the matter of gaining salvation. Faith means belief both in the sense of believing and in the sense of what is believed. “The faith” is so part and parcel of those who have it that Paul’s having wreaked havoc on God’s church (1:13) now turns into his having wreaked havoc on the faith itself. “And they were glorifying God in me” shows that they, the early churches in Judea, recognized that Paul’s case demonstrated the gospel to be one of sheer grace. The Galatians should come to the same recognition.
THE ACKNOWLEDGMENT OF PAUL’S GOSPEL BY THE CHURCH LEADERS IN JERUSALEM
 Galatians 2:1–10

 

2:1–2: Then [after going] through fourteen years I went up again to Jerusalem with Barnabas, taking also Titus along with [me].
2And I went up in accordance with a revelation and presented to them [Christians in Jerusalem] the gospel that I proclaim among the Gentiles, but privately to those who seemed [to be leaders] lest somehow I were running or had run ineffectually [literally, “with an empty result” (compare Philippians 2:16)]. “Then [after going] through fourteen years” may mean fourteen years after Paul’s departing Jerusalem for the districts of Syria and Cilicia (1:21) and therefore seventeen years after his conversion and call three years prior to that departure (1:18). On the other hand, the parallel with “Then after three years” (1:8), and also between going up to Jerusalem in both instances, may favor a counting of the fourteen as well as the three from Paul’s conversion and call. In either case, he’s continuing to point out temporal and geographical distances from the apostles in Jerusalem. For given his well-known proclamation of the gospel during all this time, these distances support his having received the gospel of grace by divine revelation rather than from or through any merely human source or agency. “With Barnabas” may imply the Galatians’ knowledge of Barnabas in accordance with his having helped Paul evangelize south Galatia on Paul’s first missionary journey (but not on the second one [Acts 13:1–14:28; 15:36–41]). The Galatians may have known Titus, too, though Paul’s telling them in 2:3 that Titus was a Greek might indicate they didn’t know him and therefore had to be told his ethnicity and culture. See the comments on 1:17 for going up to Jerusalem.

“In accordance with a revelation” has nothing to do with the revelation of God’s Son to Paul on the road to Damascus (1:15–16) and refers instead to a divine revelation of some sort that he should go up to Jerusalem. Whether the revelation came to him directly or someone relayed it to him (compare Acts 11:27–30), his mentioning it has the purpose of reinforcing the result of his visit. God was at work in what happened, so that the Galatians should accept the result rather than defecting. By now in this letter Paul has established the gospel as one of sheer, unaugmented grace. His presenting it “privately” to reputed leaders in the Jerusalem church suggests fear of opposition to such a gospel. “That I proclaim among the Gentiles” suggests the opposition might have to do with Gentile converts, as though opponents think something is missing in the Gentiles’ conversions, and this at Paul’s fault. “Lest . . . I were running or had run ineffectually” compares his evangelization of the Gentiles to a race that he may have been losing or had already lost. “Ineffectually” means without the result of salvation for the Gentiles so far as the opinion of the reputed leaders in the Jerusalem church was concerned. For the moment, “somehow” leaves obscure the element that opponents may think is missing from Paul’s proclamation but crucial to the salvation of Gentiles.

2:3–5: However, even Titus, who [was] with me, wasn’t forced to be circumcised, though he was a Greek.
4[The question of circumcising him came up] because of false brothers smuggled into [the church], who as such sneaked in to spy on our freedom, which we have in Christ Jesus, in order that they might enslave us,
5to whom [referring to the false brothers] we didn’t yield by way of submission even for an hour, in order that the truth of the gospel might stay with you throughout [that is, unendingly despite the false brothers’ attempts to take it away]. “However” marks a turn from fear of failure in 2:2 to a declaration of victory. It now comes out that there was definitely a question at issue, that is, whether Gentile converts should be circumcised in accordance with the Mosaic law and what was required of Gentile converts to Judaism. Paul explains that Titus was a Greek. “Gentile” means non-Jewish. But Paul uses “Greek” for Titus because, though Greeks were Gentiles, their ideal of beauty was the nude male body. This ideal made them think of circumcision as an ugly mutilation. We don’t know whether Titus was a Greek by ancestry as well as by culture, or only by culture. In either case, that the reputed church leaders in Jerusalem didn’t force him to be circumcised marked a victory for the gospel of sheer grace, unaugmented by a Gentile convert’s circumcision as a first step in keeping the law of Moses. “Titus . . . wasn’t forced” and the otherwise unnecessary remention of his accompanying Paul (“who [was] with me” [compare 2:1]) underscore this victory for the gospel of sheer grace (compare 6:12).

The suggestion of opponents in 2:1–2 now becomes an explicit reference to them. “False brothers” describes them as falsely professing Christians, not true Christians at all. “Smuggled into [the church]” may suggest a satanic subterfuge. Or was it one devised by non-Christian Jewish authorities? In any case, “who as such” emphasizes the brothers’ falsity. “Sneaked in” heightens the subterfuge. “To spy” portrays the false brothers as enemies under the pretense of allies. “On our freedom” has to do with the freedom of Christians from keeping the Mosaic law as such (though Paul will adopt its moral elements for Christian conduct as a necessary evidence of having received the Holy Spirit in consequence of salvation by grace through faith [see 5:13–24]). Paul locates this freedom “in Christ Jesus” by way of anticipating death to the Law through participation by faith in Christ’s having died for our sins under the Law’s curse for transgressing it (see 2:19–21; 3:10–13 with 1:3–4). “In order that they might enslave us” describes the false brothers as theological slave-raiders such as the Galatians should beware of. “To whom we didn’t yield by way of submission” sets an example for the Galatians to follow. Since an hour was the shortest unit of time used in first-century Mediterranean culture, “even for an hour” makes Paul and company’s unyieldingness temporally total so as to shame the Galatians for yielding to distorters of the gospel “so quickly” (1:6). “In order that the truth of the gospel might stay with you throughout” contrasts with false brothers’ attempts at enslavement and should therefore make the Galatians appreciate Paul and company’s defending the gospel of sheer grace for their sakes. “The truth of the gospel” consists in “our freedom, which we have in Christ Jesus” and therefore includes behavior allowed by this gospel.

2:6–10: And from the ones who seemed to be something [that is, who were looked on as leaders of the church in Jerusalem]—whatever they were once upon a time [that is, when they accompanied Jesus during his earthly lifetime] makes not one difference to me; God doesn’t accept a human being’s face [= doesn’t show partiality based on appearance]—for the ones who seemed [to be something] added not one thing to me.
7On the contrary, rather, having seen that I’d been entrusted with the gospel of the uncircumcision [that is, with the task of proclaiming the gospel to Gentiles without forcing circumcision on them] just as Peter [had been entrusted with the gospel] of the circumcision [that is, with the task of proclaiming the gospel to Jews, circumcised as they are]—
8for the one who activated Peter for apostleship to the circumcision [Jews] activated also me for the Gentiles [= to proclaim the gospel to them]—
9and on recognizing the grace that had been given to me, James and Cephas and John, the ones who seemed to be pillars, gave a right [hand] of fellowship to me and Barnabas in order that we [might go] to the Gentiles and they to the circumcision,
10only that we might keep remembering the poor, which very thing I’d been eager to do. The abundantly gracious revelation of God’s Son to Paul the persecutor made him so confident of the freedom believers have in Christ Jesus because of sheer, unaugmented grace that the celebrity of church leaders in Jerusalem didn’t faze him at all. He even sets his indifference to their celebrity alongside a similar indifference on the part of God himself! And despite their celebrity they “added not one thing” to Paul by way of making him augment his gospel with the requirement of circumcision for converts, or with any other requirement that would distort sheer grace. “On the contrary, rather” puts a twofold emphasis on those leaders’ acknowledgment of God’s having entrusted Paul with the gospel he’d been proclaiming to Gentiles, an acknowledgment that put this entrustment on par with God’s having entrusted Peter, the leader of the twelve original apostles, with the gospel he’d been proclaiming to Jews—this acknowledgment drawing no distinction between Peter’s gospel and Paul’s gospel of sheer grace. Paul ascribes the acknowledgment to God’s having activated Paul’s and Peter’s respective apostleships. In other words, the success of Paul in converting Gentiles just as Peter had in converting Jews made Paul’s apostleship so obviously God-ordained that not only Cephas himself but also James (“the Lord’s brother” according to 1:19) and John the apostle recognized “the grace that had been given to [Paul].” This grace refers at one and the same time to the grace that God gave to Paul in his conversion, in his commission as an apostle to the Gentiles, and in the gospel he proclaims to them.

Paul lists James before Cephas and John because of this James’ having risen to leadership in the Jerusalem church despite not belonging to the circle of Jesus’ twelve apostles (Acts 12:17; 15:13–21; 21:18; 1 Corinthians 15:7). “The ones who seemed to be pillars” describes them according to their reputedly stalwart leadership—but not by way of demeaning their reputation as such; rather, by way of impressing on the Galatians that none other than the acknowledged such leaders of the mother church in Jerusalem “gave a right [hand] of fellowship” to Paul and Barnabas (compare the figure of “pillars” with Paul’s describing both a local church and the universal church as God’s temple [1 Corinthians 3:16–17; 2 Corinthians 6:16; Ephesians 2:19–22]). Since most people are right-handed and since “fellowship” means participation, “a right [hand] of fellowship” signals with body language an agreement to work cooperatively, though in different spheres—Gentile and Jewish. “Only that we might keep remembering the poor” has to do with Gentile Christians’ continuing the Jewish practice of almsgiving. “Only” brings out that this obligation doesn’t count as circumcision-like enslavement to the Mosaic law. “Which very thing I’d been eager to do” makes the same point, for otherwise Paul would have resisted the obligation (compare Acts 11:27–30; Romans 15:25–28; 2 Corinthians 8–9).
PAUL’S REBUKE OF CEPHAS FOR HIS BEHAVIORAL COMPROMISE OF THE GOSPEL OF SHEER GRACE
 Galatians 2:11–21

 

2:11–13: But when Cephas came to Antioch, I stood against him face to face, because he had condemned himself [not verbally, but by his behavior, as Paul now goes on to explain].
12For prior to the coming of certain ones from [Jesus’ brother] James he’d been eating with the [Christian] Gentiles. But when they [the ones from James] came, he started withdrawing [from table fellowship] and separating himself off [from the Gentiles] because of fearing those of the circumcision.
13And the rest of the Jewish [Christians], too, played hypocrite along with him, so that even Barnabas was led astray with them by the hypocrisy [of Cephas]. For the church in Antioch, Syria, see Acts 11:19–26; 13:1–3; 14:25–15:2, 30–33. Paul’s facing down Cephas, the leading apostle among the original twelve, gives ample evidence that Cephas’s celebrity made “not one difference” to Paul (2:6). The truth of the gospel mattered more to him than celebrity did (compare 1:10). In first-century culture, eating with someone connoted acceptance of each other, even a bond. So Cephas’s eating with Gentile Christians, who were uncircumcised, connoted acceptance of them as fellow Christians, their uncircumcision notwithstanding. After all, he hadn’t insisted on the circumcision of Titus when Paul took Titus up to Jerusalem (2:1–3). This behavior showed that Cephas truly did believe in the gospel of grace unaugmented by the Mosaic law. So subsequently withdrawing himself from table fellowship with Gentile Christians and separating himself off from them constituted hypocrisy, which means playing a part that doesn’t represent your true self. “The coming [to Antioch] of certain ones from James” led Cephas to engage in such behavior out of fear, and the redundancy in “withdrawing and separating himself off” underscores the hypocrisy involved (compare his three disownings of Jesus out of fear of nondisciples [see Mark 14:66–72, for example]).

We don’t know whether “those of the circumcision,” which refers to Jews, equates with “certain ones from James.” Neither do we know whether Cephas bowed to a fear on the part of James that Jewish Christians’ eating with Gentile Christians would make it difficult to convert other Jews, who as much as possible avoided close contact with Gentiles, or would lead to further persecution by Jews who considered a Jewish Christianity wide open to Gentiles a threat to Judaism. Nor do we know that the ones from James accurately represented his views (compare Acts 15:24), though Paul’s describing them as “from James” seems to imply as much. And though he mentions Cephas’s initial table fellowship with Gentile Christians, Paul says nothing about Mosaic dietary restrictions (for which see Leviticus 11). So we don’t even know whether insistence by word and/or example on the part of the ones from James that those restrictions not be violated underlay Cephas’s withdrawal from that table fellowship (compare Acts 11:2–3). In any case, by saying certain ones came from James, Paul seems to implicate James along with Cephas either in reneging on their earlier approval of Paul’s Law-free evangelization of Gentiles (2:7–9) or at least in drawing back from its social implications favoring table fellowship with Gentile believers. Drawing back from such fellowship with them could, moreover, have a doctrinal effect disastrous to the gospel of sheer grace. For doctrine doesn’t always determine practice. Sometimes it follows practice. “The rest of the Jewish [Christians]” refers to Jewish Christians resident in Antioch and therefore additional to Cephas and the ones from James, who were only visiting. It goes without saying that Paul excludes himself, though he too is a Jewish Christian. But the inclusion of Barnabas and exclusion of no Jewish Christian besides Paul highlight how serious was the threat to the gospel of sheer grace. “Even Barnabas,” Paul’s partner-in-arms on the trip to Jerusalem for the purpose of defending the Law-free gospel! Along with the other Jewish Christians, he too “was led astray” by Cephas’s hypocritical example.

2:14: When I saw that they [Cephas, Barnabas, and the rest of the Jewish Christians in Antioch] aren’t walking straight in relation to the truth of the gospel, however, I said to Cephas before all [of them], “If you, though being a Jewish [Christian], are living in a Gentile fashion and not in a Jewish fashion, how is it that you’re trying to force the [converted] Gentiles to Judaize [= live like Jews]?” We’d say “they weren’t walking straight,” but to dramatize the seriousness of the others’ defection Paul uses the present tense, “they aren’t walking straight,” as though the Galatians are watching in real time what happened in Antioch. “They aren’t walking straight in relation to the truth of the gospel” means that they’re deviating from it in their behavior, for “walking” is a figure of speech for behaving in one way or another. As in 2:5, “the truth of the gospel” describes the truth as good news and the good news as true. “However” contrasts Paul’s speech to Cephas with Cephas’s behavior. “Before all [of them]” not only reinforces that Cephas’s celebrity made “not one difference” to Paul (2:6, 11). It also makes Paul’s denunciation of Cephas a criticism of those in Antioch who were led astray by his example, and an indirect criticism of the distorters of the gospel who are leading astray the Galatians (1:6–7). Apparently it was well-known that though Cephas had been circumcised, as all Jewish male babies were, he wasn’t living in accordance with the rest of the Mosaic law (“not in a Jewish fashion” [compare Acts 10:1–11:18]). So Paul’s question, “how is it that you’re trying to force the Gentiles to Judaize?” points up the hypocrisy of Cephas and portrays his withdrawing himself from Gentile Christians, uncircumcised as they were, as an attempt to force Judaism on them, starting with circumcision, even though Cephas himself wasn’t practicing Judaism. Examples carry force, especially when they’re set by prominent figures.

2:15–16: We ourselves [are] Jews by nature [because of our ancestry] and not sinners from among the Gentiles.
16Yet knowing that a human being isn’t justified [= treated as righteous by God] because of [the human being’s performing] works of the Law—[in other words, knowing that he isn’t justified] except through faith in Jesus Christ—even we ourselves [as Jews] have believed in Christ Jesus in order to be justified because of faith in Christ and not because of works of the Law, because no flesh at all will be justified because of works of the Law. Throughout this passage “because of” translates a preposition that indicates the source of justification so far as human activity is concerned. “We ourselves” refers of course to Cephas and Paul. “Jews by nature” contrasts with “sinners,” who are so by their behavior. “We ourselves” underlines the contrast. Jews called Gentiles “sinners” because Gentiles didn’t keep God’s laws. “We ourselves . . . [are] not sinners from among the Gentiles” means that Cephas and Paul have neither their ancestral nor their behavioral origin in paganism. Despite this advantage, though, they know that a human being, even a Jew, isn’t justified by God because that human being keeps “the Law,” by which Paul means the Old Testament law. He assumes Cephas’s agreement on this point, and also on the point that a human being, even a Jew, isn’t justified “except through faith in Jesus Christ” (compare Acts 10:43; 11:17; 15:1–11). If so, the argument goes, Gentiles shouldn’t have to be circumcised and keep the rest of the Law for their justification.

Some commentators prefer the translation “through Jesus Christ’s faithfulness,” but Paul’s going right on to speak of “hav[ing] believed in Christ Jesus in order to be justified” favors the traditional translation, “through faith in Jesus Christ.” Besides, it’s hard to find in this passage anything or anyone to which or to whom Paul could be portraying Jesus Christ as faithful. These same considerations favor the translation “because of faith in Christ” over “because of Christ’s faithfulness” just following “we ourselves have believed in Christ Jesus in order to be justified.” “Because of faith in Christ” is emphatically repetitious of the earlier “through faith in Jesus Christ” just as “we ourselves [as Jews]” is emphatically repetitious of the earlier “we ourselves [as Jews]” and just as the several occurrences of “be[ing] justified” and of “not because of works of the Law” are emphatically repetitious. It’s important to note that so far as human activity is concerned, Paul locates the origin of justification in believing rather than in doing what the Law demands, so that to be justified is to be treated as righteous despite disobedience to the Law, not to be righteous by virtue of obedience to it. Since “flesh” connotes human frailty—here, moral frailty in particular—the statement that “no flesh at all will be justified because of works of the Law” roundly rejects the Law as providing a way of justification. (It comes out in Romans 7:7–25 that the Law actually incites sinning.) The switch from “in Jesus Christ” to “in Christ Jesus” and then to “in Christ” provides variety of expression.

2:17–18: But if by seeking to be justified in Christ we ourselves too [in addition to the Gentiles] have been found [to be] sinners, [is] Christ then a server of sin? To the contrary!
18For if I’m building again these things that I tore down, I’m showing myself [to be] a transgressor [of the Law (compare 3:19 with comments)]. Yet again “we ourselves” refers to Cephas and Paul as examples of Jews who “are seeking to be justified in Christ.” “Seeking” indicates a deliberate attempt. “In Christ” provides a location for the sought-after justification because from God’s point of view, believing in Christ puts believers within Christ, the object of their belief. Believing in him brings the gift of his Spirit, so that through the Spirit that indwells him believers too indwell him (see 3:2 with 4:6; Romans 8:1–17). But does seeking justification by believing in Christ rather than by obeying the Law equate with sinning through disregard of the Law? If so, as the object of belief Christ serves sin in the sense of prompting people to sin by disregarding the Law. Paul denies this conclusion vehemently and then gives a reason for his denial, but couches the reason in terms of sinfully rebuilding “these things that [he] tore down.” They’re “works of the Law” that he tore down by ceasing to depend on them for justification and by believing in Christ instead. To rebuild them would be to depend again on works of the Law, and this would imply that believing in Christ for justification was itself a transgression of the Law. Does any Christian really want to say that he transgressed the Law by believing in Christ? Paul certainly doesn’t—hence his switching from “we ourselves” to “I” and thereby setting an example that Cephas, Cephas’s fellow hypocrites, and the Galatians should follow.

2:19–21: For through the Law I died in relation to the Law in order that I might live in relation to God.
20I was crucified with Christ, and remain so; and I’m no longer living, but Christ is living in me. And as to the fact that I’m living in flesh, I’m living by faith in God’s Son, who loved me and gave himself over [to crucifixion] on my behalf.
21I’m not setting aside the grace of God. For if righteousness [comes] through the Law, then Christ died gratuitously. This paragraph explains why it’s theologically impossible to think that believing in Christ constitutes a transgression of the Law. Paul puts the reason in highly autobiographical and therefore movingly personal terms. It’s that from God’s standpoint (and it’s his standpoint that counts) Paul was crucified when Christ was crucified, because Paul’s believing in Christ made Christ the Spiritual habitat of Paul. Christ’s crucifixion is unrepeatable, so that Paul’s having been crucified with Christ (again from God’s standpoint) is equally unrepeatable. In the sense of unrepeatability Paul “remains” crucified with Christ. Since in his crucifixion Christ suffered vicariously the Law’s penalty for Paul’s and others’ sins (1:4), crucifixion with Christ severed Paul’s relation to the Law; for the Law exhausts itself on a person in the exacting of capital punishment. A dead person is under no obligation to the Law, because he can’t obey it—hence Paul’s statement that “through the Law [that is, through the Law’s exacting the death penalty on me in my crucifixion with Christ] I died in relation to the Law . . . . and I’m no longer living [under its jurisdiction].” But just as Paul was crucified with Christ because by faith he came to be in Christ, so by virtue of resurrection (plus the gift of the Holy Spirit according to 3:2; 4:6) Christ is living in Paul. Though no longer living in relation to the Law, then, through the resurrected Christ’s living in him Paul is living in relation to God while living in flesh, that is, in a body destined either to die and be resurrected or to stay alive till the second coming and be immortalized (as guaranteed by Christ’s resurrection [1 Corinthians 15:50–54]). Thus “living in flesh” means “living by faith in God’s Son” outside the Law’s jurisdiction and therefore where transgressing the Law—that is, the Mosaic law as such—is impossible. The switch from “Christ” to “God’s Son” makes the relationship to God of a person in Christ by faith, as Paul is, one of sonship too (see 4:6). “Who loved me and gave himself over [to crucifixion] on my behalf” injects into Paul’s theological reasoning a soulful observation on the soulful reason for Christ’s crucifixion. In view of the theological and soulful reasons that Paul has spelled out, he refuses to “set aside the grace of God” by—and for the sake of—rebuilding “works of the Law.” Specifically why? Because if righteousness (in the sense of God’s treating people as righteous) comes through the Law (in the sense of obeying its precepts), “then Christ died gratuitously” (in the sense of needlessly).

  

A THEOLOGICAL ARGUMENT FOR THE GOSPEL OF GOD’S SHEER GRACE
 Galatians 3:1–5:12
 

This major section of Galatians subdivides into the sufficiency of faith (3:1–5); the example of Abraham (3:6–9); the curse of the Law (3:10–14); God’s covenantal promise to Abraham and his offspring prior to laying down the law of works (3:15–18); the purpose of the Law to demonstrate the necessity of God’s sheer grace and of its reception through faith in Christ (3:19–4:7); and a plea to retain trust in God’s grace alone for freedom from the Law as illustrated allegorically in the story of Abraham (4:8–5:12).
THE SUFFICIENCY OF FAITH
 Galatians 3:1–5

 

3:1–5: O mindless Galatians, who bewitched you, before whose eyes Jesus Christ was publicly exhibited as crucified?
2Only this do I want to learn from you: Did you receive the Spirit because of works of the Law or because of a hearing [of the gospel] characterized by faith [in Jesus Christ]?
3Are you mindless in this way—[that is,] after starting [the Christian life] in the Spirit [whom you received], are you now trying to perfect yourselves on the basis of flesh?
4Have you experienced so many things casually, if indeed [it] really [was] casually?
5So does he who supplies to you the Spirit and works miracles among you [do so] because of works of the Law or because of a hearing characterized by faith? In this paragraph Paul subjects the Galatians to an interrogation consisting in five consecutive questions. The questions don’t contain answers within themselves. Paul leaves to the Galatians the answering, but he asks with confidence that honest answers will support his position. In the first question, “mindless Galatians,” punctuated by an initial “O,” lampoons the Galatians for their irrationality in defecting “into a different gospel” and away from God, who called them “in the grace of Christ” (1:6). “Who bewitched you . . . ?” furthers the lampoon by escalating their absence of mind to being under a spell. “Before whose eyes Jesus Christ was publicly exhibited as crucified” makes mindlessness and bewitchment inexcusable. The Galatians hadn’t seen Jesus’ crucifixion. So it’s not the crucifixion itself which they’d seen. It’s the public exhibition thereof which they’d seen in Paul’s preaching (compare 1 Corinthians 1:17–25; 2:2). We might therefore expect him to have referenced the Galatians’ hearing rather than seeing. But spells were often cast with a supposedly evil eye. So Paul makes the point that seeing the exhibition with their own eyes should have immunized the Galatians against bewitchment with someone else’s evil eye. The answer to “who bewitched you . . . ?” doesn’t really matter. Only the bewitchment itself does.

With some sarcasm Paul introduces his second question by playing the role of a student wanting to learn from the Galatians, as though they’re his teachers. “Only this do I want to learn from you” strengthens the sarcasm by implying that they could complete Paul’s education satisfactorily with an answer to a single question, the second one in his arsenal of questions. Unlike the answer to the first question, the answer to the second one does matter—and is obvious. The Galatians received the Spirit because of hearing the gospel with faith, not because of works of the Law; for they received the Spirit immediately upon believing the gospel and therefore prior to starting to do works of the Law (whatever the extent to which they may have started doing them [compare 1:6 with 4:9–11, 21; 5:4, 7–8]). The third question builds on the second by implying the irrationality of self-perfection “on the basis of flesh” after having started out “in the Spirit.” Self-perfection has to do with performing works of the Law, most decisively with circumcision, which in turn has to do with flesh in a quite literal sense (compare Romans 2:28; Philippians 3:2–5 for the association of “flesh” with circumcision). But flesh is weak. It disintegrates upon death, for example. So using it in an attempt to do all the works of the Law will inevitably fail. On the contrary, the Spirit is strong (Romans 8:3–4; Mark 14:38; Matthew 26:41; Isaiah 31:3). It makes nonsense to regress from the Spirit to flesh, then.

The “many things” that the Galatians “have . . . experienced” according to the fourth question consist in the Galatians’ already-mentioned reception of the Spirit and the next-to-be-mentioned miracles that have been worked among them. “Experienced” points to felt effects of the Spirit on the Galatians, therefore to effects they can’t deny; and “so many things” stresses the abundance of these effects favoring faith and the Spirit over works of the Law and flesh. “Casually” suggests the possibility of not having taken this abundance of effects seriously (compare 1 Corinthians 15:1–2). “If indeed [it] really [was] casually” holds out a hope that the Galatians didn’t take it casually and therefore can be won back with an appeal to the abundance of effects. “He who supplies . . . the Spirit” to the Galatians and “works miracles among [them]” is God (see 4:6). He started supplying the Spirit and working miracles through Paul during Paul’s proclaiming of the gospel to the Galatians and their believing. “Works of the Law” played no part, as emphasized by the wordplay between “works miracles” and “works of the Law.” “So” introduces this fifth and last question as a crowning consequence of the preceding questions.
THE EXAMPLE OF ABRAHAM
 Galatians 3:6–9

 

3:6–9: Just as Abraham “believed God and it was credited to him as righteousness [Genesis 15:6]”—7know then that people of faith [= people characterized by belief]—these are Abraham’s sons.
8And the Scripture, having foreseen that God is justifying [= treating as righteous] the Gentiles because of [their] faith, proclaimed the gospel to Abraham ahead of time: “All the Gentiles will be favored in you [Genesis 12:3; 18:18].”
9And so people of faith are being favored along with the believing Abraham. Paul starts drawing an analogy to Abraham’s having believed God. The force of the analogy lies in Paul’s couching the analogy in the wording of Scripture, the Scripture which contains the Law—indeed, that part of Scripture which is the Law. Instead of completing the analogy, though, Paul breaks up his sentence by interjecting the command, “know,” to correct the Galatians’ mindlessness and bewitchment (3:1). “Know then” commands a rational deduction to complete the analogy. It’s that since Abraham’s believing God was credited to him as righteousness, people characterized by belief are “Abraham’s sons.” “Credited . . . as righteousness” doesn’t describe believing as an act of righteousness, such as a work of the Law. It means, rather, that believing is counted as though it were an act of righteousness when in fact it is not. For believing and working belong to different categories (Romans 4:4–5). “People of faith” means people who believe in Jesus Christ (2:16, 20). But since Abraham believed God rather than believing in Jesus Christ, who hadn’t yet come on the scene, Paul tightens the analogy to Abraham by omitting to add “in Jesus Christ” to “people of faith.” To highlight such people, on the other hand, Paul breaks up his sentence again so as to refer back to them with an emphatic “these.” “Abraham’s sons” will include females according to 3:28, but Paul uses “sons” because the story of Abraham featured his fathering a divinely promised son (Isaac) despite very old age (Romans 4:18–22). Whereas the Old Testament spoke of a biological son and subsequent offspring (Genesis 15:1–5), though, Paul enlarges the concept of Abrahamic sonship to include also those nonbiological descendants who follow Abraham’s example of believing. “Because of [their] faith” conspicuously leaves out any reference to additional works of the Law.

Having already used scriptural wording, Paul then cites “the Scripture” explicitly to argue his case from the very Law to which the distorters of the gospel must have been appealing. The recognition of Scripture as the word of God underlies the personification in Paul’s phraseology, “And the Scripture, having foreseen.” “That God is justifying the Gentiles because of faith” describes what’s going on at the time of writing as a fulfillment of what was said to Abraham: “All the Gentiles will be favored in you.” Paul describes this prediction, moreover, as a proclamation of good news to Abraham “ahead of time,” that is, long before current Gentiles heard it. “All the Gentiles” stresses universality in opposition to Jewish exclusivism, including the insistence that Gentiles make themselves Jews of a kind by getting circumcised and keeping the rest of the Law. “Will be favored” alludes to having faith credited as righteousness, as in Abraham’s case. A second occurrence of “people of faith” reinvigorates the emphasis on faith. “Are being favored” points up the present fulfillment of “will be favored.” “Along with Abraham” interprets the quoted scriptural phrase “in you” in terms of a community that Abraham fathered by example. “The believing Abraham” identifies his exercise of faith as the manner in which he set an example.
THE CURSE OF THE LAW
 Galatians 3:10–14

 

3:10–12: For as many as are of works of the Law are under a curse. For it’s written, “Accursed [is] everyone who isn’t abiding in [= obeying] all the things written in the book of the Law so as to do them [Deuteronomy 27:26].”
11And it[’s] clear that in the Law [that is, by behaving in obedience to it] no one is being justified before God, because “the righteous person will live by faith [Habakkuk 2:4].”
12But the Law isn’t of faith [that is, doesn’t arise out of faith as its guiding principle]; rather, “the person who has done them [‘all the things written in the book of the Law’] will live in them [as his habitat] [Leviticus 18:5].” The first “For” in this paragraph introduces the reason why Abraham-like faith is necessary for God’s favor. It’s that “as many as are of the works of the Law”—that is, who in any part depend for their justification on keeping the Law—“are under a curse.” The second “For” introduces the reason why such people are under a curse. It’s that Scripture pronounces a curse on “everyone [compare the preceding ‘as many as,’ the two of which expressions allow no individual exceptions] who isn’t abiding in all the things [which expression allows no exception of any commandment] written in the book of the Law so as to do them.” “Who isn’t abiding in” stresses the necessity of obedience uninterrupted by any disobedience. Paul skips saying that no one obeys the Law perfectly, so that some interpreters argue that since the Law provides for atonement of sins, he doesn’t imply that the Law demands perfect obedience and that elsewhere he claims for himself pre-Christian blamelessness before the Law (Philippians 3:6). But that claim has to do with outward appearances (“in flesh” [Philippians 3:4–6]), whereas he confesses to moral defeat in the matter of inward lust (Romans 7:7–25). And it’s more of an inference to import atonement under the Law than it’s an inference to import imperfect obedience to the Law. For though speaking elsewhere and at length of sinning under the Law (Romans 3:9–23), nowhere does Paul speak of atonement under the Law. The passing over of sins committed under the Law (Romans 3:25) counts as overlooking them for the time being but hardly as their having been atoned for. Paul’s immediately following statement right here, “And it[’s] clear that in the Law no one is being justified before God” shows that he rules out atonement under the Law. “No one” makes not even the outwardly “blameless” Paul an exception, and “before God” puts even him, prior to his conversion, under a curse in that God could see the inward lust to which Paul had fallen prey. Furthermore, the combination of “everyone” and “no one” shows that Paul is thinking of individuals, not of Israel as a collectivity.

The Lord’s quoted statement to Habakkuk is what makes “clear” that “in the Law no one is being justified before God.” Paul’s appeal to clarity puts to shame the Galatians for their mindlessness and bewitchment (3:1). What the Lord said to Habakkuk denies justification in the Law by basing justification on faith instead. “The righteous person” corresponds to “is being justified [treated as righteous].” “By faith” opposes “in the Law,” as Paul goes on to assert: “But the Law isn’t of faith.” To what does “will live” refer in his interpretation? Not to daily conduct, as in “walking around through faith, not through sight” (2 Corinthians 5:7)—rather, to having eternal life in God’s kingdom (see 3:21 and especially 5:21 with 6:8, but also 2:20; Romans 8:13; 1 Thessalonians 5:10). “By faith” tells how it is from the human standpoint that a person will live. Being treated as righteous and having eternal life harmonize with each other in that the former (justification) results in the latter (life). See Romans 5:18! Paul caps his disentangling of faith from the Law by citing Leviticus 18:5: “the person who has done them [the Law’s commandments] will live in them.” Justification has to do with faith. The Law has to do with deeds. And since “as many as are of works of the Law are under a curse,” the promise, “will live [= will have eternal life, again according to Paul] in them,” turns out to be unfulfillable.

3:13–14: Christ bought us out from under the Law’s curse by becoming a curse on our behalf, because it’s written, “Accursed [is] everyone who hangs on a tree [Deuteronomy 21:23],”
14with the result that in Christ Jesus the favor of Abraham [= God’s favoring him by crediting his faith as righteousness (3:6–9)] has appeared on the scene for the Gentiles, with the result that through faith we’ve received the promise of the Spirit. Since Gentiles weren’t under the Law (Romans 2:14–15), it might seem that “us” whom “Christ bought . . . out from under the Law’s curse” refers only to Jews. But since the Galatians, at least most of whom were Gentiles (4:8), received the Spirit (3:2), “we” who “have received the promise of the Spirit” includes Gentile as well as Jewish believers and therefore works backward to include Gentiles as well as Jews in the preceding “us.” And this inclusion makes sense in that Gentiles in Galatia were starting to put themselves under the Law (see especially 4:21; 5:4, but also 1:6; 3:1, 3; 4:9–11; 5:7–8) and therefore unthinkingly under the Law’s curse. Christ’s having “bought us out from under the Law’s curse” came at the cost of his “becoming a curse on our behalf,” that is, by taking on himself the curse we deserved for not keeping the Law perfectly. So thoroughly did Christ take on himself the curse we deserved that Paul doesn’t speak in conformity with 3:10 simply of Christ’s becoming accursed. He speaks of Christ’s becoming the curse itself (compare 2 Corinthians 5:21 with comments). The Greek word translated “on our behalf” could also be translated “in our behalf,” which would mean “for our benefit” or simply “for us” whereas “on our behalf” means “as our representative or agent.” But “becoming a curse” because “accursed [is] everyone who isn’t abiding in all the things written in the book of the Law so as to do them” calls for vicariousness (“on our behalf”), not just beneficence (“in our behalf”).

“Bought us out from under the Law’s curse” suggests redemption from enslavement (compare 4:1–11, 21–5:1). “Because it’s written” introduces a scriptural reason, but not for Christ’s buying us by becoming a curse—rather, for Paul’s saying that he did. Christ’s doing so conforms to a scriptural statement in that his crucifixion counts as “hang[ing] on a tree” or, as it could equally well be translated, “hang[ing] on wood.” Most translations read two occurrences of “in order that” and/or “so that” to indicate the purposes of extending to Gentiles God’s favor and of granting them the Spirit. But the Greek conjunction often indicates attained purpose, hence result, and Paul has made abundantly clear that God’s favor has indeed been extended to Gentile believers and that the Spirit has indeed been granted them (3:2, 6–9)—hence the foregoing translation, “with the result that” (twice). Christ’s having hung on a tree as a curse on our behalf has resulted in the appearance on the scene “for the Gentiles” of God’s favor toward Abraham. “Has appeared on the scene” marks a dispensational change so far as God’s dealing with Gentiles is concerned. “In Christ Jesus” limits God’s favor to those Gentiles who’ve been incorporated into Christ Jesus because they’ve believed in him and received his Spirit, just as in the case of Jews. Thus the reception of the Spirit stands alongside the appearance of God’s favoring the Gentiles as another result of Christ’s having “bought us out from under the Law’s curse.” Naturally, reception of the Spirit, undeniable as it is in the experience of believers (3:2–4), confirms to them the favor of God in crediting their faith, like Abraham’s faith, as righteousness. “The promise of the Spirit” doesn’t refer to a promise that the Spirit gave. It refers rather to the Spirit as promised. Paul will shortly interpret the reception of the Spirit as a fulfillment of God’s promise to Abraham of the land of Canaan.
GOD’S COVENANTAL PROMISE TO ABRAHAM AND HIS PROGENY PRIOR TO LAYING DOWN THE LAW OF WORKS
 Galatians 3:15–18

 

3:15–16: Brothers, I’m speaking in accordance with a human being [= in human terms]: No one sets aside a validated testament/covenant or adds a codicil [a legal supplement] on top [of it] notwithstanding [its being the testament/covenant] of a [mere] human being,
16and the promises were spoken to Abraham and to his seed. It [the Scripture] doesn’t say, “And to your seeds,” as [referring] to many—rather, as [referring] to one: “and to your seed [Genesis 12:7; 13:15; 17:8; 24:7, the repetition of the promise producing the constellation of aforementioned “promises” (plural)],” who is Christ. With “Brothers” Paul addresses the Galatians as fellow Christians whom he wants to save from apostasy. Introducing the address at this point indicates a new turn in his discussion. He describes the turn as an analogy drawn from human law, an analogy that even the mindless, bewitched Galatians (3:1) should be able to understand, though the address “Brothers” has now softened his tone. The analogy plays on two meanings of a single Greek word: (1) last will and testament and (2) covenant. Paul compares God’s covenant with Abraham to a human being’s last will and testament. Both that covenant and a last will and testament have to do with inheritance. Hence the aptness of this comparison. The validation of a last will and testament occurs upon the testator’s death. From that point onward, no one can legally set it aside or add to it a codicil, which by definition would change it. In this respect, God’s covenant with Abraham, validated as it was (though not upon a death of God—rather, with the death of animal sacrifices [Genesis 15]), isn’t subject to being set aside or changed. But Paul calls God’s covenant with Abraham “the promises” to link it with the just-mentioned “promise of the Spirit.” Paul also quotes “and to your seed” (repeated as it is several times in Genesis), stresses the singular of “seed” as opposed to “seeds” (plural), and identifies Abraham’s seed as Christ to suit the incorporation “in Christ Jesus” of Gentiles as well as Jews who believe in him and thereby receive his Spirit. Originally, “seed” referred to biological offspring that the aged Abraham was to have despite his apparent inability to ejaculate semen (which means “seed”). Again originally, “seed” was a collective singular referring to innumerable offspring of Abraham (innumerable like the stars in the sky, for example). But Paul has already indicated that Abraham’s offspring include those of faith like his as well as those with genes like his (3:6–9), and Paul is about to collectivize Christ by including in him as Abraham’s seed all who belong to him (Christ) by faith, regardless of their ethnicity, class, or sex (3:26–29).

3:17–18: I’m saying this: The Law, which came on the scene four hundred and thirty years later [than the promises were spoken to Abraham] doesn’t invalidate a testament/covenant previously validated by God with the result of incapacitating the promise [contained in the testament/covenant].
18For if the inheritance [originates] out of the Law, no longer [does it originate] out of the promise. But through the promise God graciously bestowed [the inheritance] to Abraham. “I’m saying this” introduces an application of the analogy introduced in 3:15 with “Brothers, I’m speaking . . . .” The Law’s arrival on the scene later than the promises spoken to Abraham doesn’t invalidate God’s previously validated covenant with Abraham any more than a testament can be set aside or changed after it has been validated upon the testator’s death. “Four hundred and thirty years later” strengthens the argument from analogy by highlighting how much later the Law arrived on the scene. Paul couches the verbal expressions “came on the scene,” “previously validated,” and “graciously bestowed” in a form that indicates an action completed in the past and having a present result. The Law arrived in the time of Moses. The present result of its arrival consists in the salvific effect of Christ’s death under the Law’s curse. The promises to Abraham were validated four hundred and thirty years earlier than the Law’s arrival. The present result of their validation consists in the enjoyment of God’s favor by believing Gentiles as well as by believing Jews. At the same earlier time and in the form of those promises an inheritance was graciously bestowed to Abraham. The present result of that bestowal consists in believers’ having eternal life now and forever. For the land of Canaan inherited by Jews has expanded into Gentile as well as Jewish believers’ inheriting the whole world (Romans 4:13) in conjunction with eternal life in God’s kingdom (see the comments on 3:11; compare Romans 8:18–25, 32). “For” introduces the rationale that since the Law and the promise belong to opposing categories, the promised inheritance has nothing to do with the Law. The Law demands obedience, whereas “through the promise God has graciously [that is, apart from any ‘works of the Law’] bestowed [the inheritance] to Abraham.” So the promise calls for a faith like Abraham’s.
THE PURPOSE OF THE LAW TO DEMONSTRATE THE NECESSITY OF GOD’S SHEER GRACE AND OF ITS RECEPTION THROUGH FAITH IN CHRIST
 Galatians 3:19–4:7

 

3:19–20: So why the Law [since the inheritance doesn’t originate out of it]? It was added on account of transgressions until the seed would come to whom it [the inheritance] had been promised, [the Law] having been promulgated through angels in the hand of an intermediary.
20But the intermediary isn’t of one; but God is one. The Law wasn’t added to the promise. It was added separately from the promise. For Paul has just made clear that the Law and the promise belong to opposing categories. But why was the Law added in any case? It was added “on account of transgressions,” that is, to make sins into transgressions of a stated law. “Until the seed would come” turns the Law into a stopgap. That is all. According to 3:16, 29 Abraham’s seed, “to whom it [the inheritance] had been promised,” is the corporate Christ, that is, Christ and all those who by faith are “in Christ.” “Had been promised” connotes a promise made in the past and having a lasting effect, one not to be negated by the Law’s addition. “Having been promulgated through angels” reflects, apparently, a Jewish tradition (compare Acts 7:53; Hebrews 2:2 with Deuteronomy 33:2). “In the hand of an intermediary” may at first seem to reference Moses. But since Moses acted as God’s intermediary (see Exodus 32:15; 34:4, 29; Deuteronomy 10:3), that reference wouldn’t agree with Paul’s immediate denial that the intermediary belongs to “one,” whom Paul then proceeds to identify as God in accordance with Deuteronomy 6:4; Romans 3:30; 1 Corinthians 8:6. So the intermediary seems to reference the angels’ unidentified intermediary rather than God’s (Acts 7:38). Notably, the promulgation of the Law “through angels in the hand of an intermediary” makes the Law inferior both to God’s unmediated promise to Abraham and to the gospel of God’s sheer grace in that God revealed this gospel to Paul without an intermediary (1:11–24). But does inferiority imply opposition?

3:21–22: [Is] the Law therefore against the promises of God? To the contrary! For if a law had been given that could make [people] live, righteousness really would have originated out of the Law.
22The Scripture has impounded all things under sin, however, in order that the promise might be given because of faith in Jesus Christ to those who believe. “Therefore” makes Paul’s opening question grow out of the inferiority of the Law because angels and their intermediary promulgated it. “To the contrary!” roundly denies that that inferiority equates with opposition to God’s promises to Abraham and his seed, however. Paul supports his denial by saying that only if the Law had had an ability to make people live would the Law have opposed God’s promises by presenting a competitive way to live. “If a law had been given that could make [people] live” implies the Law’s inability, however; and the fact that people have mortal life regardless of their having or not having the Law shows that Paul has eternal life in view (see further the comments on 3:11). “Righteousness” means a right standing before God, equivalent to justification and practically equivalent to salvation (see the comments on 1 Corinthians 1:30 and especially those on 2 Corinthians 5:21). “Righteousness really would have originated out of the Law” emphasizes the contrary necessity of God’s bestowing the inheritance to Abraham and his seed “graciously,” that is, without their deserving it (3:18). It’s probably the Scripture quoted in 3:10 that “has impounded all things under sin” (but see Romans 3:9–18 as well). “All things” refers to people, but with an accent on the universality of their impoundment under sin. In view of Romans 8:20–22, however, the whole creation may also be in view. “Impounded . . . under sin” portrays Scripture as a judge who sentences “all things” to imprisonment, and portrays sin as their jailer. But the very purpose of this impoundment is to show faith in Jesus Christ as the only way of attaining a right standing before God. “To those who believe” stipulates faith as belief in Jesus Christ rather than as Jesus Christ’s faithfulness, of which Paul has nothing to say in those terms either here or elsewhere.

3:23–24: And before faith came we were being held in custody under the Law, being impounded until the coming faith would be revealed.
24And so the Law became our childminder until Christ in order that we might be justified because of faith. Abraham exercised faith long before Christ appeared on the scene. But because faith is now tied inextricably to Christ as its object, the coming and revelation of faith amount to the coming and revelation of him (compare 1:15–16), but with emphasis on the faith that his coming and revelation call for. See the comments on 3:13 concerning “we.” “Being held in custody under the Law” and “being impounded” portray the Law itself rather than sin as our jailer (contrast 3:22). But this shift makes sense in that the Law was added to make sins into transgressions (3:19). A custodial holding would imply some kind of protection except for the impounding, which implies custodial confinement instead. So the portrayal of the Law as a jailer evolves into a portrayal of the Law as a childminder, that is, as a slave assigned to keep in check free-born children (boys in particular) who would otherwise use freedom for license. Childminders didn’t always succeed at their task, of course; nor did the Law succeed in keeping those under it from transgressing it. “Until Christ” interprets the coming and revelation of faith, and “in order that we might be justified because of faith” tells the purpose of Christ’s coming as faith’s object in view of the Law’s failure as our childminder, necessary though the Law was to point up our need for God’s sheer grace.

3:25–27: But because faith has come, we’re no longer under a childminder.
26For in Christ Jesus you’re all God’s sons through faith.
27For as many of you as have been baptized into Christ have been clothed with Christ. See the comments on 3:23 for the coming of faith. Its coming marks the end of an era, the era of the Law as our childminder. Why so? Because by virtue of having the Spirit, who indwells Christ (see 3:2–3 with 4:6; Romans 8:1–11; Philippians 1:19), believers in Christ likewise indwell him; and though he came to be under the Law at his birth (4:4), his becoming the Law’s curse on our behalf at his crucifixion (3:13) severed him from the Law, so that in him believers too are severed from the Law. It’s no longer their childminder. They’re God’s grownup sons—all of them—like Christ Jesus himself, because without exception they’re in him. And how is it that they’re in him? By baptism into Christ. But since “through faith” defines the mode of becoming God’s sons in Christ Jesus, baptism dramatizes incorporation into him through faith rather than effecting the incorporation. Because baptism means immersion into water, “into him” fits the dramatization. “As many of you as have been baptized into Christ” leaves open the possibility that in the assemblies where this letter will be read there may be unbelievers, who’ve never been baptized into Christ. But being surrounded with water through baptism is something like being surrounded with clothing or, we might say, like being immersed in clothes. Given that similarity and the custom of putting a new robe on a young man to mark his graduation from supervised boyhood to free adulthood, “baptized into Christ” morphs into “clothed with Christ” (compare Romans 13:14, though there Paul issues a command, whereas here he states a fact). The shift from “we” to “you” (plural) aims to assure the Galatians directly that they mustn’t gravitate to Law-keeping (compare the comments on 3:13 concerning “us”). In Christ they have all they need. To put themselves under the Law would be to deny the sufficiency of incorporation into Christ through faith as dramatized in their baptism and as compared with being clothed with a robe of adulthood. (We don’t know whether the practice of reclothing a person after his or her baptism generated the figure of being clothed with Christ, or whether this figure generated that practice.)

3:28–29: [In Christ] there’s not a Jew and not a Greek. There’s not a slave and not a free person. There’s not “a male and a female [Genesis 1:27].” For you’re all one in Christ Jesus.
29And if you[’re] Christ’s [as you are if you’re in him], then you’re Abraham’s seed, heirs in accordance with the promise [that God made to him and his seed]. So ethnicity (with which is associated culture—hence “not a Greek” rather than “not a Gentile”), social class, and sex make no difference when it comes to a right standing before God because of being “one in Christ Jesus.” In Paul’s Greek text “one” is masculine to agree with “Christ Jesus,” where this oneness is to be found. Whether the oneness makes no difference in regard to functions in church order as well as in regard to a right standing before God depends on what Paul has to say elsewhere on matters of church order (see 1 Corinthians 11:2–16; 14:34–36; 1 Timothy 2:11–14; 3:11 with comments). “You’re Abraham’s seed” if you belong to Christ by being in him, because he is Abraham’s seed (3:16). And being Abraham’s seed entails heirship “in accordance with the promise.” See the comments on 3:11, 17–18 for the promised inheritance.

4:1–5: But I’m saying [this (compare 3:17)]: For as long a time as the heir is a minor, though being owner of all the things [that he’ll inherit] he differs in no respect at all from a slave.
2Contrariwise [to his ownership], he’s under guardians and managers till the [day] previously fixed by [his] father.
3So too we, when we were minors, were enslaved under the elements of the world.
4But when the fullness of time had come, God sent his Son out of [heaven], [his Son] arriving on the scene out of a woman, arriving on the scene under the Law,
5in order that he might buy those under the Law out from [under it], in order that we might receive from [God] adoption as [his] sons. “The heir” echoes “heirs” in 3:29, and “For as long a time as the heir is a minor” develops the implication of youth in the comparison at 3:24–25 to being “under a childminder.” That comparison now evolves into a comparison of the minor’s being “under guardians and managers” (presumably after the father’s death, which for Paul is beside the point), so that despite owning the estate as its heir, the minor’s guardians and managers dominate him the way a master dominates his slave. Guardians took care of the minor’s person, managers of the minor’s estate. “He differs in no respect at all from a slave” emphasizes the completeness of this domination as to its degree, and “for as long a time as the heir is a minor” emphasizes the same as to its chronology. And “though being owner of all the things [that he’ll inherit]” emphasizes the contrast between this domination and heirship. These emphases stress in turn the slave-like restrictedness of being under the Law (compare 3:23). “Till the day previously fixed by [his] father” refers to the day designated by the father before his death as the day when his son should be graduated from minorhood to adulthood and thus freed from the domination of guardians and managers.

“So too we” starts Paul’s theological application of the foregoing custom. “When we were minors” refers to the time prior to Christ’s coming. But where we expect Paul to say we were “enslaved under the Law” as a parallel to our being “held in custody under the Law” (3:23), he says instead that we were “enslaved under the elements of the world.” Ancients spoke of the world as being made up of four elements—earth, air, fire, and water—and deified these elements. Furthermore, since such deified elements were thought to govern the world, the elements were also identified with the rules and regulations under which human beings are bound to live. For Jews, the Law consists in those rules and regulations. But Paul wants to compare Jewish believers’ having been held in custody under the Law prior to conversion with Gentile believers’ having been subject to the rules and regulations in pagan religion prior to conversion. So he uses “the elements of the world” to include both the Law and pagan rules and regulations. Thus “we” refers to both Jewish and Gentile believers; and so far as enslavement is concerned, the shocking coordination of the Law with pagan rules and regulations should keep the Galatians from subjecting themselves to re-enslavement—this time to the Law rather than to pagan rules and regulations, yet enslavement to elements of the world nonetheless. “But when the fullness of time had come” compares with the day previously fixed by a father for his son’s graduation from minorhood to adulthood, and also corresponds to faith’s coming, which ended the era of being under a childminder, that is, of being under the Law (3:25). But now it’s not the coming of faith that Paul puts on view—rather, the coming of “the fullness of time” that resulted in God’s sending his Son as the object of faith, so that in the Son believers might experience adult sonship, free alike from the Law and from the rules and regulations of pagan religion.

Perhaps all other translations describe the Son as “born of [or ‘from’] a woman, born under the Law.” Certainly the phrase “of/from a woman” alludes to birth; but Paul’s verb carries the broader meaning of arriving on a scene, whether by birth (as in this case) or travel or some other means. Here, then, we have arriving on the scene as a consequence of God’s sending, and “out of a woman” as a complement to “out of [heaven].” (Paul had no need to attach “out of” to “sent” unless he meant us to supply “heaven,” the dwelling place of God the sender.) “In order that he [God’s Son] might buy those under the Law out from [under it]” portrays being under the Law as enslavement to it, and emancipation from that enslavement as coming at a cost, the cost according to 3:13 of Christ’s becoming a curse by being hung on a tree on our behalf. To pay this cost he had to arrive on the scene as himself “under the Law.” From the broad phraseology, “under the elements of the world,” Paul reverts twice in a row to the narrow phrase, “under the Law,” because the distorters of the gospel aren’t telling the Galatians to submit to pagan rules and regulations—rather, to the Law (though for Paul submission to either amounts to enslavement). If Jews, who are “those under the Law,” have been emancipated from the Law because of faith in Christ, surely Gentile believers such as the Galatians shouldn’t be selling themselves into slavery under the Law. And as the sending of God’s Son had the purpose of emancipating slaves, the emancipation of slaves has the purpose of their adoption as God’s sons, so that the freedom of sonship to God replaces enslavement under the Law. As 4:6 will make clear, “we” who “receive adoption” includes Gentile believers like the Galatians, who’d been under pagan rules and regulations, as well as Jewish believers, who’d been under the Law.

4:6–7: And because you’re [his] sons, God has sent the Spirit of his Son out of [heaven] into our hearts, [the Spirit] shouting, “Abba! Father!”
7And so you’re no longer a slave—rather, a son. And if a son, also an heir through God. So the Galatians’ experience of the Spirit confirms their adoption as sons of God apart from works of the Law. If the Galatians were still under the Law, God wouldn’t have sent the Spirit out of heaven into their hearts at their conversion just as he sent his Son out of heaven at his Son’s birth. See the comments on 4:4 for the supplying of “heaven” after “sent . . . out of.” To submit to the Law would be to deny the divinely given evidence of adoption. “Into our hearts” stresses the felt effect of receiving the Spirit as such evidence. “The Spirit of his Son” (rather than “his [God’s] Spirit”) underlines the basis of believers’ sonship to God. It’s their being in Christ, God’s Son, by virtue of having within them the very Spirit that indwells Christ. His sonship to God has thus become theirs too. Paul doesn’t say here that as believers we shout, “Abba! Father!” (for which see Romans 8:15). Rather, it’s the Spirit in our hearts who shouts, “Abba! Father!” For the Spirit is Christ’s, and Christ is God’s Son. But since we have Christ’s Spirit in our hearts, the Spirit’s shouting, “Abba! Father!” confirms our sonship to God in addition to reflecting Christ’s. “Shouting” strengthens the confirmation to the highest possible degree. “Abba” is Aramaic for “Father” and so typified Jesus’ addressing God intimately (see Mark 14:36) that it came to be used also by Greek-speaking Christians. (Aramaic is a Semitic language related to Hebrew.) “And so you’re no longer a slave” implies that you used to be a slave (“under the elements of the world” [4:3]). Whereas the switch from “you” to “our” reflected the shared experience of the Spirit, “rather, a son [of God, your Father as well as Christ’s]” individualizes the conclusion to be drawn by each believer from the Spirit’s shouting within him, “Abba! Father!” And sonship entails heirship, which means the inheriting of eternal life in God’s kingdom (see the comments on 3:11, 17–18, 21 and 5:21 with 6:8). “Through God” ascribes the attainment of this heirship to his adopting believers as sons.
A PLEA TO RETAIN TRUST IN GOD’S SHEER GRACE FOR FREEDOM FROM THE LAW
 Galatians 4:8–5:12

 

4:8–11: On the one hand, however, then—when not knowing God—you slaved for those who by nature aren’t gods [though at the time you thought them to be gods (compare 1 Corinthians 8:5–6; 10:20)].
9On the other hand, having now come to know God—but rather having come to be known by God—how is it that you’re turning back again to the weak and bankrupt elements for which you want to slave all over again?
10You’re scrupulously observing days and months and seasons and years [compare Colossians 2:16; Genesis 1:14].
11I fear for you, lest somehow I’ve labored for you ineffectively. Stressing theological and chronological contrasts are (1) “On the one hand . . . . On the other hand”; (2) “however”; (3) “then . . . . now”; and (4) “but rather.” The Gentile Galatians’ “not knowing God” before their conversion parallels Jewish Christians’ being under the Law before their conversion. The Gentile Galatians’ having “slaved for those who by nature [that is, inherently] aren’t gods” parallels Jewish Christians’ having slaved under the Law. These parallels should deter the Galatians from subjecting themselves to the Law, for such subjection would put them in a state essentially no different from paganism. “Not knowing God” and “having now come to know God” deal respectively with the inexperience and experience of a personal acquaintance with God as Abba, Father, through the reception of his Son’s Spirit (4:6), not just an intellectual recognition of God’s existence. By the same token, “having come to be known by God” means not only that he has taken the initiative to save the Galatians (compare Amos 3:2), but also that he experiences fatherhood to them by hearing the Spirit of his Son shout in their hearts, “Abba! Father!”—hence a reciprocity of acquaintance, of experiential knowledge.

Paul describes “the . . . elements” as “weak” in that they can’t make anybody live eternally (see 3:21 and compare Romans 8:3), and describes them as “bankrupt” in that the Law holds its subjects under slavery rather than buying them out from under it (4:5). The question how it is that the Galatians “are turning back again” to such elements implies that subjecting themselves to the Law would put them back into the same condition of slavery they endured under pagan religion. As to enslavement, the monotheistic Law rates no better than polytheistic rules and regulations. For both that Law and those rules and regulations count as “the weak and bankrupt elements.” “For which you want to slave” carries some irony and a tinge of sarcasm, while “all over again” heightens the irony and sarcasm and renews the parallel, if not equation, between enslavement to the Law and enslavement to polytheistic rules and regulations. “You’re scrupulously observing days and months and seasons and years” indicates that the Galatians have started observing the calendrical features of the Law (for which see Leviticus 23:1–44; 25:1–55; Numbers 10:10; 28:11 and so on), though to further the parallel with polytheistic rules and regulations Paul uses terms that could apply also to pagan religious calendars. “Scrupulously observing” registers the care that ancients took to make sure they performed their religious duties at exactly the prescribed times. “Ineffectually” means that Paul fears lest the Galatians depend on works of the Law and thereby not be saved in the end (compare 5:2, 4; 1 Corinthians 15:1–2). “Lest somehow I’ve labored for you ineffectually” indicates that he’s at a loss what he has or hasn’t done that would have led to the Galatians’ defecting. But “labored” appeals to the investment of himself in them.

4:12–14: I’m begging you, brothers, become as I [am], because I also [became] as you [were] [compare 1 Corinthians 9:19–23]. You did me not even one injustice,
13and you know that because of weakness of the flesh [= a physical infirmity] I evangelized you at first.
14And you didn’t make light of the testing of you in my flesh, nor did you spit. Instead, you welcomed me as [you’d have welcomed] an angel of God, as [you’d have welcomed] Christ Jesus! Paul’s fear that the Galatians might not be saved in the end (4:11) leads him to “beg” them and address them with an affectionate “brothers.” “Become as I [am]” means that they should abandon works of the Law just as he has done. “Because I also [became] as you [were]” matches his Law-free faith with their Law-free faith before they started succumbing to influence from distorters of the gospel. In effect, Paul is saying, “Please, get back on the same page with me, the one we used to occupy together.” Continuing the theme of a return to their good old days, he reminds them that he evangelized them because a physical infirmity led him to visit Galatia, that despite the infirmity they didn’t mistreat him, and that they welcomed him instead. By implication, they should again welcome him as represented by this letter just as they originally welcomed his very person. And, of course, to welcome him is to welcome his gospel of sheer grace. Ancient people often mistreated those who suffered a physical infirmity by making light of their infirmity and by spitting, which they thought would shield them from catching the infirmity themselves, as they feared they might, especially if the infirm person looked at them with what they considered “an evil eye.” We don’t know the nature of Paul’s infirmity, nor do we have to know for an understanding of this passage; and he doesn’t identify his infirmity to the Galatians, because they already knew what it was (compare 2 Corinthians 12:7–10). But he does call it “the testing of [the Galatians] in [his] flesh.” They passed the test by welcoming him rather than mistreating him even a little bit—moreover, by welcoming him as they’d have welcomed “an angel [= a messenger] of God” and as they’d have welcomed “Christ Jesus” himself! Given their Christian profession, a better welcome is hard to imagine. Paul continues in this vein.

4:15–16: So where [is] the pronouncing of yourselves fortunate? When Paul first visited the Galatians, they pronounced themselves fortunate because he was proclaiming to them the gospel of God’s grace apart from works of the Law (compare their having welcomed him [4:14]). Paul’s present question implies that the distorters of this gospel have convinced the Galatians otherwise by telling them it was unfortunate that Paul omitted the necessity of their doing works of the Law. For I’m testifying to you that if possible you’d have given me your eyes after digging [them] out of [their sockets].
16And so, have I become your enemy by telling you the truth? “For” introduces the reason why Paul has just asked the whereabouts of the Galatians’ former self-congratulation. Its absence is astonishing, given the extreme to which they would once have gone to help him. That if possible they’d have given him their eyes suggests an infirmity of his eyes in 4:12–14, though he may be using a gift of eyes only but emphatically as a figure of speech for the strongest possible desire to help him. “If possible” implies the impossibility of giving Paul their eyes with any benefit to him, but “after digging [them] out of [their sockets]” puts extra emphasis on how fortunate the Galatians once considered themselves for having Paul proclaim to them the Law-free gospel. And “I testify” suggests they’re on trial. Paul hopes his complimentary testimony will help turn them back to belief in that gospel. But since the testimony will condemn them if they don’t turn back, Paul asks plaintively whether in their well-socketed eyes he has become their enemy—and this for telling them the truth, which is “the truth of the gospel” (2:5, 14) as opposed to the distorters’ Law-laden nongospel (1:6–7).

4:17–18: They [the distorters of the gospel (1:7)] aren’t courting you nobly; instead, they want to close you off [from the Law-free gospel and/or me, its representative] in order that you should court them.
18But [it’s] always noble to be courted in a noble [cause], and not only when I’m present with you. Paul doesn’t bother to identify “they,” but the Galatians know right well that he’s referring to those who’ve distorted the gospel of sheer grace by augmenting it with works of the Law. Those distorters are so much in the forefront of his mind that he probably doesn’t even think of identifying “they.” But he does go on to describe them as courters of the Galatians. “Courting” connotes zealous wooing. But though zealous, says Paul, this wooing isn’t noble; for noble wooing wouldn’t arise out of a desire to close the Galatians off from the Law-free gospel and/or its representative Paul, who’d evangelized them, and wouldn’t arise out of the self-serving and hypocritical purpose of becoming the objects of the Galatians’ wooing. The Law-free gospel of sheer grace is the kind of cause for which it’s always noble to be courted. “And not only when I’m present with you” implies both that Paul has courted the Galatians nobly in the cause of this gospel and that in this letter he’s doing so again despite his bodily absence from them.

4:19–20: My children, in regard to whom I’m suffering birth pangs again until Christ is formed in you,
20I would like to be present with you right now and to change my tone, because I’m at a loss in your case. The affectionate address, “brothers” (4:12), shifts here to the even more affectionate address, “my children,” to set up for Paul’s comparing himself to a pregnant woman in labor. “Again” implies that his present pain matches the intensity of the pain he initially had out of concern for their conversion. For mixing grace with Law-keeping amounts to de-conversion and losing out on final justification. Strikingly, though, Paul doesn’t speak of his giving birth to the Galatians a second time, as would be expected from the address, “my children,” and from the reference to his suffering birth pangs again. Instead, he speaks of suffering birth pangs until Christ is formed in the Galatians, as though he wants them to play the role of an impregnated woman—and expects them to do so as a result of this letter: “until Christ is formed in you.” Paul’s birth pangs will cease only when Christ is formed in the Galatians; and Christ will be formed in them, like an embryo in the womb, only when they rest their faith again solely on “the grace of Christ” (1:6). “Right now” indicates that Paul would like to be with the Galatians at the time he’s writing this letter so that he wouldn’t have to write it but could speak to them face to face and modulate his tone to suit their evident reactions. His absence puts him at a loss, though, because he doesn’t know how they’ll react. But his loss is our gain, for otherwise we wouldn’t have the letter.

4:21–27: Tell me, you who’re wanting to be under the Law, you hear the Law, don’t you?
22For it’s written that Abraham had two sons, one by a slave girl and one by a free [woman].
23On the one hand, however, the [son] by the slave girl was born in accordance with flesh.
On the other hand, the [son] by the free [woman was born] through the promise.
24Which [events] are being allegorized [in the following explanation]: For these [mothers] are [= symbolize] two covenants: from Mount Sinai one [covenant], which as such is Hagar, birthing [a son] into slavery, on the one hand.
25And the Hagar-Sinai mountain is in Arabia and stands with the current Jerusalem in the
same column, for she is slaving [under the Law] along with her children.
26The Jerusalem above, on the other hand, is free, which [Jerusalem] as such is our mother.
27For it’s written, “Celebrate, you barren [woman] who aren’t bearing [children]. Burst out and cheer, you who aren’t suffering birth pangs, because the children of the [woman] destitute [of children are] more than [than the child of] the [woman] who has a husband [Isaiah 54:1].” For the Old Testament background see Genesis 16:1–16; 17:18–19; 21:1–2. Since Paul has just said he’s at a loss concerning the Galatians, he now says in effect, “You tell me!” As in 4:9, his description of them as “wanting to be under the Law,” which entails slavery to it, carries a good deal of irony and a tinge of sarcasm, both of which can arise paradoxically out of deep affection such as Paul has recently expressed. “You hear the Law, don’t you?” furthers the irony and sarcasm and implies both the answer “Yes” and the Law’s having been read to the Galatians by the gospel’s distorters. So Paul cites the Law for his side of the argument, which sets out contrasts in parallel columns, so to speak: two contrasting sons, two contrasting mothers, two contrasting births, two contrasting covenants, and two contrasting cities. “For it’s written” stresses the scriptural and therefore authoritative basis of these contrasts.

The two sons are Ishmael and Isaac. But to rivet attention on their respective conditions of slavery and freedom, Paul never does mention Ishmael’s name, waits till 4:28 to mention Isaac’s name, and mentions it then to highlight the Galatians’ likeness to Isaac in respect to their and Paul’s Isaac-like freedom from the Law. To rivet attention on Sarah’s as well as Isaac’s representation of this freedom, Paul similarly avoids mentioning by name Sarah, the mother of Isaac, delays mentioning Hagar, Ishmael’s mother, to stress her as well as Ishmael’s representation of enslavement to the Law, but does mention her name in 4:24–25 to highlight the likeness of the Law’s slaves to a non-Jew who, as Paul will note in 4:30, was thrown out of Abraham’s family. Hagar’s birthing a son “in accordance with flesh” means that she bore Abraham a son apart from God’s promise simply because she was of childbearing age and fertile. “The [son] by the free [woman was birthed] through the promise” in that the free woman was past childbearing age. Yet God had promised Abraham offspring through her. “On the one hand, however . . . . On the other hand” underlines the contrast.

“Which [events] are being allegorized” introduces a symbolic interpretation of the just-mentioned historical events. Paul equates the Law-covenant, decreed from Mount Sinai, symbolically with Hagar and says she birthed her son into slavery. “Which as such” accents the enslavement resulting from the Law-covenant. Then Paul mentions the location of the Hagar-Sinai mountain “in Arabia” to dissociate the Law-covenant from the land of Canaan, promised as an inheritance to Abraham and his seed and symbolizing for Paul the eternal life inherited by believers. He also puts the Hagar-Sinai mountain in the same column that “the current Jerusalem” occupies; and he does so even though, geographically speaking, the current Jerusalem is located not in Arabia, where Mount Sinai is located, but on Mount Zion in the promised land of Canaan. That is to say, theology trumps geography; for slavery to the Law that was decreed from Mount Sinai emanates now from Jerusalem. The “children” of this Jerusalem are those who now subject themselves voluntarily but wrongly to slavery under the Law.

Paul describes another Jerusalem as “free,” by which he means free of enslavement to the Sinaitic law. We expect a Jerusalem yet to come for a contrast with “the current Jerusalem.” But with “the Jerusalem above” Paul switches from chronology to location for an indication that it was from heaven that God issued his Law-free promise to Abraham and because believers in the unaugmented grace of Christ receive from heaven their inheritance, consisting in eternal life. “Which as such” accents the freedom of this Jerusalem from the Law, and “is our mother” indicates that believers in Jesus are born free of the Law. At this thought Paul quotes the celebratory text in Isaiah 54:1, for freedom from the Law calls for celebration. As applied by Paul and without naming her, “you barren [woman] who aren’t bearing [children],” “you who aren’t suffering birth pangs,” and “the [woman] destitute [of children]” refer to Abraham’s wife Sarah as she was during her long period of infertility. Again as applied by Paul, “the [woman] who has a husband” and a child by him refers to Hagar, who became Abraham’s surrogate wife. The greater number of children that the barren woman finally had refers not to Sarah’s biological children, for she birthed only one (Isaac)—rather, to the large number of Isaac-like believers in Jesus (“the seed of Abraham” as Paul called them in 3:29).

4:28–31: “But you, brothers, are children of the promise in accordance with Isaac [that is, in correspondence to him].
29As then, indeed, the [son] born in accordance with flesh was persecuting the [son born] in accordance with the Spirit, however, so too now.
30Nevertheless, what is the Scripture saying? “Throw out the slave girl and her son, for by no means will the son of the slave girl inherit along with the son” of the free [woman] [Genesis 21:10].
31Therefore, brothers, we aren’t children of the slave girl—rather, of the free [woman]. In line with calling the Galatians “children of the promise in accordance with Isaac,” Paul returns to his affectionate address, “brothers,” and thus includes himself with them as such a child. And in line with the preceding contrast between promise and Law, “of the promise” describes him and them as free of slavery under the Law (though the Galatians stand in danger of losing that freedom and thereby falling under the Law’s curse). Paul interprets the playing of Hagar’s son Ishmael (Genesis 21:9) as Ishmael’s making sport of Sarah’s son Isaac, and then compares that to the persecution of Christians, Law-free as they are, by unbelieving Jews, enslaved to the Law as they are (compare 6:12; 2 Corinthians 11:26; Philippians 3:6; 1 Thessalonians 2:14–16; 1 Timothy 1:13; Acts 8:3 and so on). “Indeed” accents the comparison. See the comments on 4:23 for “born in accordance with flesh.” Here, though, Paul switches from “[born] through the promise” to “[born] in accordance with the Spirit” to describe Isaac’s birth as made possible by the Spirit and to recall God’s having “sent the Spirit of his Son out of [heaven] into our hearts” (4:6) and thus imply that as Abraham’s seed (3:29) believers too are born in accordance with the Spirit.

“Nevertheless” introduces the following scriptural quotation as a command that the Galatians reject the distorters of the gospel by disciplining them out of the Galatians’ churches. But since the slave girl herself stands for the Sinaitic covenant of Law (4:24), the command to throw out her as well as her son indicates that the Galatians should reject that covenant as well as its purveyors. “By no means” stresses that those who trust at all in their observance of the Law will be excluded from the inheritance of eternal life in God’s kingdom, represented by the promised land.

“Therefore” introduces Paul’s conclusion from the preceding argument as a whole, and another “brothers” adds endearment to the conclusion. “We aren’t children of the slave girl—rather, of the free [woman]” declares the Galatians to be with Paul free of enslavement to the Law. If the Galatians will only recognize themselves as such, they’ll not lose out on the inheritance (about which see the comments on 3:11, 17–18, and 5:21 with 6:8).

5:1: With the freedom [of “children . . . of the free woman” (4:31)] Christ has set us free. Therefore [= because of being set free] stay standing and don’t ever let yourselves get held in a yoke of slavery again. The combination of “freedom” and “set . . . free” highlights the freedom of Christians from slavery under the Law of works (see 3:13 for the method of liberation). “Set us free” includes in this liberation Paul, a Jewish Christian, and thus all other Jewish Christians—and if them, certainly Gentile Christians such as the Galatians. “Stay standing,” a positive command, and “don’t ever let yourselves get held in a yoke of slavery again,” a negative command, complement each other. Standing firm in freedom contrasts with being hunched under a yoke, whose purpose is to hold in control its bearer. “Of slavery” describes the yoke as a well-known figure of speech for the Law. “Again” harks back to the Galatians’ enslavement to the weak and bankrupt elements of the world before the Galatians became Christians—elements that in principle don’t differ from the Law, so that submitting to enslavement under the Law wouldn’t differ essentially from prior enslavement to pagan rules and regulations (see the comments on 4:3, 8–9). “Don’t ever let yourselves get held . . .” indicates that such enslavement is a matter of choice, not of compulsion as in the case of enslaving those defeated in war. So Paul’s commanding the Galatians to stand comes close to a general’s commanding his troops to stand firm in battle lest they get captured and enslaved.

5:2–4: Look! I, Paul, am telling you that if you’re getting circumcised [as the first step in keeping the Law for your salvation], Christ won’t benefit [Greek: ōphēlesei] you at all.
3And I’m testifying again to every man who’s getting circumcised that he’s a debtor [Greek: opheiletēs] to do the whole Law [= obligated to keep all the Law’s commandments, not just the commandment to get circumcised].
4You’ve been abolished from Christ, you who as such are trying to be justified in [the sphere of] the Law. You’ve fallen out of the grace [of Christ (compare 1:6)]. “Look!” calls special attention to what follows. “I . . . am telling you” intensifies the call. And the self-identification “Paul” intensifies it yet further with an allusion to Paul as “an apostle [sent] not from [mere] human beings nor through [the agency of] a [mere] human being—rather, [sent] through [the direct action of] Jesus Christ and God the Father” (1:1), and therefore as one whose words had better be heeded. To get circumcised is to renounce the all-sufficiency of Christ’s grace (see 1:6–10; 2:4, 16, 21; 3:13, 22). So Paul warns that getting circumcised deprives the Galatians of that benefit. They’ll lose out on salvation; they’ll miss out on justification. “And I’m testifying again” lends gravity to Paul’s following statement that “every man who’s getting circumcised” is “a debtor to do the whole Law.” “Again” harks back to the immediately preceding statement that Christ won’t at all benefit those who are getting circumcised, implies that in that statement as well as this one Paul was testifying, and may hark back also to 3:10: “For it’s written, ‘Accursed [is] everyone who isn’t abiding in all the things written in the book of the Law so as to do them’ ” (compare James 2:10). The repetition adds further gravity to Paul’s statement; and just as “to do the whole Law” allows none of its commandments to be excepted, “to every man” allows no man to be excepted who gets circumcised. The switch from “every man,” “himself,” and “he” back to “you” sharpens the point of Paul’s declaration, “You’ve been abolished from Christ,” which for emphasis repeats with different phraseology the earlier declaration, “Christ won’t benefit you at all” (5:2). “Not . . . at all” rules out any mixture of faith and works of the Law in the attainment of justification. It’s none of such works, or no justification whatever. To be “abolished from Christ” means not to be “in Christ” any more. “You who as such” underlines the condition of abolishment from Christ. “Are trying to be justified” implies an inevitably unsuccessful attempt, and “in [the sphere of] the Law” makes another contrast with being in Christ. “You’ve fallen out of grace” parallels “You’ve been abolished from Christ,” because only in him is the grace of justification to be found, and also caps Paul’s warning that the grace of Christ resists any addition of works of the Law, so that gravitating to the Law makes his grace ineffective for justification. Moreover, the condition of having “fallen” out of grace makes for a sad contrast with “standing” in freedom from the Law (5:1; compare Romans 5:2).

5:5–6: For because of faith we’re eagerly expecting by the Spirit the hope of justification.
6For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision has any strength [for the gaining of justification]; rather, faith takes effect through love. Paul first tells the reason why the Galatians will have fallen out of Christ’s grace if they get circumcised. Supplying the reason is the incompatibility of “trying to be justified in [the sphere of] the Law” (5:4) and “because of faith eagerly expecting by the Spirit the hope of justification.” Eager expectation points forward to final justification at the Last Judgment. The felt gift of the Spirit anticipates that justification and thus makes the expectation eager. “The hope” of such justification makes the expectation confident, for confidence rather than uncertainty characterizes Paul’s use of “hope.” And in opposition to the Law as a sphere in which justification is attempted, faith is the mainspring of eager expectation. Next, Paul tells the reason why “we,” including Gentile as well as Jewish believers, have this eager expectation. Supplying the reason are both the irrelevance in Christ Jesus of both circumcision and uncircumcision and the all-sufficiency of faith in him. Paul describes this faith as “tak[ing] effect through love,” by which he means that the replacement of circumcision and uncircumcision with faith destroys this physically divisive difference between Jews and Gentiles and thus effects the prevalence of love in Christian churches. For the trio of faith, hope, and love see also 1 Corinthians 13:13; 1 Thessalonians 1:3; 5:8; Romans 5:1–5.

5:7–10: You were running beautifully. Who cut in so as to dissuade you of the truth?
8The dissuasion [does] not [originate] from the one who’s calling you.
9“A little leaven leavens the whole batch of dough.”
10In the Lord I’m persuaded regarding you that you’ll think nothing other [than what I’ve told you as the truth of the gospel]. But the one who’s stirring you up [to defect (see 1:7)],
whoever he is, will bear judgment. Paul compares the Galatians’ Christian life to a race just as he compared his evangelization of them to a race (2:2). Till recently they’ve been running “beautifully.” (The usual translation, “well,” doesn’t capture the element of admirability inherent in Paul’s word.) “Who cut in . . . ?” implies that someone cut into the Galatians’ path so as to block them from completing the race. We have no way of telling whether Paul had in mind someone in particular as the one who cut in (such as a leader of those who were distorting the gospel [1:7; 5:12] or Satan [1 Thessalonians 2:18]) or no one in particular. “The truth” of which an attempt was being made to dissuade the Galatians was, of course, “the truth of the gospel” (2:5, 14). “The one who’s calling [the Galatians]” is God (compare 1:6, 15), and dissuasion from the truth certainly doesn’t originate from him. The present tense in “who’s calling” is due to the Galatians’ tending toward apostasy. They still need God’s effective call to save them from an eternally dreadful fate. See the comments on 1 Corinthians 5:6 for the saying on leaven, and Mark 8:15; Matthew 16:6 for leaven as a figure of speech for corruption. “A little leaven” may stand for the nongospel of those who are distorting the gospel of sheer grace. But since “the whole batch of dough” almost certainly stands for the Galatian Christians, “a little leaven” more likely stands for the one who’s “cut[ting] in so as to dissuade [them] of the truth,” later called “the one who’s stirring [them] up [to defect].” Paul uses “in the Lord” instead of the more usual “in Christ” to stress the authority of Paul’s persuasion that the Galatians “will think nothing other [than what he has told them is the gospel].” This high compliment (“nothing other . . .”) has the purpose of encouraging them to get back on the racetrack, for people tend to rise to others’ expectations of them. In view of the double anathema in 1:8–9, the judgment to be borne by the one who’s stirring them up will consist in eternal damnation. Again, “the one” may or may not refer to someone in particular; but “whoever he is” makes his judgment regardless of power or prestige.

5:11–12: But I, brothers, if I’m still proclaiming circumcision, why am I still being persecuted? Then [= if in fact I’m still proclaiming circumcision] the snare [consisting] of the cross has been abolished.
12O that those who are upsetting you would even get [their penises and testicles] cut off! “But I” stands in contrast with “the one who’s stirring you up [to defect]” (5:10); and the address “brothers” furthers the contrast by putting Paul in the same family with the Galatians and thereby distancing from them that agitator. He’s an outsider. “If I’m still proclaiming circumcision” at least suggests and probably implies that those who were trying to impose circumcision on Gentile Christians were portraying Paul as a proclaimer of circumcision either prior to his conversion or at the time of his writing this letter. The parallel between “still proclaiming circumcision” and “still being persecuted” favors the latter. In either case, “why am I still being persecuted?” implies ongoing persecution for not proclaiming circumcision. But Paul is more concerned about the theological consequence of a portrayal of him as proclaiming circumcision than he is of the falsity of such a portrayal. That consequence is an abolishment of “the snare of the cross,” which is to say that a proclamation of circumcision by Paul would seem to make unnecessary the crucifixion of Jesus, including its offensiveness to human sensibilities (compare the comments on 1 Corinthians 1:23), and would seem to make it so by propounding Law-keeping as the way to achieve justification before God (compare 3:21). “The snare of the cross” refers in particular to the offensiveness of Christ’s having become “a curse” according to the Law by “hang[ing] on a tree” (3:13). But since Christ became such “on our behalf” (3:13 again), Paul wants the snare of the cross to be abolished no more than he wants the Galatians to be “abolished from Christ” (5:4), though the two events would correlate. Paul doesn’t want the agitators to succeed in abolishing the snare of the cross by using a false portrayal of him as still proclaiming circumcision. So strong is his desire that they not succeed—after all, the Galatians’ justification at the Last Judgment is at stake—that he breaks out in a wish that the agitators would even get their penises and testicles “cut off” (or “chopped off,” as his verb could equally well be translated) just as they’ve already had their foreskins cut off (compare Philippians 3:2). Then they couldn’t “enter the Lord’s assembly” even according to the Law that they refuse to give up and try to impose on others (Deuteronomy 23:1; compare Leviticus 21:20; 22:24)! “Those who are upsetting you” doesn’t connote emotional distress so much as incitement to rebel against the gospel of sheer grace. For “cut[ting] in” so as to dissuade the Galatians of the truth (5:7), these agitators deserve to have their privates “cut off.” Lying in the background may be the self-castration practiced in Galatia by devotees of the goddess Cybele.

  

A WARNING AGAINST LICENSE
 Galatians 5:13–6:10
 

5:13–15: For you were called on the ground of freedom, brothers. Only [don’t turn] the freedom into a basis for the flesh; rather, through love slave for one another.
14For the entire Law is fulfilled in a single statement—in the [statement], “You shall love your neighbor as [you love] yourself [Leviticus 19:18].”
15But if you’re biting and devouring one another, be watching out lest you be consumed by one another. “You were called on the ground of freedom” tells why Paul has just wished the agitators would have their privates cut off. Capitulation to the agitators’ demand for circumcision would take away not only the Galatians’ foreskins but also their freedom from the Law of works and thus consign them to an enslavement impossible to pull off successfully (Romans 7:7–8:3)—and therefore to eternal damnation. “Called on the ground of freedom” means that the call of God which effected their conversion goes hand in glove with freedom from the Law of works. The two are inextricably linked. The affectionate address, “brothers,” signals an upcoming warning not to misconstrue this freedom as license to sin (compare Romans 6:1–2). As often elsewhere, “flesh” connotes moral weakness, so that “a basis for the flesh” means “a pretext to let the lusts of the flesh run amok.” Over against such license Paul sets the command to “slave for one another.” We expect the command to “love one another”; and indeed “through love” fulfills the function of that command. Moreover, Paul follows up with the command to love your neighbor as you love yourself. Nevertheless, putting the command first in the form of slaving for one another qualifies freedom from the Law shockingly; and the shock underscores that freedom doesn’t equate with license. “Through love” echoes the statement in 5:6 that “faith takes effect through love” and thereby sets mutual love in the framework of faith rather than the Mosaic law. So slaving lovingly for one another’s benefit replaces slaving for one’s own benefit under the Law.

The statement that “the entire Law is fulfilled [in the command to love your neighbor]” tells why the Galatians should slave for one another through love. Moreover, slaving for one another defines loving your neighbor in terms of doing as well as feeling. But in what sense is the entire Law fulfilled in the single command to love your neighbor? Notably, it isn’t obedience to this command that constitutes a fulfillment of the entire Law. It’s the statement of the command that constitutes this fulfillment. So “is fulfilled” means “is summed up.” In other words, loving your neighbor as you love yourself substitutes commanded kindnesses for prohibited injuries and shows love for God, who created in his own image your neighbor as well as you (see also the comments on Mark 12:31; Luke 10:36–37). “Slave for one another” applies the command to love your neighbor to relations between Christians in that by definition “your neighbor” means someone near you, and Christians are near each other both physically, in their assemblies, and theologically, in Christ. “But if you’re biting and devouring one another” suggests that the agitators’ nongospel has triggered conflicts among the Galatians, contrasts those conflicts with slaving for one another through love, and compares the conflicts to the fighting with each other of animals—say, street-roaming dogs—that bite one another and devour the flesh they bite off. Paul warns that fighting among Christians will likewise result in mutual destruction of a figuratively cannibalistic sort. The solution doesn’t lie in compromise, though—rather, in the freedom of faith that takes effect through love.

5:16–18: And I’m saying, walk around by the Spirit and by no means will you bring to completion the lust of the flesh.
17For the flesh lusts against the Spirit, and the Spirit [lusts] against the flesh. For these oppose each other, lest you be doing these things, whatever [they are], that you’re wanting [to do].
18But if you’re being led by the Spirit, you’re not under the Law. “And I’m saying” puts an accent on the following command to “walk around by the Spirit.” To walk around by the Spirit is to behave as the Spirit leads and enables you to behave. Negatively, this kind of behavior means not “bring[ing] to completion the lust of the flesh.” “By no means” emphasizes the Spirit’s superiority over the flesh in enabling you to frustrate its lust. Counting as lust is any overpowering desire—in the case of lust of the flesh, a desire so strong that by capitalizing on the moral weakness represented by “flesh” it leads to the transgressing of moral boundaries, both sexual and other (as in our expressions “the lust for power,” “the lust for prestige,” “the lust for wealth,” and so forth). (The translation “desire” is too weak.) For the lust of the flesh to be brought to completion would be for the lust to prevail in your actual behavior.

The command to walk around by the Spirit, so that this completion doesn’t take place, implies freedom of action and the personal responsibility accompanying it. Starting with “For,” Paul tells why he has issued that command. The reason is twofold: (1) the flesh lusts against the Spirit in that your moral weakness paradoxically produces in you a strong desire to transgress the moral boundaries which the Spirit strongly desires you to honor, and (2) the Spirit lusts against the flesh in that the Spirit strongly desires you not to bring to completion the lust of the flesh. “For these oppose each other” explains that the respective lusts, those of the flesh and those of the Spirit, are dead set against each other. No compromise is possible, so that either the Spirit keeps you from doing the evil your flesh wants you to do or your flesh keeps you from doing the good the Spirit wants you to do. “But if you’re being led by the Spirit” explains what it means to “walk around by the Spirit.” It means to let the Spirit determine your behavior, indeed to empower you to behave in opposition to the lust of the flesh. And there may be some wordplay between “being led by the Spirit” and the contrastive condition of being under the Law as your childminder (3:24–25). For more literally translated, the word for “childminder” comes out as “childleader.” We expect Paul to say that if you’re being led by the Spirit you won’t be led by your lustful flesh, or words to that effect (as in the earlier statement, “by no means will you bring to completion the lust of the flesh”). But he surprises us with the conclusion, “you’re not under the Law,” which brings out that Spirit-led behavior gives evidence of freedom from the Law. So you shouldn’t submit to circumcision and the slavery it entails (compare 3:2–5).

5:19–21: And the works of the flesh are obvious, which as such [that is, as fleshly] are fornication, impurity, licentiousness,
20idolatry, magic arts, hostilities, strife, jealousy, outbreaks of rage, rivalries, dissensions, factions,
21envies, bouts of drunkenness, carousals, and things similar to these, about which I’m telling you beforehand [= before the Last Judgment] just as I told you before [when I was with you] that those who are practicing such things won’t inherit God’s kingdom. “The works of the flesh” parallel the frequently mentioned “works of the Law” (2:16; 3:2, 5, 10) to indicate that the flesh takes advantage of the Law because of the Law’s powerlessness to resist the lust of the flesh. Paul declares the works of the flesh “obvious” to point out that you don’t need the Law to recognize them as evil. The Law is needless as well as powerless. “Fornication” refers to sexual immorality of all kinds, but especially to having sex with a prostitute. Though “impurity” could refer to various vices as moral stains, Paul’s sandwiching it between “fornication” and “licentiousness” makes it refer here to the impurity of illicit sex, perhaps with a hint at the stains of bodily fluid involved (for “impurity” means “uncleanness”). “Licentiousness” refers to sexual immorality of a flagrant sort—shameless and brazen. “Idolatry” means the worship of idols and occurs here because fornication, impurity, and licentiousness took place prominently at temples devoted to idolatry. Prostitutes did sex work there under the auspices of priests, and banquets in and near those temples often featured sexual dalliances. “Magic arts” follows “idolatry” because these arts called on the gods to do the bidding of those who practiced such arts.

With “hostilities, strife, jealousy, outbreaks of rage, rivalries, dissensions, factions, envies” Paul turns from what characterized plainly pagan behavior to what he described figuratively in 5:15 as “biting and devouring one another” in the Christian community, rent asunder by a nongospel. At the same time these behaviors also grew out of the “bouts of drunkenness” and “carousals” that characterized the symposiums (drinking sessions) following banquets and that characterized the worship of Bacchus, the Greek god of wine. By bookending the fleshly behaviors of some professing Christians with these two additional pagan behaviors, Paul categorizes the fleshly behavior of those supposed Christians with the behavior of outright pagans. “And things similar to these” leaves the list open-ended. Other vices could be added, but Paul has made his point well enough. His having told the Galatians twice now that “those who are practicing such things won’t inherit God’s kingdom” sharpens the point, interprets the inheritance promised to Abraham and his seed (3:16–18, 29; 4:7) as the inheritance of God’s kingdom (in the form of eternal life according to 6:8), and implies that those who practice the works of the flesh show themselves not to have received the Spirit and therefore not to have been justified yet and not to be justified at the Last Judgment. So too the command in 5:16 to “walk around by the Spirit” means that through Spirit-led behavior you must prove your justification by faith. Not that such behavior earns your justification to any degree; only—but importantly—that it gives evidence thereof.

5:22–24: But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, magnanimity, goodness, faithfulness,
23gentleness, self-control. There’s no law against such things.
24And those who belong to the Christ have crucified the flesh with its passions and lusts. Obviously, “the fruit of the Spirit” contrasts with the preceding “works of the flesh.” Because “the works of the flesh” consist in the deeds that the flesh as moral weakness produces, we might have expected Paul to speak contrastively of “the works of the Spirit,” that is, of deeds produced by the Spirit who indwells believers. But thus far in Galatians “works” has had unfavorable associations with “the Law” and “flesh.” So Paul switches to “fruit,” which has the advantage of being a standard figure of speech connoting evidence, as in Matthew 7:19, for example: “you shall recognize them by their fruits.” Paul is talking about behavioral evidence of having the Spirit, then, and therefore about behavioral evidence of present and future justification. It’s therefore a mistake to fix on “fruit” as used for the connotation of effortless outgrowth in opposition to “works” of obedient effort. Shortly, in fact, Paul will use “work” in a favorable sense (6:4); and elsewhere he uses “works” a number of times for Christian behavior (see 1 Corinthians 3:11–15, for example). “Works” has occurred in the plural for what the flesh produces (5:19). But despite listing nine virtues produced by the Spirit, Paul uses the singular in “fruit” because the first-listed fruit is “love,” the doing of which entails the entire Law according to 5:14. So love encompasses the following eight virtues. A unified, single fruit results (compare Colossians 3:12–14). And whereas the works of the flesh were made up mainly by activities, the fruit of the Spirit is made up mainly by traits of character. “Love” does translate, however, into activities of self-sacrificial helpfulness toward your neighbor, which in this context means your fellow Christian (see the comments on 5:14). Where love is, there too are joy, peace, patience, magnanimity, goodness, faithfulness, and self-control.

“Peace” has to do not so much with peace of mind as with peaceful relations with fellow Christians—that is, with the opposite of “biting and devouring one another,” figuratively speaking (5:15)—so that communal relations might prosper rather than break down. “Patience” means having a long fuse, as opposed to “outbreaks of rage,” one of the works of the flesh (5:20). “Kindness,” the translation that usually stands where “magnanimity” stands here, captures a good deal of what Paul’s underlying word means. But “magnanimity” rightly adds to kindness the connotation of rising above pettiness and mean-spiritedness. “Goodness” includes generosity. “Faithfulness” translates a word often translated “faith, belief,” but in a list of virtuous traits of character more likely means faithfulness to one another in the Christian community. “Gentleness” is opposed to “hostilities” (5:20), and “self-control” is opposed to other “works of the flesh”: “fornication, impurity, licentiousness . . . bouts of drunkenness, carousals” (5:19, 21).

By saying that there’s no law against the foregoing virtues Paul is saying in effect that if you allow the Spirit to lead you along these lines, you needn’t fear being shut out of God’s kingdom for breaking any laws. At the Last Judgment you’ll have in hand the evidence of having received the Spirit in connection with justification by faith. “Those who belong to the Christ” belong to him because of being in him, again by faith. “The Christ” thus refers to the corporate Christ, not to Christ as a lone individual. Those people “have crucified the flesh” by believing in him, so that when he was crucified, their moral weakness was crucified along with him (compare 2:19–20). Paul’s statement personifies the flesh as a victim of crucifixion, makes those who belong to the Christ themselves the crucifiers of the flesh as moral weakness, and states their having crucified it as an event that has taken place in the past. Paul isn’t commanding the Galatians to crucify their flesh, their moral weakness. He’s stating this crucifixion as a fact accomplished in Christ’s crucifixion and appropriated by the Galatians when they believed in the crucified Christ (see Romans 6:11 for an exhortation that applies this truth to daily conduct). In 5:16 Paul spoke of “the lust of the flesh.” Here he adds “passions” and uses the plural in “lusts” to emphasize how different are the characteristics of the flesh from the fruit of the Spirit.

5:25–26: If we’re living by the Spirit, let’s also be keeping in line with the Spirit.
26Let’s not become vainglorious, challenging one another [to a fight], being envious of one another. “If we’re living by the Spirit” assumes that we are and refers, not to behavior (in which case we might have expected “walk[ing] around by the Spirit,” as in 5:16), but to believers’ having eternal life by the Spirit, as will come out clearly in 6:8 (see also Romans 8:2, 6, 10; 1 Corinthians 15:45; 2 Corinthians 3:6 and the comments on Galatians 3:11). Because we have eternal life by the Spirit, we should be “keeping in line with the Spirit,” behaviorally speaking, as he leads us (5:18). In Paul’s original Greek “be keeping in line” is the verbal form of the world’s “elements,” which according to 4:3 enslaved the Galatians before they became Christians and which he described in 4:9 as “weak and bankrupt.” So he puts keeping in line with the life-giving Spirit, the possession of whom spells freedom, in opposition to enslavement under those elements, which have no power or resources to give eternal life. Part of keeping in line with the Spirit is “not becom[ing] vainglorious.” To become vainglorious would be to vie for an honor that’s empty because you don’t deserve it, perhaps also because it comes from human beings rather than from God. You become vainglorious by challenging another in your community (a local church in the Galatians’ case) to some sort of combat or contest in which the winner gains honor at the expense of the other’s honor. Challenges of this sort arise especially from envy of the other’s honor. Paul will now spell out a better way.

6:1: Brothers, even if a person is caught [in the act of] some transgression, you Spiritual ones rehabilitate such a person in the Spirit of gentleness, seeing to yourself lest you too be tempted [to transgress]. The address “Brothers” lends seriousness to the following command and puts it in the framework of family obligations (compare “members of the household of the faith” in 6:10). “Even if a person is caught [in the act of] some transgression” implies that catching the person in it might incline the catcher to react with self-righteous repudiation. Against that possibility, Paul commands a rehabilitation of the transgressor (compare Matthew 18:15–17). “Some transgression” means one of “the works of the flesh” (5:19–21). To “rehabilitate” means to get the transgressor to mend his or her ways by ceasing to transgress. “You Spiritual ones” means “you who have the Spirit and are keeping in line with the Spirit” (hence the capitalization of “Spiritual” [see 5:25 with 3:3, 5; 5:16]). “In the Spirit of gentleness” contrasts with the possibility of repudiation, alludes to gentleness as part of “the fruit of the Spirit” (5:22–23), and therefore locates the activity of rehabilitation not in the human spirits of believers but in the Holy Spirit, who grows that fruit in believers. But gentleness as opposed to repudiation can expose the would-be rehabilitator to temptation, the temptation of joining the transgressor in his or her transgression. So Paul adds “seeing to yourself lest you too be tempted.” In other words, keep a certain emotional distance; don’t get too sympathetic. Though not at all to be neglected, rehabilitative love of your neighbor does have its moral risk (compare 1 Corinthians 10:12–13; Jude 22–23). The switch from the plural, “you Spiritual ones,” to the singular, “yourself,” and the awkwardness of this switch underscore the moral risk at an individual level.

6:2–5: Be bearing one another’s burdens, and in this way you’ll completely fulfill the law of the Christ [compare 1 Corinthians 9:19–23].
3For if someone supposes [himself] to be something, though being nothing, he’s deluding himself.
4But each is to be testing his own work, and then he’ll have a basis for boasting in regard to himself alone and not in regard to another [person].
5For each will bear his own load. “Burdens” represents hardships that weigh down a person economically, physically, emotionally, socially. To bear one another’s burdens is to take such burdens on yourself through lovingly helpful deeds and thus obey the command to love your neighbor as you love yourself (5:14), which Paul now calls “the law of the Christ.” Since Paul said that “the entire Law is fulfilled [that is, summed up]” in the statement of this command, here he says that obeying it “will completely fulfill the law of the Christ.” He ascribes this law to the Christ because Jesus taught it in his capacity as the Christ, the Messiah (Mark 12:31; Matthew 19:19; 22:39; Luke 10:25–37) and because faith in Jesus as the Christ frames this law and thus extracts it from the Law of works (see the comments on 5:13–15). So the expression, “the law of the Christ,” reinforces that freedom from the Mosaic law doesn’t imply license to sin.

Supposing oneself “to be something” means supposing oneself to be above bearing others’ burdens. The qualification, “though being nothing,” notes the falsity of this supposition and means that nobody is above bearing others’ burdens. “He’s deluding himself,” which literally refers to leading astray his own intellect, supplies a reason to bear one another’s burdens. For nobody wants to be victimized by self-delusion. Testing one’s own work, which Paul commands, contrasts with deluding oneself, against which he warns. “His own work” refers to the work of bearing one another’s burdens, and testing often connotes approval as a consequence of the test (see, for example, Romans 2:18; 14:22; 1 Corinthians 11:28; 16:3; 2 Corinthians 8:22; 1 Thessalonians 2:4). So testing to the point of approving one’s own work of bearing others’ burdens gives one a basis for boasting. Justified boasting wasn’t frowned on in first-century Mediterranean culture, just as in contemporary culture justified self-esteem isn’t frowned on. In fact, the kind of boasting Paul is talking about comes closer to exultant self-esteem than to offensive braggadocio. “Each . . . his own” stresses individual responsibility as opposed to testing others’ work, which is God’s prerogative. “Boasting in regard to himself and not in regard to another [person]” reinforces the point and favors that “each will bear his own load” refers to what will happen at the Last Judgment (compare 1 Corinthians 4:3–5). We’ll be judged individually on how we bore our own workload in behalf of others, not on their performances. Reason enough to test one’s own work!

6:6: But the person being instructed as to the word [of the gospel] is to be sharing in all good things with the person instructing [him]. An instructed person’s “sharing in all good things with the person instructing [him]” provides an instance of bearing another’s burden. For the instructor’s devoting time and energy in instruction lays on him an economic burden that the instructee needs to bear. “All good things” therefore refers to all kinds of material support needed by the instructor (compare the connotation of generosity in “goodness,” part of “the fruit of the Spirit” in 5:22–23; also Matthew 10:10; Luke 1:53; 10:7; 12:18–19; 16:25; 1 Corinthians 9:1–14; 1 Timothy 5:18).

6:7–8: Don’t ever deceive yourselves. God isn’t snooted at. For whatever a human being sows—this he’ll also reap,
8because the one sowing into his own flesh will reap corruption out of [his own] flesh; but the one sowing into the Spirit will reap eternal life out of the Spirit. The alternative translation, “Don’t ever be deceived,” differs a little from “don’t ever deceive yourselves”; but “he’s deluding himself” in 6:3 favors the reflexive translation over the passive one. “God isn’t snooted at” means that you don’t turn up your nose at God and get away with doing so. Paul has just commanded the sharing of material goods; and in the only other passages where he uses the figure of sowing-and-reaping (1 Corinthians 9:10–11; 2 Corinthians 9:6), this figure has to do with material support. Here, then, snooting at God refers in particular to disobeying “the law of the Christ” that an instructee should bear his instructor’s burden by providing him with material support. “God” and “a human being” stand over against each other as judge and judged stand over against each other. The human being’s “sowing into his own flesh” compares his flesh to soil and stands for using his material resources to satisfy only his own physical needs and desires. Such sowing could therefore count as another one of “the works of the flesh” (5:19–21). The contrast with reaping eternal life shows that “reap[ing] corruption out of [his own] flesh” means consignment to eternal damnation (compare 1 Corinthians 15:50). (An allusion to circumcised flesh, which eventually decays, seems far-fetched here.) “Sowing into the Spirit” compares the Spirit to soil, stands for “sharing in all good things” with an instructor (6:6), and portrays such sharing as part of the fruit of the Spirit that’s a necessary evidence of having the Spirit and therefore of being justified by faith (5:22–23; 6:1). “Reap[ing] eternal life out of the Spirit” means gaining eternal life at the resurrection and Last Judgment. For the Spirit as the source of eternal life, see the references in the comments on 5:25. The principle enunciated in 6:7–8 has many other applications, of course.

6:9–10: And let’s not be giving up in doing the noble thing, for we’ll reap at the opportune time, provided we don’t get slack.
10So then, as we have opportunity, let’s be producing the good thing toward all, but especially toward members of the household of the faith. “Doing the noble thing” and “producing the good thing” describe “sharing in all good things” with instructors in the word of the gospel (6:6). “At the opportune time” refers to the season of harvest, which stands for the Last Judgment. “Not giving up” and “not get[ting] slack” have to do with perseverance in the sharing of material resources, a perseverance that gives evidence of true faith. “Let’s not be giving up” and “let’s be producing” represent a shift from commands to exhortations, which soften Paul’s tone and include him with the Galatians in the need for perseverance. “As we have opportunity” makes a wordplay with “we’ll reap at the opportune time.” The point of the wordplay is that at the opportune time for final judgment we’ll be judged on whether we took advantage of opportunities to do the noble and good thing of sharing our material resources with those in need. “Toward all” broadens the scope of such sharing to include everyone in need, including non-Christians, not just instructors in the word. “But especially toward members of the household of the faith” concentrates on fellow Christians in that they’re the Galatians’ closest neighbors because of regular assemblies (the very meaning of “churches”) and in that persecution made Christians economically needy. “The household of the faith” portrays them as a family formed by their common faith in Christ Jesus (compare “Abraham’s seed” in 3:26–29). The expression may owe something to the prevalence of early Christians’ meeting in private homes.

  

CONCLUSION
 Galatians 6:11–18
 

6:11: Look at what big letters I’ve written to you with my hand! This exclamation signals the beginning of the end of the letter. “Look . . . !” calls attention to Paul’s handwriting in big letters to assure the Galatians that he did indeed write this letter, an assurance designed in view of the letter’s disputatious contents to reemphasize that it carries the authority of “an apostle [sent] not from [mere] human beings nor through [the agency of] a [mere] human being—rather, [sent] through [the direct action] of Jesus Christ and God the Father” (1:1). “What big letters” adds further emphasis on this assurance of authenticity, but it’s hard to know whether the big letters have to do only with emphasis or also with poor eyesight on Paul’s part or a lack of scribal expertise on his part (compare youngsters’ writing with large letters when just learning penmanship; and note that the roughness of ancient papyrus made writing on the papyrus more difficult than writing on modern paper is). There are other possibilities. “I’ve written to you” almost certainly reflects the Galatians’ standpoint when the letter is read to them. By that time Paul will have written in the past. Given this near certainty, Paul’s own handwriting covers only 6:11–18. A scribal secretary will have written 1:1–6:10 at Paul’s dictation. We know from Romans 16:22 with 15:15 that Paul used such a secretary in writing to the Romans, and from 1 Corinthians 16:21; Colossians 4:18; 2 Thessalonians 3:17–18; Philemon 19 that Paul often (if not always) used his own penmanship at the ends of his letters.

6:12–14: As many as want to put on a fine face in flesh—these are trying to force you to get circumcised. [They’re doing so] only not to be persecuted for the cross of the Christ.
13For not even those who themselves are trying to get [you] circumcised are themselves keeping the Law; rather, they’re wanting you to get circumcised in order that they may boast in your flesh.
14As for me, may it not happen that I be boasting except in the cross of our Lord, Jesus Christ, through which the world has been crucified so far as I’m concerned, and [through which] I [have been crucified] so far as the world is concerned. Distorters of the gospel of sheer grace are trying to force the Galatians to get circumcised by telling them that final justification requires present circumcision. (That circumcision was the crucial issue shows how male-dominated was the culture, for the Law didn’t prescribe female circumcision.) “A fine face in flesh” was to be the distorters’ face in the Galatians’ flesh, specifically in the flesh of their circumcised penises. Two ironies: (1) though used figuratively for any sort of a fine show because the face is the most visible part of a person’s body, “a fine face” hardly comports with a circumcised penis that’s hidden behind clothing; (2) “a fine face” hardly comports with a penis disfigured by circumcision. Since only Jews would associate circumcision with a fine face/show, the ones trying to force circumcision on the Galatians must be Jews; and their doing so “not to be persecuted for the cross of the Christ” specifies them as Jewish Christians, for non-Christian Jews needn’t fear persecution for that reason. “The Christ” portrays Jesus as the Messiah and implies persecution of Jewish Christians by non-Christian Jews because the Jewish Christians were proclaiming as the Messiah a man who’d been crucified, hung on a tree, and therefore accursed according to the Mosaic law (3:13). “Only not to be persecuted for the cross of the Christ” makes avoidance of persecution the sole purpose of the distorters’ trying to force circumcision on the Galatians. If the distorters can boast that they persuaded the Galatians to get circumcised and thereby make them proselytes to Christianity as a branch of Judaism, non-Christian Jews might overlook the cross of Christ and not persecute Jewish Christians.

In and of itself the verb translated intensively, “themselves are trying to get [you] circumcised,” is ambiguous. It could also be translated reflexively, “are getting themselves circumcised,” or passively, “are being circumcised,” or reciprocally, “are circumcising one another.” But Jewish Christians would already have been circumcised, and the intensive translation adopted here agrees both with the Jewishness of the distorters and with Paul’s emphasis on the forcefulness of their attempt to get the Galatians circumcised. But how can Paul say that “not even [the distorters] are themselves keeping the Law”? He can say so on the ground he has already established, namely, that since the Law requires obedience to itself as a whole, pronounces a curse on everyone who doesn’t abide by all things written in it through doing them (3:10), and can’t provide justification or life (2:16; 3:21), then nobody—not even the distorters of grace with Law—are keeping the Law in every respect. And this failure gives Paul his reason for saying they’re trying to force circumcision on the Galatians only to avoid persecution. A true concern for Law-keeping would center on the distorters’ own transgressions, not on Gentile Christians’ uncircumcision.

Paul sets his wish not to boast except in the cross over against the distorters’ purpose to boast in the Galatians’ flesh. Any cross was considered the utmost of shame, though. It wasn’t polite even to speak of a cross. To counteract the shamefulness of Jesus Christ’s cross, then, Paul calls it “the cross of our Lord, Jesus Christ.” Particularly in connection with this cross, “the world” means the world of unbelievers (1 Corinthians 1:18–23). So far as Paul is concerned, then, that world has been crucified through the cross—and stays crucified—because unlike the distorters, Paul doesn’t care what unbelievers think of him. Through the cross, conversely, Paul has been crucified—and stays crucified—so far as the world is concerned in that unbelievers don’t care what he thinks of them. He especially has in view unbelieving Jews who persecute him for proclaiming a cross that makes circumcision and uncircumcision irrelevant. They represent “the world.” Paul values the cross, they despise it. So there’s no compatibility. The cross forms a fence between them, and indeed the verb for “crucify” also means “make a fence.”

6:15–16: For neither is circumcision anything [to boast about], nor [is] uncircumcision [anything to boast about]; rather, a new creation [is something to boast about].
16And as many as will keep in line with this ground rule—peace [will be] on them and mercy [will be] also on the Israel of God. The initial “For” makes the subsequently stated irrelevance of circumcision and uncircumcision an explanation of the previously stated wish not to boast except in the cross of the Lord, Jesus Christ. In other words, his cross makes circumcision nothing for a Jew to boast about, and uncircumcision nothing for a Gentile (with Greek repugnance against circumcision) to boast about. But “a new creation” is worth boasting about. Since circumcision and uncircumcision have to do with individuals, the new creation that contrasts with them has to do with individuals created anew in Christ, where neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts (see 2 Corinthians 5:17 with comments). See the comments on 5:25 for the expression, “will keep in line with.” “This ground rule” refers to the irrelevance of circumcision and uncircumcision in “a new creation.” Paul predicts peace on those in general who in opposition to the distorters maintain the ground rule. “Peace” connotes all the benefits of salvation, which according to 1:8–9 those distorters won’t receive—rather, an anathema. “Mercy” refers to God’s taking pity in particular on “the Israel of God,” by which he probably means “all Israel” that “will be saved” when “the deliverer will come out of Zion” and “remove ungodliness from Jacob” (Romans 11:25–27 [see the comments on that passage]).[2]

6:17: From now on no one is to cause me beatings [a figure of speech for troubles], for I’m bearing in my body the brand-marks of Jesus. The word for “beatings” is usually translated “trouble(s),” but the literal translation links with “the brand-marks” on Paul’s body, that is, with the scars he got from being beaten and struck by stones (Acts 14:19; 2 Corinthians 11:24–25). “From now on no one is to cause [Paul] beatings” means that this letter to the Galatians should put a stop to the agitators’ causing him trouble by proclaiming to his converts a Law-laden nongospel. Bearing the brand-marks of Jesus complements bearing one another’s burdens (6:1) in that Paul bears those brand-marks to unburden the Galatians of the works of the Law that the agitators are imposing on them. “Of Jesus” makes the brand-marks a sign that Paul is slaving for Jesus, as 1:10 has already indicated in prosaic language. Paul’s bearing such a sign gives plenty of reason not to cause him trouble.

6:18: The grace of our Lord, Jesus Christ, [be] with your spirit, brothers. Amen. “Grace” always occurs in Paul’s farewells, but here it carries extra freight because throughout this letter he has argued for the gospel of sheer grace over against a nongospel that demands works of the Law. “Your” distinguishes the Galatians’ “spirit” (a collective singular) from the Holy Spirit, and Paul singles out their spirit rather than their flesh as the recipient of grace because “flesh” has connoted circumcision and moral weakness throughout the letter. The address “brothers” and “Amen” close the letter on a note of affection and an affirmation of the wish for grace.

This letter, written while Paul was in prison, contains a meditation on the high privileges of Christian believers, plus instruction on how in view of such privileges these believers should conduct themselves in the face of hostile spiritual forces.


  



Notes
 



[1]A number of early manuscripts have “For I’m making known to you . . . the gospel,” but that may be due to parallel influence on copyists from “For” in 1:10, 12, 13. If “For” is original, though, Paul’s denying that the gospel is “in accordance with a human being” tells why he isn’t trying to please human beings (1:10).




[2]Many commentators equate “the Israel of God” and “as many as will keep in line with this ground rule,” and take Paul to be wishing rather than predicting both peace and mercy on them. Among other considerations, though, “also” and the repetition of “on” before “the Israel of God” seem to distinguish this Israel as a subset of the line-keepers.






  

cover.jpeg
COMMENTARY
ON

GALATIANS






images/00001.jpg
B
BakerAcademic

a division of Baker Publishing Group
‘Grand Rapids, Michigan





