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6. Galatians

Something that was not an issue at Thessalonica and Corinth was of central importance in the churches of Galatia (central Asia Minor): the question of whether Gentile converts needed to undergo the marks of conversion to Judaism. This is simultaneously an intensely social and a deeply theological issue, and one that threatens the Gospel itself, in Paul’s view.

We need to recognize certain continuities and discontinuities: we must distinguish the Jewish makeup of the Jesus movement from the predominantly Gentile makeup of the Pauline churches, but also recognize that Jews who had been part of the Jesus movement were now Christian apostles and leaders. Some of these leaders thought of Gentiles as foreigners who needed to undergo conversion to Judaism if they would enter the covenant with God. Judaism had a procedure for conversion of proselytes, involving a prolonged period of instruction, as well as undergoing the painful and dangerous rite of circumcision. For some generations, many Gentiles had been attending synagogue and listening to the teachings. They were drawn to “the Jewish philosophy,” but most of them did not choose to undergo circumcision, or to follow the highly detailed kosher laws of the Jews. If formal proselyte conversion were required, most of these Gentiles would never convert, and the spread of Christianity would be greatly hindered. Further, Paul could not tolerate a class structure in the church, with converts being seen as inferior to those who were born Jews.

Paul’s foes in Galatia, those who were trying to require Gentiles to be circumcised, were supported by some of the Jewish Christian leaders of the Jerusalem church, and Paul is faced with the difficult task of validating the Jesus tradition while opposing the stance of some of those who could claim the strongest roots in the Jesus tradition. Such a quandary could, theoretically, lead to a cautious and diplomatic strategy, but that is not Paul’s choice, at least not in Galatians. He decides to attack those who are “Judaizing” (ioudaizein, “to live like Jews,” Gal 2:14), even though it means taking issue with those who enjoy more prestige within the wider church than he does. Paul is taking a stand on principle, trusting that the truth of his argument, the strength of his influence over the churches he founded, and the activity of the Spirit working with the Galatians, will be enough to persuade them of the truth of his position.

Apostleship from God, Not Humans: Chapters 1-2

Since his confrontational path will set him at odds with some Jerusalem leaders, Paul goes out of his way to repudiate the usual ways of establishing one’s credentials by naming one’s teachers and allies. Right from the beginning, Paul identifies himself as “an apostle not from human beings nor through a human being but through Jesus Christ and God the Father” (Gal 1:1). His apostleship was conferred directly by Jesus. Paul is not “currying favor with human beings”; he is “a slave of Christ” (1:10). The apparently low status of a slave becomes the highest status possible, when one is a slave of Christ.

Paul sees himself involved in a sharp conflict between God and the forces of evil that would corrupt the Gospel. There is no room for compromise. Even in his opening greeting, Paul sets out to define the sides in this conflict: he wishes grace and peace from “the Lord Jesus Christ, who gave himself for our sins that he might rescue us from the present evil age” (Gal 1:3-4). We must remember, of course, that “Christ” means “Messiah” (anointed one), and that “Lord” was the name of the God of Israel. So, who is Jesus? He is Kyrios Iēsous Christos, Lord Jesus Messiah. The Messiah is both divine (“Lord”) and human (“Jesus”). Already this differs from the Messiah concept of most Jews, for whom the Messiah was just human. 

Paul knows that the Messianic way will not fit within the existing framework of Judaism, but his foes in Galatia do not. With such a limited viewpoint, they are (wittingly or unwittingly) servants of this “evil age,” and what they teach is really a false Gospel. Paul confronts his readers/auditors with this: “I am amazed that you are so quickly forsaking the one who called you by (the) grace (of Christ) for a different gospel” (1:6), although he quickly adds “not that there is another” [Gospel] (v. 7). But those “who are disturbing you” with the Judaizing teaching, “wish to pervert the gospel of Christ” (v. 7). Don’t listen to anyone who does that, Paul demands. Even if an angel, or even Paul himself were to preach a different Gospel from “the one that we preached to you, let that one be accursed!” (v. 8). The word for “accursed” is anathema. Besides the usual meaning of being under a curse, it can also signify something that is under a religious ban of destruction or death; this was the meaning of the Hebrew herem, for which anathema is the translation. It is thus a word with a dire and violent background.

Paul reiterates, “I want you to know, brothers, that the gospel preached by me is not of human origin. . . . but it came through a revelation of Jesus Christ” (1:11-12). This is one of Paul’s few references to what is sometimes referred to as his conversion experience. He admits that in his “former way of life in Judaism,” he “persecuted the church of God beyond measure and tried to destroy it” (v. 13). As such, he was a successful and leading Pharisee; he “progressed in Judaism beyond many of my contemporaries” (v. 14). He gives almost no details of his Damascus road experience, only the spiritual essentials: God “was pleased to reveal his Son to
 me, so that I might proclaim him to the Gentiles” (vv. 15-16). It is highly likely that his readers already knew the particulars of this experience, both from his own lips and from oral tradition in their community. Thus Paul is able to focus on the source of his apostleship. 

After God revealed his Son to Paul, “I did not immediately consult flesh and blood, nor did I go up to Jerusalem to those who were apostles before me; rather, I went into Arabia and then returned to Damascus. Then after three years I went up to Jerusalem to confer with Kephas
 and remained with him for fifteen days” (vv. 16-18). Further, he met none of the other apostles except “James the brother of the Lord” (v. 19). He is almost bragging that he was not trained by the Jerusalem apostles! Only after three years did he meet them at all, and even then he spent only fifteen days with them. He then departed for “Syria and Cilicia” (v. 21), the latter being the region where lay Tarsus, the city in which he grew up. Acts 9 seems to coordinate well with this narrative; Barnabas took him to meet the apostles (Acts 9:27); he then went to Caesarea and on to Tarsus (Acts 9:30). 

He wants to emphasize how little connection he has with the Jerusalem apostles. “Then after fourteen years I again went up to Jerusalem with Barnabas” (2:1). It is unclear whether that this fourteen includes the three years mentioned in 1:18, or whether it should be added to the three years. In any case, a long time elapsed before he ever made a lengthy visit to Jerusalem. Even at this time, he was following a message from God, not man: “I went up in accord with a revelation” (2:2). So, fourteen or seventeen years after his encounter with the risen Christ, Paul introduces the Jerusalem apostles to “the gospel that I preach to the Gentiles”; he also circumcises the “Greek” Titus, but no one compelled him to do this (2:2-3). However, “false brothers . . . slipped in to spy on our freedom” in order to “enslave us” (2:4). We can only guess that these people were making the same demand: trying to persuade Gentiles that they needed to be circumcised, to become Jews before they could become full-fledged Christians. All Paul says is “to them we did not submit even for a moment” (2:5). 

These agitators are connected to the Jerusalem church, but they are more rigid than the Jerusalem apostles themselves. Still, Paul makes some shockingly rude remarks about the latter, calling them “those who were reputed to be important” (2:6) or “reputed to be pillars” (2:9), but he never calls them “false” or Satanic. He certainly dispels any aura of saintliness they might have in people’s minds, but he does not picture them as enemies. They had extended some respect to him; they had listened to him explain his Gospel, and “those of repute made me add nothing” to his teaching or ministry (2:6). In fact, they realized that he “had been entrusted with the gospel to the uncircumcised, just as Peter to the circumcised,” and that the same one who worked in Peter “worked also in me” (vv. 7-8). When they recognized the grace in him, then “James and Kephas and John, who were reputed to be pillars, gave me and Barnabas their right hands in partnership, that we should go to the Gentiles and they to the circumcised” (v. 9). Paul may be talking about the famed Apostolic Council (Acts 15) here, though from his unique viewpoint, avoiding any mention of the Council’s Torah-derived ruling against idolatry, incest, and bloody meat. Some scholars strongly object to the suggestion that Paul is describing the same event. Longenecker finds it “inconceivable” that, if the Council had already taken place, Paul would not tell the Galatians about the Council’s decision against requiring circumcision.
 But Longenecker may be under-rating how harmful to Paul’s argument it would be to mention a decree that did impose a few Torah rules. Any subjugation to Torah is fatal to Paul’s argument in Galatians. 

In any case, when Paul finally names the apostles, he demotes them (“reputed to be pillars”), yet also claims their approval. In his teaching and ministry, he owes them nothing, but he will mention that they have endorsed his mission to the Gentiles. In terms of the honor-shame paradigm, Paul occupies the honorable high ground. He owes nothing to any human; he is God’s agent, and the other apostles had to acknowledge that.

It is not just a matter of pride and power; there is more at stake here, as Paul makes clear in the story of his confronting Peter over the issue of “Judaizing.” When Kephas came to Antioch, Paul “opposed him to his face” (v. 11), for he used to eat with Gentiles, “until some people came from James” and persuaded him to withdraw from the (non-kosher) table of the Gentiles (v. 12). This creates a social barrier, even a class structure, within the church, and Paul will not tolerate it for a moment. Others also “acted hypocritically”
 in this manner, “even Barnabas” (v. 13), so Paul confronts “Kephas in front of all, ‘If you, though a Jew, are living like a Gentile and not like a Jew, how can you compel the Gentiles to live like Jews?’” (v. 14). The verb for “live like Jews” is ioudaizō (“to judaize”). Paul makes one of his great summarizing statements of his Gospel: “[We] know that a person is not justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ, even we have believed in Christ Jesus that we may be justified by faith in Christ [pistis Christou] and not by works of the law, because by works of the law no one will be justified” (2:16). 

There is a heated debate as to whether the italicized phrase signifies belief in Christ (an objective genitive) or the faith or faithfulness of Christ himself (a subjective genitive). The former was the traditional interpretation, but many scholars have come to support the latter interpretation.
 Sam Williams sees the phrase referring to the faithful obedience of Christ; it does not mean belief in Christ, because “the person of Christ is not faith’s object. God is. . . . [P]istis Christou . . . indicat[es] means or basis . . . the means by which God effects salvation.”
 Opposing this view is the argument of James Dunn that if one turns all these passages into references to the faithfulness of Jesus himself, one is left without any noun phrase for the believer’s faith,
 which is central to Paul’s message: “those who have faith are blessed” (Gal 3:9). “Not work,” but “faith is credited as righteousness” (Rom 4:5), and we saw the same works/faith opposition in Gal 2:16. It may be that Dunn’s argument looks stronger when the focus is on Galatians, where there is an intense faith-works dichotomy, while the view of Williams and others may look stronger when the focus is on Romans, where the beneficial effects of Christ’s “obedience” are stressed, and there is a possible equivalence between “faith” and “obedience.” Therefore, further discussion of the pistis Christou debate will be postponed to the Romans chapter.

At the end of Galatians 2, Paul spells out the essentials of his Gospel. While under the law, one experiences condemnation, but by participation in Christ, one gets new life: “For through the law I died to the law, that I might live for God. I have been crucified with Christ; yet I live, no longer I, but Christ lives in me” (Gal 2:19-20). Faith is the source of true living: “insofar as I now live in the flesh, I live by faith in the Son of God who has loved me and given himself up for me” (Gal 2:20), and we see again that the climactic act was the death of the Son. What is spelled out here is not the logic, but the result of the saving death—life for believers. Did he die like a warrior dies to save his comrades? Did he die like a scapegoat, who is burdened with the community’s sins? Or was he comparable to a sacrificial animal whose death provides the means for the cleansing of impurity? We would have to look elsewhere in Paul to get a clue; here we find only the saving fact. In fact, it seems that the logic of how the death brought salvation changes from passage to passage, from metaphor to metaphor, suggesting that the logic was not the important thing. The logic is merely derived from the metaphors, and Paul will use any metaphor that seems to be vivid and compelling. What matters is salvation, and Paul links it to the death of Christ, and to having faith in Christ, and in the efficacy of his death and resurrection. This is simultaneously faith in the person of Christ and in the work of Christ on the cross. None of that has anything to do with following the Jewish law, “for if justification comes through the law, then Christ died for nothing” (2:21).

Removing the Curse, Extending the Promise: 3:1-18

In this chapter, besides using specifically Jewish images, Paul will use religious language that has meaning for the Gentiles of Galatia. In the first verse, he assaults them: “O stupid Galatians! Who has bewitched you, before whose eyes Jesus Christ was publicly portrayed as crucified?” (3:1). The word for “bewitch,” or to use the evil eye (baskainō), was known both in ordinary daily speech and in learned circles, because of a well-known passage
 where Plato attacks those who deceitfully charm or bully weak-minded people into changing their opinions
—exactly the thing that Paul sees happening in Galatia. Plato equates it with bewitching: “all which deceives, bewitches.”
 Even if Paul never read The Republic, he could have encountered this equation in many other writers, since the remark was frequently cited. Apart from any possible literary connection, “bewitching” would carry a certain sting for the Galatian Gentiles, who were trying to turn away from their pagan superstitions, which included ideas of bewitching and cursing.

What of the second half of that verse? The “public” part of Jesus crucified could refer either to the public nature of crucifixion itself or, more likely, to Paul’s preaching about the cross, which was plainly portrayed to them. Paul reminds the Galatians that they received the Spirit in response to Paul’s preaching, and not “from works of the law . . . . Are you so stupid? After beginning with the Spirit, are you now ending with the flesh?” (3:2-3). Turning to the law is a form of turning to the flesh. It was not “from works of the law” that they experienced “mighty deeds” (3:4-5) right after their conversion.

Paul uses the faith of Abraham to support the truth about salvation by faith. It was because Abraham believed that he was considered righteous, and now “it is those who have faith who are children of Abraham” (3:6-7). First, we must observe that the Greek verb for “believe” (pisteuō) and the noun for “faith” (pistis) are cognate, something that is lost in the English, not only because “believe” and “faith” are not cognate, but because we tend to think of doctrines when we speak of believing, whereas pisteuō primarily refers to trusting. A helpful exercise is occasionally to insert the word “trust” into some familiar “faith” or “belief” passages in order to recover that meaning: “daughter, your [trust] has saved you” (Luke 8:48); “Abraham [trusted] God, and it was credited to him as righteousness” (Gal 3:6). The other important point to note from these verses is Paul’s redefinition of “children of Abraham.” People in the ancient world identified themselves by their family lines, and to be a child of Abraham was a source of great pride for Jews. Paul makes this no longer a genetic, but a spiritual category. Trust-faith makes one a child of Abraham. Scholars sometimes call this “fictive kinship.” It was important both for feelings of prestige and for theological reflection in the Pauline churches. 

But this is no fiction, for Paul. All of this was promised beforehand, in Genesis: “Scripture, which saw in advance that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, foretold the good news to Abraham, saying, ‘Through you shall all the nations be blessed’” (3:8). Among the promises to Abraham (that he would have a son who would give rise to numerous offspring, a great nation that would possess the land), was this promise: “all the nations of the earth are to find blessing in him”; “in your descendants all the nations of the earth shall find blessing” (Gen 18:18; 26:4; cf. 12:3; 22:18; 28:14). This promise received less attention in the interpretive tradition than the other promises, but for Paul this five-times repeated promise is the pre-gospel: Abraham’s faith-induced blessing will be passed on to all peoples. Isaac and his descendants were not an end in themselves, but were to be the means for spreading a blessing to all peoples. This, and not the ethnically-specific Torah, is the means of salvation.

Pauline studies were given a wake-up call by E. P. Sanders, who attacked the simplistic contrast of a Judaism interested in earning salvation by outward obedience to the law with Paul’s proclamation of unearned salvation by faith. Sanders argued that the pattern of Jewish religion was “covenantal nomism,” where works of the law were not a way of earning salvation, but were the proof of obedience after one was already in the covenant.
 James Dunn builds on Sanders but heightens one aspect, the Jewish “sense of special privilege and prerogative over against others peoples . . . . Paul’s chief target is a covenantal nomism understood in restrictively nationalistic terms—’works of the law’ as maintaining Jewish identity . . . exclud[ing] Gentiles as such from the covenant promise.”
 But the problem for Paul is not just national exclusivity; the curse on those within the law-covenant is also a problem, as is the fact that the law is not based on faith but on “doing” (v. 12). Anything that is not based on faith is a problem (Rom 14:23). Paul contrasts “faith” and “doing” in Gal 3:10 and again in v. 12. Let us explore the problems of “curse” and of “doing.” 
“Cursed be everyone who does not persevere in doing all the things written in the book of the law” (3:10; citing Deut 11:28). This refers to the curse (that is, the threat) that is part of Yahweh’s covenant with Israel. Dunn wants the curse to refer to the excluding of Gentiles,
 but in fact the curse applies only to those who are under the law (Deut 26:18). It is to Israel that God “set[s] before you . . . a blessing and a curse: a blessing for obeying the commandments of the Lord, your God, which I enjoin on you today; a curse if you do not obey the commandments of the Lord” (Deut 11:26-28). Paul is saying that anyone who voluntarily comes under Torah also comes under this curse (threat). Even for Gentiles, then, “all who depend on works of the law are under a curse” (Gal 3:10). And they will not, apparently, be able to fulfill those works and avoid that curse: “that no one is justified before God by the law is clear, for ‘the one who is righteous by faith will live’” (v. 11)—citing Hab 2:4, Paul’s strongest proof-text from the prophets for salvation by faith. For Paul, salvation had always really been by faith (3:9 and elsewhere), but the Jewish obsession with works of Torah had obscured this truth. 

Paul does what the OT does not do: makes a sharp contrast between living by faith (which brings justification) and living by diligent attention to the law (which cannot make one just). The law is not based on faith, but on a regime of doing: “the law does not depend on faith; rather, ‘the one who does these things will live by them’” (v. 12; Lev 18:5).

This much is clear and comprehensible. Paul complicates the picture when he brings in a metaphor for the saving death of Jesus. To do this he draws upon another kind of curse, the metaphysical curse or sin that, in Leviticus 16, is laid upon the scapegoat. Paul conflates (combines) the non-transferable curse of Deuteronomy with the transferable curse of Leviticus when he says: “Christ ransomed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us, for it is written, ‘Cursed be everyone who hangs on a tree’” (v. 13). The quote from Deut 21:23 is enlisted to show that the crucified Christ was “cursed,” which indeed was the public’s perception of all victims of crucifixion: one is publicly humiliated; it is a “cursed” fate . . . but it is good for the community. The scapegoat is also cursed. It is treated as repulsive, is spat upon, stabbed, and cursed
 before being driven out of the community, carrying away with it the community’s sin or curse. This is a very primitive ritual, involving a magical transference of metaphysical qualities (sin or curse) onto a body that will carry them away.

Paul combines several metaphors. In 3:13, Christ saves in three different ways: 1) he purchases our freedom (“ransomed us”); 2) he becomes a curse-bearer, like the scapegoat (“becoming a curse” is exaggerated language for taking on a curse); and 3) he takes on the legal penalty (in a legal setting, the “curse” is the penalty). The rescue or salvation is accomplished vicariously, by Christ paying for others, bearing others’ curse, enduring others’ penalty. 

The Messiah’s death accomplishes several things: it removes the Torah’s curse-threat and deports the community’s weight of sin. Christ thus both fulfills and solves the Torah. He fulfills or replaces the scapegoat ritual, and solves or removes the law’s threat. He does what Torah was unable to do: remove sin permanently (not annually). Fulfillment is an aspect of typology: the belief that certain stories, characters, and rituals in the OT are impressions (or types) pointing ahead to their fulfillment in Christ (see the discussion of 1 Corinthians 10). Although he does not say typos and does not use the word for “goat,” Paul is using scapegoat typology here,
 with the familiar pattern of a victim bearing away a curse, and bringing about a reversal of status between victim and community. Paul sees Deuteronomy’s threat against covenant-breakers—which could not be removed by ritual means—being removed by the typological fulfillment of a primitive expulsion ritual in Leviticus. So it is not just Christ who removes the law’s threat, it is Christological typology.

Conflation is a key factor in this form of interpretation. The scapegoat metaphor is conflated with the redemption-purchase image. Christ’s death ransomed or purchased (exagorazō) those who were slaves of sin and the law.
 There is no getting around the economic meaning of this word. Exagorazō and agorazō (1 Cor 6:20) were common marketplace terms for purchasing goods, including the purchase of slaves.
 Paul’s conflation of metaphors constructs a new theology, heightening the element of exchange. In this new metaphoric theology, the scapegoat takes on a kind of purchasing power, while ransoming takes on an atmosphere of cultic holiness. The death of Christ becomes a holy payment. Of course, this creates philosophic problems for us, since slave redemption and expulsion ritual are no longer current practices or meaningful images, and if we take these metaphors too literally, we develop the strange notion of God using a ritual murder in order to dismiss legal charges against humanity. God ends up seeming violent, arbitrary, and more payment-exacting than forgiving. These problems are inherent in the primitive metaphors that Paul chose to use. We can ameliorate, but not eliminate, this problem if we refuse to take Paul’s metaphors too literally, and if we prefer the whole of his teaching (in which God’s salvation is not purchased but is freely given) to the image created by the cultic and purchase metaphors. But the problem will persist, since Paul did link salvation to the crucifixion as a bloody cultic event that purchases/redeems people (Gal 3:13; 1 Cor 7:23; Rom 3:24-25). 

Christian atonement doctrine descends from Paul’s synthesis of the sacrificial, scapegoat, and redemption metaphors for the saving death of Christ, although Christians have largely forgotten that Paul is stringing together different metaphorical images, which speaks of Paul’s creativity, and ought to warn us against being overly literal-minded.

When we analyze Paul’s re-shaping of scriptural images, we have just begun to understand him. Besides reinterpreting Jewish theology, Paul utilizes Gentile religious themes that would have been very meaningful for Galatians. Curses and curse-expulsion were important in the ancestral Hittite
 and Phrygian
 cultures, and curses had spiritual and legal force in the blended culture of Paul’s Galatia. Curse inscriptions protected buildings; curse scepters were raised to protect tombs; violators were threatened with judicial consequences before the gods; curse tablets appealed to the gods when violations did occur.
 Lawsuits were framed as curses, and the defendant could be “redeemed” from the curse by setting up a pillar with an inscription admitting guilt and listing the penalty.
 “The curse of the law” has an additional resonance, for this audience, besides Deuteronomy’s threat against covenant-breakers. We can hardly comprehend Paul unless we take note of his clever use of local color in his allusions. 

Now what is the outcome of this curse-removal? It is the fulfillment of God’s promise to Abraham, the extension of blessing to the Gentiles, in the form of “the promise of the Spirit through faith” to everyone (3:14). One cannot annul a will
 once it has been written up, and God’s promises to Abraham had the legal force of such a will (3:15-16). But for Paul the promise is not the favoring of Israel but the coming of the Messiah. The promise was “to his descendant [sperma] . . . . as referring to one, ‘And to your descendant,’ who is Christ” (3:16). Paul is taking advantage of the fact that sperma is grammatically singular (though it often signifies “descendants”). He sees it as testifying to a particular descendant of Abraham: the Messiah.

For Paul, the blessing of the Gentiles is central to the Gospel. When God promised this to Abraham, he “pre-evangelized” (a literal translation of proeuēggelisato in Gal 3:8, rendered “foretold the good news” in NAB). This pre-gospel is called a covenant (3:17). The later, nationally-specific, Mosaic law was just a temporary measure: “the law . . . does not annul a covenant previously ratified by God” (v. 17). The promise and the “inheritance” (sonship with God) are what matter: “For if the inheritance comes from the law, it is no longer from a promise; but God bestowed it on Abraham through a promise” (v. 18). The law was just a measure to spell out what behaviors were disapproved, in the long period of waiting for the Messiah: “It was added for transgressions, until the descendant came to whom the promise had been made” (v. 19). 

The Age of Faith: 3:19-29

Paul makes a remark that has proved baffling: the law “was promulgated by angels at the hand of a mediator” (v. 19). The point seems to be that the law came through sub-divine beings—angels and a human mediator (Moses). That the law was either written or shaped by angels, and not by God, does not mean that the law is opposed to God, but that it came from an imperfect source (angels).
 Law itself seems to be limited; no law is life-giving or righteousness-conferring (v. 21). Again he stresses the temporary nature of the Torah, a kind of sin-confining function, awaiting the time when “through faith in Jesus Christ the promise might be given to those who believe” (v. 22). Both the faithfulness of Jesus and the faith of believers are essential, and both could be involved in the odd expressions, “Before faith came” and “now that faith has come” (vv. 23, 25). These speak of an age of faith, founded by Jesus, but needing the faith of believers to become real in the present world.

It is important to understand Paul’s teaching about the temporary nature of the Torah: “Before faith came, we were held in custody under law, confined for the faith that was to be revealed. Consequently, the law was our disciplinarian for Christ” (vv. 23-24). In Hellenistic societies, the disciplinarian (paidagōgos) or pedagogue was a sort of stern chaperone for older boys, to keep them out of trouble for the few years preceding their emergence into legal manhood. Jewish families were not known for having these disciplinarians; the image is a Gentile one, and yet he is using it to stand for the Torah! As always, we need to keep Paul’s dual audience (Jewish and Gentile) in mind, and always be ready for a clever and shocking metaphor.

The disciplinarian analogy is an excellent one: these disciplinarians were reputed to be strict and demanding, and they were temporary, for the period just preceding adulthood. Coming out from under the disciplinarian was a much-desired event. In the same way, coming out from under the domineering Torah and into the age of faith was a real a coming of the age, in Paul’s view: “Now that faith has come, we are no longer under a disciplinarian” (v. 25). One comes into the status of a child of God: “For through faith you are all children of God in Christ Jesus” (v. 26). 

The Gospel is a breakthrough into freedom, not only a coming-of-age, but a raise in status. Believers are baptized into, and clothed with, Christ (v. 27), eliminating the distinctions that were so important in the sinful world: “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free person, there is not male and female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (3:28). Torah-abiding Jews have no superiority to “Greeks” (Gentiles); aristocrats and freedmen have no superiority to slaves; men have no superiority to women in the church. Believers receive the status of heirs: “And if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s descendant, heirs according to the promise” (v. 29). This is a noble status! Being clothed with Christ, belonging to Christ, means one is no longer under a controlling disciplinarian. One is a child and heir of God, with all the privileges and responsibilities that implies. The Gospel proclaims the adulthood of the spirit. 

The social implications are almost incalculable, and we can see that the Christian tradition was unable to stay loyal to this principle, reinstituting each one of the status barriers that Gal 3:28 tried to dismantle. What of the status of women in particular? This saying ”runs counter to the general acceptance of male religious privileges” by Jews and Gentiles alike.
 As Tatha Wiley observed, “This was a conflict over membership and he says nothing that could be remotely construed to differentiate between women and men members.”
 This seems to mean that Paul’s “communities were characterized by an absence of difference among members in their initiation, participation, and leadership.”
 In the Corinthian and Roman correspondence, Paul addresses a number of women leaders in the community, and in Rom 16:7 he addresses one woman (Junia) as an apostle.

We have spoken of the adulthood of the spirit. How does this theme of faith as a coming of age coordinate with Paul’s substitutionary theology? Poorly. Clearly, Paul is yoking together two different systems of thought here. It makes sense to speak of the Messiah inaugurating an age of faith and Spirit-guidance, replacing a domineering system of religious law, enabling Jews to emerge as mature sons instead of children under a disciplinarian, and extending sonship to Gentiles without any required period of pedagogue-control. But he also says that it is Christ’s death as a curse-bearer that extends the blessing to the Gentiles (3:13-14). This uses the logic of an ancient national ritual to argue for something that requires a transcendence of such rituals. Thus does Paul use a ritual—really magical—logic completely unrelated to faith or Spirit, while arguing for a new community based on faith and Spirit. It is with good reason that scholars continue to generate so many theories about what Paul’s central message was—he has more than one central message! One of his messages involves complete replacement of the Torah system; his other message builds upon ritual and legal concepts drawn from Torah—but also from the broad arena of Gentile concepts. Paul had an instinct for the vivid and compelling metaphor.

In fact, even his way of compressing two ways of thinking into one message is persuasive. He is able to argue with equal vigor for continuity and for discontinuity between the old way and the new way. When he says “it is those who have faith who are children of Abraham” (3:7), he shows the new way (faith) while affirming a connection to the old (Abraham). The idea of gaining freedom from the law’s curse through a fulfillment of the law’s provision for curse-bearing, communicates the same message: believers live in a post-curse age because Christ acted out a once-and-for-all version of the law’s annual curse-expulsion ritual. While not entirely logical, this succeeds rhetorically. Not only does the old testify to the new, the law is made to argue for deliverance from itself!

No Longer Slaves: Chapter 4

Paul seems to continue his metaphor of the disciplinarian, saying an heir is no different from a slave while he is still under the disciplinarian (4:1-2). In the same way “we also, when we were not of age, were enslaved to the elemental powers [stoicheia] of the world” (4:3). Stoicheia can refer either to the elements underlying all things or to personalized astrological powers revered by many Gentiles.
 This is a stunning move. He seems to be equating service to the Torah (under a disciplinarian) to Gentile enslavement to the elemental powers (under the stoicheia). The ancient reader may have been as baffled as the modern one, when Paul draws into the story the divine Son, Torah, and adoption: “when the fullness of time had come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under the law, to ransom those under the law, so that we might receive adoption” (4:4-5). Who is being ransomed, and who adopted? Is God ransoming the Jews but adopting the Gentiles? That would make the sentence extremely awkward. Is it just about Jews being ransomed and adopted? But his main audience is Gentile, and he is certainly talking about Gentile religion a few verses later: serving “things . . . not gods” (v. 8). The most logical conclusion is that God is rescuing all those under the law, both Jews and Gentile proselytes, and adopting them all. After all, Gentiles do need to be rescued from the law—in Galatia. Therefore, when Paul speaks of the result, he need make no distinction between Jews and Gentiles: “As proof that you are children, God sent the spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying out, ‘Abba, Father!’” (4:6). Evidently, Jews and Gentiles stand in equal need of such adoption, after which, one is “no longer a slave but a child, and . . . an heir” (4:7). 

For Paul, no one is naturally a child of God, either by race or by the mere fact of being a human. When Paul speaks of being a child of God, he is referring to an adoptive sonship. This can be quite a stunning realization, for the reader. Being a child of God turns out to be conditional upon one’s faith. It is a new status, and everyone stands in need of adoption by God. Gentiles are still his main target, those who were formerly enslaved “to things that by nature are not gods” (4:8). The “things” here (“beings” in NRSV) are again the stoicheia. Turning to the Torah would be a form to turning “back again to the weak and destitute elemental powers [stoicheia]” (4:9). This is a bold and confrontational remark. “Observing days, months, seasons, and years” (4:10) in the Jewish calendar is just a new form of enslavement to the stoicheia!

Paul moves now from insult to appeal. He wrings his hands in despair. Has he labored in vain for them (v. 11)? When he was with them, they did him no wrong (v. 12). He had originally tarried in their region “because of a physical illness,” and they had treated him as though he were an angel, or Jesus Christ himself (vv. 13-14). In fact, “you would have torn out your eyes and given them to me” (v. 15). We have already mentioned that this may be a clue that Paul’s “thorn in the flesh” (2 Cor 12:7) was an eye disease. 

By reminding them of how good they had been to him before, he is trying to make them embarrassed about their heart-breaking foolishness now, treating him as an enemy when he tells them the truth (4:16). The agitators for Jewish observance are really just isolating the Galatians (4:17). Paul’s concern for them is like birth labor, as he waits for Christ to be born in them (4:19), an awkward yet powerful metaphor.
 Since they are interested in Jewish tradition, Paul will draw an illustration from Genesis for them. He speaks of Abraham’s two sons, one born to a slave woman, one to a free woman (v. 22). Only the son of the free woman was born “through a promise” (v. 23), referring to God’s promise of offspring to Abraham and Sarah. “Now this is an allegory” (v. 24), Paul says, and he uses the Greek word “allegorizing.” His allegory concerns freedom and slavery. The slave woman (Hagar, with whom Abraham had his first son) “was from Mount Sinai, bearing children for slavery” (v. 24). She stands for “Sinai, a mountain in Arabia; it corresponds to the present Jerusalem, for she is in slavery along with her children” (v. 25). The religious powers in Jerusalem would not be happy to be equated with Hagar, slavery, and Arabia! The church, of course, equates to Sarah, the “free woman,” and “the Jerusalem above” (v. 26). The church is spiritual and free; the Torah-based religion is material and unfree.

Paul then quotes a paradoxical saying from Isaiah 54, that the barren
 woman has more children than the woman with a husband (v. 27). The apparently barren Sarah proved fertile. Spiritually speaking, God’s promises are more fertile than anything, and true preaching generates many “children” (converts). Those who have faith “are children of the promise” (v. 28), and they need to drive out the children of the slave woman (v. 30)—to drive out the circumcision agitators. Believers are children “of the freeborn woman” (v. 31); the Gospel is itself a revelation of freedom, of spiritual adulthood.

The Fruits of the Spirit; Crucifying the Flesh: Chapter 5

“For freedom Christ set us free; so stand firm and do not submit again to the yoke of slavery” (5:1). Submitting to the Torah would returning to slavery. There is no gray area here; if the Galatians submit to circumcision, “Christ will be of no benefit to you” (5:2). One cannot just be circumcised; one would have to submit to the entire law (5:3). The whole project of seeking to be justified by the law is evidence that “you have fallen from grace” (5:4). This recalls the epistle’s opening lament about “so quickly forsaking the one who called you by grace” (1:6). Grace speaks of the generosity and favor of God (Ps 84:12 [NRSV v. 11]).

It is God’s generosity that saves, nor does one’s Jewish or Gentile status make a bit of difference: “in Christ Jesus, neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anything, but only faith working through love” (5:6). It is a major principle of Paul’s that God saves the circumcised and the uncircumcised by the same method, “on the basis of faith” (Rom 3:30), yet there are a few scholars who claim that Paul’s talk of “faith” was aimed only at Gentiles, and “that Paul had no argument against the Jewish law in relation to Israel and the Jews,”
 thus promoting “two ways or paths to salvation,” Torah for Jews and “faith” for Gentiles.
 This goes right against the principle that “there is no distinction between Jew and Greek” (Rom 10:12); “there is neither Jew nor Greek” (Gal 3:28). 

Apparently some were claiming that Paul still preached circumcision; Paul finds it necessary to say that if he were “still preaching circumcision, why am I still being persecuted?” (v. 11).
 Paul’s anger moves him to make a violent and exaggerated comment: “Would that those who are upsetting you might also castrate themselves!” (v. 12), that the knife would slip, in other words.
 But he probably is also making a negative allusion to the castrated priests, the galli, of the cult of Cybele and Attis,
 sometimes called the Phrygian cult because of its origin in the Phrygian homeland, in Galatia. The Cybele cult was a highly successful mystery religion, and its priests occupied a unique “liminal” position, transgressing the boundaries between male and female, between savage and civilized, which gave them an aura of divine power.
 On the other hand, it undoubtedly evoked revulsion in many, who were offended by its excessive practices and its effeminate priests. Paul’s sarcastic equating of circumcision with pagan self-castration is yet another shocking attack on the circumcision party.

Paul’s repeated point is that all such rituals were enslaving, but “you were called for freedom” (v. 13). He seems to be relying on the Jesus tradition when he says “For the whole law is fulfilled in one statement, namely, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself’” (v. 14; cf. Matt 22:37-40).
 Their continuous competition, “biting and devouring one another” (v. 15), is a betrayal of the Gospel. In fact, real devotion to the Gospel requires some kind of asceticism: “live by the Spirit and you will certainly not gratify the desire of the flesh” (v. 16). There is no compromising: “For the flesh has desires against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh; these are opposed to each other, so that you may not do what you want”(v. 17). The flesh drives one into behaving against one’s will (see Romans 7). The flesh leads us not just into the obvious sins of lust, greed, idolatry, drunkenness, and violence (Gal 5:19-21), but also the more intellectual sins of “rivalry, jealousy . . . factions” (v. 20), conceit, envy (v. 26), and religious pride such as motivates the circumcision faction (“for the flesh,” v. 13; they are secretive, they induce fear, they boast: 2:4, 12; 6:13). Those who commit the sins of 5:19-21 “will not inherit the kingdom of God” (v. 21), a rare instance of Paul using the kingdom phrase that Jesus used in his preaching.

Besides being a skilled polemicist, Paul can write masterful prose: “the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control” (vv. 22-23). But make no mistake, this requires a severe self-discipline: “those who belong to Christ (Jesus) have crucified their flesh with its passions and desires” (v. 24). True loyalty to God, true recognition of Jesus, and true following of the Spirit require a real repudiation of the flesh. Whenever Paul spells out the way of true dedication, he also condemns fleshly desire (see Rom 8:5-13). 

The Law of Christ: Chapter 6

The whole thrust of the new way is to “Bear one another’s burdens, and so you will fulfill the law of Christ” (6:2). Some scholars have agonized over this last phrase, taking it so literally as to mean that Paul envisioned Christ’s way as having a legal structure, that Torah should be followed, just in a new way. This is too literal-minded. Probably he is appropriating the terminology of his foes, here, using nomos (“law” or “principle”) to say that if you need a law or principle, then look to the principle of Christ. Or he may be saying that love fulfills the whole law (as in 5:14; Rom 8:4; 13:10), but this would hardly be Torah any more, without kosher and Sabbath laws, without purifying or tithing or holy days. If love was the law’s real message all along, then “neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anything” (Gal 5:6) and all the detailed cultic laws become a mere distraction, and one has to doubt that they were given by God at all. This goes beyond what Paul is willing to spell out in detail. Paul does not want to discredit Judaism, but to get people to accept that a new phase has begun, now that “faith has come.” Paul has the difficult task of simultaneously trying to affirm the legitimacy and the obsolescence of the law. The best way to do this is to speak of the law as a legitimate but adolescent stage that has now been left behind. This works best when the focus is on humanity and faith and obedience; it is more problematic when one focuses on the actions of God. It is hard for Paul to give a direct answer to the question of whether God actually gave the law or not; having the angels give it is a good compromise, attributing a limited legitimacy to it.

His emphasis in Galatians 6 is ethical; in v. 4, he asks people to question their tendency to boast, which is fleshly. Living for the “flesh will reap corruption from the flesh, but the one who sows for the spirit will reap eternal life from the spirit” (v. 8). They should overflow with kindness toward each other, “not grow tired of doing good” (v. 9). Obviously, “works” are important. “Do good to all, but especially to those who belong to the family of the faith” (v. 10).

Here at the end of the letter, he evidently sends his secretary away and writes, “See with what large letters I am writing to you in my own hand!” (v. 11), probably an indication of Paul’s poor eyesight. He also launches one more attack on the circumcision party: they just “want to make a good appearance in the flesh” (v. 12). Their concern with reputation is flesh-motivated. The “good appearance” is probably the formal recognition they get from the local Jewish community, as well as protection from persecution by Roman authorities. They do it “only that they may not be persecuted for the cross of Christ” (v. 12). Paul has no respect for these people; they do not really “observe the law themselves,” they only want to “boast of your flesh” (v. 13)—gain prestige in the eyes of outsiders. But one should not seek prestige in the world’s eyes; the pattern of a true disciple involves repudiation of worldly ways: “may I never boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, through which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world” (v. 14). Not prestige, but suffering, shows that one is following Christ: “for I bear the marks of Jesus on my body” (v. 17).

One of Paul’s most effective summarizing statements is this: “For neither does circumcision mean anything, nor does uncircumcision, but only a new creation” (v. 15). The whole letter has been pointing toward a new way of understanding God, a Messiah-way, a law-free way, a Spirit-led way. Paul’s teaching is truly a “new age” teaching. Now that faith has come, we are no longer under a disciplinarian. Now that the Son has come, we are offered the status of sonship, which also means we enter into brotherly relations with others: “serve one another through love” (5:13). This is how freedom is to be used, and it leads to a community that could be called the true Israel, a spiritual Israel: “Peace and mercy be to all who follow this rule and to the Israel of God” (v. 16). There still is a “rule,” it is just a rule of “faith working through love” (5:6), even a “law” of love (6:2).
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