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INTRODUCTION 

We may justly assume that God’s covenant with Israel 
always remained for Paul, as a Jew, as Hebrew of the 
Hebrews, an unquestioned assumption through which every-
thing else was experienced. The keeping of the Torah, by this 
time itself a shorthand term for covenant but also a word 
with broad implications in Judaism, subsuming both ‘grace’ 
and ‘covenant’, stood as the standard demanded from God’s 
people. For Israel, the relationship to Torah was a funda-
mental expression of covenant status. The community of the 
covenant embraced those who accepted the Torah and whom 
the Torah bound to God, for the Torah was the covenant iden-
tity marker of Israel. Proper covenant response was zeal for 
the law.  
 The precise vocabulary of covenant was so basic as to 
rarely need statement in either Testament though there are 
eight occurrences of diatheke in Paul’s letters. The sole men-
tion in the Gospels in Luke 22:20 and parallels, however, 
comes at a crucial point and offers the major interpretation of 
the passion narrative. Jesus himself by his death had 
instituted the New Covenant of Jeremiah 31:31–34 bearing 
upon the last days and had identified the Lord’s Supper as a 
continual memorial of that death. This fact is sufficient in 
itself to expect the New Covenant, which came into operation 
with the death of Jesus, would be a vital New Testament 
doctrine. The inauguration of the New Covenant leading to 
the New Creation becomes, indeed, the major blessing to 
stem from the death of Jesus. 
 In alluding to Jeremiah 31:31–34 (Luke 22:20) Jesus 
clearly had a renewal in mind, not only from the semantic 
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possibilities of Hebrew hadash (‘new’), which the LXX by its 
kaine diatheke exploits, but also by the connection with the 
Sinai Covenant to which Jeremiah 31:32 points. Thus Jesus’ 
New Covenant must be understood as the continuation of an 
arrangement with Israel, and not as a replacement for that 
arrangement. Paul never hints that God has abandoned his 
covenant with Israel. It is only the question of the identifica-
tion of Israel that is a Pauline concern.  
 The ‘New Covenant’ in operation would permit the fulfil-
ment of Israel’s commission under the Sinai Covenant in a 
way which was prevented by Israel’s disobedience in the Old 
Testament. The New Covenant would facilitate a restored, 
obedient Israel, brought into being in Acts 2, to fulfil its 
commission imposed by virtue of its election as the people of 
God (Exod. 19:5–6). That commission was for Israel a charge 
to be a light to the world. The implementation of the New 
Covenant would thus mean for an obedient restored Israel, 
post-cross, the fulfilment of the Abrahamic Covenant of 
which the Mosaic Covenant had been a subset. In New 
Testament terms this would mean a new era of world 
mission. Thus we are no longer operating from Pentecost 
onwards in terms of Palestine as a world centre to which 
Gentiles will come in submission and obedience. The 
Promised Land is now the world itself, now begun in 
Christian evidence to be seen as a type of the final antitype 
of the New Creation.  
 But the advent of the New Covenant meant the demise of 
the Old. The Pauline attitude to the relevance of the Mosaic 
Law in the new era is consistently dismissive (cf. Rom. 6:14; 
7:1–6; etc.). The probable import of the rending of the veil of 
the Temple, in Mark, at the moment of the death of Jesus 
(Mark 15:38) was the cessation of Jewish sacrificial and 
atonement institutions, with Jesus’ death. The apparent 
continuance of Jewish institutionalism until the destruction 
of the Temple in 70 AD seems, however, to have been taken 
by Jewish Christians in the early period of the birth of the 
church, at least, to give them warrant to see the institution 
of the New Covenant as a continuation of the Mosaic 
Covenant. Not only would Jewish Christians claim the 
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continuing relevance of the Mosaic Torah, but also they 
would seek to require it from Gentile converts. What seems 
to have been the presentation of the death of Christ as a 
culminating great Day of Atonement probably meant that 
for Jewish Christians similar claims were not made for a 
continuing Temple atonement. The continuance of the 
Temple system until 70 AD, however, provided continued 
problems for the emerging Christian church as the Epistle 
to the Hebrews attests. 
 Paul is, as he asserts in 2 Corinthians 3:6, a minister of 
the New Covenant. There Paul describes the contrast be-
tween his work and the current ministry of the Judaising 
false apostles. The contrast presented at 2 Corinthians 3:6 is 
between an external communication on stone tablets (Exod. 
24:12; 31:18; 32:15; 34:1; Deut. 9:10, 11) without spiritual 
reality and Paul’s own ministry of the New Covenant, since 
the Mosaic Covenant, as a result of the death of Christ, was 
now defunct. The nature of the contrast, as 2 Corinthians 
3:6 makes very clear, is not between the Mosaic age and 
Paul’s own, but between the Mosaic age continuing in Paul’s 
own age by ‘ministers’ of the New Covenant and the New 
Covenant ministry conducted by Paul. This seems a 
reference to the activity of the Judaisers in Corinth, who 
may then have been arguing, as in Galatians, for the 
continuation of the Mosaic Covenant and the necessary 
place of Christians within it. The unexpressed 
presupposition by Paul in 2 Corinthians 3 and elsewhere is 
that the age of the Old Covenant had ceased with the death 
of Christ. With the death of Jesus, the Jewish era had 
passed away and Jewish institutions had been divinely 
discarded.  
 It seems probable that this determination by Jewish 
Christians to insist on the necessary retention of Jewish 
institutions, particularly that of the Temple in Jerusalem, 
exercised great influence on early Jewish Christianity. It 
would have been responsible for the problems in relation to 
the admission of Gentiles that beset the early Christian 
church. Jewish Christian activity, promoting the continuance 
of the Mosaic Covenant and endeavouring to fit Jesus into it, 
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may be reflected in such letters as Romans, Corinthians and 
Galatians particularly, but even in later letters such as 
Ephesians and the Pastorals. It was doubtless a problem 
which constantly affected his ministry. So the influence on 
Jewish Christian communities of the continuance of now 
irrelevant Jewish institutions in Jerusalem until 70 AD 
would have been very pronounced, as the Epistle to the 
Hebrews, also written to a Roman community, seems to 
indicate (cf. also Phil. 3). 
 Further, most of the Pauline material deals with day-to-
day missionary concerns related to contemporary issues. It 
may be an obvious point to make, but in many key passages, 
particularly in Romans, Paul is talking about Israel in a 
post-cross situation, and thus about the change in Israel’s 
national standing brought about by the death of Christ. 
Contexts will emerge where the significance of this under-
standing will control the outcome of the exegesis.  
 Such a New Covenant approach is embodied in the com-
mentary which follows. This commentary has been produced 
in dialogue with my longstanding friend Denis Ryan. I owe 
him a great debt of thanks for personal encouragement and 
comments and suggestions that have been immensely 
valuable.  
 The content of the Epistle to the Galatians best supports 
the hypothesis of the letter having been directed to the 
churches of the first missionary journey (Acts 13:14 – 14:23) 
and written before the Council of Jerusalem of Acts 15 held 
c. 49 AD. The place of writing was most probably Syrian 
Antioch.1 Bible quotations and text are drawn from the 
NRSV. 

                                            
 1  Richard N. Longenecker, Galatians, WBC, vol. 41, Word, Dallas, 1990,  

p. lxx. 
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COMMENTARY 

Salutation 

GALATIANS 1:1–5 

Paul an apostle—sent neither by human commission nor 
from human authorities, but through Jesus Christ and God 
the Father, who raised him from the dead—2and all the 
members of God’s family who are with me, 
 To the churches of Galatia: 
 3Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the 
Lord Jesus Christ, 4who gave himself for our sins to set us 
free from the present evil age, according to the will of our 
God and Father, 5to whom be the glory forever and ever. 
Amen. 

 
Verse 1: From the emphasis given to the independence of 
Paul’s calling as an apostle, not by commission from any 
human source, it seems that his readers had been given a 
different account of how his apostleship came about; since 
Paul’s opening seems defensive or polemical. The role of the 
Old Testament prophet is the background for Paul’s under-
standing of apostleship, since he later compares his appoint-
ment with that of a prophetic call (1:15–16; cf. Isa. 49:1–13; 
Jer. 1:4–5). He makes the point that this apostleship had 
not been derived (Gk apo, source) from men generally (from 
the Jerusalem apostles? or perhaps from Antioch, the 
probable sending church of him as a warranted agent), or 
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from any particular principal (through any human source, 
perhaps Peter or James?). Jesus himself, who comes for 
emphasis before God here in this reversal of Paul’s usual 
order, by the Damascus road encounter, was the direct 
source. God is presented as Father, an identification which 
recalls the divine names of the patriarchal period (Abraham) 
but which rises to prominence in the redemption of corporate 
Israel from Egypt and the declaration of Israel’s sonship  
(cf. Exod. 4:22). The address to God as Father was in current 
use at the time of Jesus as an indication by believers of 
being part of the restored people of God.1 The indivisibility 
of God and Christ is stressed, since one preposition governs 
the two proper nouns. But God is the initiator since he 
raised Jesus in what was a foreshadowing of the general 
resurrection.2 This is the great climactic act of redemption 
which, like the Old Testament exodus but replacing it, 
brings into being a renewed people of God. It was to this 
fundamental event that Paul attributes both his vocation as 
an apostle and his being entrusted with the gospel. 
 Verse 2: Paul at once produces solid support for his 
position by pointing to the endorsement of his co-workers 
(though perhaps the Antioch leaders may be in mind). If the 
epistle is early, it is strange that Barnabas is not singled 
out, but explicable because of Paul’s disappointment with 
him (2:11–13). The letter is addressed to all the various 
Christian congregations in the Roman province of Galatia in 
South Asia so that ‘church’ is used in its early and local 
sense. The verse also indicates by the plural address that 
the epistle was a circular letter to various Gentile congre-
gations in the area. It circulated only in the one form, for 
Paul at 6:11 draws attention to his ‘large handwriting’. But, 
unusually, there is no personal word or anything in the 
opening phase of the letter about the standing of those to 
whom he writes. 
 

                                            
1  Roy E. Ciampa, The Presence and Function of Scripture in Galatians  

1 and 2, WUNT 102, Mohr Siebeck, Tübingen, 1998, p. 44. 
2  Note the Greek plural ‘from the dead’, i.e. with them and as one of them. 
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 The benediction of grace and peace (v. 3) is invoked on the 
addressees. Grace signifies the entire blessings of New 
Covenant salvation and peace, a blessing that looks towards 
the fullness of all that God has promised.3 Both together 
speak for the final sense of harmony or completeness stem-
ming from redemption, in our relationship with God and one 
another. At the mention of Jesus (personal) as Jewish 
Messiah (titular), now as world sovereign by his resurrec-
tion (‘Lord’, cf. Rom. 1:4), Paul naturally passes from the 
person to the work of the Messiah, outlining in three 
phrases the basic nature of the Christian message.  
 Verse 4: Christ gave himself (Gk huper, i.e. ‘vicariously’) 
for our sins (cf. Mark 10:45; Isa. 53:5–6 which may be in 
mind), showing that his sacrifice was voluntary and 
necessary to provide the solution to our moral failure and 
guilt. Paul thus points to the underlying rationale for his 
call. This preliminary statement of the gospel in Galatians 
1:4 seems a matter of common agreement between Paul and 
the Galatians. Greek prepositions huper (‘for’, because of) 
and peri (‘concerning’) are both attested as readings but both 
virtually convey the same meaning, that is, substitution. 
God’s purpose in these once and for all statements (Gk 
aorists) was to rescue us from the present age character- 
ised by evil, dominated by evil powers. Christ triumphed 
over them, spelt out by his death their final doom, with 
out completely eliminating their necessary presence in this 
age. Through his people in this church age Christ’s tri- 
umph will be demonstrated and applied. By his resurrection 
he had also inaugurated the coming age. The application  
in verse 4 is with the familiar distinction of sharp con- 
trasts between the present age and the age to come  
(cf. 2 Esdras [4 Ezra] 7:50). By the victory on the cross, 
believers have been delivered from the control of the evil 
powers who rule in this age. Believers still live in this world 
but they no longer belong to it. In the indwelling Spirit  
they experience the life of the new age, looking forward  

                                            
3  Ciampa, Galatians, p. 48. 
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to the final consummation. For them the ‘not yet’ has  
become accessible, albeit only partially and through a glass 
darkly. Thus it is clear that Paul understands the cross  
as the event destined to bring in the eschatological salva-
tion. 
 This is the only Pauline letter where there is a doxology 
at the end of the salutation, verse 5. It gives the glory (or 
praise) to God for Christ’s work of 1:4, a glory which is to 
endure for all ages since it is bound up with the message of 
Christ’s being and work by God’s provision. So believers 
have been rescued from the evil powers of the present age 
and they already participate in the power of the age to come 
(1 Cor. 10:11; Heb. 6:5). Since they have not yet been totally 
removed from this present evil age, they need to guard 
against being conformed to its pattern.  

There Is No Other Gospel 

GALATIANS 1:6–10 

I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one 
who called you in the grace of Christ and are turning to a 
different gospel—7not that there is another gospel, but 
there are some who are confusing you and want to pervert 
the gospel of Christ. 8But even if we or an angel

 
from 

heaven should proclaim to you a gospel contrary to what 
we proclaimed to you, let that one be accursed! 9As we 
have said before, so now I repeat, if anyone proclaims to 
you a gospel contrary to what you received, let that one be 
accursed! 
 10Am I now seeking human approval, or God’s 
approval? Or am I trying to please people? If I were still 
pleasing people, I would not be a servant of Christ. 

 
Galatians 1:6–10 is the introductory section of the letter 
where instead of the customary thanksgiving, which nor-
mally commends the readers at the commencement of the 
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letter, we find a stern rebuke to the Galatians. That there is 
no thanksgiving section may not in itself suggest that Paul 
could think of nothing to commend them, but it probably 
reflects Paul’s agitation and indignation over the situation 
faced. This absence highlights the urgency of purpose of the 
letter. 
  Paul begins this section with the reason for writing. He 
expresses astonishment (Gk thaumazo, ‘I am amazed’) 
because the Galatians were beginning to move away from 
the gospel. The Greek present tense indicates that the 
movement was still proceeding. It also indicates that it  
could still, so far as the majority were concerned, be 
arrested. However, Paul later continues to express his 
uncertainty about the result (3:3–5; 4:8–11).4 If the epistle  
is Paul’s earliest, as is probable, ‘so quickly’ may indi- 
cate Paul’s surprise after their recent conversion, or so soon 
after the arrival of the Judaisers. They were moving away 
from ‘the one who had called them in [by] the grace of 
Christ’. The sense of this phrase in verse 6, ‘by the grace of 
Christ’ could mean that the call was extended on the basis of 
the work of Christ on the cross. E. de Wit Burton suggests 
‘from the Christ who called you in grace’ and this is both 
possible and plausible.5 The one who called would be God, 
through Paul. They were called to find their standing within 
that grace of Christ, with the emphasis upon ‘grace’, the 
power of the new age. They have turned away; they are 
moving to another gospel (1:6b).6 The present tense of the  
verb ‘deserting’ tells us there is still hope; they had not  
fully carried out their desertion. The use of the phrase 
‘another gospel’ raises the question of other ‘gospels’ 
circulating (cf. 1:11–12; cf. 2:4–5, 7, 14 of true and false 

                                            
4  G. Lyons, Pauline Autobiography: Towards a New Understanding, SBLDS 

73, Scholars Press, Atlanta, 1985, p. 12. 
5  E. de Wit Burton, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle to 

the Galatians, ICC, T. & T. Clark, Edinburgh, 1921, p. 69. 
6  The Greek word heteros, ‘another’, speaks for a qualitative difference, while 

the normal Greek word allos is enumerative; i.e. heteros = another of a different 
kind and allos = another of the same kind. 
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gospels). The phrase ‘another gospel’, however, identifies  
the opponents who are motivating the movement, as 
Christians. The Galatians were just starting to desert, and 
Paul’s letter (perhaps they had asked his advice or 
permission) was designed to arrest them before they had 
gone too far.  
 ‘Gospel’ for Paul is not simply equivalent to information. 
The gospel is a word with power that produces results by 
virtue of the Spirit’s energising. The content of this gospel of 
Christ is centred on God the Father’s raising Jesus from the 
dead. Jesus had given himself for deliverance of humankind 
from this present evil age, held in the thraldom of sin. The 
reality, says Paul (v. 7) in clarification, is not a minor 
modification of his own and thus not a ‘different gospel’. It 
was no gospel at all. It, as the letter will reveal, denied the 
sufficiency of the cross by adding further demands. ‘Other’ is 
clearly Paul’s own description of the opponents’ procla-
mation, which has been put forth as ‘the gospel’. So Paul 
disassociates his (and the) gospel from the message of the 
opponents and defines the gospel in terms of its uniqueness, 
but also verse 1, with its apostolic association since apostle 
and gospel stand together. The Galatians probably thought 
that the addition of a few Jewish customs to the faith was 
incidental, supplementing and complementing what they 
had previously heard. The ongoing teaching (for the tenses 
of v. 7 indicate that the opponents were still in Galatia) may 
have been fascinating and spellbinding. This preoccupation, 
however, with what will turn out to be racial superiority, 
religious observances and ceremonial rituals, was not only a 
perversion of the gospel, but could not even be called a 
gospel, unless the aim was to produce confusion by the use 
of the term. 
 The intruders did not deny the deity of Christ or the cross 
of Christ or the resurrection of Christ; they subtracted 
nothing from Paul’s message but they had seriously added 
to it, as the letter will go on to indicate. The opponents in 
Galatia seem to have been Jewish Christians whose primary 
concerns were nationalistic. They saw the acceptance of 
circumcision and the Mosaic Law as the only means of 
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membership in the Israel of God (perhaps their term) which 
Paul contests in 6:16. It seems that the intruders had been 
partially successful and that some, at least, of the Galatians 
had submitted to circumcision. It is probable that their 
home base was Jerusalem. In 1:6–8 the Galatians have 
turned to another gospel, and in 4:12–20 and 5:2–12 they 
have turned to other apostles, as the logic demands.  
 What constituted the gospel was the ground on which the 
encounter would be fought. The importance of the debate 
may be gauged from use of the noun ‘gospel’ ten times in the 
presentation of 1:6 – 2:10. Since an ‘apostle’ was bound up 
with ‘gospel’ and took his authority from it, there was also 
the issue of Paul’s authority. Paul then (vv. 8–9) delivered to 
the curse of God7 all those who tamper with the truth of the 
gospel. The issue was so important that even the authority 
of a messenger from heaven or Paul himself (or the apostles) 
must be tested as to the truth of the gospel (v. 8) since the 
gospel was an authorised heavenly proclamation by its 
attested representative. The authority of an apostle was 
only valid so long as he was faithful. Perhaps also the 
reference to an angel in verse 8 may be a snide reference to 
the Judaisers, who claimed exalted authority for 
themselves.  
 It has been suggested that verses 8–9 are to be related to 
Deuteronomy 13:1–3.8 Both contexts deal with prophecy 
based on revelation. The activity in Deuteronomy 13 is the 
danger of seduction to other gods and in Galatians 1 it is to 
another gospel. The punishment in both texts is being 
placed under the curse of God’s wrath as an unforgiven 
sinner. Paul rebutted the charge of false prophecy, shifting 
the curse to the opponents. No revelation could stand up 
against Paul’s revelation of the gospel, or develop it further. 
This is probably the point of the ‘angel from heaven’, though 
it may also indicate Paul’s claims to a superior revelation.  

                                            
7  In the Old Testament what is put under a curse (Heb. herem, ‘ban’) is 

devoted to destruction and removed from public use or access. 
8  K. O. Sandnes, ‘Paul, One of the Prophets? A Contribution to the Apostle’s 

Self-understanding’, WUNT, Mohr Siebeck, Tübingen, 1991, pp. 70–2. 
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 Paul considered his gospel as the fundamental revelation, 
which no other or later revelation could do away with. They 
had heard Paul’s preaching, which was evidence of the 
genuine gospel tradition, since Paul closes the section with a 
comment reiterating what he had said (or warned about). 
This was either on a previous visit or previously when the 
question of the content and source of the gospel seems to 
have been raised. What he had said still stands good (Gk 
perfect tense). This was that he placed all advocates of 
another gospel under the curse (the Old Testament ‘ban’) of 
God’s wrath. There could be no tolerance of error in the 
substance of the gospel though Paul could and did exercise 
tolerance in the matter of non-essentials (1 Cor. 8–10). But 
there could be no acceptance of a religious pluralism in a 
Christian context. 
 Paul continues the strong line of thought taken in 
Galatians 1:6–9 by pointing to the consistency of his own 
Christian character in verse 10, in support of his stance for 
the truth of the gospel indicated in verses 6–9. God’s gospel 
is a strong word to the world, which makes all human alter-
natives irrelevant. His opponents may have said that by his 
stance with regard to the Torah he has been offering cheap 
grace. But he offers himself, making clear that, because he 
is a servant of Christ, he is not open to human influence in 
his apostolic preaching. He is not subservient to men (Gk 
anthropous peithein). This is a paradigm which the Galatians 
are to follow as they seek to reject the pressure of false 
teaching. He admits that there had been previous occasions 
when (as a non-Christian, not conceivably as a Christian) 
such a valid charge could have been brought (cf. the ‘still’ in 
v. 10). This seems to be a reply to the allegations of the 
opponents. He may be referring to his pre-Christian acts as 
a persecutor (1:13–14), an activity which was displeasing to 
God (1 Cor. 15:8–10; 1 Thess. 2:14–16), which served to 
advance his reputation in Judaism. He is now only account-
able to God, for if his ministry was directed to human 
acceptance he would not be, as he is, a servant of Christ; that 
is, having as ‘servant’ the special and honoured relationship 
that he has. 
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Paul’s Vindication of  
His Apostleship 

GALATIANS 1:11–24 

For I want you to know, brothers and sisters, that the gospel 
that was proclaimed by me is not of human origin; 12for I 
did not receive it from a human source, nor was I taught 
it, but I received it through a revelation of Jesus Christ. 
 13You have heard, no doubt, of my earlier life in Judaism. 
I was violently persecuting the church of God and was 
trying to destroy it. 14I advanced in Judaism beyond many 
among my people of the same age, for I was far more 
zealous for the traditions of my ancestors. 15But when God, 
who had set me apart before I was born and called me 
through his grace, was pleased 16to reveal his Son to me, so 
that I might proclaim him among the Gentiles, I did not 
confer with any human being, 17nor did I go up to 
Jerusalem to those who were already apostles before me, 
but I went away at once into Arabia, and afterwards I 
returned to Damascus. 
 18Then after three years I did go up to Jerusalem to visit 
Cephas and stayed with him fifteen days; 19but I did not 
see any other apostle except James the Lord’s brother. 20In 
what I am writing to you, before God, I do not lie! 21Then I 
went into the regions of Syria and Cilicia, 22and I was still 
unknown by sight to the churches of Judea that are in 
Christ; 23they only heard it said, ‘The one who formerly 
was persecuting us is now proclaiming the faith he once 
tried to destroy.’ 24And they glorified God because of me. 

 
From 1:11 to 2:21, Paul presents a defence of his gospel 
which is closely linked to a defence of his apostleship. The 
preferred reading of de (‘For’, v. 11) indicates Paul is pursu-
ing a new tack, providing reasons for his obedience to his 
gospel in verses 11–12, which begins a new section. He is 
introducing the substance of what will be his thesis in the 
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epistle.9 He had not withdrawn fellowship (cf. ‘brothers’,  
v. 11) and the Galatians are still in the family of faith; but 
the tone of rebuke pervades the whole section to 4:12. Paul 
now talks about the character of his gospel. He owes, he 
insists, no debt to Jerusalem (v. 11) for his gospel, since it 
did not stem from human authority or human tradition, nor 
was it preached from human motives. Verse 12 presents an 
elaboration of verse 11 to indicate the basis for his assertion. 
The emphatic use of the first personal pronoun in verse 12 
may indicate that Paul was claiming the same distinction of 
immediate revelation as the Jerusalem apostles. He had 
neither received the gospel as tradition, nor had men taught 
him; but it had come to him in a moment of illumination 
from Christ on the Damascus road (by revelation, v. 12) as 
to both its source and content. The term apokalupsis 
(‘revelation’) is substantially Pauline. As a divine disclosure, 
usually of heavenly secrets, the word signifies that the 
gospel is not something of human origin, but is God’s plan 
for the revealing of the New Creation (2 Cor. 5:17). As 
revealed from heaven it now summons the world. James 
Dunn suggests that by describing the revelation as an 
apocalypse, Paul is implying that his revelation was the key 
that unlocked the divine purposes for creation.10 This is 
indeed the required understanding of the term ‘gospel’, as 
an unfolding of what is involved in the notion of the 
kingdom of God.  
 Verses 13–17: The explanatory ‘for’ in verse 14 is 
presented as reinforcement of verses 11–12, that his gospel 
was not of human formation. Paul points to the fact that 
there was nothing in his pre-conversion life which might 
have predisposed him to the Christian faith. He now 
separates himself and his gospel from his previous zeal for 
all things Jewish, a zeal whose time is over. His persecution 
of Christians had been based on his dedication to Torah; but 
Torah, as Paul will explain, has no claim upon Christians. 

                                            
9  Longenecker, Galatians, p. 22. 
10  James D. G. Dunn, The Epistle to the Galatians, A. & C. Black, London, 

1993, p. 53.  
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He went as far as he might in sustained opposition (Gk 
imperfect) to, and in the persecution and devastation of, the 
Jerusalem church, here dignified by the title of ‘the church 
of God’. The absence of specific reference seems to indicate 
that he had not taken life, though the phrase kath’ huper-
bolen denotes the use of brute force in the extreme.11 Paul 
saw the new movement as a threat to the understood 
boundaries of Judaism and the irreconcilability of Christ 
and the Torah.12 Paul pointed also to the great strides he 
had made in his pre-conversion career as a Jew, and we 
learn elsewhere of the pride he had taken in his station at 
that time (Phil. 3:6). He had been far more zealous (v. 14) 
than his contemporaries. This clearly means primarily 
Torah-zealous as a radically conservative Pharisee, but as 
well Paul mentions specifically the teachings and traditions 
later developed in Pharisaic Judaism, eventually codified 
from c. 200 AD onwards as the Mishnah.  
 Paul regarded his conversion as a turning from his way of 
life previously in Judaism (v. 13). The mention of Judaism is 
distinctive here and in verse 14. James Dunn has pointed 
out that there is only a handful of uses of the term prior to 
this and these are the only two occurrences found in the 
New Testament.13 The term first appears in Maccabees, 
where, in each case, it denotes the national religion of 
Judaea (2 Macc. 2:21; 8:1; 14:38; 4 Macc. 4:26), suggesting 
for Dunn that Judaism emerged in definition over against 
pagan Hellenism.14 Dunn has argued that the term was a 
loaded one and did not simply refer to the religion of the 
Jews, neutrally. It carried from the first, overtones of a 
religious identity shaped in the fires of persecution, a 
religion which identified itself by its determination to 
maintain its distinctiveness and remain free from the 
corruption of other peoples and religions. 

                                            
11  Cf. Martin Hengel, The Pre-Christian Paul, SCM, London, 1991, pp. 7f. 
12  T. L. Donaldson, ‘Zealot and Convert: The Origin of Paul’s Christ-Torah 

Antithesis’, CBQ 51, 1989, p. 656. 
13  Dunn, Galatians, pp. 56–7. 
14  Dunn, Galatians, p. 56. 
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 The Mosaic Law, as separate religion, distinctly walled off 
Judaism from its world. This is the Judaism which Paul has 
in mind in Galatians. In Philippians 3:3–6 the corresponding 
emphasis is Paul’s previous ‘confidence in the flesh’, that is, 
in his physical and ethnic identity as a Jew. This he spells 
out more or less expressly in terms of his eighth-day circum-
cision, his racial identity as an Israelite, his tribal identity 
as a Benjaminite, and the fact that he determinedly re-
tained Hebrew culture, even though he had been brought up 
in the Greek-speaking Diaspora. These four identifying 
features, which he had previously valued, were now counted 
as having no value in comparison with his new knowledge of 
Christ (3:7–8). The fifth marker was his Pharisaism, the 
stance of men who stood by their desire to separate them-
selves, presumably from their less faithful contemporaries; 
by their desire to keep the law with scrupulous accuracy and 
exactness. 
 Paul’s description of his way of life in Judaism is also 
striking. When Paul speaks of his blameless righteousness 
(Phil. 3:6), he is presumably recalling the previous character 
of his life as lived within the terms of Israel’s covenant with 
God. It is unlikely that he was claiming that he had never 
transgressed the law. Such living within the terms of the 
covenant included the availability of atonement for sin 
through repentance and sacrifice.15 Given that qualification, 
Paul could be confident of his covenant standing. Particu-
larly as a Pharisee, he would have endeavoured to live at a 
level of law-keeping which separated him from most of his 
fellow Israelites. That extra degree of faithfulness would 
have ensured that, in terms of covenant obligation (that is, 
righteousness in performance), he was without reproach. 
Here we have some idea of what Paul was converted from—
from measuring righteousness primarily in terms of 
covenant distinctiveness, and from a competitive practice 
within Judaism which sought to outdo other Jews in the 
degree and quality of its Torah-keeping. Particularly striking 

                                            
15  G. Howard, Paul: Crisis in Galatia: A Study in Early Christian Theology, 
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is that, in the same breath, Galatians 1:13–14 shows a 
consciousness of the separation both of Judaism from the 
other nations and within Judaism from other Jews. 
However, as Krister Stendahl in his noted 1963 essay has 
observed, there is nothing in Paul’s reflection on his pre-
conversion Pharisaic life that indicates self-doubt, agony of 
conscience or anything other than complete commitment 
with no reservations.16 
 Dunn also points to the surprisingly neglected feature in 
both of Paul’s testimonies to his conversion, namely his use 
of the term ‘zeal’ (Gal. 1:14; Phil. 3:6; cf. Rom. 10:2).17 Dunn 
notes that zeal seems thus to have been evidence of 
adherence to Judaism, of the competitive factionalism that 
marked Second Temple Judaism after the Maccabees, of the 
confidence that Paul expresses in Philippians 3:4–6. The 
Jews recognised that God himself was zealous, a jealous 
God. As a result Israel was to abstain from idolatry and 
from following other gods. God’s zeal was expressed, first, in 
the choice of Israel. Israel was to maintain the exclusiveness 
of her devotion to Yahweh and the distinctiveness of her 
religion in the face of other nations and other religions  
(cf. Gen. 34; Num. 25:6–13; 1 Sam. 15:32–33; 1 Kings 18;  
1 Macc. 2:23–26; etc.). Zeal involved, secondly, an uncondi-
tional commitment to maintain Israel’s distinctiveness, and 
to preventing the adulteration of the purity of its covenant 
nationalism. And, thirdly, this zeal was not only directed 
against Gentiles who threatened Israel’s boundaries but 
against fellow Jews as well. So, first, Paul’s zeal was mani-
fested in persecution of the church (Gal. 1:13–14; Phil. 3:6). 
His zeal for the ancestral traditions (Gal. 1:14) was the 
other side of the coin of his zeal as a persecutor (Phil. 3:6). 
He would no doubt have understood his zeal as a reflection of 
God’s zeal, a necessary reflection if Israel were to maintain 
her separateness. Second, it was expressed in a physically 
violent way. Even though we cannot be sure that in Paul’s 

                                            
16  K. Stendahl, ‘The Apostle Paul and the Introspective Conscience of the 
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17  Dunn, Galatians, pp. 60–2. 
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case deaths resulted, it must be significant that he can 
speak of persecuting the church regularly in excessive 
measure and of trying to destroy it. The Greek verb porthein 
(Gal. 1:13 and elsewhere) carries always the idea of material 
assault, destroying and ravaging cities and territories.18  

Note: Galatians 1:15–16 and Paul’s Conversion 

Paul describes his conversion as leading to a commission 
from God to preach God’s Son among the Gentiles (Gal. 
1:16). He was thus converted to the belief that he had 
previously persecuted. For this reason he had sought to 
destroy Christians, since they had preached a crucified 
Jewish Messiah and thus threatened Jewish covenant 
distinctiveness. The Damascus road encounter convinced 
him that he had been wrong to persecute. He must now 
do what those whom he had wrongly persecuted had been 
doing. Did he then embark upon an evangelistic ministry 
in Arabia with all his theology at once intact? And did the 
law also become a concern for Paul in its separating role? 
Justification by faith emerged as Paul’s explanation of 
why and how Gentiles were to be accepted by their 
Jewish fellow believers.19  
 It is often argued that the full significance of the 
Damascus road Christophany may have only come to him 
later or grown up within Paul’s consciousness over a 
period. Paul’s own claim was, however, that it was there 
in the beginning, already clear to him before he met any 
of the other apostles, a well-formed conviction which owed 
nothing to them (1:16–17) and everything to that initial 
revelation (1:1–12). 
 

 Paul’s understanding of his call in Galatians 1:15–16 is 
crucial here. It has long been observed that Paul formulated 
the description of his call on the pattern of the Old 
Testament prophetic summons. But a closer examination of 

                                            
18  Cf. Hengel, Pre-Christian Paul, pp. 71–2. 
19  Cf. Dunn, Galatians, pp. 63–71.  
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Galatians 1:15–16 shows that Paul understood his calling in 
terms of one important Old Testament figure and one 
particular divine summons. The phrasing of the text has 
some similarities with the call of Jeremiah and this has led 
some to seek a comparison between the vocations of Paul 
and Jeremiah. But the true analogy is provided by the call of 
the Isaianic servant of Isaiah 49. Both Old Testament 
passages involve divine selection and preparation from 
before birth and both see the nations as an object in the task 
assigned. In Jeremiah there is only verbal approximation of 
the Galatians text, but in Isaiah there are points of textual 
identity (cf. Isa. 49:1; Jer. 1:5). Isaiah 49:1–6 speaks of a 
divine klesis (‘calling’) important to Paul’s personal sense of 
vocation but this terminology is absent from Jeremiah 1. In 
addition Galatians speaks of ‘being set apart’ (aphorizo) and 
the same notion under a related word (eklegomai) appears in 
Isaiah 49 but nowhere in Jeremiah 1. The universalism of 
Jeremiah’s task is for announcing judgment on the nation, 
that of the Isaianic figure for proclaiming salvation. 
Jeremiah appears to have had little more than marginal 
influence on Paul. Only one passage in Jeremiah (9:23–24) 
is quoted loosely in 1 Corinthians 1:31 and 2 Corinthians 
10:17 in more than 90 quotations from the Old Testament, 
but the latter part of Isaiah is in frequent use in Paul, and 
especially with reference to his own vocation. So Isaiah 49 is 
the primary influence and, in this central description of his 
calling, Paul has chosen to express himself in terms both of 
the shape and the content of the divine summons found in 
Isaiah 49. Thus the fundamental aspects of his own call, 
especially the divine selection from birth and the 
assignment to the nations, become formulated in terms of 
eschatological outreach towards the Gentiles.  
 This is not to say that Paul saw himself as the Isaianic 
servant but that Jesus, the one who had been the servant, 
had delegated to him his ministry. His ministry was only an 
extension of Christ’s. So the words of Christ’s commission 
(Acts 9:15–16; 26:16–18) to Paul in part directly echo 
material concerned with the servant figure in Isaiah 42:6. In 
Romans 15:20–21 Paul grounds the propriety of his special 
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pioneering mission in a direct quotation from material 
explicitly devoted to the servant figure in Isaiah 52:15. 
 In 2 Corinthians 6:2, while presenting his ministry under 
the exalted image of an embassy from God, Paul again has 
recourse to direct quotation from Isaiah 49. His appeal to 
the Corinthians not to let God’s grace attend them in vain 
can be made with all urgency, for with it that time has now 
arrived for the Corinthians foretold in the prophetic material 
concerned with the ‘servant’. ‘In time of favour I have 
answered you. On a day of salvation I have helped you’ (Isa. 
49:8). The critical time for response, the day of salvation of 
this prophecy, is now upon Corinth in Paul’s mission. 
 There is, in addition, a further contact with the Isaianic 
servant. This is the concern, which Paul expresses in 
various contexts, that his missionary labours will not prove 
abortive (Gal. 2:2; 4:11; Phil. 2:16; 1 Thess. 2:1). The 
references appear to involve a verbal reminiscence of the 
similar sentiment expressed by the servant figure in Isaiah 
49:4. Paul’s repeated expression would therefore seem to be 
another illustration of the tendency for his own sense of 
mission to be shaped in part by passages pertaining to the 
Isaianic servant. A direct application of Isaiah 49:6 to the 
Pauline missionary vocation is attributed in Acts 13:46–47 
to Paul himself (cf. ‘Then both Paul and Barnabas spoke out 
boldly saying . . . we are now turning to the Gentiles . . . For 
so the Lord has commanded us, saying, “I have set you to be 
a light for the Gentiles, so that you may bring salvation to 
the ends of the earth.” ’). Contact with Isaiah 49:6, and the 
closely associated 42:6, also appears in Acts 26:16–18 in 
Paul’s account before Agrippa of his experience on the 
Damascus road. In common are mentions of a service to the 
Gentiles, the opening of eyes, an exchange of darkness for 
light and the release from bondage. Paul clearly understood 
his mission as an element of the eschatological events 
previewed in Isaiah 40 – 66 and fulfilled in Christ. The 
whole—of which Paul took his mission to be a part—was 
therefore, at least for him, defined eschatologically. 
 Paul’s understanding of mission was overwhelmingly 
conditioned by his sense of divine assignment. The most 
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decisive evidence for the beginning of the end had already 
been demonstrated in the cross and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ. A personal messianic encounter and commission had 
forced upon him the determinative experience for his own 
life and mission. His call was itself an eschatological experi-
ence. His mission was perceived as eschatological, not 
because of some understood connection with a future event, 
but by virtue of its connections with the past event of the 
cross. Paul in his ministry was working far more from an 
eschatological event than toward one. His mission was 
determined in part by the conviction that the End had 
already arrived and by the long-expected ingathering of the 
nations, which was now in Paul’s Gentile mission being ful-
filled. 
 Paul thus casts himself as an eschatological ambassador 
on behalf of Christ, carrying forth God’s eschatological 
purpose of reconciliation in Christ (2 Cor. 5:20). He dares to 
understand his own mission as part of God’s final act of 
reconciliation, initiated as part of a phase in the extension 
and completion of the messianic mission, the ‘already’ of the 
last day. Here Paul’s conception of his own missionary 
vocation becomes centrally structured, not in terms of 
preparation for God’s eschatological activity in the Second 
Advent, but in terms of an extension of God’s eschatological 
activity in the First.  
 Elsewhere Paul speaks in more general terms. Christ ap-
peared in order to make him an apostle (1 Cor. 9:1; 15:8–9). 
But for Paul ‘apostle’ always meant ‘apostle to the Gentiles’ 
(Rom. 11:13). He never thought of himself as called to be an 
apostle without further specification. He did not only ‘later’ 
conclude that his apostleship was to the Gentiles. The 
supposition that Paul was converted a second time from 
missionary to the Jews to missionary to the Gentiles is 
untenable, for he speaks too clearly of one radical conversion 
in Philippians 3:7–11. He began the mission to the Gentiles 
not more than some weeks or possibly months after the 
occurrence on the Damascus road, and his decisive motif for 
doing so must have lain in the experience of conversion. So 
far as he was concerned, what he had received from the risen 
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Christ was grace and apostleship with reference to the 
obedience of faith among all the Gentiles (Rom. 1:5; 16:26). 
It is clear, however, from the evidence of Romans 9 – 11 that 
Paul saw himself also motivated by an indirect ministry to 
Israel. 
 Paul’s use of the mysterion motif was similar. Clearly the 
mystery for Paul was the divine purpose to bring the 
Gentiles into the people of God (Rom. 11:25), the mystery 
which he had made known to all the nations to bring them 
to the obedience of faith (Rom. 16:25–26). According to 
Colossians 1:26–27 it was precisely this ministry which Paul 
was given in the initial commissioning which constituted 
and shaped the rest of his life. He was to make known 
‘among the Gentiles . . . the riches of the glory of  
this mystery’. The same point is made more explicitly in 
Ephesians 3:1–6. He had been given the stewardship of 
God’s grace (cf. Rom. 1:5) by means of revelation (cf. Gal. 
1:12, 16), the mystery that the Gentiles were fellow heirs, 
members of the same body, partakers of the promise in 
Christ Jesus through the gospel. It was of this gospel that 
Paul had been made a minister by the gift of God’s grace, to 
preach to the Gentiles. We find the same story in the Acts of 
the Apostles. Clearly, what is preserved in Acts is the same 
conviction to which Paul gave expression in his own letters. 
This was that his calling to become apostle to the Gentiles 
was not merely rooted in the Damascus road epiphany, but 
constituted its chief content and its most immediate, as well 
as most lasting, impact. Both Acts 9:19–30 and Galatians 
1:23 show Paul active in evangelism, after his conversion, in 
Damascus and beyond. 
 Prior to his conversion, as a devout Jew, the cross would 
have been a scandal to him. But his confession from then on 
is that Christ died and Christ was resurrected. Undoubtedly 
the Damascus road meant the identification, for him, of 
Jesus as Christ; but that in itself did not account for his 
mission to the Gentiles. It has been suggested that already, 
before Paul’s conversion, the first Christians (or at least the 
Hellenists) had posed the alternatives of salvation through 
Christ rather than through the law. This would explain why 
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Paul the Pharisee had persecuted them so fiercely—out of 
zeal for the law. Paul’s conversion was thus, on this view, a 
conversion to include this understanding of salvation. The 
conviction to preach Christ to the Gentiles followed as an 
immediate implication, since faith in Christ or the gospel of 
Christ is now seen to have superseded the Mosaic Law in 
God’s scheme of salvation. It therefore follows that this 
gospel must now be open to all, and not just to Jews. 
 The appearance to Paul indicated that there had been a 
decisive transition in the history of salvation. If the call was 
to the Gentiles then that meant the end of particularity. But 
it is probably Paul himself who brought the inner tension 
between law and gospel out into the open by his own 
theological understanding. Paul’s calling to the Gentiles is 
always seen as the primary feature; if the place of the law in 
the Christian life was paramount, why did not the sort of 
problem we have in Galatians 2, Romans 3 – 4, and Acts 15 
surface earlier?  
 Probably Paul’s own growing experience of the grace of 
God in Christ in the encounter, despite his persecution 
inspired by zeal for the law, brought home to him the all-
sufficiency of the Christ and the bankruptcy of the Mosaic 
Law. Paul’s confrontation was with a Jesus crucified and 
cursed by the law (Gal. 3:13). Probably Deuteronomy 21:23, 
‘cursed is every one who hangs upon a tree’, must have been 
used in polemic against Christians from the beginning, 
perhaps by Paul himself. This was part of the reversal that 
Paul received on the Damascus road. For Paul the loyal Jew, 
the curse of Deuteronomy 21:23 had been the denial of the 
blessing of the covenant, for to be cursed by God meant the 
offender immediately forfeited all covenant blessing and 
protection. That was to be in the position of a Gentile sinner. 
The crucifixion of Jesus meant for Israel generally that God 
had rejected him, numbered him with the Gentiles and 
reckoned him as outside of the covenant. The Damascus 
road experience turned all that on its head for Paul. The 
immediate corollary of this for Paul must have been that 
God had favoured the crucified one, and that the curse of the 
law had been overturned. That God had vindicated Jesus, 
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crucified under law, could have been enough in itself to 
convince him that the Mosaic Law had never been instru-
mental in salvation, and therefore the gospel should go to 
the Gentiles. Paul never hints that the gospel to the 
Gentiles was an implication of the Damascus road, or was a 
secondary development from that experience.  
 The commission to the Gentiles was thus clear from the 
start (Gal. 1:16), while the other issues of circumcision, food 
laws and so forth, gradually surfaced as a result of the 
mission. The great bulk of early Jewish Christians probably 
did not sense an antithesis between faith in Christ and a life 
regulated by the Torah. With them, what the Damascus 
road did for Paul (and Phil. 3 makes this clear) was that it 
shattered his self-identity as a member of the people of God 
identified as national Israel. His devoutness as a Jew was 
called into question. A reassessment of the role of the 
Mosaic Law would have been bound up with this, but not 
the revelation of the law itself as God’s will in which Paul 
always believed. 
 It is also significant that he spoke of the Damascus road 
as ‘commission’ and not ‘conversion’ in Galatians 1:15–16, 
for he always believed himself to be a loyal Jew, and the 
Christian gospel as theological extension of the expectations 
of the Old Covenant. This decision had not been reached by 
subsequent reflection. Christ had met him on the Damascus 
road and had delivered to him a mandate for mission. Since 
God had called him to preach to the Gentiles, Paul did not 
think it necessary to join himself to Jerusalem.  
 The Son of God revealed (v. 16) was probably not as the 
ontological second person of the Trinity but as Israel’s 
Messiah. The inward revelation of verse 16 shattered ‘his 
previous perception and loyalties’.20  The ‘immediately’ of 
verse 16b (AV) disclaims the two following negatives and 
introduces the following affirmative clause. He had not 
consulted human sources and he had not gone, as he might 
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have been tempted to do, to the apostles at Jerusalem. So he 
had had no human instruction but he went away to Arabia 
(v. 17)—probably the kingdom of the Nabateans, stretching 
from the Euphrates to the Red Sea and so easily accessible 
to Paul from Damascus. It has often been concluded that 
during these years, perhaps in solitude, he received, consis-
tently with verse 16, teaching from the Lord. But Paul does 
not say so as we might have expected. The implications of the 
Damascus road experience needed to be given their complete 
expression in the total reshaping of Paul’s theology. Perhaps 
Arabia was chosen to provide him with the religious solitude 
needed for such a task. Some suppose that there he tried out 
his ‘law-free’ gospel to the Gentiles. Luke, however, does not 
mention the Arabian sojourn in Acts 9 and Paul says nothing 
about missionary activity there. On his subsequent return  
(v. 17) to Damascus (in the province of Syria, part of the 
Roman Empire since 64 BC) his preaching as recorded in 
Acts 9:20–22 presumably took place. Possibly he remained in 
Damascus for as long as three years.21  
 The narrative purpose of defending the authenticity of his 
gospel is carried a stage further. The structure of 1:18 – 2:10 
is carefully governed by what seems a tight chronological 
repetition of Greek epeita, ‘then, next’, at 1:18, 21 and 2:1. 
Paul now moves on to the assessment which Jerusalem, and 
particularly those of repute, made of him and his gospel. 
Since the Judaisers probably claimed that Paul was 
dependent upon Jerusalem, he describes his relationship 
with Jerusalem up to the time of his writing to the 
Galatians and his movements are clearly successive and 
complete. The ‘then’ of verse 18 chronologically follows the 
‘immediately’ of verse 16 (AV), so that Paul’s visit to Peter 
described in verse 18 took place (from Damascus—Acts 
9:23–25?) three years after his conversion (i.e. in the third 
year). The text recognises Peter’s historical and theological 
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importance, but notes the reality of James’ leadership to 
which Paul seems to refer at Jerusalem in 2:9. The purpose 
of the visit and the stay of fifteen days depend upon what 
sense is given to the Greek verb historeo in verse 18. If the 
usually accepted sense of ‘make inquiry about, get informa-
tion from’ is given to the verb, Peter and Paul no doubt 
discussed matters pertaining to their Christian experience 
and commitment. But the preferred meaning for historeo 
seems ‘to visit in order to get to know’. Paul was no doubt 
the receptor of much ancillary Christian tradition. At that 
time Paul saw none of the other apostles but James the 
Lord’s brother, seemingly identified here as an apostle. 
James was a ‘pillar’ figure (2:9), though not one of the twelve, 
since ‘any other’ is inclusive. James was the leader in 
Jerusalem and a man of deep ascetic piety, who eventually 
bore the title of ‘the Just’. So there were no official meetings 
and no public vetting by the Jerusalem church. Paul’s contact 
was with individual apostles and informal, so that there 
could be no talk of Jerusalem authorisation occurring on that 
visit. 
 Recognising the importance of his two counter assertions 
(vv. 16–19) of direct authorisation from God and his inde-
pendence of Jerusalem, for these seem to have been the 
substance of the defamation against him in Galatia, Paul 
subjects them (v. 20) to a confirmatory oath. In verse 21, a 
reference which could cover an extensive period of time, he 
returned to what seems to have been the Antioch region 
(Syria), as well as spending time in what seems the Tarsus 
area (his home town in Cilicia). He continued to be person-
ally unknown to the Christian churches in Judaea (v. 22), a 
fact which perhaps accounted for the confusion over the 
nature of his gospel. In this major statement at the end of 
the chapter, he again insists upon his independence of 
Jerusalem as he begins his ministry. The Gentile work 
under Paul thus began without the felt need to have the 
imprimatur of Jerusalem, and without connections to the 
recognised centre of Jewish Christianity. At the same time 
this lack of personal contact with the Jerusalem church could 
well have led to misunderstandings about the nature of 
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Paul’s preaching. But he was clearly known, by repute, as the 
converted persecutor of the Christian churches, now a 
vigorous preacher of the gospel of Christ (v. 23). Perhaps at 
Antioch primarily, a period of evangelism followed (cf. ‘is now 
proclaiming’ of v. 23), a fact for which the Judeans began to 
give great praise (v. 24), an indication of their general 
acceptance of him and his message. 

Paul and the Other Apostles 

GALATIANS 2:1–10 

Then after fourteen years I went up again to Jerusalem with 
Barnabas, taking Titus along with me. 2I went up in 
response to a revelation. Then I laid before them (though 
only in a private meeting with the acknowledged leaders) 
the gospel that I proclaim among the Gentiles, in order to 
make sure that I was not running, or had not run, in vain. 
3But even Titus, who was with me, was not compelled to be 
circumcised, though he was a Greek. 4But because of false 
believers secretly brought in, who slipped in to spy on the 
freedom we have in Christ Jesus, so that they might enslave 
us—5we did not submit to them even for a moment, so that 
the truth of the gospel might always remain with you. 6And 
from those who were supposed to be acknowledged leaders 
(what they actually were makes no difference to me; God 
shows no partiality)—those leaders contributed nothing to 
me. 7On the contrary, when they saw that I had been 
entrusted with the gospel for the uncircumcised, just as 
Peter had been entrusted with the gospel for the circum-
cised 8(for he who worked through Peter making him an 
apostle to the circumcised also worked through me in 
sending me to the Gentiles), 9and when James and Cephas 
and John, who were acknowledged pillars, recognised the 
grace that had been given to me, they gave to Barnabas and 
me the right hand of fellowship, agreeing that we should go 
to the Gentiles and they to the circumcised. 10They asked 
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only one thing, that we remember the poor, which was 
actually what I was eager to do. 
 

Paul shifts his emphasis in 2:1–10, expanding 1:13–24, to 
indicate that his gospel, which he laid before them for 
consideration (Gk anatithemai22), met with basic agreement 
from the Jewish Jerusalem community before whom he had 
not previously laid it. It was not tied to compulsory cir-
cumcision. Next in the sequence of events to be reported, 
Paul tells us that at the end of fourteen years after his 
conversion, taking the three years of verse 18 to be con-
current with 2:1, he went up to Jerusalem with Barnabas 
and Titus. Thus 2:1–10 is reporting the visit recorded in 
Acts 11:27–30, the famine-relief visit, so that the action in 
Galatians is to be placed before the Jerusalem Council of 
Acts 15. In 2:1 the verb is singular, perhaps indicating that 
the initiative to take Titus came from Paul. Titus’ sub-
ordinate status, but important collegiate role in Paul’s 
ministry, is clear.  
 Paul tells us (v. 2) that he went up again (cf. 1:18) by 
revelation; that is, the initiative came from God to Paul as 
one of the great moments in his ministry. The fact that he 
had been given his gospel by revelation did not lead him to 
think that the issue of his understanding of the truth of the 
gospel was above public debate. Verse 2 indicates that in a 
private interview with the apostles23 Paul laid before them 
his ‘law-free’ gospel, which he was still continuing to preach 
(cf. the Greek present tense, ‘preach’ of v. 2). Support from 
Jerusalem would not affect Paul’s commitment to the gospel 
but could prevent disastrous divisions (cf. Paul’s ‘to make 
sure that I was not running, or had not run, in vain’ in v. 2—
a statement which seems to recall the servant’s reservations 
of Isaiah 49:4—‘but I said, “I have laboured in vain” ’).  

                                            
22  Cf. B. Holmberg, Paul and Power: The Structure of Authority in the 

Primitive Church as Reflected in the Pauline Epistles, Fortress Press, 
Philadelphia, 1980, p. 22. 

23  Verse 2 indicates that only one small group met with Paul, not the church 
as a whole; cf. Ronald Y. K. Fung, The Epistle to the Galatians, NICNT, 
Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1988, p. 88. 
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 It may have been at the private meeting that Paul’s 
apostolic status was affirmed, but in view of the difficulty 
that Paul later had with Jerusalem interference (i.e. in 
Corinth), perhaps it was not made public. Paul’s gospel of 
grace offered to Gentiles might have proved provocative at a 
time of increasing Jewish nationalistic intransigence. The 
tone of Paul seems respectful but not at all subservient.  
 Verses 3–5, relating the proposal from Jerusalem for the 
circumcision of Titus, functions as a parenthesis within the 
account of the visit. Titus was of Greek origin and a 
prominent colleague of Paul in ministry. He was taken along 
as a test case, but was not compelled to be circumcised. 
However, he may well have submitted to it. The early 
textual tradition, the ‘Western Text’, suggests that Titus 
was circumcised, perhaps in deference to Jerusalem 
susceptibilities, to facilitate his future access to Jews as well 
as to Gentiles, since it omits the negative in verse 5. But 
since there was no compulsion in Titus’ case, Paul’s stance 
in his ministry—that circumcision was not required—was 
vindicated, as was his insistence upon his liberty in Christ 
to act as a Jew (1 Cor. 9:19–23) in matters non-essential to 
the truth of the gospel.  
 The decision, then, not to compel circumcision for Titus, a 
Gentile partner in Paul’s present ministry, and thus not to 
force him to become a proselyte, as Paul explains the 
circumstances behind verse 3, was taken in an atmosphere 
of hostility. False brethren (v. 4) who had surreptitiously 
entered (or had been smuggled in by the Judaisers and not 
the community as a whole) had been responsible for it. 
These intruders had taken aim at the law-free gospel (cf. ‘to 
spy on the freedom we have in Christ Jesus’) since their 
purpose was to bring Paul and his party under the 
regulations of the Mosaic Law (‘in order to make us slaves’). 
The pressure was strong but Paul, though he was always 
willing if the matter was non-essential to make a particular 
exception, did not yield to the pressure for general cir-
cumcision, and so on, since the matter was of critical 
importance (v. 5). What was at stake was the continuing and 
full integrity of the gospel then and now.  
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 In verse 6 he places the prepositional phrase apo . . . ton 
dokounton einai ti—from those who were reputed (by 
Jerusalem and thus also by Galatia) to be influential—first, 
to emphasise their assent and magnanimity in contrast to 
the opposition from the false brethren. The positive affir-
mation of Paul’s gospel by the Jerusalem leadership is the 
point (v. 6–10). The gospel he preached among the Gentiles 
(v. 2) was endorsed, and the emphasis is on this, though it 
also meant maintaining a Christian unity, important to 
Paul.  
 Yet before he completes his statement in verse 6, Paul 
interrupts himself with what has always seemed a puzzling 
parenthesis. Paul says that the Christian rank of the 
‘pillars’ (Gk hopoioi, ‘of what kind’, i.e. relating to their 
rank) stemming from an earthly relationship with the 
historical Jesus (this seems to be the point being made) they 
then held was not a matter of concern to him. This is a 
somewhat strange statement when he had been drawing 
attention (v. 2) to the importance of their support. He even 
drops their names in verse 9. The suggestion has been 
raised that, in referring to the Jerusalem three, Paul may 
have in mind the Jewish traditions regarding the three 
patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob as the three pillars of 
Israel, as the tripartite foundation on which Israel rested.24 
Paul seems not to be rejecting their apostolic authority but 
calling into question the exaggerated importance given to 
them by the early church as foundations of the New Temple 
(‘pillars’ in this sense). This threatened to place their 
personal authority above the truth of the gospel. Paul 
recognised that authority, theirs and his, stemmed from the 
gospel faithfully preached, but he did not regard himself as 
inferior to them. He was happy to endorse their eminent 
leadership within their community, but his Gentile mission 
stemming from the Damascus road encounter owed nothing 
to any connection with them. 

                                            
24  R. D. Aus, ‘Three Pillars and Three Patriarchs: A Proposal Concerning 

Galatians 2:9’, ZNW 70, 1979, pp. 252–61. 
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 Unlike the false brethren, the Jerusalem leaders called for 
no additions to (or subtractions from!) Paul’s gospel (v. 6). 
Paul says ‘they imposed [prosanethento] nothing’, though his 
remarks seem to indicate their ability to do so from the 
range of their greater experience with Jesus. On the 
contrary, they saw the importance of Paul’s ministry as 
entrusted with the gospel to the uncircumcised. They 
accounted it as parallel (v. 7) with Peter’s whose apostolic 
role is mentioned in v. 8 (though nothing is said of Paul’s 
apostolic standing, though this is implied). Emphatic in 
verses 7–8 is the correlation of apostle and gospel, with the 
authority of the first stemming from the content of the 
second item. As verse 8 shows, this was clearly recognition 
of divinely apportioned spheres of responsibility. Thus the 
task of the servant Israel of Isaiah 49:6 not only to establish 
the tribes of Jacob, and to restore the dispersed of Israel, but 
also to be a light to the Gentiles and for salvation to the end 
of the earth was apportioned. This task was implemented in 
this arrangement between these two great early wings of 
the developing Christian church. Necessarily, with a 
widespread Jewish Diaspora, there would be overlaps 
between the ministries since Paul always used a synagogue 
base, as presumably did Peter. 
 This recognition seems the real point of the reported 
arrangement. Indeed the pillars, James (by this time 
Jerusalem leader), Peter (a name used only here in Paul’s 
epistles; the reference may be solemn or official) and John 
gave their right hands to Paul and Barnabas in recognition 
of their fellowship in the gospel. The ‘pillars’ thus provided 
unequivocal endorsement for Paul’s law-free mission to the 
Gentiles, in view of God’s intervention on the Damascus 
road (‘the grace . . . given to me’, v. 9) and the continued 
display of divine calling in mission. The right hand of 
fellowship or partnership given pledged both parties to 
share mutually in the work done by either wing. Perhaps 
Greek koinonia  (‘fellowship’) is a genitive of apposition, 
giving the right hand, which consisted in fellowship, that 
which would characterise future relationships as a 
replacement of the tensions of the past. 
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 Thus the two overlapping spheres of ministry were 
created but, as the historical results show, this was not an 
absolute geographical division. The desire of the leaders in 
their solemn pledge is contained in the purpose clause of 
verses 9c–10. The pillars sent Paul on his way but remained 
at their task. Paul agreed that the poor in Jerusalem 
required special help. Perhaps the twenty-year experiment 
of communal living had brought about financial strains in 
the Jerusalem church, difficulties that may have been added 
to by Jewish persecution. The charge to keep the poor (of the 
Jerusalem church) in mind as a concrete expression of the 
new relationship was exceptional (cf. Gk monon, ‘only’). Paul 
saw the need to keep Gentile churches in touch with their 
Jewish roots, and to acknowledge their great debt of 
gratitude to Jerusalem. Probably also this contribution was 
to act as a symbol of unity between Jerusalem and Gentile 
churches, the more so since Gentile churches would rapidly 
depart from Jewish cultural practices, including the 
legislated keeping of the Torah. Thereafter this agreement 
between the Gentile churches and the Jewish congregation 
in Jerusalem became Paul’s fixed mission policy, 
culminating in the collection money brought to Jerusalem by 
Paul in Acts 21. 
 Paul’s relationship with Jerusalem seems to have had its 
ambivalent factors. He seems to have recognised their right 
to evaluate his gospel (2:2), but on the other hand he declares 
it inalterable and received by divine revelation, over which 
not even he himself had authority (1:8, 12). He is at pains to 
stress that his apostolic status is equal to that of the 
Jerusalem apostles. What this all means is that the basic 
facts of the gospel must remain unchanged, but perhaps 
that the background information, which informs the facts or 
the significance of the facts themselves which needed to be 
presented, represented an area which could strengthen 
Paul’s mission. The work of the gospel would also mean the 
creation of churches on foundations which would be endur-
ing. It may be that in the area of missionary practice there 
was the recognition by Paul that Jerusalem could have had 
something to add, given that Paul’s active ministry did not 
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begin until probably the mid-forties AD. It does seem from 
Galatians 2:1–10 that basic decisions regarding Paul’s 
Gentile mission were under review in Jerusalem, and that 
Paul himself was aware that the continuation of his Gentile 
mission, particularly as he operated from within a syna-
gogue base, was dependent upon Jerusalem support. To 
protect the unity of the gospel, Paul, even though he was 
under no constraint in regard to the timing, was virtually 
compelled to go to Jerusalem. 

Paul Rebukes Peter at Antioch 

GALATIANS 2:11–14 

But when Cephas came to Antioch, I opposed him to his 
face, because he stood self-condemned; 12for until certain 
people came from James, he used to eat with the Gentiles. 
But after they came, he drew back and kept himself 
separate for fear of the circumcision faction. 13And the 
other Jews joined him in this hypocrisy, so that even 
Barnabas was led astray by their hypocrisy. 14But when I 
saw that they were not acting consistently with the truth of 
the gospel, I said to Cephas before them all, ‘If you, though 
a Jew, live like a Gentile and not like a Jew, how can you 
compel the Gentiles to live like Jews?’ 
 

Paul now turns to the particular episode of his Antioch clash 
with Peter, which further illustrated his independence of 
Jerusalem, and thus further attested the origin of his gospel. 
The controversy now described developed in clear stages. 
When he first came to Antioch, Peter ate freely with Gentile 
Christians (v. 12), in line with his own indicated stance in 
Acts 10:1 – 11:18. Perhaps this occurred in Paul’s absence, 
since had he been present the controversy would hardly have 
developed into the issue it became. After the arrival of a 
delegation from James, probably expressing the view of the 
Jerusalem Jewish Christian concern for the effect upon Jews 
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generally of table fellowship with Gentiles (v. 12), Peter 
ceased to eat with Gentiles. Barnabas, with closer links to 
the Jerusalem church than Paul, also withdrew. The textual 
alternative in verse 12 of a neuter plural—Gk. tina ‘certain 
things’ for tinas ‘certain men’—might suggest that Peter’s 
conduct was in response to the arrival of some demand from 
Jerusalem, maybe the decrees of Acts 15 from James. Such a 
reading would suppose a later date for Galatians. Peter, 
regarding himself as a Jew bound by culture and convention, 
had separated himself gradually from the Gentiles, fearing 
the reaction of Jews generally in Palestine, whose reaction to 
the emerging Christian movement in tense times may have 
been conveyed to Peter by the delegation from James. Or 
perhaps Peter’s fear may have been of an influential ‘circum-
cision party’ of Jewish Christians in Jerusalem, whose 
sensitivity to the whole issue may have been communicated 
to Peter by the newcomers. The elements of the dispute 
perhaps reflect the fierce Jewish nationalism of the forties 
and fifties, which led to harsh treatment of any Jew who 
associated with Gentiles. Then other Jewish Christians  
(v. 13), and Barnabas, in fact all the other Jewish Christians 
at Antioch, followed him and so acknowledged his authority. 
As a result the church split into factions.  
 This dissimulation, that some who were Jews by race 
were requiring Gentiles to live like Jews, finally occasioned 
Paul’s confrontation of Peter directly (face-to-face) perhaps 
when Peter’s gradual withdrawals had reached a decisive 
point or when Paul had returned from an absence. Paul saw 
that affected Antioch Jews were not now living according to 
the truth that is the gospel (v. 14). This Jew to Jew exchange 
before the Antioch congregation (v. 14, ‘all’) was for Peter’s 
inconsistency, since 2:14b indicates that Peter, as a result of 
the Cornelius incident, normally lived non-Jewishly in 
Gentile contact. Paul was incredulous: ‘If you, though a Jew, 
live like a Gentile and not like a Jew, how can you compel the 
Gentiles to live like Jews?’25 This attitude was a denial that 

                                            
25  Cf. A. E. Harvey, ‘The Opposition to Paul’, in Mark D. Nanos, The 

Galatians Debate, Hendrickson Press, Peabody, 2002, p. 324. 
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believers were one in Christ solely on the basis of faith in 
Christ’s death. 

Jews and Gentiles 
Are Saved by Faith 

GALATIANS 2:15–21 

We ourselves are Jews by birth and not Gentile sinners; 
16yet we know that a person is justified not by the works of 
the law but through faith in Jesus Christ. And we have 
come to believe in Christ Jesus, so that we might be 
justified by faith in Christ, and not by doing the works of 
the law, because no one will be justified by the works of the 
law. 17But if, in our effort to be justified in Christ, we 
ourselves have been found to be sinners, is Christ then a 
servant of sin? Certainly not! 18But if I build up again the 
very things that I once tore down, then I demonstrate that 
I am a transgressor. 19For through the law I died to the 
law, so that I might live to God. I have been crucified with 
Christ; 20and it is no longer I who live, but it is Christ who 
lives in me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by 
faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for 
me. 21I do not nullify the grace of God; for if justification 
comes through the law, then Christ died for nothing. 

 
Paul initially presented the points of presumed agreement 
between himself and Peter in verses 15–16 before moving to 
the points of disagreement in verses 17–18. We Jewish 
Christians, argued Paul, were born members of the Mosaic 
Covenant (i.e. Jews). We are not, to use the current labels of 
Mosaic Covenant membership, ‘lawless people’, that is, 
sinners (a cultic and national term here, not an ethical one; 
it designates Gentiles, as excluded from the Mosaic 
Covenant, cf. Luke 6:32–33; Matt. 26:45). What Paul seems 
to be saying in verse 15 is that both he and Peter, as viewed 
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by the standards of Jewish orthodoxy, had been firm mem-
bers of the Mosaic Covenant, born into it.  
 But (v. 16, Gk de) the situation has now changed with the 
death of Christ. The tenor and tenses of verbs in verse 16 
suggest that Paul is addressing Peter on their present 
experience of grace in Christ. By ‘we know’, Paul shares the 
new truth. Covenant membership26 is not constituted by the 
works of the law27 but28 through faith in Jesus Christ. The 
‘we also believed’ indicates that he is not speaking merely 
generally but he is concentrating by his ‘so that we might be 
justified’ on the change to their present New Covenant 
experience. This change had no connection with their 
membership of the Mosaic Covenant. 
 Covenant membership—justification, which is the dec-
laration of covenant status—is now based on faith in Jesus 
alone. Covenant standing now in the post-cross era has no 
relationship to the works of the law, that is, works done in 
obedience to the Mosaic Covenant Law. The equivalent 
phrase ‘deeds of the law’ in Qumran is used there to describe 
the obligations laid on the member of the community. In the 
course of time such obvious markers as food laws and cir-
cumcision and Sabbath’s became the flag leaders, but here 
the ongoing concern of Galatians is directed towards 
whether legal obedience to the Mosaic Covenant is required 
of Christian believers. 
 In short, Paul is arguing here for the integrity of his 
gospel. Nothing can be added to it, certainly not demands 
tied to a superseded Mosaic Covenant (2 Cor. 3:6; Heb. 8:13; 
cf. Rom. 6:14; 7:1–6). Peter and Paul cannot now rely upon a 
Jewish background. Paul reminds Peter that both he and 
                                            

26  Paul may be talking about covenant maintenance since he may be 
addressing Peter, though he is probably making the more general point of how 
covenant entrance is obtained. 

27  Works of the law (Rom. 3:20, 28; cf. 3:27; 4:2, 6; 9:12, 32; 11:6; Gal. 3:2; 
5:10) are generally acknowledged to be actions required in conformity to the 
Mosaic Covenant. Cf. Stephen Westerholm, Israel’s Law and the Church’s Faith: 
Paul and His Recent Interpreters, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1988,  
pp. 116–21. 

28  Greek ean me is exceptive in force, cf. Galatians 1:19 and Longenecker, 
Galatians, p. 83. 
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Peter had exercised faith in Christ for their present standing. 
Justification, Paul adds for emphasis, now bears no relation-
ship to ethnic background. Paul does not now or at any time 
call for the abandonment of Judaism as a culture, but he 
always stresses the impossibility under the New Covenant of 
finding salvation through Judaism. In the changed era in the 
history of salvation since the death of Christ, the Mosaic 
Covenant no longer operated. Paul underscores this by insist-
ing that the Mosaic Torah had no role to play in justification, 
right standing with God (cf. Gal. 3:11, 19, 21–25). Paul is not 
abrogating the observance of the Mosaic Law in general as a 
cultural item, or attacking a prideful Jewish attitude. He is 
simply denying that God’s recognition of covenant status for 
Gentiles depends in any way on observing these distinctively 
Jewish practices; in short, denying that Sinai Covenant mem-
bership was, in the post-cross era, necessary for believers. 
Paul is appealing to the confession of Jewish Christians them-
selves, that believing in Christ Jesus, not living as a Jew (v. 
14), was the basis for being justified. Identification with Jews 
on the question of Torah observance was no longer required. 
The clear implication is that no distinctions between Jew and 
Gentile on the basis of table fellowship were required. 
 Paul concludes 2:16 with a loose quotation from Psalm 
143:2, ‘Do not enter into judgment with your servant, for no 
one living is righteous before you’. Paul has substituted ‘flesh’ 
for ‘living’, perhaps with the circumcision controversy in 
mind. But he has also added as his own emphasis, ‘by the 
works of the law’, to underscore as he does in Romans 3:20 
the irrelevance of the Mosaic Law for Christian justification.  
 The phrase ‘faith of Christ’ occurs twice in verse 16 (AV). 
Faith of (Jesus) Christ may here be subjective; that is, the 
faithfulness of Christ himself in his perfect obedience 
resulting in his atoning death. Alternatively it may be 
objective; that is, faith exercised in Christ. The issue is 
disputed but see the trenchant criticism of the subjective 
view by Mark A. Seifrid.29 Christian faith is often in Paul 

                                            
29  Mark A. Seifrid, Christ Our Righteousness: Paul’s Theology of 

Justification, Apollos, Leicester, 2000, pp. 139–47. 



 The Epistle of Paul to the Galatians 34 

compared with Abraham’s faith that was certainly objective. 
The phrase ‘faith of Christ’ is found eight times in Paul  
(cf. Gal. 2:16 twice; 3:22; Rom. 3:22, 26; Phil. 3:9; Eph. 3:12; 
cf. Gal. 3:26), but only five texts speak of the faithfulness of 
Christ in the New Testament and over 400 of faith in Christ. 
New Testament faith is based on the objective work of God 
in Christ whose salvific work in which we trust was ratified 
by his resurrection, so that cross and resurrection are both 
part of the salvific compound. It is the resurrection which is 
seen as mediating justification or righteousness (Rom. 4:25; 
cf. Phil. 3:9).30  
 A difficulty for interpretation is posed by Paul’s threefold 
use in verse 16 of Greek dikaioutai (‘is justified’), that is, ‘is 
declared to be righteous’. The relevant verb SDQ in the Old 
Testament means ‘be righteous’ (Qal), ‘to declare righteous’ 
(Hiphil). It is widely agreed that ‘justification’—that is, right 
standing with God or righteousness in the covenant language 
of the Old Testament—is a relational term referring to 
conformity whereby the norm in the case of historic Israel 
was God’s covenant requirement. In actual fact, however, God 
was righteous when he maintained his purposes set down by 
him in creation and communicated through revelation. The 
righteousness of God, broadly speaking, is his maintenance, 
through action, of his creation intentions for nature and 
humanity. God’s intention begun with creation in Genesis 1 – 
2 for the introduction of the New Creation, was continued 
through the call of Israel and later, under the New Covenant, 
with what came to be from Pentecost onwards, a renewed 
Israel. Conformity with God’s requirements imposed at 
creation is what is required in human conduct. The Old 
Testament focus is on Israel’s conduct within the covenant 
relationship, since God’s intentions for the world were 
continued in a series of Old Testament covenants with Israel 
through whom the world was to be reached, drawn into 
fellowship and transformed. Righteousness for the indi-
vidual Israelite or the Israelite nation (much more often in 

                                            
30  Seifrid, Christ Our Righteousness, pp. 139–46. 
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view) in the Old Testament thus becomes conformity to  
the norm of relationships with God established by Old 
Testament covenants. And for God, with Israel, righteous-
ness is his faithful response to Israel’s covenant situation, 
whether that will mean punishment for covenant breach, as 
was most regularly the case with the nation, or blessing for 
covenant faithfulness.  
 Consequently righteousness, in theological use in the Old 
Testament, has its normal reference to a status of standing 
within the Sinai Covenant relationship. God’s righteousness 
is his fidelity to his purposes for the world and is to be seen 
within the same relationship, expressed either in blessing  
or judgment. In Genesis 15:6, a major point of Pauline refer-
ence, Abraham’s relationship was right when he trusted 
God’s promises. He was thus justified, that is, declared to be 
righteous,31 since his conduct was evidence of a continuing 
relationship within the covenant. Though the covenant was 
not formally and reassuringly affirmed until Genesis 15:18, 
its promise structure had begun with Abraham’s call and 
commission in Genesis 12:1–3. In the New Testament the 
verb dikaioo becomes descriptive of the change of status 
brought about by the action of the Holy Spirit in rebirth. To 
judge by the word use, justification does not itself refer to 
the act of rebirth; simply to the change of status conferred 
by rebirth. Paul, in his use in verse 16 of the verb dikaioo in 
the three occurrences, clearly refers to New Covenant 
standing, for which the verb may speak. 
 Jewish law performance, even the most misguided legal- 
istic law performance, was an attempt to respond to grace 
by maintaining the covenant. What upholds justification as 
well as initiating it will be faith. We need in the New 
Testament to distinguish carefully between ‘works of the 
law’ and Christian works following faith (cf. James 2:14–26). 
Admittedly faith will show itself in ‘works’, since under the 
New Covenant as well as under the Old Covenant what 
demonstrates faith is obedience to the will of God. In both 

                                            
31  See Adolf Schlatter, Romans: The Righteousness of God, trans. Siegfried 
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Old and New Covenants, what facilitated obedience was the 
law in the heart of the believer, put there by the Holy Spirit 
in both Testaments.32 
 Under the Sinai Covenant, ‘works of the law’ did not win 
grace; at best they were simply the evidence of a grace-
impelled life. They could not be a condition of covenant 
entrance which, in the Old Testament (as in the New), was 
by grace alone. In the New Testament the phrase ‘works  
of the law’ is not a generalised term for self-effort. It has  
a definite reference to a Sinai Covenant connection and 
membership. This is what we might expect in the continuing 
discussion of the fall out from Antioch. Paul does not feel 
any need to particularise nomos, since for Paul there is only 
one law, the Mosaic Law. When ‘law’ appears as an absolute 
term in Galatians the reference is to the Mosaic Law. The 
Christian alternative is ‘the law of Christ’ (6:2). In the 
course of time, obvious markers of Jewishness such as food 
laws and circumcision and Sabbaths became the flag leaders 
for law observance. However, the ongoing concern of 
Galatians is directed towards whether legal obedience to the 
Mosaic Covenant is required of Christian believers for entry 
or continuance in the covenant.  
 Paul in 2:16 is thus referring to the covenant trans-
formation now being expressed by Jewish Christians and 
now required of Jews; the move, in the light of the death of 
Christ, from Sinai to the New Covenant. Such a move may 
not have been a matter of considered personal reflection for 
early Jewish Christians, and the issue of its nature would 
not have arisen until the question of Gentile acceptance had 
to be faced. Paul’s point is a simple one but a vital one. In an 
era when, by virtue of the continued existence until 
September 70 AD of the Jerusalem Temple and the Jewish 
covenant institutions, Paul is arguing that no mandatory 
connection with the Mosaic Covenant and its very specific 
intentions, in a new Christian era, is either legitimate or 
necessary. Mosaic Law has no direct application post-cross. 

                                            
32  On the law in the heart as the basic requirement for covenant obedience, 
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In this new era the grace of Christ alone operates. One 
gathers from Galatians 3 specifically that Jewish Christians 
were placing undue emphasis upon continuity, and seeing 
Jesus and his work as extending the legitimacy of the Sinai 
Covenant and its institutions. The profound appeal of the 
continuing Jewish Temple cult is clear from the Epistle to 
the Hebrews, where the author lays heavy stress upon the 
present Christian blessings of sanctuary, altar, priest- 
hood, Day of Atonement and sacrifice as alternatives to 
Jerusalem.  
 Paul is not generalising in Galatians 2:16a about sal-
vation in Christ, but is dialoguing with Peter at Antioch 
about a present experience of the faith. What is in Paul’s 
mind is the divorce which must be made between the old age 
and the new. Jews and Gentiles under the New Covenant 
are saved in precisely the same way. This is by faith in the 
person and work of Jesus, that is, by believing the gospel and 
receiving the Spirit (cf. Gal. 3:1–5). Salvation is no longer 
assumed as a result of race. Since the death of Christ, no 
longer was it necessary for Gentiles to be incorporated into 
Israel’s institutions and culture to be covenant members. 
The New Covenant had been the renewal of the Sinai 
Covenant with a restored Israel. But this had meant in effect 
the implementation of the covenant with Abraham since the 
particularities of the Mosaic Covenant had ceased with the 
cross. The inclusion of the Gentiles was always the purpose 
of Jewish election under the Sinai Covenant by its world 
witness as a kingdom of God’s people. Now in the new era 
after Pentecost, world witness is possible for the renewed 
Israel. So Paul speaks in the post-cross situation about the 
impossibility of justification ever being linked to the works 
of the law, works which were always evidence of membership 
of the Sinai Covenant, now defunct. Nothing for covenant 
entry is to be added to the sole requirement of faith in 
Christ. Forgiveness and the consequent justification must 
now come through the acceptance that Jesus in his death 
provided by his great Day of Atonement for the world (cf. 
Rom. 3:25), into which all of Israel’s yearly legitimating Days 
of Atonement had been incorporated. The preliminary step 
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for Jews of faith in Christ must now be made, for there was 
no automatic progress from the Old Covenant to the New. 
Jews (‘even we’, v. 16, AV) as well as Gentiles must now come 
into covenant connection by the way of faith in Jesus Christ. 
 The Old Testament position on the relationship of law 
and covenant entry is clear. Since the Mosaic Law came 
initially as a response to the relationship concluded on the 
basis of grace extended by God, no one could be (or ever was) 
justified before God on the basis of the law. Grace operative 
in the exodus redemption had led to covenant entry, or 
justification. Likewise the Christian new exodus, the death 
of Christ, had been productive of a New Covenant in which, 
apart from law (Rom. 3:21), covenant entry was offered on 
the basis of belief in the deity of Christ and in his finished 
work (Rom. 10:9). In any case, it was never the Old Testa-
ment position that one could rely on the works done in 
response to the law alone for covenant membership, since 
the presence of the system of sacrificial atonement under-
lined the personal reality that perfection under the law was 
never attainable. Israel always understood that obedience 
needed to be supplemented by the continued grace of 
forgiveness. The situation is precisely the same under the 
New Covenant (cf. 1 John 1:9). Of course salvation biblically 
is never achieved by human effort but this is not the point 
that Paul is addressing. 
 The altercation at Antioch was caused by Jews who had 
refused to see the work of Jesus Messiah as terminating the 
Sinai Covenant and as determinative of a New Covenant 
relationship with all its implications. Indeed they had 
probably endeavoured to fit Jesus into the Sinai compact, 
which they saw as continuing. The Judaisers who were 
extremely active in Galatia probably saw Christ as 
affirming the law and strengthening Sinai. But both 
Judaism and the Christian Jews in Galatia, as opponents, 
failed to appreciate that the crucifixion of Jesus irrevocably 
ended the Mosaic Covenant. For Christ by his atonement 
had removed the curse of the law from Israel; had 
established the nucleus of a restored Israel through whom 
the inaugurated New Covenant could be offered to all 
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humankind, thus fulfilling God’s promises to Abraham (Gen. 
12:1–3). Still attempting to live under the Sinai arrange-
ment but with no provision now for the remission of  
sins, Jews who refused in effect to come across to the New 
Covenant from the Mosaic were all under the curse invoked 
in Deuteronomy 27:26. 
 Paul will draw out the illogic of the Judaising position, in 
Galatians 3. By endeavouring to impose Mosaic Covenant 
Law on the Galatians, the Judaisers were given impetus by 
positions such as Peter’s at Antioch. At the same time, apart 
from anything else, on the best construction possible, Paul in 
Galatians 3 shows the Judaisers to be in serious theological 
confusion. By their demand for the imposition of the Mosaic 
Law on Christian converts, they were in fact making 
demands for Christian incorporation into the Mosaic and 
Sinaitic structure. In particular, by requiring the Galatians 
to submit to circumcision, food laws, Sabbath keeping, and 
so on, they were not merely making demands for the accept-
ance of Mosaic Law in terms of ethical principles. They were 
assuming the continuance of the Mosaic Covenant and 
insisting upon its continued recognition. This was a serious 
category mistake, which presumed the continued existence of 
institutions whose validity had been decisively ended by the 
cross. That is why in Galatians 3, the Abrahamic connection 
and a requisite understanding of what Abrahamic sonship 
meant was so critical to Paul’s presentation. 
 Paul does not deny the place of divine law as God’s 
revealed will to which New Covenant obedience, prompted 
by the gift of the Spirit, must in another way respond. This 
becomes clear in his treatment in Galatians 5 – 6 of the 
ethical response required to sustain New Covenant member-
ship. In terms of the Christian analogy which may be drawn 
from this, the order is the same. Faith indicates the fact  
of New Covenant membership; the keeping of God’s will 
through the power of the Spirit, the subsequent response to 
covenant membership. Faith not only makes possible the 
onset of the relationship but also provides for the obedience 
which stems from faith itself (Rom. 1:5), an obedience man-
datory for covenant continuance. 



 The Epistle of Paul to the Galatians 40 

 Galatians 2:17–18 then proceeds to cover what will be the 
points of contention in the ongoing covenantal argument. 
Paul states the charge levelled against him (v. 17) and then 
(v. 18) refutes it: ‘if, while we seek to be justified by Christ’ 
is the first clause and the second is, ‘we ourselves also are 
found to be sinners’; with the conclusion, ‘is therefore Christ 
the minister of sin?’ (AV). Again this verse must be inter-
preted within the flow of the context. This assertion that 
Christ becomes, under the Pauline doctrine of justification, 
a minister of sin, seems to have been the substance of a 
serious charge that Paul’s gospel leads to antinomianism. 
His Jewish Christian opponents, who may have alleged that 
a gospel of freedom from the Mosaic Law led to licence, 
could have levelled this against Paul, or perhaps it was the 
issue that came up in the Antioch debate. 
 The key to the interpretation of the clause is the meaning 
of the word ‘sinners’. If the word is being theologically  
and ethically used, then Paul is replying to a charge of 
antinomianism. Paul’s ethics later in the Epistle, with their 
emphasis on Christian obligation under Spirit guidance, 
effectively combat antinomianism. But the context of 
Galatians 2:15–21, which is concerned with Jew–Gentile 
relationships, does not favour such an interpretation. The 
discussion at Antioch was not over Christian standing as 
sinners but over Christian lifestyle; whether a Jewish 
sharing of table fellowship with a Gentile was a conscious 
disavowal of the purity laws. Paul is not speaking of an 
initial response to the gospel here, which places Jews on the 
same footing as Gentiles for acceptance as sinners. He is not 
looking back to a conversion experience. Again it would 
hardly be the case that in that regard Christ could be 
thought of as a minister of sin. Rather, as redeemer, he was 
a revealer of sin and its forgiver. Christ on this level 
receives sinners but does not promote sin, which the phrase 
‘servant of sin’ naturally suggests.  
 Only on a biased ethnic point of view could the charge be 
levelled that faith in Christ provided a stimulus to covenant 
breaking. The noun ‘sinners’, however, has covenant con-
nections in mind. It referred, as noted above, to those who 
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broke the law or who did not know the law. The text 
supposes a judgment on Jewish Christians, who recognised 
that they could not find Christian justification in their 
continued membership of the Mosaic Covenant. As a result, 
by relinquishing strict adherence to the Mosaic Law, they 
had placed themselves in the position of Gentiles who were 
outside the Mosaic Covenant. On such a strict Jewish view, 
Peter’s action in eating with Gentiles put him on their level, 
as outside of the covenant and thus a sinner. If the then 
Jewish cultural definition of sin and sinner as applying to 
non-Jews is on view, then Paul’s answer at the end of verse 
17 is absolutely correct and covers both clauses of the verse. 
It is the stock one, which Paul applies to a theological 
question whose conclusions must be rejected. Of course not! 
Absolutely not (v.17)! It is not the case that we are sinners, 
nor that Christ is the minister of sin! We are only so in 
terms of ethnic presuppositions!  
 Verse 18 is Paul’s counter charge. What is torn down is not 
the law but the Old Covenant. The allusion in ‘building up 
and tearing down’ is to the book of Jeremiah, where God is at 
work to establish a New Covenant community. Walter 
Brueggemann33 sees Jeremiah’s imagery of pulling/tearing 
down versus building/planting as the portrayal of a covenant 
community to emerge from the rejection of the royal priestly 
ideology of the Jerusalem establishment.34 Jeremiah’s 
emphasis is ‘the ending of one community and the building 
up of a new and different community’.35 Jeremiah’s use of the 
metaphor also appears in Jeremiah 31:28, a context closely 
parallel to the New Covenant context of verses 31:31–34.36 
 The exile of 587 BC was the beginning of the tearing down 
of the old community, which was completed by the cross. The 
‘planting’ or ‘building’ of the new community continued on the 
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Old Testament foundations laid since Sinai in the remnant 
of faithful Israel, and took eschatological shape with the 
resurrection of Jesus. The New Covenant has replaced the 
Old and the Old could not now be revived. To attempt to 
revive the Old is to transgress the New. The word parabates 
(‘transgressor’) is important here. Its meaning refers to a 
breach of some moral standard or expectation previously 
accepted. That is to say, it is an offence against some 
understood relationship, here in Paul’s mind the New 
Covenant relationship established by God’s eschatological 
purpose advanced in Jesus. When it refers to the trans-
gression of the law it is completed by the addition of the 
word nomos. Peter’s transgression was not against law but 
against God’s gospel of free grace. So likewise here, what 
Paul is saying is that to revert to what has been torn down 
would make him a transgressor of God’s New Covenant 
purposes.37 So to revert to the keeping of the nationalistic 
Jewish law as a Christian is what really breaks the New 
Covenant, as Peter’s transgression in verse 18 had done. 
 Paul in 2:19–21 sets forth his own example of the Jew 
now in Christ. Since he is in Christ, Christ’s abolition of the 
Mosaic Covenant by his death and the sufficiency of his 
death was a substitutionary atonement for all and thus for 
him. Christ died for all (2 Cor. 5:15), for sin (Rom. 8:3) and 
had brought the reign of sin to an end, providing for its final 
abolition (cf. Rom. 8:3, ‘condemned sin in the flesh’, and  
cf. Jer. 31:34). The total penalties for human breaches of the 
divine will had been paid. Jesus bore the just requirements 
of the law of God. So Paul as a Jew, a former member of the 
Mosaic Covenant, can say in effect, ‘I through the law exact-
ing in the cross the penalty of its transgression by all, have 
died to the law’, that is, ‘I no longer have an obligation to it’. 
The law proclaimed the death required of all those under 
the Old Covenant unless atonement had been made. Jesus, 
however, as a member of the Adamic race atoned for the 
race, and what Paul says of a death to the law’s requirement 
may be analogously applied to all who have sinned and 
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fallen short of the glory of God. So the building of the new 
age meant the tearing down of the Old Covenant.38 This is 
the narrower point that Paul is making in this inner Jewish 
argument. The law pronounced a curse on all Jews but 
Christ bore the curse (Gal. 3:13) for them all. By crucifixion 
with Christ, Jews and of course Gentiles—since the Ten 
Commandments operated throughout Genesis and before 
Sinai and seem to have been a foundational creation 
demand on the human race—had died to the imposition of 
God’s just judgment attaching to violation of his will. The 
perfect tense of ‘have been crucified’, verse 19, points to the 
permanent position of the believer.  
 Verse 20: Paul now lived a new life, expressing by faith the 
new life of Christ within him. Like the Galatians, Paul is a 
sinner redeemed by grace. The ‘faith in [of] the Son of God’ 
(Gk pistis tou huiou tou theou) in 2:20 refers to Christian 
faith rather than Christ’s faithfulness, since the relative 
clauses ‘who loved me and gave himself for me’, which 
immediately follow and define the phrase, are versions of a 
standard pistis formula that was probably confessional. It is 
the attempt to attain righteousness/covenant membership 
through the law/Mosaic Covenant that nullifies grace (v. 21b) 
not death to the law. If covenant membership came through 
what had already been revealed prior to the incarnation, then 
Christ’s death was irrelevant. 
 The fact that Paul does not mention the outcome of the 
dispute with Cephas suggests that he did not win the day. 
The Jerusalem pressure on Jewish Christians to exercise 
strict conformity to Jewish cultural dictates when eating 
with Gentiles probably prevailed. Jewish Christians 
probably followed Peter’s example. Jewish Christians still 
continued to recognise the final doctrinal and legal authority 
of the Jerusalem church. The controversy at Antioch logically 
sets the scene for the doctrinally critical covenant chapter of 
Galatians 3, where the Jewish Christian–Gentile relation-
ship is finally reviewed. Acts 15 reflects the vindication of 
Paul’s attitude in Galatians. 
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Paul Now Argues for  
the Inclusiveness of the 
Abrahamic Covenant 

 Galatians 3 applies Paul’s affirmation in 1:11 – 2:21 that 
his gospel was not of human devising, but was delivered 
through a revelation from the risen Jesus. In 1:13–24, Paul 
had described the circumstances surrounding his calling;  
in 2:1–10 how Jerusalem confirmed his gospel, and how  
in Antioch in 2:11–21 he defended his gospel against a 
Jerusalem leader.  

Law or Faith 

GALATIANS 3:1–14 

You foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you? It was 
before your eyes that Jesus Christ was publicly exhibited as 
crucified! 2The only thing I want to learn from you is this: 
Did you receive the Spirit by doing the works of the law or 
by believing what you heard? 3Are you so foolish? Having 
started with the Spirit, are you now ending with the flesh? 
4Did you experience so much for nothing?—if it really was 
for nothing. 5Well then, does God

 
supply you with the Spirit 

and work miracles among you by your doing the works of 
the law, or by your believing what you heard? 
 6Just as Abraham ‘believed God, and it was reckoned to 
him as righteousness,’ 7so, you see, those who believe are 
the descendants of Abraham. 8And the scripture, fore-
seeing that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, 
declared the gospel beforehand to Abraham, saying, ‘All 
the Gentiles shall be blessed in you.’ 9For this reason, 
those who believe are blessed with Abraham who believed. 
 10For all who rely on the works of the law are under a 
curse; for it is written, ‘Cursed is everyone who does not 
observe and obey all the things written in the book of the 
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law.’ 11Now it is evident that no one is justified before God 
by the law; for ‘The one who is righteous will live by faith.’ 
12But the law does not rest on faith; on the contrary, 
‘Whoever does the works of the law will live by them.’ 
13Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becom-
ing a curse for us—for it is written, ‘Cursed is everyone 
who hangs on a tree’—14in order that in Christ Jesus the 
blessing of Abraham might come to the Gentiles, so that 
we might receive the promise of the Spirit through faith. 

 
Galatians 3:1–5 takes up the important question of their 
experience of the Spirit in the light of Paul’s insistence on 
the revelatory character of his gospel, and his independence 
of Jerusalem. The assertion of justification by faith, 2:14–17, 
is argued out in Galatians 3:1–14. If the Galatian Gentile 
Christians have received the Spirit by faith, and thereby the 
actual fulfilment of all the Abrahamic promises, it follows 
that participation in the promises is based on faith in Christ 
alone, not on the Mosaic Law which was added 430 years 
after Abraham’s acceptance by God. Under no circumstances 
can Paul’s gospel of grace be supplemented. So the 
argument of the opponents for the place of the law as well 
as, or instead of, the gospel, is confronted. For Paul, by grace 
through faith is the only way of becoming the legitimate 
sons of Abraham and of sharing the blessing attached to 
God’s promises. This has been God’s plan of salvation from 
the beginning. The law was never to be the condition for 
entering the covenant relationship; it was only for Israel, as 
the means of responding to covenant.  
  Paul’s address to them (v. 1) as ‘foolish’ expresses his deep 
concern. The Judaisers had fascinated them as if by the 
casting of an evil eye (Gk baskaino). Their experience should 
have prevented them succumbing to the bewitching influence 
of intruders. Paul clearly had preached to them the signifi-
cance of the cross. The implication of the Messiah’s cru-
cifixion as a common criminal had been clearly proclaimed to 
them and, having been accepted by them, had resulted in 
their receiving the Spirit. Christ’s death had superseded all 
forms of legal righteousness, and they had heard this 
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message clearly. Their experience of the Spirit had fully 
endorsed Paul’s message of the cross (as still fully operative, 
cf. the Greek perfect of ‘crucified’). Thus God has accepted 
them, admitted them into the New Covenant (i.e. had justi-
fied them) and, as the argument will continue, had adopted 
them as sons (Gal. 4:6; cf. 4:28–29). As a result, they now 
belong to the body of Christ without taking upon themselves 
the yoke of the Torah.  
 Verse 2: There is only one question that Paul needs to ask, 
and all else is implication. Since it was a matter of common 
agreement that receiving the Spirit was the mark of a true 
Christian, Paul now reminds them that they had received the 
Spirit, not by observing the law, but by faith. Faith resulting 
from regeneration accompanied their hearing the message of 
Jesus (cf. the relationship set up between the Galatians and 
Abraham’s belief in v. 6). The Galatians’ reception of the 
Spirit in verses 1–5 and Abraham’s experience of justification 
in verses 6–9 are parallel. Abraham believed God’s promise 
and was justified. Abraham’s and their experience had 
nothing to do with the law because, like Abraham, the 
Galatians, at the time of their initial response to the gospel of 
Christ preached by Paul, were without and beyond the reach 
of the Mosaic Law. 
 Verse 3: Likewise, progress in the faith, as was the 
beginning, is also a gift of the Spirit. ‘Flesh’ (Gk sarx), 
describing human nature in its fallenness but in the broader 
sense in which Paul now begins to use the term, unredeemed 
humanity, is absurdly presented as the alternative source of 
strength to the Spirit. Paul, though he raises the question, is 
convinced that the totality of their experience (v. 4, Gk 
pascho, ‘experience/suffer’ has a positive sense) was not in 
vain, and he is calling upon the Galatians to consider the full 
implications of their ambivalence.  
 There is a general parallel between God’s activity among 
the Galatians and his dealings with Abraham, whereby the 
signs of God’s continuous activity in their midst in his 
supplying the Spirit and working miracles (v. 5) is correlated 
with the ‘reckoning’ of righteousness to Abraham (v. 6). The 
‘therefore’ of verse 5 builds upon the expected answer to the 



Commentary  47 

question of verse 2: How did the Galatians receive the 
Spirit? Their grounds for the continued presence of the Spirit 
(v. 5) must still be the same as their initial acceptance into 
the covenant.  
 The nature of Abraham’s faith is now more narrowly 
pursued. Righteousness, being in the right relationship with 
God evidenced by Abraham’s faith and expressed in terms of 
inclusion in a covenant relationship (credited to Abraham in 
Gen. 15:18), was Abraham’s position in Genesis 15:6. The 
‘Just as’ of verse 6 also ensures the same covenant inclusion 
for the Galatians. We may surmise that the Judaisers had 
used Abraham, renowned by Judaism as the pre-eminent 
law-keeper39 and as the first Gentile convert to monotheism, 
as a paradigm for circumcision and law-keeping. They would 
have required the Gentiles to accept the minimal require-
ments of Jewish law. But Paul makes the point of com-
parison clear in the conclusion from verse 6 drawn in verse 7. 
It is a shared faith in God’s promises which links Abraham 
and the Galatians and makes the Galatians his spiritual 
descendants. God’s dealings with Abraham provide the 
example for all believers. So Paul, in the manner of Romans 
4, had gone behind Abraham’s circumcision in Genesis 17, 
and his preparedness to sacrifice Isaac in Genesis 22—
perhaps points of emphasis for the Judaisers—to point to  
an earlier stage of Abraham’s experience. Faith, not 
circumcision, was Abraham’s means of entry to a covenant 
relationship and thus the means of entry into the New 
Covenant relationship. So those who by grace believe in 
Jesus as Messiah and Lord are members of the New 
Covenant. The emphasised and restrictive ‘those who 
believe’ of verse 7, as Paul claims the disputed sonship of 
Abraham for faith, implies (probably contra the Judaisers) 
that no other criterion for Jew and Gentile alike for entry to, 
and ongoing evidence of, covenant membership is required. 
All this makes it clear that Paul did not understand 
Abraham’s faith at Genesis 15:6 as did his opponents who, 
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presupposing the existence of the later law, saw Abraham’s 
faith as Torah obedience.  
 Paul then (v. 8) supports the conclusion of verse 7 with 
particular scriptural authority drawn from an amalgam of 
Genesis 12:3 and 18:18. So, arguing that Abraham’s faith 
was really an analogous response to the gospel, Paul also 
proclaimed the good news of Jesus without Mosaic Law. 
Like the Gentiles, Abraham had believed the divine message 
conveyed and so had received the promise directed to him 
and to his spiritual descendants when they, too, believed 
God’s promise. Those Galatians who relied on faith alone  
(v. 9) are now in the covenant and therefore descendants of 
Abraham within the same covenant of promise. Thus, they 
were enjoying the blessings pronounced in Genesis 12:3, and 
18:18 following Abraham’s declaration of trust; like him, 
‘being fully convinced that God was able to do what he had 
promised’ (Rom. 4:21). 
   From the beginning of biblical redemption with 
Abraham, faith, not keeping the law, had been the only way 
of acceptance with God. Paul sets up a parallel between the 
bestowal of the Spirit and the crediting of righteousness, 
both of which are consequent upon believing God’s promises. 
Thus the way of blessing as outlined in verse 14 shows once 
again that there is no distinction: the path of salvation for 
Jews (whether under the Old or New Covenant) and 
Gentiles, who now participate in Abraham’s blessing, is the 
same. On the question put to the Galatians in verse 2 by 
Paul regarding their reception of the Spirit, everything else 
has turned. Moreover, the linkage between 3:1–5 and 6–9 by 
the common denominator of faith (Gk pistis, verses 5, 6, 7, 8, 
9) is clear.  
 The ‘For’ (Gk gar, v. 10) introduces a section designed to 
explain by reference to Scripture (perhaps used by the oppo-
nents), the reason for the implied dichotomy in verses 6–9 
between faith and Torah in regard to the membership of the 
New Covenant. However, the logic of the two parts of verse 
10 creates the problem, for it is against supposed law-
keepers that Paul directs the curse of the law (3:10a) origi-
nally (Deut. 27:26) directed against covenant transgressors. 
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To solve the problem, traditionally a minor premise has 
been thought to have been unstated by Paul, namely, ‘no one 
in fact has fulfilled the law’, to be placed between the two 
halves of the verse to explain the progress of the argument 
within the verse. This then leads to the conclusion of the 
verse that the curse of the law falls on those who transgress 
the law (Deut. 27:26). That verse had called for law 
performance, the absence of which called down a curse. 
While the premise that the law could not be kept is correct, 
it is not the point that Paul is making in this clause. In any 
case the existence of the Old Testament sacrificial system 
made it clear that the law could not be kept and thus the 
Old Testament atonement system provided relief for sinners 
under the Old Covenant. Paul now in verse 10a turns this 
around, stating that all who rely (present tense, reflecting 
the present post-cross situation of which Paul is speaking) 
on the works of the Mosaic Law for right standing with God 
were under a curse. Such an implication makes the 
transition from 10a to 10b understandable and would be 
consistent with the further statement of Paul in verse 21, 
that law-keeping could never be the way of salvation (even if 
perfect obedience were possible). For salvation is based on 
promise, but law is a response to covenant obligation not the 
precursor of covenant entry.  
 Paul’s reference, however, to ‘as many as are of the works 
of the law’ in 3:10a has covenant relationships in mind. 
Greek ek plus the genitive is used to denote a member of a 
certain class or party who are not here identified by their 
actions but by their covenant orientation; that is, mem-
bership of the Sinai Covenant, not particular activities.40 To 
be ‘of the works of ’ the Torah is not the same as fulfilling or 
doing the law. Thus, Deuteronomy 27:26, ‘cursed is everyone 
who does not observe and obey all the things written in the 
book of the law’, may add an expectation of conduct from 
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those who falsely believed themselves to be covenant mem-
bers. This quotation, as an addition to the first half of verse 
10, presupposes Israel’s acceptance, at the time of covenant-
making, of the consequences of failure to obey any of ‘the 
words spoken by the Lord’ on Mt Sinai (cf. Exod. 24:3, 7). 
This always meant that all members of the Sinai Covenant 
could potentially find themselves under its curse for sus-
tained disobedience, because all had solemnly sworn they 
would do and obey all those words the Lord had said. In this 
connection, the addition of the sacrificial system to covenant 
institutions makes it clear that covenant infractions by all 
Israel would occur, but that forgiveness within the system 
was always available. 
 The curse of the law now, says Paul, will come on those 
who were of the ‘works of the [Mosaic] law’, that is, upon all 
who regarded themselves as continuing members of the 
Sinai Covenant, since all would fail to keep the law. And, by 
substituting ‘book of the law’ in Galatians 3:10 for ‘this law’ 
in both the Masoretic Text and the LXX, Paul extends the 
application of Deuteronomy 27:26 to the whole of the Old 
Testament law. Under the normal operation of the Old 
Covenant, atonement through sacrifice, after personal 
confession of sin for sins committed deliberately, would have 
been available so that within the atonement system the 
curse did not operate. Paul’s implied point, however, is that 
there is no forgiveness now available in the post-cross 
situation. The curse is thus to be applied universally to 
adherents of the Sinai Covenant, with no redress possible 
since the sacrificial system for removal of the curse of the 
law and for forgiveness of transgressions was no longer 
available. In short, Paul is arguing that the day of the Sinai 
Covenant is over and those who continue to resort to it have 
now no means of institutional forgiveness available for their 
inevitable sin. 
 Paul is making a clear covenant point here. Under the 
operation of the New Covenant, in force since the death of 
Christ, forgiveness is available under a different system of 
atonement (1 John 1:9; 2:1–2). It must now come through 
acceptance that Jesus in his death had provided. This was a 
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sufficient atonement for all sin, past, present and pros-
pective. Christ’s death was in itself the great inclusive Day 
of Atonement (Rom. 3:25). With the death of Christ the 
Temple in Jerusalem was itself profaned (Mark 15:38). 
While the Temple continued to function in Jerusalem until 
about September 70 AD and was doubtless considered ef-
fective by Judaism at large, the reality of the matter had 
been that the death of Christ brought Israel’s institutional 
system to a conclusive end, never to be reactivated. Israel’s 
God had left Israel’s Temple! 
 Mosaic Law-keepers, trusting in the keeping of the law 
for salvation, must now be cursed. For not only will they not 
be able to keep the law, but also there is now no forgiveness 
outside of Christ for sin and transgression. Thus it is to the 
illogical position of the Judaisers that Paul is pointing here. 
In endeavouring to impose Mosaic Covenant Law on the 
Galatians, they were, on the best construction possible, in 
serious theological confusion. To recognise any possibility of 
the survival of the Mosaic Covenant and thus Mosaic Law 
with its expected ‘works’ was not only a categorical mistake, 
but it also falsely presumed the continuity of institutions 
whose validity had been decisively ended.  
 To be cursed (Old Testament, literally ‘to be devoted to 
destruction’) is to be cut off from God, to be outside of the 
covenant of grace. So Galatians 3:10 says that in the ‘now’ of 
the New Covenant age, all the Jews who rely on obedience 
to the law to stay in the covenant are under the curse of the 
law, since the Mosaic Covenant which offered atonement 
through sacrifice had ceased with the cross. By Christ’s 
unprecedented saving act, he had established a New 
Covenant and a new kind of forgiveness. By his ignoble 
death Jesus appeared as one cut off from the Mosaic 
Covenant and thus cursed. Yet in that death Christ 
perfectly fulfilled the law as the one true and unblemished 
atoning sacrifice. But God had now vindicated the one who 
had been publicly pronounced accursed. The resurrection re-
established both Jesus’ sonship and his title as being God 
the Father’s rightful heir. Those who believe in Jesus are 
now joint heirs with him (Rom. 8:16–17).  
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 Paul in Galatians 3:10 is not reflecting on the history of 
Israel generally, but on the present constitution of Israel; on 
Jews who have refused to see the work of Jesus Messiah as 
terminating the Sinai Covenant and determinative of a New 
Covenant relationship. Indeed they had endeavoured to fit 
Jesus into the Sinai compact, which they saw as continuing. 
Still attempting to live under the Sinai arrangement, they 
were under the curse invoked in Deuteronomy 27:26 for non-
fulfilment of covenant obligations since the sacrificial 
system, which they needed for imperfect obedience, had been 
annulled. 
 The claims of verse 10 are justified by the logic of verse 
11. Both verses present scriptural evidence to show that the 
means of covenant membership in every era is unchanged. 
Vindication cannot come by the law, because it only comes 
by faith. The statement of 11a is not based upon the 
universal failure to keep the law, but is based on the 
scriptural statement of Habakkuk 2:4, ‘that the just shall 
live by his faith’ (AV); or, ‘he who is righteous by faith shall 
live’, true at all times.  
 In verse 11, Paul probably operating with the same scrip-
tural key texts as his opponents, couples Genesis 15:6 and 
Habakkuk 2:4 to indicate that covenant membership always 
came by faith alone. Habakkuk 2:4 avers that the righteous 
shall live and the wicked shall fall, that is, the righteous will 
ultimately triumph. Verse 2:4b portrays the stability of the 
righteous (trustful or faithful Judah) and provides the 
necessary contrast with the Chaldeans (2:4a) puffed up by 
international success. Their life is unstable due to arrogance. 
Paul’s point is the same point made by his use of Genesis 
15:6: that the justified believers (i.e. within the New 
Covenant) shall live by faith as they had entered the coven-
ant by grace through faith. The operation of grace would lead 
to covenant entry, that is, justification. If the just shall live 
by faith, then it follows that, since the atoning death and 
triumphant resurrection of Jesus and therefore the revealing 
of a more explicit focus for faith, the righteous will no longer 
be found among those who are from the works of the Mosaic 
Law. Jews who continue to live under the Old Covenant 
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rather than respond to God’s new action in Christ are 
outside of covenant fellowship. 
 This emphasis following on from verse 11b that the 
righteous will live by faith is now underscored in verse 12, 
by referring to law’s different sphere of operation. Verse 12 
contains a strongly condensed argument. The Mosaic Law 
and faith in Christ belong to two different eras and have no 
connection. The second half of the verse with its use of 
Leviticus 18:5 points to what had been the acceptable case 
under the Mosaic Covenant. Paul is speaking of the two eras 
and of the two covenants. Faith, that is, Christian faith 
exercised—as opposed to the LXX sense of the Greek pistis 
as faithfulness demonstrated—indicates the fact of New 
Covenant membership; but law was the response to Mosaic 
Covenant membership. The Mosaic Law is irrelevant to the 
question of New Covenant justification; faith in Christ alone 
is determinative. Paul refers to Leviticus 18:5, a verse 
concerned with Israel’s need to be distinctive from its 
neighbours Egypt and Canaan, by maintaining the covenant 
relationship put in evidence by its adherence to the divinely 
required national model of life. Mosaic Law maintained the 
Jewish covenant relationship, but did not initiate it. The life 
promised to the one who kept the law, Leviticus 18:5, is not 
to be taken to refer to New Covenant life in the world to 
come, but life in the Sinai Covenant, that is, the means of 
staying in the covenant with God. In short, law had had its 
place but it is no longer valid as a covenant entity. Law in 
the Old Testament, or in the New Testament sense the ‘fruit 
of the Spirit’ (Gal. 5:22–23), provided evidence of a continu-
ing faith and thus maintained the relationship. 
 Galatians 3:13 commences without syntactical connection 
to the previous verse, and thus makes an emphatic state-
ment. Christ redeemed us, past tense, signifying the work of 
the cross, that is, redeemed us Jews.41 Paul is alluding to 
Deuteronomy 21:23, but in dependence upon no version, 
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indicating Paul’s free use of the passage. In Galatians 3:10 – 
4:7, Paul generally uses the first person plural pronoun to 
refer to life under the law for Jews as such, and the second 
person plural when the Gentiles’ own situation is discussed. 
Jews had been redeemed from the curse of the law pro-
nounced on covenant reprobates, by Jesus becoming such on 
behalf of Israel (those under the law). Yet the Jews served 
as a representative of all mankind, so that the particular 
saving act of Christ, which redeemed the Jews from the 
curse of the Mosaic Law, ultimately embraced Gentiles also, 
thus enabling them to share in the blessing of Abraham 
(3:14). So through the atoning death of Christ by being 
‘hanged on a tree’, the universal promise made to Abraham 
in Genesis 12:3 was fulfilled. Jesus had declared the 
national covenant with Israel abrogated (cf. Matt. 21:33–42) 
following upon the death of the son of the vineyard owner: 
‘the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given 
to a people that produces the fruits of the kingdom’ (v. 43). 
Old Testament Israel’s election and covenant relationship to 
God ended when to Pilate’s words, ‘Shall I crucify your 
king?’ the chief priests speaking for the nation and reducing 
Israel to a mere geographical entity, tragically answered, 
‘We have no king but Caesar’ (John 19:15).  
 Of course Abraham’s justification by faith meant that, for 
Jews in the Old Testament who trusted in God’s covenant 
promises (3:7–8), a solution to the curse was always avail-
able. The problem for Israel was generated precisely by the 
death of Christ, which meant the annulment, by that death, 
of the Sinai Covenant. 
 While the work of the cross availed for all in terms of the 
history of salvation, the redemption of Israel was the 
indispensable precondition to the blessing spreading out in 
mission to the Gentiles, recorded in the Acts of the Apostles. 
By being cursed himself (3:13), Christ released ‘us’ (i.e. ‘us 
Jews’), by interposing himself as the propitiatory offering. 
Thus Jesus, in his death, vicariously took upon himself the 
curse of the violated covenant. The act of Christ, however, 
while absorbing its penalties and removing its power, did 
not destroy the curse, since all who still sought to find 
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salvation by works of the Mosaic Law remained under  
its curse. Christ’s act is described by the verb exagorazo 
(‘redeem’) used in 3:13 and 4:5, where both texts speak of 
buying the freedom of the subjects of the law. 
 The transgression of the Mosaic Law incurred a curse 
because it demonstrated rebellion against God, and thus 
unworthiness of any relationship with God. This curse of the 
law was actually the curse of God, the lawgiver. It involved 
Jews being cut off from God and his holy community, and the 
forfeit of the blessing in the covenant. The fulfilment of the 
law in the Old Testament meant life in the Promised Land. 
Judaism in the post-cross era, however, futilely continued to 
acknowledge law-keeping as the response necessary to main-
tain the blessing of the defunct Sinai Covenant. Judaisers 
probably saw Christ as a new Moses, affirming the law and 
strengthening the Sinai commitment. Both Judaism and the 
Christian Jews in Galatia, as opponents of the gospel of 
grace, failed to realise that Israel’s crucifixion of Jesus 
irrevocably broke the covenant, and that Christ, atoning by 
removing the curse of the law, established a New Covenant 
with all mankind. 
 By his death on the cross Christ became cursed. So he 
became identified with those who were cursed—the Jewish 
nation, cursed because of continued national disobedience 
under the specific covenant provision in Deuteronomy 27:26. 
However, it should be understood clearly that Jesus was not 
cursed for any sin of his own. Rather, he was cursed because 
his death by crucifixion, despite his innocence, caused him  
to be ‘numbered with the transgressors’ (Isa. 53:12d), and  
so cursed because guilty under the condemnation of 
Deuteronomy 21:22–23. Paul’s application of that truth and 
its implications are found in 3:14. Christ became the 
substitutionary bearer of the law’s curse for those living 
under the law. The salvation–historical implications of this 
are detailed in the two Greek hina clauses (‘in order that’), 
the second of which is subordinate in logical and temporal 
terms to the first. The divine transaction to redeem Jewish 
believers from the curse was a precondition to the bestowal 
of the universal blessing of God, promised through Israel’s 
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mission to all Abraham’s descendants who believed. The 
cross of Christ placed God’s elect, both Old Testament saints 
and those in Christ throughout all time, within the same 
circle of faith. So the pre-cross division between ‘us’ and 
‘them’ moved firstly out from ‘us Jews’ towards a final 
inclusive ‘we’ including the Gentiles (v. 14b) that makes no 
distinction between Jew and Gentile. The fulfilment of this 
movement is the gift of the Holy Spirit for all who come to 
believe. The article before ‘faith’ in verse 14 points back to 
the type of faith mentioned in 3:2, 5, 6, 9, and 11.  
 So the joint experience of the indwelling Spirit, where the 
‘we might receive’ of verse 14 is climactic in the argument of 
3:1–14 and clearly inclusive, is the fulfilment of the 
promised blessing of Abraham. Israel’s redemption from the 
law’s curse opened the fountain of God’s blessing beyond  
the bounds of ethnic Israel. The Jew, together with the 
believing Gentile, now finds sonship defined, not by 
Abraham’s blood-line, but by belonging to Christ, and 
therefore quite apart from the Sinai arrangement, as the 
Galatians’ own experience testifies (3:2). Jews and Gentiles 
are made recipients, by hearing and believing the Gospel, of 
the promised Spirit, who comes apart from the law. Paul’s 
question of 3:5, as to how the Gentiles can receive blessing, 
is answered in 3:14. As that verse indicates, the blessing of 
Abraham is, above all, the gift of the Spirit. So ends the 
argument of 3:1–14 where the question has been, ‘How was 
the Spirit obtained?’ 

The Promise to Abraham 

GALATIANS 3:15–18 

Brothers and sisters,
 
I give an example from daily life: once 

a person’s will has been ratified, no one adds to it or annuls 
it. 16Now the promises were made to Abraham and to his 
offspring; it does not say: ‘And to offsprings,’ as of many; but 
it says, ‘And to your offspring,’ that is, to one person, who is 
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Christ. 17My point is this: the law, which came four 
hundred thirty years later, does not annul a covenant 
previously ratified by God, so as to nullify the promise.18For 
if the inheritance comes from the law, it no longer comes 
from the promise; but God granted it to Abraham through 
the promise. 

 
Paul now turns to a fresh point in 3:15–18 and proceeds to 
disassociate promise from law. He introduces the theme of 
inheritance with a ‘human’ argument from testamentary 
law. John Hughes correctly argues that diatheke here must 
mean covenant (not ‘last will and testament’).42 The use at 
3:15 is in general statement and at verses 16–17 in regard 
to the specific details. Once a covenant had been ratified no 
one could change it (v. 15). So the Abrahamic Covenant, 
with its notion of inheritance through faith, is inviolate. The 
Mosaic Covenant does not abrogate it (v. 17c), or invalidate 
it (v. 18). The Mosaic Covenant, which came into being  
430 years after the Abrahamic (v. 17), could not attach 
conditions to the still operative earlier covenant, and so 
annul the promise. In verse 18 Paul notes that categories of 
payment and gift are mutually exclusive. These promises  
(v. 16) were made to Abraham and his seed. The singularity 
of the seed in verse 16 is for Paul the singularity of one 
family, culminating in Christ who is the seed; contrasted 
with a plurality of ethnic families stemming from Abraham, 
thus confining the promise structure to Christ, through 
Israel. So the issue of salvation turns upon what constitutes 
membership of the family of Abraham. In this Galatian 
context, the Judaisers were probably proclaiming that God’s 
promises were given only to Abraham’s elect seed, the 
Jewish people. It will thus be clear that to be in Christ is to 
be a member of Abraham’s family, and that no connection 
whatever to the patriarch can now be obtained in any other 
way. These Abrahamic promises initially concerned the 
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occupancy of the land.43 For Paul and post-exilic Judaism, 
the dimensions of the promise became expanded to signify 
the world in an eschatological sense (Rom. 4:13), realised 
now by the inclusion of Gentiles in the family of Abraham. 
The Abrahamic promise structure is fulfilled in the gift of 
the Spirit, for it is noteworthy that epangelia, ‘promise’, 
when used for the first time in Galatians (3:14) is used in 
connection with the Spirit. 

The Purpose of the Law 

GALATIANS 3:19 – 4:7 

Why then the law? It was added because of transgressions, 
until the offspring would come to whom the promise had 
been made; and it was ordained through angels by a 
mediator. 20Now a mediator involves more than one party; 
but God is one. 
 21Is the law then opposed to the promises of God? 
Certainly not! For if a law had been given that could make 
alive, then righteousness would indeed come through the 
law. 22But the scripture has imprisoned all things under 
the power of sin, so that what was promised through faith 
in Jesus Christ might be given to those who believe. 
 23Now before faith came, we were imprisoned and 
guarded under the law until faith would be revealed. 
24Therefore the law was our disciplinarian until Christ 
came, so that we might be justified by faith. 25But now that 
faith has come, we are no longer subject to a disciplinarian, 
26for in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through 
faith. 27As many of you as were baptised into Christ have 
clothed yourselves with Christ. 28There is no longer Jew or 
Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer 
male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus. 
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29And if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s 
offspring, heirs according to the promise. 
 4:1 My point is this: heirs, as long as they are minors, are 
no better than slaves, though they are the owners of all the 
property; 2but they remain under guardians and trustees 
until the date set by the father. 3So with us; while we were 
minors, we were enslaved to the elemental spirits of the 
world. 4But when the fullness of time had come, God sent 
his Son, born of a woman, born under the law, 5in order to 
redeem those who were under the law, so that we might 
receive adoption as children. 6And because you are 
children, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our 
hearts, crying, ‘Abba! Father!’ 7So you are no longer a 
slave but a child, and if a child then also an heir, through 
God. 
 

This difficult section of the letter is not capable of easy 
interpretation.44 But it must again be approached in terms 
of Paul’s difference between ‘faith’ and ‘law’ as generally 
denominating two covenants. Galatians 3:19–24 serves as 
the crux of Paul’s argument, as his response to the problems 
raised among Galatian believers, bearing on the supposed 
continuing role of the Mosaic Covenant. Paul now, in verses 
19–20, expounds the purpose and function of the Mosaic 
Law and its relationship to the Mosaic Covenant. In verse 
19 Paul asks, ‘Why then the law?’ raising the question of the 
law’s purpose, now taken up in verses 19–25. If the law 
cannot procure salvation (as he has argued), what then is its 
function? Paul initially tells us that the law was ‘added’ (by 
God to the previous promise to Abraham). The word ‘added’ 
indicates the law’s subsidiary place in God’s purposes, but 
not necessarily its inferiority. The promise still continued in 
its significance, as the perfect tense of the Greek verb 
‘promise’ (v. 19) affirms. Law thus assumed quite a different 
function from promise and was added (i.e. to the covenant 
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promise) because of transgressions (i.e. to produce trans-
gressions) ‘until the seed should come’ (cf. Rom. 7:7–13). Its 
purpose was to enclose national Israel in sin (cf. vv. 21–23). 
Israel’s covenant defections needed to be obvious to herself 
and her world. ‘[For the sake] of transgressions’ could mean 
result or goal, that is, to produce transgressions, or to 
identify transgressions. Reading it with Romans 7, espe-
cially verse 7, the argument here seems to indicate that the 
place of law in salvation history was not merely to identify 
transgressions but to multiply transgressions. That is, to 
enable sin to be seen as a covenant breach and so, in a 
negative way, to remove every basis other than faith for 
participating in the promises. So the Abrahamic promise is 
permanent, but the addition of law in the form of the Sinai 
Covenant was temporary. As associated with the Mosaic 
Covenant, the Mosaic Law was temporary, but insofar as it 
voiced divine principles, the law, as Paul will later make 
clear, continues to be ‘holy and just and good’ (Rom. 7:12). 
The seed (v. 19), that is, Christ (cf. v. 16), is correlated now 
with national Israel’s release which occurred with Christ’s 
death (cf. v. 23).  
 Then the giving of the law through Mosaic mediation 
marked its inferiority. The divine appearances to Israel and 
its elders (Exod. 19 – 24) seemed so direct as to rule out the 
possibility of covenant mediation in these chapters. But the 
national sin of the golden calf resulted in Moses’ breaking of 
the two covenant tablets (Exod. 32:19).  
 Direct divine withdrawal in guidance to the Promised 
Land and the substitution of angelic leadership then 
occurred (Exod. 32:34). This could well have created the 
context for Paul to associate angels with the subsequent 
law-giving in the second covenant of Exodus 34:1–28. Exodus 
34:10 with Hebrew karat berit and bara’ points to a new, not 
an affirmed or renewed, covenant.45 The notion of angels as 
participants present at the giving of the law was popular in 
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Paul’s time.46 Paul’s view may draw some biblical support 
from Psalm 68:18 LXX (MT 17) where angels are associated 
with the giving of the law, understanding the ‘chariotry’ of 
God there as angels accompanying him at Sinai. The 
subsequent distinction between Moses and national Israel 
(Exod. 34:29–35) would clearly underline such an enclosure. 
 The interpretation of the very laconic verse 20 is difficult 
and many solutions have been offered. The simplest and 
best is that offered by Terence Callan that the concept of a 
mediator suggests plurality, and thus any transaction in 
which the mediator is involved is inferior to one in which 
God acts directly.47 On this view, the verse offers a further 
pejorative view of law as finally given in the Sinai Covenant 
(cf. Exod. 34:10) and as mediated through Moses. Such an 
activity of Moses (Exod. 34) occurred within the context of 
Israel’s gross national disobedience of Exodus 32 – 34, when, 
after Moses’ intercession, a fresh covenant was made, this 
time not with Israel directly (as was the case with Abraham 
in Gen. 15:18) as in Exodus 20, but through Moses. The 
result was that, when the covenant was finally imposed as 
conclusive, Yahweh’s requirement of mediation served to 
stress the sin of Israel. After Sinai, Israel remained continu-
ously under mediators until the Advent.  
 In verses 21–22, Paul adds a further point. Unlike prom-
ise, the law cannot impart life. Paul, who seems to have 
been conscious that such a thought might arise from what 
he had said, asks whether law and promise contradicted 
each other. Since both were given by God, law must have 
been compatible with promise; but since the Messiah had 
not yet come, the law, though never contrary to promise, 
became to national Israel a kind of gaoler (cf. vv. 23–25). 
 So Paul, with a strong adversative at the beginning of 
verse 22, indicates the real situation. So far from conveying 
life, law was used by Scripture (and Paul seems to have the 
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whole of the Old Testament in mind, for the argument of 
verse 22 seems to demand this) to confine the disobedient 
Jewish nation under sin. Like Jews, however, Gentiles, 
though they are not directly in Paul’s mind, were respon-
sible for what came later to be codified as the Ten 
Commandments since they are the expression of a proper 
relationship to God and recognition of the sanctity of human 
life, which like all creation is of value to the Creator. A 
failure to acknowledge the Creator and to thank him for his 
goodness, which is the rejection of God and his will for 
human life, is the basic sin. Now the promise to Abraham of 
covenant inclusion for all is realised through the Spirit, 
applying through the work of Jesus the forgiveness of sins. 
 Verses 23–24 point to the role of national Israel provided 
with the Mosaic Covenant. Before this faith (i.e. the faith 
referred to in v. 22, Christian faith) came as a possibility  
(v. 23), Mosaic Law operated as a power to confine ‘us’ (i.e. 
Israel generally). Paul is pointing to the Old Testament 
effects of Israel’s unbelief, which gave law a judgmental role 
against the nation. It was never used as it ought to have 
been to promote national sanctification. Paul is aware of 
this (cf. Rom. 9:6), but does not make the distinction here 
that could be made between national Israel and the 
believing remnant who through their covenant standing 
would not have been so confined, since it is not germane to 
his argument. For believing Israel in the Old Testament, the 
law was written in the heart48 and its fulfilment was always 
a delight.49 Beyond this blanket reference to the nation in 
verse 24 there is the reality of personal piety in the Old Tes-
tament, which does not enter into the range of his discussion. 
Bearing this in mind, there is no contradiction between 
Paul’s attitude to the Mosaic Law in Galatians 3 and in 
Romans 7. Righteousness, which indicates the believer’s 
right status with God, never came in the Old Testament 
through law but came through promise. It came through 
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incorporation into the promise-structure, the covenant rela-
tionship, and thus in regard to the New Covenant by 
incorporation into the person of the Promise-Keeper, 
Messiah Jesus. He is directing his arguments in this chapter 
(and in 4:1–7) against Jews nationally who, at the time of 
writing, still placed their confidence in the Mosaic Covenant. 
The Mosaic Law’s restrictive supervision was to continue 
until its era was over; that is, until salvation through faith 
in Christ as entrance to the New Covenant was finally avail-
able. This meant that with the death of Christ, the era of 
national Israel had finished. With the coming of this faith  
(cf. the Greek article in v. 23) in Christ, the Mosaic Law had 
no further role to play in the era of the New Covenant. 
 The image of the paidagogos, the family slave/retainer, in 
verse 24, elaborates on verse 23. The paidagogos was an 
important figure in the household, charged with the 
supervision and conduct of one or more sons in the family.  
He normally gave no formal instruction, but administered 
the custodial directions of the father. His role, which is 
ambivalently assessed in the literature of the period, seems 
to have been a negative one of restrictive oppressive 
supervision.50 In ‘until Christ came’, Paul is speaking chrono-
logically of successive periods of salvation history, with the 
Christian period making it quite clear what was always the 
case, that justification was by faith. Paul’s point is that the 
coming of Christ should have awakened national Israel to 
the role of the law. The Mosaic Law’s role in the history of 
salvation had ceased with Christ’s death.  

Now Faith Has Come (i): 3:25–29 

 Now that this (Gk article) New Covenant faith is 
available (v. 25), Mosaic Law has no further restrictive role 
to play. This, however, does not mean the end of divine law 
as the guiding motif for life within the New Covenant. 
Paul’s point has been that the covenant with Abraham was 
always primary, and that the Sinai Covenant occupied a 
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complementary role within that of the covenant with 
Abraham. The Mosaic Covenant was always temporary, 
transient and an anticipation of the fulfilment of the 
Abrahamic, except that it provided a more detailed reflec-
tion of what comprised godly conduct. 
 For the result is (v. 26) that the Galatian believers—all of 
them, that is, from both Jewish and Gentile backgrounds—
have been brought to a new experience as the true sons of 
God by their faith (or by this faith, i.e. not by ethnic 
connection). They now inherited a sonship, formerly Israel’s 
position (Exod. 4:22–23; Deut. 14:1–2; Hosea 11:1), which is 
now for all in Christ Jesus. The ‘in Christ’ of 3:26 is the 
correlate of ‘sons of God’ in 3:26, and in 3:27 the correlate of 
baptism. Compare verse 29, where belonging to Christ 
means being Abraham’s seed, heirs of the promise. This 
strongly confirms that ‘in Christ’ meant for Paul mem-
bership in the historical though now eschatological people of 
God.  
 Those baptised (i.e. in an affirmation of the faith; cf. v. 26, 
not mere baptism as such) with reference to Christ (and not 
Judaism), have identified themselves with Christ. ‘Christ 
Jesus’ is the normal Pauline order for his ‘in Christ’ formula. 
This indicates a transfer of dominion membership of the  
new people of God (as opposed to being ‘in Adam’) by 
incorporation into Israel’s Messiah Jesus of Nazareth, and 
thus sharing in the Abrahamic ‘seed’ promises. Paul’s 
‘clothed yourselves with Christ’ conveys the sense of sharing 
Christ’s nature as a result of being united to Christ, since 
the image of outer clothing in Scripture most frequently 
refers to inner transformation. The metaphor signifies his 
sphere of dominion, so as to begin that transformation into 
his image through the ongoing work of the Spirit. Thus 
verse 28, ‘all of you are one in Christ Jesus’, means that for 
all who now belong to Christ Jesus, the normal differences 
implying relative worth or inequality deriving from birth—
that is, ethnic (Jew or Greek), social and economic (slave or 
free) or gender (male and female)—do not affect membership 
by rebirth of the people of God. Paul is not arguing that 
these differences have no place in our current society.  
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 The argument of the chapter is concluded in verse 29  
with what is really its statement of purpose, that if the 
category of belonging to Christ applies, then distinctions 
vanish. Believers share as Abraham’s seed the promises  
to Abraham. Thus those in Christ are the true ‘sons of 
Abraham’, not Jews as such. The chapter thus concludes 
with the full identification to which the argument has been 
moving.  

Now Faith Has Come (ii): 4:1–7 

 Having dealt with the position of the Jew under the law, 
Paul, as a clarification of, and in what is virtually a repeat of 
Galatians 3:23–29 (without the reference to law save when 
necessary, cf. vv. 4–5), applies the analogous conclusions in 
Galatians 4:1–7. The analogy is of a son growing up in a 
patrician household, regulated by guardians and adminis-
trators for the time being (4:1–2). During this period the son 
is seen to be little different from a slave though he is the 
heir. The analogy is designed to provide a contrast of Jewish 
pre-Christian experience under the law, with newfound 
Christian freedom. James Scott has argued that sonship 
refers to Israel’s pre-exodus Old Testament experience 
(‘when a child’), by allusion to Hosea 11:1.51 The reference to 
guardians (Gk epitropoi) and stewards (Gk oikonomoi) would 
include state officials, here the Egyptian state apparatus 
and those who enforced it.52 The time appointed by the 
father (v. 4) is the divinely decreed time limit fixed for the 
bondage.53 Therefore, Galatians 4:1–2 refers to Israel’s 
Egypt experience in slavery, though heirs of the world 
through the promises to Abraham. But the deliverance from 
Egypt was symbolic of the freedom achieved by Christ’s 
death and resurrection.  
 The point of verses 1–2 is applied in verses 3–6 with  
3:24–25 in view, implying that the Mosaic Law, as used, was 
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a type of general elementary teaching. Greek stoicheia is best 
taken as ‘the material world’,54 to which—by contamination 
from contact with its basic fallenness—Jews (that is, 
national Israel), having ignored their mandate for separate-
ness from their world, were placed in bondage. Gentiles  
(v. 9) were in similar bondage to materialism expressed in 
worship of pagan deities. What is remarkable is Paul’s 
equation of ‘law service’, particularly after the cross, with 
pagan polytheism.  
 The fullness of time fixed in God’s purposes for re-
demption in Christ corresponds, in the analogy being drawn, 
with the date ordained to Abraham (v. 2), when Israel would 
be delivered from slavery in Egyptian bondage (Gen. 15:13). 
Paul argues here for a parallel between bondage  
for Israel in Egypt and the later bondage for national  
Israel under the Mosaic Law. Galatians 4:3, ‘So with us’, 
seems applicable to Jews as the analogy is applied. In ‘God 
sent his Son’ (4:4), ‘sending forth’ suggests pre-existence.55 
Jesus came forth as a truly representative human being, 
where ‘born of a woman’ indicates a reference to the virgin 
birth. Also, and most importantly for Paul’s discussion of 
salvation history, ‘born under the law’, that is, under the 
curse of the law (cf. 3:23) and under the Sinai Covenant, 
makes Jesus as a member of Israel obliged to keep that 
covenant. He fulfilled all its requirements, absorbing  
its curse by his death on the cross. The divine aim was (v. 5; 
cf. 3:26–29) that salvation, with its movement from 
Pharaoh’s slaves to God’s sons by adoption (the basic biblical 
movement; cf. Israel’s exodus), might proceed. The 
movement was from Jews, who are clearly in mind by the 
phrase ‘redeem those who were under the law’ (v. 5), to 
Gentiles (the ‘we’ of v. 5b), who were dependent upon re-
deemed Jewish outreach. 
 Receiving the gift of adoptive sonship (v. 6), the Galatians 
simultaneously received the Spirit of ‘his Son’ as confirming 
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the relationship, as well as being the means of conforming 
them inwardly and progressively to his image. If the 
‘adoption as sons’ (RSV) was instantaneous, the conformity 
was to be a gradual process, ‘from one degree of glory to 
another; for this comes from the Lord, the Spirit’ (2 Cor. 
3:18). As the significance of Christ being formed in them 
progressed, so they were to respond as obedient sons, just as 
Jesus did. They would then utter the cry of deepest familial 
intimacy in prayer and worship, addressing God as ‘Father’ 
(the Aramaic, Abba, ‘my father’). In verse 6 the context 
seems to require ‘your hearts’, as Paul applies the force of 
his argument to the Galatians; though ‘our’ is the stronger 
textual reading. Verse 7, with its ‘so that’, sums up the argu-
ment from verse 1 to this point. The consequence is that 
Galatians are no longer slaves, no longer strangers from the 
commonwealth of Israel, but are now sons and heirs, 
members of Abraham’s family of believers. 

Paul Reproves the Galatians 

GALATIANS 4:8–20 

Formerly, when you did not know God, you were enslaved 
to beings that by nature are not gods. 9Now, however, that 
you have come to know God, or rather to be known by God, 
how can you turn back again to the weak and beggarly 
elemental spirits? How can you want to be enslaved to them 
again? 10You are observing special days, and months, and 
seasons, and years. 11I am afraid that my work for you may 
have been wasted. 
 12Friends,

 
I beg you, become as I am, for I also have 

become as you are. You have done me no wrong. 13You 
know that it was because of a physical infirmity that I first 
announced the gospel to you; 14though my condition put you 
to the test, you did not scorn or despise me, but welcomed 
me as an angel of God, as Christ Jesus. 15What has become 
of the good will you felt? For I testify that, had it been 
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possible, you would have torn out your eyes and given 
them to me. 16Have I now become your enemy by telling 
you the truth? 17They make much of you, but for no good 
purpose; they want to exclude you, so that you may make 
much of them. 18It is good to be made much of for a good 
purpose at all times, and not only when I am present with 
you. 19My little children, for whom I am again in the pain 
of childbirth until Christ is formed in you, 20I wish I were 
present with you now and could change my tone, for I am 
perplexed about you. 
 

Paul now concludes the second section of his letter (3:1 – 
4:11) with a critical observation. For Gentiles to seek to 
place themselves under the law is a return from the freedom 
of the new creation to their pre-Christian situation (4:8–11), 
for to be under the law is to be no better than to be enslaved. 
It is to place themselves under the bondage from which  
they had been freed. After their conversion, or rather their 
divine call (v. 9), the Galatians were on the point of turning 
to the law, rather like the grumbling Israelites in the 
wilderness, looking for a way back to Egypt. And Paul, in a 
withering attack, virtually equates Judaism with paganism, 
since the Galatians’ acceptance of the law would mean a 
return to their pagan deities (v. 9). The evidence for this  
is their current practice, likened now to the adoption of  
the general elementary principles of religious practice  
(v. 10). These are the Jewish special observances (Sabbaths, 
new moon festivals, appointed and annual feasts, perhaps 
also new years, jubilees and sabbatical years). Paul wonders 
(v. 11) whether his ministry to them has been all for noth-
ing.  
 Galatians 4:12 – 6:10 is the ‘request’ section of the letter, 
in which the allegory of 4:21–31 becomes the platform from 
which the ethical admonitions of chapters 5 and 6 are laun-
ched. In a new departure, Paul calls for a loyalty to the 
freedom of the gospel like his own (4:12). They are to free 
themselves from any subjection to law. For he (v. 12b) in his 
dealings with them had become like them, one not having 
the law (cf. 1 Cor. 9:20–21). They had done him no wrong. 
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The plea seems to be, don’t change the relationship now by 
your acceptance of Mosaic Law. Then, they had treated him 
kindly (but now, cf. v. 16!). Verses 13–14 contrasts their in-
itial reception of him with their present stance of openness to 
the Judaisers. He reminds them of how the gospel came to 
them. When forced by an (unidentified) illness to spend time 
with them, Paul had preached the gospel in Galatia. Perhaps 
they could have been tempted to view (v. 14) his illness (or 
persecution) as demonically sent, so a cause for rejecting him, 
yet they had not. On the contrary they had welcomed him as 
a divine messenger, identified with Christ himself. 
 But, verses 15–16, why had they changed? What has now 
become of their former happy relationship? Often Paul’s 
statement of their utmost willingness to help him (‘you 
would have torn out your eyes’) has been taken as an 
indication that his illness was ophthalmic, but the phrase 
probably simply means a disposition to go beyond normal 
limits of assistance. But now, asks Paul, ‘have I . . . become 
your enemy?’ as their defection seems to indicate that he 
has, by speaking (in this present letter) the truth. They have 
changed toward him, not he toward them. 
 They should recognise (v. 17–20) what is at stake. The 
opponents, as zealous Judaisers desiring to cut them off 
from Paul and his law-free influence, are courting them, 
thereby seeking to replace Paul by spiritually enticing the 
Galatians with another gospel directed (cf. ‘zealously’, v. 17) 
at their incorporation into the Mosaic Covenant. But Paul  
(v. 18) is now courting them with their true good in view, as 
he did when he was with them. But they need to be as joyful 
and grateful all the time, for Paul and his gospel as they 
then were, that is, in his absence as well as when he was 
with them. In verse 19 the tone changes again in the tender 
double images in this verse of Paul as in labour pains with 
them, and the Galatians as requiring an extended gestation 
period until Christ is fully formed in them. Paul will find it 
necessary to begin again with them, and his personal and 
painful stress will continue until they have clearly entered 
into a living relationship with Christ. His wish (v. 20) is to 
be present with them as a speaking voice, not as a more  
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de-personalised letter writer, for they are causing him deep 
concern. 

The Allegory of Hagar and Sarah 

GALATIANS 4:21 – 5:1 

Tell me, you who desire to be subject to the law, will you not 
listen to the law? 22For it is written that Abraham had two 
sons, one by a slave woman and the other by a free woman. 
23One, the child of the slave, was born according to the 
flesh; the other, the child of the free woman, was born 
through the promise. 24Now this is an allegory: these 
women are two covenants. One woman, in fact, is Hagar, 
from Mount Sinai, bearing children for slavery. 25Now 
Hagar is Mount Sinai in Arabia and corresponds to the 
present Jerusalem, for she is in slavery with her children. 
26But the other woman corresponds to the Jerusalem above; 
she is free, and she is our mother. 27For it is written, 
 ‘Rejoice, you childless one, you who bear no children, 
    burst into song and shout, you who endure no 
      birthpangs; 
 for the children of the desolate woman are more numerous 
    than the children of the one who is married.’ 
28Now you, my friends,

 
are children of the promise, like 

Isaac. 29But just as at that time the child who was born 
according to the flesh persecuted the child who was born 
according to the Spirit, so it is now also. 30But what does 
the scripture say? ‘Drive out the slave and her child; for 
the child of the slave will not share the inheritance with 
the child of the free woman.’ 31So then, friends,

 
we are 

children, not of the slave but of the free woman. 
    5:1For freedom Christ has set us free. Stand firm, there-
fore, and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery. 

 
By 4:21–31 Paul concludes the argument, begun in 3:1, with 
a strong rhetorical flourish. This intra-Jewish analogy most 
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probably had been used by his opponents, and required 
Pauline reinterpretation with the identifying of the ‘true’ 
Jew in mind. The fact that Paul introduces the allegory (vv. 
21–22) with no mention of names (Hagar and Sarah), but by 
epithets, ‘slave woman’ and ‘free woman’, underscores his 
emphasis, in this section, on the ‘slavery/freedom’ antithesis 
to be continued in the ethical section to follow in chapter 5.  
 Verses 22–25 summarise the Torah (v. 21, i.e. the 
Pentateuch section of Gen. chs 16; 17; and 21), and Paul 
alerts us that he is going beyond the surface meaning of 
Scripture (4:24). Abrahamic sonship and the identification of 
the seed have been major components of Paul’s argument in 
chapter 3. Paul, staying within an Abrahamic background, 
uses features of the Genesis account in the contrasts which 
follow of two sons for Abraham, only one the bearer of the 
promise; two mothers, only one the mother of the countless 
multitudes to come. Hagar, the mother of Ishmael, himself 
circumcised and patriarch of a circumcised people with 
ethnic connections only to Abraham, becomes identified with 
the Sinai Covenant, because of her slave status. The earthly 
Jerusalem—vaunted by Paul’s opponents as the proud 
repository of the Sinai Covenant and its institutions—and 
her children are identified with the children of the Sinai 
Covenant. 
 Since (v. 24) the decision to be made between the viability 
of two covenants is the issue of the section, the description in 
verse 26 concerns the significance of the New Covenant. This 
is now identified with the Jerusalem above, a concept 
prominent in Old Testament expectation, as identifiable 
with the New Creation (cf. Isa. 65:17–18). The designation in 
verse 26, ‘mother of us all’ (AV, i.e. the redeemed), refers us 
to one of the two mothers of verse 22, that is, Sarah. Jewish 
thought knew of a Jerusalem to come as well as a Jerusalem 
presently above.56 But for Paul, Christians were presently 
living the heavenly life, seated in the heavenlies57 without 
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specific earthly location and where else but in the heavenly 
Jerusalem? 
 The next step is to present the biblical evidence for this 
linkage of Sarah and the Jerusalem above. Two contexts 
from Isaiah provide the evidence. In all of this, Paul seems 
to be replying to particular points in regard to physical 
Jerusalem’s spiritual eminence made by his opponents. The 
contrast is provided between the present Jerusalem of 
whose pre-eminence the Judaisers were falsely boasting and 
membership of the New Covenant now associated by Paul 
with the expectations concerning a Jerusalem above.  
 Isaiah 54 with its movement from the patriarchal cov-
enant (54:1–3) to its fulfilment in the New Jerusalem 
(54:11–17) is brought into play (v. 27). Sarah, the expected 
mother of nations (Gen. 17:16), who rejoiced over the 
prospective birth of Isaac (Gen. 18:10), by divine 
intervention is in Isaiah 54:1–3 to have many children and 
is identified by the chapter with the Jerusalem to be 
restored. In a sense this Jerusalem of the eschaton now 
exists in the shape of believers who are sons and heirs in 
Christ. In terms of Isaiah 54:1–3 Sarah, their spiritual 
mother, has given birth to believers also born by divine 
intervention. Her offspring may thus rejoice over now being 
sons of Abraham. The children of Sarah (and thus of the 
New Jerusalem, Isa. 54:11–17) will outstrip in number the 
Judaistic descendants of Abraham according to the flesh 
(Isa. 54:1–3). Christians as members of the New Covenant 
are thus the true heirs of Abraham.  
 Karen Jobes suggests that Isaiah 54:1 is to be associated 
with the previous mention of Sarah in Isaiah 51:2, where 
Isaiah refers to her as the mother of those who pursue 
righteousness and seek the Lord (Isa. 51:1).58 These (Isa. 
51:3) are to be the occupants of the New Jerusalem. Paul, 
taking Isaiah 51:3 and 54:1–3 together, associates Sarah’s 
removed barrenness with the miraculous birth of a people 
whose heart is after God (Isa. 51:1, 7). This points to 
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the future of the New Jerusalem, which is to be inhabited  
by Sarah’s righteous seed (Isa. 51:1–3; 54:1–3). Thus  
Paul merged the concepts of matriarchal barrenness and  
the feminine personification, to produce images of two 
Jerusalems; an earthly, rejected Jerusalem and a heavenly, 
rejoicing Jerusalem (Isa. 65:18), both presently existing. 
 The emphasis in verse 28 is on the abolition of the Jew–
Gentile distinction. Believers in the New Covenant are one 
in Christ, the offspring of the one seed of Abraham, like 
Isaac born into the family of promise by divine intervention. 
In Galatians 4:29 Paul is referring to the persecution by the 
Judaisers of himself and believers, Jews and Gentiles, the 
latter born not in ethnic descent from Abraham, but by the 
Spirit through faith in Christ. Paul’s call in verse 30 
translates into ‘have done with the Judaisers and the Old 
Covenant’. Verse 31 with its slavery/freedom antithesis 
summarises and ends the argument about the identification 
of Abraham’s sons begun in 3:1. 
 The argument in 4:21–31 had shown that the Sinai 
Covenant, allied with the flesh, was a threat to freedom, and 
by use of the allegory it has also set the tone for the 
succeeding ethical instruction. The issue which had been role 
of the law (cf. 5:1) in the Christian response of faith is still 
the central factor in Paul’s thinking, as he makes both an 
authoritative appeal (5:1–12) and an ethical one (5:13 – 
6:10). Paul commences with a summary statement, which 
epitomises his position (5:1a). Freedom (i.e. following 4:21–
31) is not absolute, but is freedom from the Mosaic  
Covenant which Paul’s opponents were seeking to impose on 
them. The point is the context within which freedom 
operates, not freedom in an absolute sense. Believers are 
free from the Mosaic Law under the gospel, but they are not 
free from obligations. Freedom has not come to the 
Galatians by self-effort (cf. 3:2), but it is theirs by Christ’s 
gift.  
 The indicative mood is used to describe the Christian 
consequences stemming from salvation (v.1a), but is coupled 
with the imperative mood mandating both the necessity for 
persistently holding fast to their freedom and at the same 



 The Epistle of Paul to the Galatians 74 

time refusing the insistent demands of the Judaising 
faction. Thus Paul will repeat in chapter 5 the slavery/ 
freedom and flesh/spirit motifs from 4:21–31. The need (v. 1) 
is the need to protect and preserve their liberty given by 
faith from the danger of falling back into the slavery of the 
law. The word ‘again’ of verse 1b indicates that Paul sees 
the situation of the Gentiles before conversion and the 
condition of the Jews presently under the law without 
Christ, as identically yoked in slavery. 

The Nature of Christian Freedom 

GALATIANS 5:2–15 

Listen! I, Paul, am telling you that if you let yourselves be 
circumcised, Christ will be of no benefit to you. 3Once again 
I testify to every man who lets himself be circumcised that 
he is obliged to obey the entire law. 4You who want to be 
justified by the law have cut yourselves off from Christ; you 
have fallen away from grace. 5For through the Spirit, by 
faith, we eagerly wait for the hope of righteousness. 6For in 
Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision 
counts for anything; the only thing that counts is faith 
working through love. 
 7You were running well; who prevented you from obeying 
the truth? 8Such persuasion does not come from the one 
who calls you. 9A little yeast leavens the whole batch of 
dough. 10I am confident about you in the Lord that you will 
not think otherwise. But whoever it is that is confusing you 
will pay the penalty. 11But my friends, why am I still being 
persecuted if I am still preaching circumcision? In that case 
the offense of the cross has been removed. 121 wish those 
who unsettle you would castrate themselves! 
 13For you were called to freedom, brothers and sisters;

 

only do not use your freedom as an opportunity for self-
indulgence, but through love become slaves to one an- 
other. 14For the whole law is summed up in a single 
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commandment, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ 
15If, however, you bite and devour one another, take care 
that you are not consumed by one another. 

 
Galatians 5:2–6 now draws out the consequences of the 
exhortation of 5:1. To attempt to keep the law attaching to 
the Sinai Covenant is to reject a gospel of grace. The yoke of 
slavery referred to (5:1) is the Mosaic Covenant and its law. 
Galatians 5:2 and 5:4 are parallel, so that to be justified by 
law in covenant continuance in this context is to receive 
circumcision, clearly the contentious factor in the dispute. In 
Galatians 5:2 the force of Paul’s introduction underscores 
the importance of what is to follow, as Paul makes his auth-
oritative decision on the Galatian question. If the Galatians 
let themselves be circumcised (with the Greek construction 
making it clear that the event had not yet occurred), the 
necessity for which they may have raised directly with 
Paul,59 they will have lost their Christian standing because 
of what circumcision represented. The decision is affirmed 
and restated in 5:3, where Paul says that if one converts, or 
in the case of Jewish Christians reverts to Judaism, it is not 
simply a matter of obeying a few important laws. It would 
then be incumbent upon each one to keep the whole Mosaic 
Covenant. They must keep the Torah then in full, as part of 
the total Mosaic Covenant into which they would now be 
included.  
 The problem for Jews, however, is that the atonement 
system had been replaced by the work of Christ. To rely on 
the law with an obsolete atonement system, says Paul, is to 
undertake the obligation never to break the smallest part of 
it. Even then, that would not provide salvation (cf. 3:21)! 
What this involves is indicated in verse 4, where Paul 
speaks of what surrender to Judaistic Christianity means. It 
means the loss of final salvation, if it is sought under the 
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Mosaic Covenant, since to seek such a justification is to cut 
oneself off from the grace of Christ. Justification (v. 5), that 
is, the recognition of covenant inclusion, is past, present and 
future.60 Initial justification in Christ is being confirmed by 
our (imperfect) walking in the Spirit until the end of our life. 
God will then confirm our justification at the last judg- 
ment. Galatians 5:5 introduces the reason for the previous 
statement of verses 2–4, that justification comes not from 
the law but from New Covenant acceptance, brought about 
by believing the gospel, leading to the gift of the Spirit. 
Therefore, freedom in the Spirit is to be the basis of the 
moral life, and Paul intends Christians to understand 
clearly that this requires, day by day, an act of the will  
(cf. v. 16 and the present imperative peripateite). Paul 
expresses the same thought elsewhere in his use of the 
aorist imperative Christos endusasthe (Rom. 13:14, ‘dress 
yourselves’, i.e. let Christ be seen in your outward 
behaviour, as ‘clothing’ put on freshly each day). But Paul, 
in effect, speaks of ‘two steps’ in justification (v. 5). The first 
has come through the death of Jesus, by which the ungodly 
are reconciled to God. The second is the declaration of 
acquittal for believers at the final judgment for which they 
are waiting with eager expectation. Then God will proclaim 
the vindication of all who are ‘in Christ’. This is ‘the hope of 
righteousness’, that is, the hope which present covenant 
membership ethically expressed in love (v. 6) holds forth. 
For this, says Paul, ‘we’ who have been accepted into the 
New Covenant in Christ, wait for this final hope. Galatians 
5:6 states the reason for 5:5, that is, that righteousness does 
not come by any ‘works of law’, because in Christ neither 
those of the circumcision who express ‘works of the law’ nor 
uncircumcision is of any advantage. Only faith in Christ 
that is demonstrated by loving conduct avails.  
 Paul, having called on the Galatians to protect their 
freedom (5:1–6), now asks hard questions of them. Using the 
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athletic metaphor (v. 7) Paul concedes that they had begun 
well and were running well, but false teachers had diverted 
them from obeying the truth of Paul’s gospel. The influence 
their rhetoric had exerted on them had been deceptively 
persuasive (v. 8), but did not conform to God’s call through 
Paul’s apostolic proclamation. The proverb in verse 9  
(cf. 1 Cor. 5:6; 15:33) indicates the corrupting character of 
evil accepted, which would permeate the church as a whole 
from the little that had been presently accepted. Paul (v. 10) 
had Christ-given confidence that the Galatians would  
not capitulate, but would reach a better mind. He indicates 
that any individual associated with the false teach- 
ing, causing confusion and discouragement, would be 
brought to book (i.e. at the last judgment). So Paul has come 
full circle by 5:10, and is confident of the Galatians’ support, 
while he had begun in 1:6 by expressing his astonish- 
ment about their change of mind. He is now confident that 
they will move forward and grow towards spiritual ma- 
turity. 
 Verses 11–12 signify that if Paul still preached cir-
cumcision the offence of the cross would be removed. 
Probably (v. 11) the opponents had labelled Paul as an 
advocate of circumcision at some stage in his Christian, and 
not his Pharisaic, past where no advocacy would have been 
needed. He would have taken a positive stance on cir-
cumcision for Jews (cf. Titus in Gal. 2:3–5; Timothy in Acts 
16:3; cf. 1 Cor. 9:20), and such a stance may have provided 
the basis for the slander. But if the charge is correct, that 
circumcision is being preached and advocated, it would 
nullify the preaching of Christ crucified as a full and suf-
ficient atonement, which ended the Jewish era, a message so 
difficult for Jewry at large. Paul refutes the charge by point-
ing to his continued persecution by the Jews, unthinkable if 
he were preaching circumcision. In Galatians 5:12 the NIV 
gets what seems to have been in Paul’s mind with, ‘as for 
those agitators, I wish they would go the whole way and 
emasculate themselves!’ 
 Paul’s ethical exhortations, to which he moves in 5:13 – 
6:10, are bracketed by warnings against circumcision (5:12; 
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6:12), the symbol of submission to the law, so that the 
problem of the law continues to dominate. However, it must 
be noted that Paul does not use the term ‘law’ in connection 
with Christian obligation, since for Paul law is always the 
Mosaic Law, with reference to the Mosaic Covenant. 
 Galatians 5:13 – 6:10 is a continuation of Paul’s polemic 
against the law teachers. Paul also focuses on them in 5:1–
12 and 6:11–14, thus before and after the section. In 4:23–25 
Paul had previously identified the Jewish community as ‘of 
the flesh’, as opposed to being bearers of God’s promises. He 
now constantly refers to the law negatively and argues that 
the law has no power to restrain the flesh, with flesh and 
law alternately in view (flesh 5:13; law 5:14; flesh 5:16–17; 
law 5:18; flesh 5:19; law 5:23b; flesh 5:24). The imperative of 
5:13 is also virtually identical with 5:1, suggesting that 
5:13–26 is aimed at the same target, the potential loss of 
freedom in Christ; and the same emphasis in the letter 
ending of 6:17–18 confirms this as the continuing note. The 
description in 5:13–26 of the opposition of the flesh to the 
Spirit, and of Christian freedom from the slavery of the 
Mosaic Law, is built upon the foundation established by 
Paul’s construction of those antitheses in the Hagar–Sarah 
allegory.  
 Taking up the thought of 5:1 again, Paul appeals to the 
Galatians (vv. 13–15) to continue freely to serve one another 
in love, invoking and thus validating the continuing demand 
of Leviticus 19:18. ‘Freedom’ can never release us from being 
‘other-person centred’. With 5:25–26, which appeals to the 
Galatians to continue the rule of the Spirit, 5:13–15 brack-
ets the section. Believers are again reminded of their un-
earned freedom, which should not be forfeited or misused. 
But this freedom, which was never absolute but exclusively 
in Christ, is qualified by the ‘only’ of verse 13, so that  
5:13b–c provide the purpose of their freedom in negative and 
then in positive terms. They have freedom from sin’s power 
to condemn, so that they can serve one another. Service 
through love is not the antithesis of freedom, but its 
necessary outworking. What is evil, and threatens the moral 
life in 5:13, is the ‘flesh’. Paul now uses ‘flesh’ (Gk sarx), not 
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merely for human frailty but also for human ‘fallenness’; for 
the human person as the captive of the sinful inclination, 
whereby the flesh becomes the point of attack through 
temptations to sin.  
 In verse 14 Paul, in implicitly calling for the fulfilment of 
the law (of Moses), seems to concede the point against which 
he has been previously arguing. But in 5:3 Paul had urged 
the Galatians not to accept circumcision, for otherwise they 
must keep the whole law (holos ho nomos), with the 
implication that obedience to the whole Mosaic legal 
apparatus was not required of Christians. Does this suggest 
that the whole law, which finds fulfilment in the love of the 
neighbour (5:14), is a reduced law excluding those items of 
the law which operated as boundary markers for Judaism? 
Perhaps it does, for the Christian responsibility is to the 
essence of the Ten Commandments, not to their social 
application. But fulfilment (5:14) does not mean the lit- 
eral expression of every detail, but rather requires that the 
true intention of the law, which is love, be maintained. It  
is important to note that Paul never commands the believer 
to do or obey the law, but rather he states that the law  
is fulfilled through love. This does not signify that love 
totally replaces law as the motivation and expression of 
Christian conduct, for love requires specific guidance to 
operate in its other-person-centred way. So Paul continued 
to use the basic law, in effect the Ten Commandments with 
some modifications, as an ethical guide in practical details 
of Christian living. The issue in dispute, Jewish law in 
Galatians, does not invalidate the common covenant 
demand in both faiths, Jewish and Christian, that the Ten 
Commandments or their principles make. It is often over-
looked that Paul is condemning the application of Jewish 
moral, civil and religious principles derived from the Ten 
Commandments and not the Commandments themselves. 
This needs to be borne in mind when the general term ‘law’ 
appears in the Pauline epistles. Such basic Old Testament 
law for Paul was still an expression of God’s universal 
creation-will, particularly as an identification of love. The 
Decalogue, seen from this point of view, continued to serve  



 The Epistle of Paul to the Galatians 80 

as a norm and standard of Christian conduct if rightly 
interpreted. But Paul argues that Christian conduct in  
the New Covenant, motivated by the Spirit, will fulfil the 
law, where fulfil, in terms of its background, means to 
express the true intention of the Decalogue. To love the 
neighbour is not only to obey the will of God, but also to 
reflect the character of God and thus to fulfil the law. Many 
stipulations of the Mosaic Law reflecting particular Jewish 
nationalistic application are no longer pertinent for 
Christians, but the true spirit of the Decalogue is still 
realised, as it always was, through loving actions. So 
walking in the Spirit will always have in mind Israel’s 
fundamental commission (Exod. 19:5–6) to be a separate 
people, serving by her separation. Verse 15 graphically pre-
sents something of the inner tensions which had gripped the 
Galatian congregation, the unholy war, the internecine 
struggles in which they were involved on this question of  
law. 
 Paul’s view of the law in 5:14 is further developed in 
5:16–26 in clarification of 5:13–15, as the introductory lego 
de indicates, ‘I mean this’ (NEB). Verses 16–17 provide the 
opening exhortations. Paul’s presupposition is that the 
continued fulfilment by the Spirit of the divine will is the 
goal for the ethical conduct of the believer.  

The Works of the Flesh 

GALATIANS 5:16–21 

Live by the Spirit, I say, and do not gratify the desires of the 
flesh. 17For what the flesh desires is opposed to the Spirit, 
and what the Spirit desires is opposed to the flesh; for these 
are opposed to each other, to prevent you from doing what 
you want. 18But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not 
subject to the law. 19Now the works of the flesh are obvious; 
fornication, impurity, licentiousness, 20idolatry, sorcery, 
enmities, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, 
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factions, 21envy, drunkenness, carousing, and things like 
these. I am warning you, as I warned you before: those 
who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of God. 
 

So Paul commands the Galatians, in a typical Pauline 
indicative–imperative charge, to continue to walk by the 
Spirit (5:16a), that is, to let conduct be motivated by  
the Spirit’s dictation. This will come mostly through the 
form of a cleansed conscience and our desire to do the will of 
God in personal action, in order to resist the disposition of 
the flesh. The implications of this charge are dealt with  
in verses 17–24. It may seem with the emphasis upon 
human predisposition to sin in verse 16, stemming from  
the flesh, that Paul is moving in a new direction, but  
he readily connects ‘flesh’ with ‘law’ (cf. Gal. 3:3–5; 4:21–31), 
so that Torah and the problem of circumcision are in his 
mind. Such a ‘walking by the Spirit’ involves a total 
commitment to follow the directions set by the Spirit; the 
power of the new era designed to control and expel the power 
of the old age, the flesh. Believers who submit to the lead- 
ing of the Spirit will normally repudiate the demands  
of the fallen nature (16b). In 5:16–24 believers do the 
walking, that is, are active; but are passive in producing the 
fruit.  
 Galatians 5:17 presupposes that the advice of verse 16 
has not been taken. It continues the thought of verse 16 to 
explain the reality when life is lived under the domination of 
the law. To follow the flesh, in context to submit to the law 
as Judaisers urge, is to desire to please God in Jewish 
terms, but to be unable to do so (cf. Rom. 7:14–25). It is not 
true in Christian terms that the believer is in the continual 
dilemma of which verse 17 speaks. The acceptance of the 
law from the Judaisers opens the way for a reversion to the 
Mosaic Covenant, to the corrupting power of sin in the flesh. 
Such acceptance will mean life under a defunct Mosaic 
Covenant and thus no benefit of the Spirit’s presence, the 
blessing of the New Covenant. Verse 17 thus presupposes 
life directed by the flesh working through the Mosaic Law. 
This means a Romans 7 type situation, in which though the 
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law itself is good, the opposition from the flesh prevents the 
continual production of conduct which expresses the will of 
God. 
 Verses 18–23 now discuss the relationship between the 
law and the Spirit-led life, and provide the choice between 
two ways of life. If the Spirit directs believers then they are 
not regulated by the demands of the Mosaic Covenant, as 
the Judaisers required. Verse 18 puts forward the positive 
Christian response to verse 17. Christianity means direction 
through the power of the New Covenant, the Spirit of 
Christ. In Christ there is now no obligation to the Mosaic 
Law—the organising principle of the Old Covenant. The 
three verses that follow (vv. 19–21) list ‘the works of the 
flesh’. They are clear and need no special revelation to be 
recognised as such. The four categories are immorality, 
religious heresy, social conflict and habitual drunkenness. 
We are probably dealing with a random collection of terms 
corresponding to, but by no means limited to, the episodic 
and disordered way in which sin manifests itself in the 
personality, as opposed to the harmonious and orderly 
behaviour patterns characteristic of life directed by the 
Spirit. Verse 19 details three sins of sexuality: (i) porneia 
(‘adultery’, ‘immorality’), not really taken seriously in the 
then world; (ii) akatharsia (‘impurity’), normal behaviour in 
the Greek world, but in Paul meaning sexual impurity; and 
(iii) aselgeia (‘licentiousness’), usually linked sexually to 
debauchery. Verse 20 has two sins associated with heathen 
religions; ‘idolatry’, to which sexual perversion inevitably 
leads, and the negative connotation of ‘witchcraft’. The 
following eight nouns in verses 20–21 have to do with social 
conflict among people: hatred, discord, zeal in a bad sense, 
that is, jealousy, fits of rage, self-seeking ambition, dis-
sension, factions, and (v. 21) envy; the last two have to do 
with drunkenness and its addiction in orgies. Paul had 
warned them in his earlier contacts with them that those 
who gave themselves over to such practices, typically 
condemned by Judaism as associated with pagan temples, 
do not show the fruit of New Covenant transformation and 
therefore are not members of the kingdom of God. 
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Excursus: The Morality of 
the New Covenant61 

The major difference between the two Testaments in pres-
entation is to be accounted for by the fact that the Old 
Covenant is presented through the national history of Israel 
while Paul’s thought is addressed to local communities, 
allowing for a great deal more individualism in presentation. 
Like the Old Covenant, the morality of the New Covenant is 
a morality of love since the New Covenant is realised in our 
experience when God’s love has been poured out into our 
hearts through the Holy Spirit given to us (Rom. 5:5).  
 The question is: what, if any, part does external law—
obligations formulated or imposed by an external authority 
—play in the New Covenant? Is liberation from the external 
law a correct and adequate description of what Paul sees as 
the essential effect of the New Covenant and the distinctive 
feature of the New Covenant morality? These are the 
questions that Paul takes up in Galatians 5 – 6. 
 For Paul the Mosaic Law is indivisible, the entire body of 
religious ceremonial and ethical prescriptions given by God 
through Moses which ceased with the death of Jesus, and 
the Christian has died to the law (Rom. 7:4). The Mosaic 
Law never possessed the power to save. But the fact that 
Paul uncompromisingly rejected the use of the Mosaic Law 
as a way of salvation does not mean that he was at variance 
with the Old Testament or that he excluded all possible use 
of obligation in the Christian economy. The basic and valid 
demands expressed in the Mosaic Law are not laid aside. On 
the contrary, it is only in an economy of faith in both 
Testaments that obligation as the expression of God’s 
eternally valid demand is brought to fulfilment.  
 What the New Covenant obligation demands of humanity 
(Rom. 8:4) is that they should submit to God’s claim on  

                                            
61  T. J. Deidun, New Covenant Morality in Paul, Biblical Institute Press, 

Rome, 1981, pp. 180–226. 
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them and so please him. This is to love God. The Spirit 
fulfils covenant obligations for the believer by his prompt- 
ing to obedience. God’s eternal claim on man is no longer  
in Mosaic Law but in the inward activity of the Holy Spirit. 
The Christian does not live by a code of law in the sense  
that his love is contained within the limits of a prescrip- 
tion. When Paul declares that circumcision is nothing, the 
very emblem of the law’s total claim (Gal. 5:3), he means 
that the law in itself is not the ground of the obligation. But 
this does not mean that the Christian is no longer liable  
to the claim of particular precepts. The ultimate ground  
of obligation for the Christian is not the mere impera- 
tive of God’s demand as it impinges on all men before and 
without Christ, but the interior activity of God’s Spirit 
impelling him to love. Agape shed abroad by the Spirit 
impels a man with joy to the totality of God’s demand and to 
delight in rectitude for no other reason than that he loves 
God.  
 But, though not so precisely articulated as in Paul, this 
was also the position of the Old Testament saints who cried, 
‘O how I love thy law’ (Ps. 119:97; etc.). What the New 
Testament and Paul do in the corporate individualism which 
the New Testament presents, is make the total biblical 
position on the place of obligation in the life of faith clear. 
Agape does not create moral values for they have been given 
for us in biblical revelation from their creation base. Love 
through the Spirit embraces them with joy after revelation 
has identified them. So love is not the only imperative  
in the sense that it excludes particular claims; on the 
contrary, the Christian who bases his life on agape takes  
it for granted that he is bound by these claims and responds 
to them with spontaneity and gladness. In Christian 
morality, law may never replace love but neither can love 
replace obligation. Christian love does not limit itself to  
the fulfilment of calculated ethical demand, and what Paul 
says in Romans 13:8–10 is the least (cf. v. 10), not the most 
that he can say of it. What he says of love elsewhere (2 Cor. 
5:14; 1 Cor. 13:7) points to a realm that completely 
transcends the calculable requirements of moral obligation 
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(cf. 1 Cor. 6:7). If love however goes beyond obligation, it  
does not go around it and Paul takes it for granted that  
the Christian remains liable to the moral claims which  
in common with all other men he has written on his heart. 
But now in Christ the Christian has the power to meet  
them.  
 Never once does Paul associate his appeal with Jesus’ 
authority nor does he introduce Jesus’ words as authori-
tative law. If Paul had regarded Jesus’ words as new Torah 
we would have expected the frequent appeals to them. 
Jesus’ words were certainly not the primary sense of ethical 
teaching for Paul, since Jesus, for the most part, interpreted 
received Scripture. The commandments of the historical 
Jesus when they were preserved in tradition were regarded 
as binding but they were inspired interpretations of 
Scripture. The crucial view is how these obligations are 
related in Paul’s view to the single obligation of Christian 
love (cf. Gal. 5:14; 6:2). That many of them are specifications 
or explications of the love command is clear. But the whole 
cannot be reduced (as is claimed by the situationalists) to 
neighbour love. The fact is that for Paul the Christian is 
liable to many particular obligations, which may not appear 
to coincide with love’s requirements except on a deeper 
theological level. Christian morality is resumed in neigh-
bour love but cannot be reduced to it. 
 So, with no apparent sense of incongruity, Paul can im-
pose imperatives with a certain degree of severity on the 
very community whose obedience he holds up with pride as 
proof that the New Covenant has been fulfilled through his 
ministry (2 Cor. 3:3). He even puts love itself, the fruit of the 
Spirit, under the weight of an external imperative (cf. Gal. 
6:2) and has no compunctions in spelling out its content  
(1 Thess. 4:11). However, the Mosaic Law did not simply 
exist on stone, for the pious Jew always carried it within 
him (Ps. 40:8; 37:31; cf. Prov. 7:3; Deut. 6:6; 30:14) as the 
law in the heart. 
 The law in the heart in the New Covenant is no longer a 
mere demand, but the presence of God himself from within 
effects the total regeneration of the personality. In the 
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Christian economy, external demands are not seen as a sign 
of imperfect liberation. For Paul they are a necessary and 
normal accompaniment of the Spirit. Word and Spirit join 
together to produce the new life. The fruit of the Spirit 
needs the word for germination and growth. 
 The gospel as preached brings the community into being 
and the external word plus the internal illumination are the 
two inseparable means whereby God in Christ reveals 
himself to man and transforms him into the image of Christ. 
The external word makes God’s internal intervention pos-
sible, for God’s inner confrontation with man takes place 
through his confronting word. It is not Paul’s view that the 
Spirit or the love it inspires is a sufficient guide apart from 
the word.62 For Paul, the Spirit endows the Christian  
with a new instinct, a new mentality (Rom. 8:5–8), a new 
spiritual understanding (1 Cor. 2:10–16). But there is no 
evidence that Paul saw the Spirit as supplying the Christian 
with ad hoc guidance.63 Christian congregations referred  
to Paul for guidance, not to the Spirit whose function  
was to guide in terms of previously revealed truth. For  
Paul, a sure sign that the Christian is guided by the Spirit  
is that he is willing to comply with external authority  
(1 Cor. 14:37). The Spirit is the guide in the general 
orientation of conduct but needs the external word of God. 
The Spirit cannot be seen as an adequate guide to con- 
duct, for otherwise large parts of Paul’s letters are redun-
dant. 
 But is ‘imitation of Christ’ an adequate criterion? Paul 
urged this both in regard to conduct and mentality (Rom. 
15:1–3, 7; Phil. 2:3–11; 2 Cor. 8:8). This goes to the heart  
of New Covenant morality, for what is to be imitated is 
Christ’s gratuitous and selfless love (Rom. 15:3; 2 Cor. 8:9). 
But does the evidence warrant the claim that Paul proposes 
as a norm that we should ‘ask ourselves what our Lord 
would have done and do it’? 

                                            
62  Deidun, New Covenant Morality, pp. 185–7. 
63  Deidun, New Covenant Morality, p. 219. 
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 This is certainly an authentic way of living but it is 
foreign to Paul. When Paul urges them to imitate Christ he 
is not thinking of Christ’s life but of Christ’s self-emptying 
in death or of the total significance of Jesus’ ministry, not of 
particular acts (Rom. 15:7).64 
 It is no indication of a lack of love or of a refusal to walk 
by the Spirit if this obedience sometimes requires painful 
and persevering self-renunciation and the sacrifice of 
natural instincts. It is precisely because the Christian is 
already liberated from law and possessed by the Spirit that 
the Christian is under obligation. Paul does not regard the 
Spirit as something that needs realising but as something 
that is already actual and operative in the Christian prior to 
any consideration of the Christian imperative. Most char-
acteristic of Pauline ethics is that what God demands he 
also effects. ‘by the grace of God’, says Paul, ‘I am what I 
am . . . but I laboured . . . yet not I’ (1 Cor. 15:10, AV). Paul 
indicates that the indicative, the power of God effecting 
what God demands, builds upon the imperative (Gal. 5:25). 
Paul knows, however, that the Christian constantly remains 
exposed to the threat of sin: that they can sin and regularly 
do. To have died to sin does not mean that we have become 
impeccable but that we have been freed from the compulsion 
of sin. To be beyond the threat of the powers of this aeon 
does not correspond to the now Christian position. The 
imperative in Paul gives rise to the indicative of action on 
which indeed the imperative itself is based. 
 In the final analysis the difference between the two 
Testaments is a matter of emphasis. The Old Testament 
presents the history of an Israel whose example was to affect 
the world. Given the fall there was really no possibility  
of final success at the national level. This in fact seems to 
have been the historical lesson that through Israel God  
was sending to the world. This view fits the presentation  
of Galatians 3 on law, but does not do justice to the  
more individually nuanced presentation of Romans 7 where 
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the individual struggle over principle is clear. In the  
New Testament and in Paul we are not given a new and 
Christian morality and a new and different doctrine of  
the Spirit. In the progressiveness which revelation is  
we are led to understand what it had always meant to  
obey, namely to have the moral demand of God in the  
deep inmost being of the individual empowered by the  
love of God. If in the mysterious purposes of God all this  
had to become obvious through a history of national fail- 
ure, that from time to time, however, in the Old Testament 
we see all this at work in the lives of believing individ- 
uals. 

The Fruit of the Spirit 

GALATIANS 5:22–26 

By contrast, the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, 
patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, 23gentleness, 
and self-control. There is no law against such things. 
24And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the 
flesh with its passions and desires. 25If we live by the 
Spirit, let us also be guided by the Spirit. 26Let us not 
become conceited, competing against one another, envying 
one another. 
 

Galatians 5:22–23 presents the fruit of the Spirit, the single 
coordinated way of life operating from a central principle of 
inner direction. The way of life in the Spirit is first passive 
(being led) and then active (walking). The manifestations of 
‘the fruit of the Spirit’, the clear indication that the Spirit is 
the inner motivating source of the spontaneous quality of 
life generated within (as opposed to human effort), are given 
in verses 22–23. All except the last, self-control, the pre-
eminent Greek virtue, have to do with relations between 
people. The grouping is somewhat Trinitarian, three groups 
of three each, the first having to do with dispositions of  
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the mind: love, joy, peace; and second with qualities affect-
ing human relations: patience, kindness, goodness; and the 
third with principles that guide conduct: faithfulness, gentle-
ness and self-control. First place in gifts (5:22–26) is given to 
love, the key virtue of the New Covenant. Joy is elsewhere 
(Rom. 15:17) associated with righteousness and is the result 
of God-directed healthy relationships arising from the 
assurance of covenant-acceptance. Peace is peace with God, 
shalom, or wellbeing, which issues from divine acceptance 
which then flows into ‘the peace of God’, which makes peace. 
Peace, the perfection of relationships, and hope are grouped 
together in the New Testament (Rom. 14:17; 15:13). 
Patience is evenness of temper, the opposite of fits of rage; 
kindness, goodness and faithfulness are qualities of keeping 
commitments in relationships. Gentleness is the opposite of 
selfish ambition, and self-control is the opposite of self-
indulgence. The emphasis in this list is placed on the first 
and last members, ‘love’ and ‘self-control’, the positive and 
negative sides of the same virtue, and therefore 
interchangeable. A Hellenistic list would have given much 
greater prominence to self-control, but Paul’s list em-
phasises the outgoing virtues. While all of these are 
produced without reference to law as such, they fulfil, not 
contravene, the law (v. 23, ‘There is no law against such 
things’).  
 Galatians 5:24–26 presents concluding exhortations in 
the light of being in Christ and having crucified the flesh. To 
share (v. 24) in the Spirit-life means to have been identified 
with Jesus in his death, and to have ended life under the 
tyranny of the flesh, though the struggle with the sinful 
nature must be maintained. Verse 25 acknowledges their 
source (since we live by the Spirit), but then, in the 
indicative–imperative framework so common in Paul, he 
calls on the Galatians to reflect that transformation in their 
lifestyle. Verse 26, however, offers a slight corrective to 
verse 25 by acknowledging the factionalism which was there 
in the Galatian churches, pointing to its results as well as 
anticipating the somewhat negative side of what follows in 
6:1.  
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Bear One Another’s Burdens 

GALATIANS 6:1–10 

My friends, if anyone is detected in a transgression, you 
who have received the Spirit should restore such a one in a 
spirit of gentleness. Take care that you yourselves are not 
tempted. 2Bear one another’s burdens, and in this way you 
will fulfill the law of Christ. 3For if those who are nothing 
think they are something, they deceive themselves. 4All 
must test their own work; then that work, rather than 
their neighbor’s work, will become a cause for pride. 5For 
all must carry their own loads. 
 6Those who are taught the word must share in all 
good things with their teacher. 
 7Do not be deceived; God is not mocked, for you reap 
whatever you sow. 8If you sow to your own flesh, you will 
reap corruption from the flesh; but if you sow to the Spirit, 
you will reap eternal life from the Spirit. 9So let us not 
grow weary in doing what is right, for we will reap at 
harvest time, if we do not give up. 10So then, whenever we 
have an opportunity, let us work for the good of all, and 
especially for those of the family of faith. 

 
The chapter commences with the encouraging address of 
‘brothers’ (AV, which forms an inclusion with v. 18). In 6:1–
10 the theme is that of exercising our freedom to serve each 
other, with the contrasting warning added to avoid proud 
attitudes. By so doing they will fulfil the law of Christ amid 
the present tensions in Galatia. We find the themes of 
individual accountability before God (6:1a, 2, 6, 7–8, 9–10) 
and corporate responsibility (6:1b, 3–5), as Paul in 6:1–10 
gives particular ethical instruction to the Galatian churches 
concerning the Spirit-directed life, rather than general 
ethical instruction (v. 1). 
 In verse 1, ‘detected’ (‘overtaken’) speaks for inadvertence 
and unintentional fault.65 Prideful behaviour has been 
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suggested as the cause (cf. vv. 3–5). Paul’s emphasis is on 
congregational help, not on censure. Those who are spiritual 
are those, as the NRSV suggests, who operate under the 
power of the Spirit. Their gentleness of operation, their 
patient concern for the wellbeing of the sinner, stems 
probably from their empathy with the offender whom they 
seek to restore, that is, draw back into congregational fel-
lowship. They are thus true brothers. They will be tempted 
if they are censorious. 
 In verse 2, the action of the character suggested in verse 1 
amounts to burden sharing, that is, sharing in the problems 
created by the offence, working towards their resolution if 
need be by exhibiting the patience needed with the offender. 
In this way they fulfil the law of Christ, which works by 
love. In 1 Corinthians 9:21 where the law of Christ, itself an 
unlikely combination of terms, defines Paul’s lifestyle, Paul 
can say that he is not under the law and thus not as a Jew 
obliged to observe the Torah. He is not, however, anomos, 
‘without law’, a Gentile or an apostate Jew who stood 
outside of the range of God’s will. The law of Christ thus 
embodies the complete expression of God’s will, which has 
come in through the advent of Jesus Messiah. By obedience 
to it, the freedom we have been called to in 5:1 is expressed.  
 The ‘For’ (Gk gar) of verse 3 gives the reason that one 
takes care of oneself in such situations where help bestowed 
can lead to feelings of inflated pride, or where self-deceptive 
conceit in one’s standing means an unwillingness to share 
the burden. Paul says such attitudes ignore the reality of 
where we all stand as nothing before God. We avoid the 
deceptions of verse 3 by self-examination (v. 4a). Paul is 
encouraging his readers to examine their own work and 
witness rather than standing as self-righteous judges of 
others. This will induce a proper stance to fellow members of 
the community. The second half of verse 4 shows that the 
goal of such a self-examination is a proper attitude towards 
others. In the final analysis (v. 5), we are responsible for our 
own load, which appears to be personal commitment to 
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Christ, the reality of which will be tested at the last 
judgment to which verses 7–9 point.66 What follows from 
verse 5 is thus a proper estimate of oneself. Some formal 
Christian instruction was under way in Galatia (v. 6) and, 
since it would no doubt have excluded opportunities of 
earning income, perhaps was inadequately recompensed.  
 Galatians 6:7–10 seems to be the peroration of the 
‘speech’, rounding it off by reviewing the main topics 
discussed, also by arousing the emotions of the audience. 
Verses 7–9 presents a warning with an explication and an 
appeal. God will not finally be ‘treated with contempt’  
(Gk mukterizetai) by mankind’s attempt to ignore the cause 
and effect relationships of justice. If we sow (v. 8) to the 
flesh, that is, indulge in the unworthy activities that Paul 
has referred to in 5:16–21, we will reap destruction. No 
human effort unyoked to grace, but openness to the activity 
of the Spirit of God (i.e. ‘sowing’ to the Spirit) will reap final 
blessing. On the other hand, if we labour in well-doing  
(v. 9), that is, earnestly seeking to produce the fruit of the 
Spirit, the final blessings will be great. In concluding this 
section, Paul stresses that we are to use the great op-
portunities we do have (v. 10; cf. v. 6) to put the law of 
Christ into action, with particular concern for problems and 
opportunities for help within the congregation, ‘the family of 
faith’. 

Final Admonitions and Benediction 

GALATIANS 6:11–18 

See what large letters I make when I am writing in my own 
hand! 12It is those who want to make a good showing in the 
flesh that try to compel you to be circumcised—only that 
they may not be persecuted for the cross of Christ. 13Even 
the circumcised do not themselves obey the law, but they 
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want you to be circumcised so that they may boast about 
your flesh. 14May I never boast of anything except the cross 
of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the world has been 
crucified to me, and I to the world. 15For

 
neither circumci-

sion nor uncircumcision is anything; but a new creation is 
everything! 16As for those who will follow this rule—peace 
be upon them, and mercy, and upon the Israel of God. 
 17From now on, let no one make trouble for me; for I 
carry the marks of Jesus branded on my body. 
 18May the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with your 
spirit, brothers and sisters. Amen. 

 
The subscription, 6:11–18, was usually a summary of the 
document whereby, as here, the signatory made the contents 
of the body of the document his own, and bound himself to 
the stipulations of the letter. Perhaps Paul is referring in 
verse 11 to the difference in the handwriting that would be 
discernible to the reader, an allusion which might give weight 
to the possibility often raised in connection with 4:13–15, that 
he had defective eyesight (a legacy of the Damascus road 
experience?). So here the major areas of the letter are 
retraced: the intruders are denounced; circumcision is clearly 
shown to be of no account; the cross is magnified by an 
allusion to a ‘double crucifixion’; and persecution, which 
leaves its physical marks, is embraced. But here there are no 
greetings, no expressions of joy, no requests for prayer and no 
doxology. The verses contain a series of sharp antitheses be-
tween Paul and his opponents, and recapitulate in summary 
form the thought of the epistle.  
 The subject of the verbs in 12–13 seems to be the same, 
suggesting that those who receive circumcision (v. 13), that 
is, the Judaisers, are on view. This indicates that Paul in 
verse 12 accuses the opponents of boasting of their success in 
relating the Gentiles to Jewry, in order to avoid persecution 
for themselves. On Paul’s reading, the Judaisers, by insist-
ing as they did on circumcision in addition to the cross to 
keep in good standing with the Jewish community (v. 12), 
freed themselves from the total offence of a crucified 
Messiah by incorporating the cross into a Jewish structure. 
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They did not themselves really keep the law in its essence  
(v. 13; cf. Rom. 2:26), but (13b) they wanted to boast over 
their converts’ circumcision as reinforcing what they saw as 
their own Jewish rights as circumcised and as having pre-
rogatives over Gentiles. 
  Paul had his own area of boasting which utterly renounced 
the thinking of verse 13. But since his boasting was in the 
total ongoing sufficiency of the cross of Christ, a fact which he 
emphasises by adding a reference to his own ‘two crucifixions’ 
in verse 14, where ‘unto me’ (AV) is the emphatic note, his 
boasting was clearly a form of praise of God. He boasts in 
what is a scandal to his Jewish opponents, the cross of 
Christ. But the reality is that its effects in him have given 
him a new set of values since, by the death of Christ in which 
he was included, he had died to the old era which, with its 
values, stands done to death.  
 What verse 14 means in practical application is then 
taken up in verse 15 (cf. Gk gar, ‘for’). Opponents boast in 
their success in compelling the Galatians to be circumcised 
(vv. 12, 13); Paul boasts in his ability as a new creature to 
see a new world (2 Cor. 5:17) by his incorporation into a new 
reality. Opponents seek to avoid persecution (v. 12), while 
Paul accepts it (v. 17). They argue for circumcision (vv. 12, 
13). The death of Christ, though it had not objectively meant 
the end of physical existence, had meant the dawn of a new 
age and the end of life dominated by the pursuit of worldly 
advantage and eminence. In Paul’s case his inclusion in this 
crucifixion had meant the end of pride in racial identity and 
the possession of the law, expressed in a zealous desire to 
eliminate the emerging Christian church, and the total 
transformation of his life on the way to Damascus. Paul 
glories only in the cross, he accepts persecution for the cross, 
lives in the new creation under the lordship of Christ. There 
were perhaps serious historical implications underlying all 
of this. Robert Jewett has argued that the Pauline 
opponents were zealots endeavouring, at this disturbed 
period for Judaism, to purge it from Gentile influences.67 
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Paul, however, summarises verse 15 in a phrase which 
encapsulates Paul’s gospel, what this now means. Human-
kind, in a totally new age, a new creation, called to partici-
pate in the new age, to come out from this present evil age 
(1:4), all stand equal before God. 
 A final benediction (v. 16) is called down on those who 
recognise that character of this new age and whose lives 
illustrate its new direction and power. The peace which  
is customarily invoked on Israel (cf. Ps. 125:5) is now 
summoned for believers to be coupled with the continuing 
need of God’s grace operating in them. The phrase which 
follows—‘and upon the Israel of God’—seems to identify the 
group addressed. This is consistent with Paul’s insistence in 
Galatians that believers constitute in Christ the seed of 
Abraham. In a letter whose design has been to reject 
distinctions and to insist upon total equality before God, it 
would be puzzling if Paul at this stage were to reimport 
distinctions. Rather the address, ‘Israel of God’, is a direct 
rebuff to the Judaisers of Galatia. Perhaps he may even 
have taken over their terminology. For Paul, the Christian 
church is the true inheritor of Old Testament Israel’s 
expectations (cf. Rom. 9:6; Phil. 3:3). In this final declaration 
Paul pronounces upon the course of the controversy pursued 
throughout Galatians. National Israel by its crucifixion of 
Jesus had forfeited its place in the divine purposes. The 
people of the New Covenant are now the renewed Israel! 
 Paul’s final hope in address to the Galatians (v. 17) is 
that the problems that they have provided for him by their 
oscillation and flirtation with Judaism have been overcome. 
He reminds them of the evidence of sufferings that he 
himself bears, perhaps as a result of missionary enterprise 
to them (cf. Acts 14:19; but also 2 Cor. 11:24–28), the phys-
ical scars of his sufferings for the cross as his marks of 
suffering for Christ, as opposed to Jewish identification. 
These scars do not contrast with the brand mark of cir-
cumcision but their absence would indicate the avoidance of 
persecution by the opponents. With the second benediction 
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(v. 18), an appeal for unity is conveyed by his concluding 
word, ‘brethren’ (‘brothers and sisters’, NRSV). Whereas 
Paul began his letter with an ironic rebuke and conditional 
curse, he closes it with a note of peaceful confidence. 
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