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We pick up this week in midst of Paul’s defense of the Gospel against those who want to make following Jesus “Judaism plus.”  What is at stake isn’t merely a disagreement over practice, missionary theology, or any small point. What is at stake is the truth of the Gospel, nothing less.
Paul and Peter (no Mary, but lots of controversy) – 2:11-16

What Paul is dealing with are a group of people who have come to Galatia and are accusing him of not sharing the Gospel right.  For this group, Peter was the winner at the Acts 15 council, and Paul is spreading lies.  Of course, we know from Acts itself that this is not the case.  

Peter in Antioch had done what the Gospel called for – mixing with people, regardless of their ethnic or religious standing, based on grace and community.  Then some folks sent from James (it seems that James had heard of strange goings-on and sent them to look into things, but they took their charge to be that of enforcing the Jewish law) came and Peter backed away, retreating to a “Judaism plus” standard of conduct.  This didn’t just negatively affect Peter however.  We see in 2:13 that other Jewish followers of Jesus, seeing Peter pull away from full fellowship with the Gentiles, followed suite.  The result – fellowship in the Church at Antioch was broken.  
Paul uses no kind word here to refer to Peter and these other Jewish Christians.  He calls them hypocrites (συνυπεκρίθησαν), which as you may know relates back to the Greek stage, where people held up masks before the audience in order to play a part.  Paul here though seems to be already using the present day usage, going beyond a mere mask, and accusing Peter and company of intentionally joining in a pretense – a show – for these inspectors from James. Paul calls Peter and company on the carpet, for what they are doing is destroying the Gospel.

Paul’s main point here is that it is either the Gospel of Jesus Christ or “Judaism plus” – it cannot be both.  What is more, as Paul makes very clear in vs. 15-16, a good Jew already knows that keeping the law cannot justify us, only faith in Christ.  So the two choices are the Gospel or nothing.  Paul here uses the perfect tense of the verb to know, which means, once we found out about Jesus we knew that the law could not justify us, so true belief is living in the light of Jesus only, not “Judaism plus.”  To say “I follow Jesus, in him alone I have faith,” and then to turn around and require the law is, for Paul, the ultimate hypocrisy.  

The True Jews – Being in Jesus Christ – vs. 2:17-21

Paul loves long wordy sentences. Most of 17 to 21 is one long Pauline statement that carries with it a lot of dense truth.  The good thing to do with these sentences is go the end and work backwards, because most of the time Paul puts the prize at the bottom of the box of Cracker Jacks.  
The key to this whole section is, “I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.”  Remember, he has just turned from a discussion of the law, and now he go directly to the question of Christ, him crucified, and our life in him.  Now we can follow the rest of the argument. 

Paul starts this section off with the word “If.”  A common usage of this word in Greek is to answer false allegations.  So:
“If, while we seek to be justified in Christ, it becomes evident that we ourselves are sinners, does that mean that Christ promotes sin?

Is a false allegation.  Does leaving behind the law and trusting Jesus alone make us more sinners?  Why is this?  Paul’s opponents are afraid this will lead to people going crazy with their new freedom.  Paul can understand their concern, but they fail to understand that the law doesn’t constrain sin in people’s lives, only being in Christ, and having the Spirit of Christ in us does that.  So, this is just a preposterous allegation.  We know Paul thinks it is preposterous because of how he answers.
Absolutely not! (In Greek – me egeneto - μὴ γένοιτο)
This is the same phrase Paul uses in Romans 6:2 (Should we keep on sinning that grace may abound).  This is one of those phrases that English Bibles are loath to translate with the true meaning of the idiom Paul is using.  It is really, “Hell no!”  That kind of thinking is straight of the pit of hell and smells like smoke, as my old Exegetical methods professor used to say.  If you believe being in Christ leads to rabid sinning, you don’t understand what it means to be in Christ.  
Paul then answers the second false allegation (again, always from the idea of being in Christ), in vs. 18:

If I rebuild what I destroyed, I prove that I am a lawbreaker.
If Paul or Peter tried to keep the law all they would be doing is proving that they were indeed lawbreakers, sinners.  Going back to the old ways denies Christ, and denying Christ places you exactly where you were with the law – dead in your sins. The law has already done its work.  We see this with Paul’s “For” that introduces the next verse. The law served its purpose by showing human beings that they were condemned for their sins (because no one keeps the law).  It did its work in Peter, in Paul, and in all those, Jew and Gentile, who are now in Christ.  Paul deserves to die for these violations, which sets up the all important phrase:

I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me. ﻿21﻿ I do not set aside the grace of God, for if righteousness could be gained through the law, Christ died for nothing!”
Paul has died, but he dies by being crucified with Christ, and thus it is no longer Paul who lives (in the sense of being Lord of his life), but Christ who lives in him. But Christ does not live in us as a brutal dictator, but as one who gives him back his life and lives it with him in fellowship, fellowship with Paul, and thus Paul having fellowship with the Triune God.  We now live for Christ, not to satisfy the urgings of our sinful nature, but to honor the one who gives us true life.  

If the concern is a righteous life (i.e., upholding God’s justice and holiness), then the way to do it is not to go back to the law, but to live in Christ. If we go back to the law, we are telling Jesus, “Sorry buddy, we didn’t need that cross and resurrection stuff.”  It is literally telling God that we have a better plan for the salvation of humanity than he has.  No wonder Paul tells them “me egeneto!”  

Life in the Spirit: Galatians 3:1-5
The English translations place a chapter break between 2:21 and the 3:1, but that is really unwise, because what follows in Chapter 3 is ongoing outworking of what Paul has just said in 2:17-21 (remember, the verse and chapter breaks came in late Middle Ages, not in the original text).  Paul keeps hammering home what it means to be “in Christ.”

He begins here by telling the Galatians that, if they believe they must still keep the law, then they have no understanding.  It is the same word that Jesus uses with the two disciples on the road to Emmaus in Luke 24:25. How can you believe the Gospel and not get that the law has no power for life!

Who has bewitched you (i.e., how can you believe such superstition)?  Do you really believe that you can add anything to the crucifixion of Christ?  Do you really think that you can replicate in your own flesh what only the Spirit of God can do?  If you think so, then you are really being just plain silly!
More on Law and Spirit – 3:6-14

What makes people a child of Abraham?  Is it circumcision? Is it keeping the law? No, it is belief in God.  Here Paul uses a phrase which is perhaps the single most revolutionary one ever spoken by a Jew, “those who believe are children of Abraham.”(vs.7)  In other words, don’t look to your flesh to understand who people you are, believe in God and you are God’s people.  This is the fulfillment of the early announcement of the Gospel to Abraham (vs.8) that all those who believe as Abraham believed, in the absolute goodness and mercy of God, will be blessed by becoming the people of God.  Paul has just told everyone, Jews and Gentiles alike, that the story of an ethnic people of the flesh has ended.  A new story has begun, that incorporates the old one, but also expands it.  It is no longer about a particular flesh or a particular law – its about faith in Christ.

Instead, we are told that “the righteous will live by faith,” not by the law.  Paul is referencing Habakkuk 2:4, which in the Hebrew says, “the righteous/just (the Hebrew word tsedeq means both) shall live by faithfulness.”  In other words, to truly live according to God is to live according the faith that we have in him, not according to the law, our best ideas, or anything else.  Everything else ends up as a curse, not as grace.
The Promise – 3:15-18
Here Paul makes another astounding statement.  The promise given to Abraham has not been set aside, but is fulfilled not in the Jews of David’s time, not in the Jews of Paul’s time, but in one man – Jesus Christ.  He is “the seed.”  For Paul the whole of the Old Testament promises find their meaning and fulfillment in Jesus Christ alone.  He alone is the truly elect human being, he alone is the child of the promise.  The promise to Abraham, the coming of Christ, was made long before the law was given, and thus all other things, including the law, are subordinate to God’s faithful keeping of that promise.  

What of the Law? – 3:19-25

So why was the law given in the first place?  This one verse (19) has been translated differently by every English translator, trying to answer that very question.  Paul gives us the answer in a five-fold set of clauses:
(1) “it was added”

(2) “because of transgressions”

(3) “until the Seed to whom the promise was given should come”

(4) “it was ordained through angels”

(5) “by the hand of a mediator.” 

First, it was added, and thus was not primary to God’s redemptive purposes (i.e. it was not the answer to humanity’s condition) but was added to serve that larger purpose.  Second, because of transgressions points to the fact that the law was meant to shine like a flashlight and make humanity aware of their sinfulness (this is Paul’s point in Romans 3:20).  In Romans 5:20 Paul appears to indicate that it was also given to increase sins (that is another discussion), but that is not Paul’s usage here.  Third, the point is simply that the law was never intended to last until eternity, but was a tool of God’s redemptive plan until the seed should come, until God brought his redemptive plan into full flow.  Fourth, is this strange idea of “given by angels.”  Of course the Old Testament texts make no specific allusions to angels. This however was the common view of rabbinic Judaism that saw angels as always present at every revelatory act of God.  Paul’s inclusion here is an attempt to say that “look, God didn’t even bring it to earth himself, but guess what, God did come to earth in Jesus Christ.”  Fifth and finally, “by hands of a mediator,” while deprecating Moses is a clear allusion to the fact that now God has come and spoken directly to humanity in Christ, and thus, there is no mediator needed (think of Hebrews 9:15). 
All of this is not to deprecate God’s gift of the law, a point Paul makes abundantly clear in vs. 21. The law was not in opposition to the promise (again, Paul says, “me egeneto”), but served the law by preparing the heart of men and women for the promise of God.  Here we finally get Paul’s great statement on the law:
So the law was put in charge to lead us to Christ ﻿b﻿ that we might be justified by faith. ﻿25﻿ Now that faith has come, we are no longer under the supervision of the law.

The law was put in charge to bring us to Christ (knowing we were sinners and knowing that God was holy), to bring us to him and to have faith in him. Note that implicit in Paul’s phrase is not that we are under no supervision.  But having faith in Christ, living in Christ, means we are under his direct supervision through the Spirit, and not under the supervision of the law.

The Meaning of the Promise – A New Humanity – 3:26-28

Because of God’s work in Christ our identity, our very nature has changed.  We are no longer enemies of God, but have been made children of God through faith in Christ Jesus.  We are now part of his new humanity, a humanity that unlike the first humanity, in Adam and Eve, rebelled against God in faithlessness, we are now open to God in faith, and thus become his children.  The image of being “clothed with Christ” is a two-fold image.  The first is the image, which we see again in Revelation of people clothed in white robes.  From the earliest days of the Christian movement, picking up from John’s baptism, those who were baptized into Jesus Christ were clothed in a white garment, a symbol of new birth.  But even deeper, Paul is pointing at the fact that our humanity is no longer the old humanity that craves only sin.  Now we are clothed with his humanity, a humanity that craves the things of his Father. “For I did not speak of my own accord, but the Father who sent me commanded me what to say and how to say it.”(John 12:59)
The outworking of this promise then is a new human race, the people of God in Christ.  This is the point of Paul’s message to the Galatians, that they can no longer divvy up between Jew and Gentile, between rich and poor, or in any other manner:
There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus. 29If you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham's seed, and heirs according to the promise.
The great hope of humanity is for unity. We want to see the end of wars, of suffering, or taking advantage of each other.  Paul says, that hope is ever greater than you know, but it only happens in Christ.  Of course, we have done a wretched job of living out that promise.  The religious wars of the 16th, 17th and 18th centuries have done more to damage the name of Christ than perhaps any other events in history.  But just because we in faithlessness chose violence over being one in Christ doesn’t make the promise any the less true or the promise any the less meaningful.  We are all one humanity in Christ, and thus form one body.  The struggle comes though in knowing and understanding who is in Christ, and who is not.  But that is a discussion for another day. For now, let us rejoice that in Christ all the differences that place us in enmity between each other are overcome in Jesus Christ!
Going Deeper

In the next week:

1) Meditate on verses 2:17-21.  What does it mean for you to be in Christ?  Do you feel as if you are in him?  Do you feel as if his Spirit lives in you?  What would that look like?

2) Journal about your worst moral failing in the past month. Why did you choose this instead of the good option?  Do you feel God’s forgiveness for this act?  Do you feel God’s power to do differently in the future?

3) Write a prayer about what it means for you to be in Christ and not in subjection to the law?

4) When next in worship, concentrate on how the words of the songs speak to our relationship to Christ and to each other?  Are we consistent with what Paul tells us the Gospel means for being in Christ and part of a new humanity together with other believers?

 ﻿b﻿ Or charge until Christ came
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