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To Ponder . . . 

Questions to ponder as you prepare to do a recap of Galatians. 

1. Why is circumcision a repeated theme in this letter?

2. Explain how the “sign” of the covenant became the “means” to
the covenant and how that same problem continues to exist in
our day.

3. How are we to explain the tension between not being justified
by keeping law, but at the same time being characterized by
doing the law of love?

4. Think about the world’s opinion of you. Would they conclude
that you are religious or righteous?

FREEDOM TO LIVE BY FAITH
Galatians 5:13

A cursory reading of this letter from Paul forces us to
acknowledge that the issue of circumcision is a major point. This
issue sits on the surface of the letter (mentioned 16 times), which
demands that we be familiar with the rite as it applied to the nation of
Israel.

If we resort to the first mention of circumcision in the Bible, we
learn that circumcision is the sign of the covenant God made with
Abraham. Of course God initiated the making of that covenant. The
first hint of a covenant goes back to the beginning of the God and
Abraham story where it is found in the context of God calling
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Abraham to follow His directing (Genesis 12). God called Abraham
to leave his family in Ur. God promised that He would bless Abraham
and make of him a great nation. Abraham believed God and moved.
Oh, by the way, God also counted Abraham as righteous at that point.
Therefore, we conclude that Abraham followed God because God put
righteousness on Abraham’s account. Righteous people do stuff like
that.

At a later time, God stated and ratified His covenant with
Abraham (Genesis 15). The sacrifice mentioned at the time plays an
important role in the matter because it validated this covenant. As a
result, the covenant between God and Abraham (the man He chose)
was a done deal. 

Then, at least fourteen years later, God reaffirmed His covenant
and established the rite of circumcision as the sign of the covenant
(Genesis 17:1-11). The text reads:
When Abram was ninety-nine years old the LORD appeared to
Abram and said to him, "I am God Almighty; walk before me, and be
blameless, that I may make my covenant between me and you, and
may multiply you greatly."  Then Abram fell on his face. And God
said to him,  "Behold, my covenant is with you, and you shall be the
father of a multitude of nations.   No longer shall your name be called
Abram, but your name shall be Abraham, for I have made you the
father of a multitude of nations.   I will make you exceedingly fruitful,
and I will make you into nations, and kings shall come from you.  And
I will establish my covenant between me and you and your offspring
after you throughout their generations for an everlasting covenant,
to be God to you and to your offspring after you.  And I will give to
you and to your offspring after you the land of your sojournings, all
the land of Canaan, for an everlasting possession, and I will be their
God."  And God said to Abraham, "As for you, you shall keep my
covenant, you and your offspring after you throughout their
generations.   This is my covenant, which you shall keep, between me
and you and your offspring after you: Every male among you shall be
circumcised.  You shall be circumcised in the flesh of your foreskins,
and it shall be a sign of the covenant between me and you. (Genesis
17:1-11).

This text is very important to the matter because it helps us
understand the nature of the covenant. In fact, we can’t help but
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notice that the word “covenant” shows up thirteen times in 17:1-19.
In this statement of the covenant, we learn that God’s side was for
God to list His manifold blessings, to give Abraham an heir, to give
him multiplied descendants, a land, nations, kings, and an everlasting
possession. Abraham’s side of the agreement, and therefore the
requirement for all his posterity (the Jews), was two-fold. God
required His people to, “Walk before Me and be blameless” (v.1) and
God required “Every male among you shall be circumcised” (v.10).
Therefore, we understand why circumcision was so important to the
Jewish people. 

However, as we ponder this unique requirement of God’s
covenant, we must admit that the sign of the covenant generates some
questions. For example, “How did this sign become equated with the
law since it preceded God giving the law by about 600 years?”
Because God required the sign among the Hebrew males, it naturally
had to become part of the stated law. This is true even though
circumcision is seldom mentioned as “law” in the Old Testament. In
fact, the only real mention as part of the law is the statement, “And
on the eighth day the flesh of his foreskin shall be circumcised”
(Leviticus 12:3). No one in Galatia would have guessed that there
was only one mention of circumcision in the statement of the law. 

Another question might be, “Why would God give a sign that
is hidden (secret) as an identifier for His people?” God never intended
for the sign that a person was part of the covenant to be an external
sign that would be worn like a badge. While the actual sign was
physical, the emphasis behind the sign was spiritual. It is much like
the fact that people who are baptized into Christ do not wear shirts or
hats that declare their participation in that rite. At least most don’t.
Some people who are into “witness wear” might tend to make
outward, physical testimony to the physical act of baptism. But the
emphasis of baptism is spiritual. Our lives are supposed to indicate
that we have been baptized because we walk in newness of life.

Circumcision was supposed to work the same way. The act was
physical but the testimony of the act was spiritual. The act was to
illustrate a changed heart or dedicated heart which would be obvious
in lifestyle. 

A third question is, “What about the women and the girls?”
Were they not also part of the covenant community? This goes back
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to the understanding that identification of the Jewish race is with the
males who have traditionally been the leaders of the families. It was
patriarchal society. That is why even in the New Testament families
are known through the father’s name. We see that men are identified
as “son of whoever” – the whoever always being the father’s name,
not the mother’s name. 

Now let’s briefly consider a very important explanation of the
sign and seal idea. Paul explained this for us in the letter he wrote to
Christians in Rome.  Is this blessing then only for the circumcised, or
also for the uncircumcised? For we say that faith was counted to
Abraham as righteousness.  How then was it counted to him? Was it
before or after he had been circumcised? It was not after, but before
he was circumcised.  He received the sign of circumcision as a seal
of the righteousness that he had by faith while he was still
uncircumcised. The purpose was to make him the father of all who
believe without being circumcised, so that righteousness would be
counted to them as well, and to make him the father of the
circumcised who are not merely circumcised but who also walk in the
footsteps of the faith that our father Abraham had before he was
circumcised. (Romans 4:9-12).

Here we learn that God intended for circumcision to be a sign
that marked men as part of the Jewish race, the descendants of
Abraham (v.11a). Since God declared Abraham justified fourteen
years before God gave the sign of circumcision, it was impossible
that Abraham was declared righteous because he was circumcised.
The key is that circumcision was not the means for becoming a Jew
but a reminder that the man identified with Abraham’s race (or was
a Jew). 

Further, Paul explained that God intended that circumcision was
to be a seal of the righteousness Abraham already had because of
faith (v.11b). Each time a parent circumcised a male child, it was a
reminder that Abraham was justified by faith. It was never the means
by which the child was justified before God. It was like our rite of
baptism which is a public declaration of justification by faith, not the
means for gaining justification.

Therefore, God emphasized the symbolic, spiritual principles of
circumcision. God pictured the removal of sin that separates us from
God by the rite of circumcision. God pictured the removal of a
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stubborn heart or self-centeredness by the rite of circumcision.  The
majority of mentions of circumcision in the Old Testament fall within
that context. For example Moses said, And the LORD your God will
circumcise your heart and the heart of your offspring, so that you will
love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul,
that you may live.  (Deuteronomy 30:6). During the rebellious years
in Judah, Preacher Jeremiah declared, For thus says the LORD to the
men of Judah and Jerusalem: “Break up your fallow ground, and sow
not among thorns. Circumcise yourselves to the LORD; remove the
foreskin of your hearts, O men of Judah and inhabitants of
Jerusalem; lest my wrath go forth like fire, and burn with none to
quench it, because of the evil of your deeds”  (Jeremiah 4:3-4). That
was an appeal to men and women alike.

But a major problem arises when we consider what the rite of
circumcision became. False teachers taught that the act of
circumcision was necessary for salvation. This heresy was similar to
the traditions of the Roman Catholic church such as the idea that
baptism is a means of grace (salvation), or the Eucharist is an actual
participation in Christ’s body, or that confirmation into the church
bestows salvation. It is like the teaching of paedo-baptism in some
Presbyterian churches that teaches that somehow a baby who is
wholly unaware of his sin is magically ushered into the Body of
Christ as a believer. Or it might be like the error in some
denominations that teach it is necessary to be baptized in order to be
saved. So the Judaizers held circumcision to be the magic bullet that
a man had to submit to in order to be saved.

In simple terms, the sign of the covenant became the covenant.
So we have Paul’s argument in the letter to the Galatians: When the
evidence of righteousness becomes the means to righteousness
there is heresy. Because the Judaizers made the evidence of
righteousness the means to righteousness, they boasted about gaining
and possessing a seal that God actually gave to His people by grace.
Let’s look at the whole picture in one setting.

Salutation (1:1-5).

Obviously the letter came from Paul, an apostle called by God
the Father and God the Son, writing in behalf of all who were with
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him (1:1-2). He affirmed that he was sent by authority to represent
another. More precisely, he was sent by God the Father and God the
Son who called him to this task. And those who accompanied him
agreed with his words. 

He addressed the letter to the churches of Galatia (1:3-5). We
know of some cities where there were churches: Derbe, Lystra,
Iconium, and Antioch. That probably is not an exhaustive list. But of
those cities we know, we realize that they were predominantly
Gentile. It was not uncommon to find Jews and synagogues in those
cities, but hey were still Gentile cities.

Paul wrote to the people in those churches, Grace to you and
peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ, who gave
himself for our sins to deliver us from the present evil age, according
to the will of our God and Father, to whom be the glory forever and
ever. Amen. (Galatians 1:3-5). Every phrase, almost every word, in
this salutation is important to the argument of the book. Grace and
peace come from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ, not from
trying to keep the law. Christ gave Himself for our sins to deliver us
from the present evil age. You can’t deliver yourself through keeping
the law. Salvation from sin is the will of God our Father not
something you decide you will gain. You don’t deserve glory for
doing works sufficient to gain salvation, but God deserves all glory
forever. It is obvious from the outset that even in the salutation Paul
started laying down the argument of the letter.

Says who? (1:6-2:21).

That is a fair enough question when the letter lays down eternal
truths – or claims to. Who said that you can’t be saved by keeping
law? Says “I.” That was the literal answer Paul gave. In 1:6-2:21, we
discover forty-five uses of the personal pronoun “I.” It was not that
Paul was egotistical or that the letter is all about him. Rather, he
needed to establish his authority to give the people a reason to listen
to his argument.

Therefore, “I” had good reasons to argue against this divisive
teaching. The truth of the gospel is so important that Paul argued that
even if he preached a different gospel no one should listen to him
(1:8-9). He assured them that he wasn’t preaching for the approval of
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men (1:10; 16-24). Nor was he preaching a gospel men invented or
authored. He preached the gospel, the good news of salvation that he
had received directly from Christ (1:11-12). Wow, that is a pretty
grand claim! But that didn’t make Paul unable to identify with his
readers. In fact, he who was the Jew of all Jews and persecuted people
who believed the gospel was now the guy who taught the simplicity
of the gospel (1:13-15).

Who says you can’t be saved by keeping law? Says the man
who was supported by the apostles (1:16-2:21). Paul established the
fact that he had the support of the men who Jesus taught directly.
Peter, James, the original apostles, those who seemed to be influential
gave their approval of Paul’s ministry (1:17-20; 2:1-2). In the years
past, they and Barnabas didn’t have a problem that Titus the Gentile
believer was not circumcised (2:3). Oh! There is the first mention of
the issue. At this point, we realize that circumcision became the
“poster boy” for keeping Jewish traditions and laws. It was not the
only law the Judaizers insisted Gentiles keep, but it was the chief
example of their argument. That highlights the problem that there
were false brothers, men who pretended to be children of God
through Christ, who tried to enslave Paul and the others to traditions
(2:4). 

The people of the churches ought to give heed to Paul’s
argument because James, Peter, and John approved of Paul’s ministry
(2:7-10). In fact, when Peter played the hypocrite, Paul disapproved
of him (2:11-14). And Peter backed down!

These are words of confidence from Paul who understood the
truth about who he was (2:15-21). Though he too was a Jew by birth,
he understood that God did not declare him justified because he was
able to keep Jewish laws and traditions (2:15-16). Quite the opposite
from that beginning, he lived by the faith that Christ gave because he
was crucified along with Christ (2:20). And since he was dead, it
would have been impossible for him to be justified by keeping the
law. Furthermore, if he could be justified by keeping the law, what
would be the point of Christ’s death (2:21)?  Therefore, Paul proved
by his own example that sinners are not justified by keeping law.

He had the authority to teach the truth because God called him
and gave him the message. So what is the message from this God-
called unique messenger?
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The Righteous Shall Live by Faith (3:1-4:31).

The pressing question that must be answered was: “Do the
righteous live by faith or by works?” (3:1-9). Well, let’s begin by
answering with a question. What was the point of Christ’s crucifixion
if we are justified by works (3:1)? Did we receive the Holy Spirit
through works (3:2-6)? No, we receive the Holy Spirit through
hearing and trusting the gospel (3:2). That means that we begin to live
in righteousness by the miraculous regeneration of the Holy Spirit,
and we continue to live in righteousness through the Spirit’s power
(3:3). 

Therefore, trusting God, which results in righteousness, is not
a matter of keeping laws, but a matter of faith (3:5-6). Becoming
righteous by keeping laws doesn’t work. Righteousness, given and
affirmed by God the Holy Spirit, is never gained through law
keeping!

That brings us to the root statement of Paul’s argument: The
righteous live by faith (3:10-4:7). We have to live by faith and not by
the law because God’s law curses (3:10-14). The law demands
complete adherence so that any breach of the law brings the full curse
of the full law (3:10). Therefore, no one can be justified before God
by doing the law (3:11). But here is the good news! Christ redeemed
us from the curse of the law by paying the curse on the cross (3:13).
Everyone who trusts that finished work of Christ receives the blessing
of Abraham (righteousness) which is affirmed by receiving the
promised Holy Spirit (3:14). 

So if that is God’s plan, what’s the point of the law? Does it
have any purpose? It seemed pretty important in the Old Testament
economy, didn’t it? God’s law reveals the need for God’s promises
(3:15-29). To help us out, Paul gave Abraham as a human example
of God’s plan (3:15-18). God gave Abraham a promise. Then when
God gave the law 430 years later, it did not annul His promise to
Abraham. God’s covenant with Abraham regarding a nation, a land,
a blessing still stands.

Why did God give the law? God gave the law to highlight
transgression (3:19-20). Since the law shows the nature and fact of
transgression, it can’t offer righteousness. Instead, the law imprisons
everyone until they have faith (3:21-23). The law, like a guardian,
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leads the sinner to understand why he or she needs to trust Christ’s
work alone for salvation (3:24-26). Therefore, identification with
Christ through faith is the only way to become a genuine part of
Abraham’s offspring – the heirs who share the righteousness God
gave to him (3:27-29).

This is possible only because God’s Son redeems us from the
law’s requirements (4:1-7). By nature we are enslaved to the
elementary principles of the world (4:1-3). But in His mercy God
provided Jesus Christ to fulfill the requirements of the law in our
stead so that we can become God’s children (4:4-7). Is this not
wonderful news for people who recognize that they live imprisoned
under the curse of the law?

Since these things are true, it is only fitting for Paul to make a
heartfelt, impassioned appeal. We are children of freedom not slavery
(4:8-31). This is the case only because we have become known by
God (4:8-20). By nature we are enslaved by non-gods (4:8). But when
God draws us to Himself, He removes us from bondage to those
worthless principles (4:9-10). Why then do you want to return to
those worthless principles? Why do you want to become enslaved
again to the demands of traditions?

His was not just a passionate appeal, but it was personal appeal.
Paul reminded the readers that those people in the Galatian churches
once acted as though they loved him (4:12-20). They showed honest
concern for him (4:12-15). So did he now become their enemy by
exposing the false teachers who were in their midst (4:16-20)?

In order to help the readers come to grips with the privilege they
already owned by being God’s people, Paul gave an example of two
mothers (4:21-31). Hagar represented the law given on Mt. Sinai
(4:21-25a). She was Sarah’s slave, and so her offspring was born in
slavery (4:21-23). Then, did the people want to identify with that
covenant, a covenant of slavery (4:24)? 

In contrast stood Sarah who represented Jerusalem at its
pinnacle of freedom (most likely under the rule of Jesus, son of
David) (4:24b-31). The children of this woman are born according to
the Holy Spirit’s work, not through the works of the flesh (4:24b-29).
So, too, children born through faith in Christ are not enslaved like
children born to a slave (4:30-31). That is what the Christians in the
Galatian churches could be likened to. That is us. This is wonderful
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news. What a great reminder that we who have become “known by
God,” born of the Spirit, are no longer enslaved to the requirements
of the law. How great this freedom is! Let’s have a party because we
are free to live however we choose! Indeed, but how you choose to
live reveals whether you are free in Christ or enslaved to the flesh!

Application (5:1-6:10).

If you are free, you need to live as though Christ has set you
free (5:1-26). The application flows out of Paul’s statement that, for
freedom Christ has set us free (5:1-15). Because that is true, we must
stand fast in the freedom Christ has given us (5:1). This stands in
vivid contrast to the argument that circumcision was the chief
illustration of law keeping in the hope of being saved (5:2-5). In
contrast, freedom understands faith in Christ working through love
(5:6). What makes the false teaching of law keeping so dangerous is
that a little false teaching goes a long way (5:7-12). How easy it was
for the people to be swept up into false teaching. Especially when
having taught that righteousness is not gained by doing the law, Paul
then says that doing the law of love is the evidence of freedom, not
the means to achieve freedom (5:13-15). How does that work?

It is a matter of living according to the Spirit or according to our
flesh. If we are free, then we need to walk in line with the Holy Spirit
(5:16-26). Does that contradict the idea of being free? Walking in line
with the Holy Spirit is the opposite of walking in line with the desires
of the flesh (5:16-17). If we walk according to the desires of the flesh,
we are condemned by the law (5:18). Oh! So how do we know. What
does flesh walk look like? Now the works of the flesh are evident:
sexual immorality, impurity, sensuality, idolatry, sorcery, enmity,
strife, jealousy, fits of anger, rivalries, dissensions, divisions, envy,
drunkenness, orgies, and things like these. I warn you, as I warned
you before, that those who do such things will not inherit the kingdom
of God (Galatians 5:19-21).

We can tell the difference because Spirit walk looks like: But
the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness,
faithfulness,  gentleness, self-control; against such things there is no
law (Galatians 5:22-23). You are responsible to use this measuring
stick to measure yourselves regularly (5:24-25).
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That kind of living is going to effect your relationship with
other people. For example, Let us not become conceited, provoking
one another, envying one another (Galatians 5:26). Therefore, we
will demonstrate our freedom in our relationships (6:1-18). If we are
free in Christ, we will be burden bearers (6:1-10). We will look for
opportunities to bear the burden of restoring fallen brothers (6:1-3).
At the same time, we will be diligent to bear your own burdens (6:4-
5). Also, we will bear the burden of caring for teachers (6:6-10).

The result? Peace and mercy on those who live like a new
creation (6:11-18). Paul made one final appeal for his friends to heed
his warning (6:11-17). He informed them that he wrote this letter with
his own hand (6:11). He warned that the false teachers wanted to
manipulate, control, and use the Christians for their own glory (6:12-
13). He left them and us with a most important challenge. Let’s boast
in Christ (6:14). But far be it from me to boast except in the cross of
our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the world has been crucified to me,
and I to the world.  (Galatians 6:14). That is what it looks like when
we live by grace (6:18). They are fitting words to close a very
instructive letter about living by faith.
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