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A Study of the Letter to the Galatians

Can the Law, Old Customs and Rituals Give Us New Life?
- The final class of this session will be next Wednesday, May 16 -  
Redeeming Slaves

Galatians 4:1-7

Gal 4:1 I tell [this as an illustration]: as long as he is a minor, the heir is no different than a slave, although he is lord of all,  2 but he is under guardians and administrators until the time fixed by the father.  3 So with us also: when we were minors, we were enslaved under the “elements of the world.”  4 When, however, the fullness of the time had come, God sent his son, born by woman, put under Law, 5 in order that he might redeem those who are under Law, in order that we might receive the adoption as sons.  6 And, since you are sons, God sent the spirit of his son into our hearts, crying out “Abba! Father!”  7 Therefore, you are no longer a slave but a son, and if a son also an heir through God.

Notes on the translation 
Galatians 4:3 has been a problem for the English translations.  They use paraphrases to render the technical expression which appears here as “elements of the world”.  In the RSV and NEB it reads “the elemental spirits of the universe.”  The JB suggests as alternatives: “the elements of the natural world,” or “elementary ideas belonging to this world.”  JB has “the elemental principles of this world.”

In Galatians 4:4 “time,” in the JB, conforms the translation to v 2: “when the appointed time came.” The NEB says: “when the term was completed.”  Most of the fathers of the church understood this word “fullness” as time coming to an end.  It reached the goal which God appointed, and that is the coming of the Son of God.

The end of time is due to three reasons:

1. The Son united himself to our humanity forever.  Time does not play any part in bringing God so close to us.

2. There are not time for worship and seasons for celebration of anything given in the new covenant because all God’s gifts are part of the Person and the office of the Mediator Jesus Christ.

3. There is no time for grace and other time waiting for grace because God’s grace is eternal.
Notes on the text

This passage (Gal 4: 1-7) discusses how Jews and Gentile Galatians stand before God.  Both are slaves.  This is the main thesis of Paul.  He makes use of a comparison from the legal practice of guardian ship.  From the legal practice as it was known to Paul and his readers, the Roman law called tutela impuberis (“guardianship for a minor”), specifically the tutela testamentaria (“guardianship established by testament”).  According to this institution the paterfamilias (head of family) appoints one or more guardians for his children who are entitled to inherit his property after his death.  During the period of time in which the heir is a minor he is potentially the legal owner of the inheritance, but he is for the time being prevented from disposing of it.  Although he is legally (potentially) the owner of it all, he appears not to be different from a slave.  As a minor, the heir is under the tutelage of tutors (English “guardians”) and administrators.

In this chart we can see two things, the legal and an analogy of ourselves.
	                      Legal case
	                      Analogy

	the heir in a household

(v 1) as a child

(v 1) the heir is a virtual slave

(v 2) until the time set by the father
	we human beings

(v 3) as children

(v 3) we were enslaved

(v 4) but when the fullness of time

	(v 1-2) for his transition out of virtual slavery into active lordship.
	(v 4) God sent his Son

(v 5) to bring about our transition, by delivering us from slavery.

	(v 1) heir

	(v 5) we receive adoption as sons

(v 6) and, as you are sons, God also sent into our hearts the Spirit of his Son, crying out “Abba, Father.”

(v 7) Thus, you are a son; and if a son, then also an heir by God’s act redemptive adoption.


Paul applies the comparison in vv 1-2 to the present situation of the Christians before they came to Christ, “so with us also: when we were minors.”  It should be noted that Paul changes here to the first person plural; what he has to say applies to all Christians, whether Jewish or Gentile in origin.  In their pre-Christian situation they were all in the situation of minors in the sense “we were enslaved under the elements of the world.”
The question of what are “the elements of the world” is not impossible to understand:

In the ancient commentaries on Galatians we can see the two major religions, Judaism and Paganism;

So Marius Victorinus( 4th Cent) says:

“The elements of the world were thought to have in themselves at the same time their own motions and, as it were, certain necessary consequences of the motion of other beings, such as stars, by whose revolution human life was brought under necessity.  And so humans served the elements as the stars ordained and the course of the world required.”

The Epistle to the Galatians 2:3, 3-4  
Another commentary from approximately the 6th Century:

“By the elements he means new moons and the Sabbath.  New moons are the lunar days that the Jews observe, while the Sabbath is the day of rest.  Therefore, before the promise came (that is, the gift of God’s grace) and justified believers by purifying them, we were subject, like those who are infants and imperfect, to our fellow servants as though to custodians.  Our pernicious freedom was the matrix of sin.”
Ambrosiaster, On the letter to the Galatians, 4:3, 4 
Judaism and Paganism bring humans under the common denominator of slavery under the elements of the world which are the natural power of creation.  This description of the pre-Christian situation as one of slavery is, of course, to be contrasted with the liberation through Christ.  Most important, however, is Paul’s concept that “the elements of the world” by which he designates the “slave-holders.”  A large number of scholarly investigations have arrived at the conclusion that these “elements of the world” represent demonic forces which constitute and control “this evil age” (Gal 1: 4).  The Greco Roman (and Jewish) syncretism of the time of Paul is characterized by a very negative view of the world; the “world” was thought to be composed of four or five “elements,” which are not simply material substances, but demonic entities of cosmic proportions and astral powers which were hostile towards Judaism.  These forces were integrated in the world of “angelic beings.”
The common understanding was that man is hopelessly and helplessly engulfed and oppressed by these forces.  They play capricious games with man from the time of his entering into the world until his departure.  While working inside of man, they make up the body, yet they also encounter him from the outside, in that he has terrible and traumatic experiences of whatever “Fate” (Tyche – this word would normally be used by the Greeks) has in store.  Under such conditions life is not life at all but a daily death.  In many ancient cults, cultic measures were developed in order to soothe and pacify the demonic forces.  These included prayers, rituals, sacrifices, astrology, magic, and
Theurgy, a Greek word which means doing certain rituals which aim at uniting the human with the divine.
The concept of “slavery under the elements of the world” can also be illustrated by reference to the context.  There the “elements” are identical with those beings named in Galatians 4:8 which “in nature are not gods,” they are the “tutors and administrators” of Galatians 4:2, and the masters of the slaves Galatians 4:3.  Being “under them” is not different from being “under the Law” (Gal 3:22-25).  “Slavery” is nothing but the scrupulous observation of cultic requirements (Gal 4: 9-10 cf.; Col 2:8, l6-23).  Brief as it is, So with us also: when we were minors, we were enslaved under the elements of the world, Galatians 4:3 contains Paul’s thought about man’s situation before God prior to the redemption in Christ, seen of course from the point of view of Christian faith.
God sent His Son

This is the heart of the Gospel.  This is not just Paul but the Gospel as a whole. See similar statements (Mark 12:1-12 par.; John 3:16f; 1 John 4:9; 4:10, 14).
The Good News is:
1. We did not come to God but the Father sent his Son.

2. We did not create or establish any relationship with God but God the Father sent 
his Son to redeem us.

3. We were slaves and did not liberate our life but God the Father sent his Son to 
liberate us.

4. We did not do anything that makes us earn salvation.

Fullness of time

Marius Victorinus

 “As there is a fullness in things, so there is in times.  For each thing has its fullness in a full and copious perfection that abounds in everything.  Christ is the fullness of things.  The fullness of times is the consummation of freedom.  So that his fullness may be whole and perfect Christ collects his members who are scattered, and in this way his fullness is achieved.  So in the same way the fullness of times was achieved when all had become ripe for faith and sins had increased to the utmost, so that a remedy was necessarily sought in the judgment of all things.  Hence Christ came when the fullness of time was completed.”

On Galatians 2:4, 3-4

Ambrosiaster

“The fullness of time is the completed time which had been foreordained by God the Father for the sending of his Son, so that, made from a virgin, he might be born like a man, subjecting himself to the law up to the time of his baptism, so that he might provide a way by which sinners, washed and snatched away from the yoke of the law, might be adopted as God’s sons by his condescension, as he had promised to those redeemed by the blood of his Son. It was necessary, indeed, that the Savoir should be made subject to the law, as a son of Abraham according to the flesh, so that, having been circumcised, he could be seen as the one promised to Abraham, who had come to justify the Gentiles through faith, since he bore the sign of the one to whom the promise had been made.”

On Galatians 4:5-1 

Born of a Woman

This has nothing against the Virginal conception of our Lord.  Augustine is right:

“Then he says that when the fullness of time had come, God sent his Son to liberate the child, the heir who was subject in part to the law as to a disciplinarian, in part to the elements of this world as to guardians and trustees.  God sent his Son, he says, made of a woman (Gal 4: 4).  He says “mulier”  for “woman.” the usual  Hebrew usage.  Thus when it is said of Eve, “He made the rib into a woman” (mulier) (Gen 2: 22), this does not mean that she had already had intercourse with the man, since she is not recorded as having had intercourse with him until after their expulsion from Paradise.”

On Galatians 4:1 page 177.  
The Holy Sprit cries in our heart Abba Father.
How do we hear the cry of the Holy Spirit?
When in the dark night and when we despair and when all is bleak, without any expectation hope is born and God is our Abba.  Our life is raised from the pit to the joy of salvation. 

Why does the Spirit of the Son cry in our heart, “Abba Father”?

We can talk to God the Father Abba whenever we want, but when the Spirit of the Son cries in our heart, we pray with Jesus the prayers which Jesus wants us to pray.
Praying to Jesus
Jesus pray in us the prayer which you want to utter in us.

Jesus pray with us the prayer which you long to hear.

Jesus pray for us for we do not know what we have to say.

Jesus pray in us the same prayer which you said when you were baptized.

Jesus pray in us the same prayer when you broke that bread in the upper room.

Jesus pray for us to receive from you the whole sum of the prayers which you offer to your Father and of your Spirit.
Jesus pray in us the same prayer which you said when you were on the cross.
Jesus pray with us the very words when you were washing the feet of the apostles and when Judas kissed you.

Jesus pray for us to know what you used to say to the Father every morning.
Praying to Abba Father
Abba Father pray in us the same unutterable prayer, which you prayed when your Son was begotten before all creation.
Abba Father pray with us the same prayer you prayed when you sent your Son into the world.

Abba Father pray for us when we cannot understand your Son and stumble over his humanity.

Abba Father pray in us the same words, which you said when you baptized your Son and anointed him with your Spirit.

Abba Father pray with us the same unutterable prayer which you prayed when your Son  died on the cross.

Abba Father pray for us to hear the same cry which you say when you hear the Spirit and the Son cry “Abba Father”.

 Praying to the Holy Spirit 

Holy Spirit pray in us the prayers which You taught the Son

Holy Spirit pray with us the true intercessions of your love

Spirit pray for us to be the true image of your love

Holy Spirit pray in us the same unutterable prayer which you prayed when you saw your companion become human.

Holy Spirit pray with us the same prayer which you uttered at Pentecost.

Holy Spirit pray for us that we become your prayer.

Praying to The Trinity

Jesus pray for us to be one with you in the unity which is above every unity.

Father pray in us the same prayer which you share with the Son and the Spirit

Spirit pray with us the same prayer which you inspired Jesus to reveal to us your unity. 

George Little-light 
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