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A Study of the Letter to the Galatians

Can the Law, Old Customs and Rituals Give Us New Life?
Baptism: A survey of the Pauline letters
Galatians 3:26-29

Galatians 3:

26 For you see, You are all Sons of God through your faith in Christ Jesus. 


NEB: in union with Christ Jesus
27 As many of you as have been baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. 


NEB: baptized in to union with him
28 There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.  

JB: there is no more distinctions between Jew and Greek
29 But if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed and heirs according to the promise.

Basic Pauline Texts on Baptism
1. The noun baptism – Romans 6:4; Colossians 2:12; Ephesians 4:5

2. The verb baptize – Romans 6:3 (twice); I Corinthians 1:13-17 (6 times); 10:2; 12:13; 15:29 (twice); Galatians 3.27.

 3. Some NT scholars think that 1 Thessalonians 1:9-10 was “a baptismal  hymn” (G. Friedrich, “Em Tauflied hellenistischer Judenchristen 1 Thess. I .9f,”  TZ 21 1502-16
Colossians 3:11 is parallel to Galatians 3:26-28; there is the reference to baptism and the “putting on” of Christ in Colossians 3:9-10.  The middle section of Colossians 3:9-11 is similar to Galatians 3:28, especially because of the “there is not” Jew or Greek.

I Thessalonians 5:5 has “For you are all sons of light and sons of day.”  Matthew 23:8 says “For one is your teacher, but you are all brothers.”  The formal analysis of these sayings in the Pauline letters and in the Gospel tradition raises the question of their origin, form, and function.  Both verses shed some light on Galatians 3:26-28 and in the OT  LXX.  See also Deuteronomy 14:1, “You are sons of the Lord, your God …”; Leviticus 25:23; Deuteronomy l:10;7:7; (LXX); Psalm 81:6 (LXX); Amos 9:7; Isaiah 57:4; and Jeremiah 18:6. 
Notes on Gal 3:26-29
The first of the “definitions” contained in 3:26-28 is presented in verse 26: “for you are all sons of God, through the faith, in Christ Jesus.”  The statement is very concise and includes a number of theological formulae which must be recognized and then related to their respective contexts.  There is, in addition, a most important change from the first person to the second person plural.  The implication is that from Galatians 2:15 to Galatians 3:25, Paul has discussed the situation of the Jewish Christians, with whom he himself belongs.  Having concluded that part of the argument in Galatians 3: 25, he now turns to the situation of the Gentile-Christian Galatians.  What he has to say to them is of course the consequence of the preceding discussion of the situation of Jewish Christianity.  The Gentile Galatians, that is, all Gentile Christians, are told that before God they are “sons of God.
The human dream of coequality between humans was reflected in many ways in the ancient world.  A good example is the example is the Hippocratic Oath, which contains the vow: “Whatever houses I may visit, I will come for the benefit of the sick, remaining free of all intentional injustice, of all mischief and in particular of sexual relations with both female and male persons, be they free or slaves” (tr. Ludwig Edelstein,

The Hippocratic Oath, Supplement to the Bulletin of the History of Medicine 1; Baltimore: Johns Hopkins, 1943: page 34f.
To be the son of God is normally reserved for Jews, and then even Jews will receive this status only at the Last Judgment from God himself.  But here Paul attributes this status to Gentiles, with the explanation that it is Christ as the “Son of God” who makes adoption as “sons” available through the gift of the Spirit.  
Two formulae state the essence for this adoption:


1. Through faith

2. Through incorporation in the “body of Christ,” i.e., “in Christ Jesus.” 

 The present tense of “are” (“you are”) really refers to an event in the past of which Paul reminds his readers.  This event combined the aspects of baptism (Gal 3:27).  Through this event, the Galatians have become, and now are “Sons of God.”  Galatians 3:27 says,   “for as many of you as were baptized into Christ, have put on Christ,” the candidates for baptism were officially informed that they now had the status of “sons of God.”  It would be important to know whether Paul is the author of verse 27, or whether it was part of the tradition he has taken over.  Although we cannot be sure, indications speak in favor of the tradition.  The function of verse 27 is that of a reminder of the ceremony and its meaning, “as many of you” is not intended to limit the “all” of verse 26, but identifies what is meant by “all.”  Included are all Christians because they were all baptized.  The baptismal theology which is reflected in Paul’s remark appears to antedate Paul’s own theology.   The phrase “baptized into Christ” can be and actually was interpreted in different ways:
a) In Romans (6:3-8) “baptism into Christ,” seems to be “dying and rising with Christ.”   In Galatians, Paul refers to the doctrine of “dying and rising with Christ”  But he does so without reference to the baptism but we ought not, therefore, to neglect baptism into these passages. 
b)  In Galatians 3:27 Paul makes use of the concept when he identifies the expression “into Christ” with “putting on Christ.”  This concept, which has a powerful and long tradition in ancient religions, describes the Christian’s incorporation into the “body of Christ” as an act of “clothing,” whereby Christ is understood as the garment, here we can see the concept of Christ as the heavenly garment by which the Christian is enwrapped and transformed into a new being.  The language is certainly figurative, but it goes beyond the dimension of merely social and ethical inclusion in a religious community; it suggests an event of divine transformation.

c)  This reference (v 27) is decisive for the interpretation of the letter as a whole.   The Apostle reminds the Galatians, as people whose subjective faith is wavering, of the objective basis of their Christian existence.  This objective basis is the sacrament of baptism.  Thus, the Christian situation can be described in terms of Being and Existence in Jesus Christ.  This is not just for the moment of Baptism but for the totality of Christian life.  Paul has to deal with people whose faith is wavering.  Paul indeed reminds them of baptism as the objective basis of their Christian existence.  This basis is objective in the sense that the baptism constitutes the true act of joining the Christians.  The objective basis upon which the Christian existence rests and of which Paul reminds the Galatians is the official declaration of adoption, and by God in Jesus Christ in which took place at baptism.  But this basis is only the conclusion of previous events named in Galatians 1:4; 2:20; 3:13; 4:4-5; the gift of the Spirit (3:2-5; 4:6); and the faith of the Galatians in Christ.  Of all this Paul reminds the Galatians.  In other words, the objective basis of which Paul speaks is faith in Christ, but not the later Roman Catholic statement that the sacrament of Baptism is: “ritus ex opere operato” (works by itself).  Faith in Christ can only be grounded in Christ himself, not in a reality outside Christ.  
Abba Philemon

Philemon: We have spoken before that faith is the very foundation of everything but I need to remind you of our former agreement.

We agreed that because of our Lord as the only Mediator, we can add nothing of our own to what God bestows on us in his Son our Lord Jesus Christ.

We also agreed that we cannot destroy what God has given because it is beyond distraction because the one who gives is the Father who did not die and the Mediator who conquered death.  Thus our sins cannot destroy grace because our redemption in Jesus Christ has removed our condemnation.
So, what should we not fear?

That we lose God’s grace.  This is contrary to faith because faith in Jesus does not rest on our goodness but on our sinfulness.  I mean that we are accepted by God and by faith alone because we are sinful.  God sealed his acceptance of sinners by the blood of his Son; this is not just a temporary guarantee.
George: How and why do think that what happened in the past is eroded such as our Baptism?

Philemon: This is due to many things:

We think that what is not remembered does not exist, or that it exists when we remember it.  God’s grace does not work according to our knowledge or according to what is stored in our memory.  God does not deal with us on our terms but according to his unfailing love.
What takes place in time must be seen as either coming from us and is executed by us, or is given to us by God and is part of our participation in the action which God provides and has revealed.  Here we must remember all the time that the Father acts in his Son and that any act like that of our adoption is eternal.  What is eternal does not grow old but grows up in us.
George: What is the best way to be in communion with God and not to depend on our memory? 

Philemon: Two things we have to be aware of it:

First; it is not our memory that reproduce the grace of God but it is the presence of the Holy Spirit in us.

Second: Even if we become lazy and fell into sins, we must not think that our relationship with God starts again by our repentance.  Our repentance turns us to what we are, but does not create anything because our new creation is the work of God the Father in his Son Jesus Christ.

Third Dialogue, April 1960

Galatians 3:28

Galatians 3:28 leads to the field of complicated human relationships and practices.  This verse has three statements, extremely concise as they are:


1. Names the old status of the baptized.


2.  Declares this old status abolished. 


3. A new status is claimed

It is significant that Paul makes these statements as accomplished facts.  Christ came to prove that our dreams of a better life can be fulfilled by him and in him.  All the decisive ideals and hopes of the ancient world have come true in the Christian community.  These ideals include the abolition of the religious and social distinctions between Jews and Greeks, slaves and freemen, men and women.  These social changes are claimed as part of the process of redemption and as the result of the ecstatic experiences which the Galatians as well as other Christians have had.  

Being rescued from the present evil age (Gal 1:4) and being changed to a “new creation” implies these radical social and political changes.  The Christian’s relationship to the social and political structures of “this world” follows the rule set forth in Galatians 6:14: “through whom Christ the world is crucified to me and I to the world.”  The Christian is now “dead” to the social, religious, and cultural distinctions characteristic of the old world order (cf. Gal 2:19).

Zeno’s Book known under the name Paliteia, according to Plutarch (D Alex. Magni Fort. 329 A-B): “ … that all the inhabitants of this world of ours should not live differentiated by their respective rules of justice into separate cities and communities, but that we should consider all men to be of one community and one polity, and that we should have a common life and an order common to us all, even as a herd that feeds together and shares the pasturages of the common field.”
For further material see:


John Ferguson Utopias of the Classical World (Cornell University, 1975), who mentions Paul and quotes Philippians 3:20 (pp. 68f). 

For the reception of the ideas in Hellenistic Judaism, see


 Erwin R. Goodenough, The Politics of Philo Judaeus, Practice and Theory (New Haven: Yale University, 1938); The Political Philosophy of Hellenistic Kingship 1929, pp 55-102.
The world may be able of giving us the best dreams but the question is whether or not our systems are capable of fulfilling them.  If any good idea cannot be integrated into the existing order it is because of our shortcomings and inability to lead a new life.  And that is because there is something called sin which created the great obstacle for implementing every good idea.
In Galatians 3:28, the first statement declares that in the Christian church the religious, cultural, and social distinctions between Jews and Greeks are abolished: “there is neither Jew nor Greek” and means “there is not.”  The phrase “neither Jew nor Greek” occurs also elsewhere in Paul.  From Romans 10:12 we may conclude that Paul has in mind the removal of the distinctions which customarily separate the Jew and the non-Jew: “there is no distinction between Jew and Greek”  According to Romans 3:1-20; 9:3-5, this abolition pertains to the religious prerogatives claimed by the Jews and symbolized by the ritual of circumcision (cf. Gal 5:6; 6:15; Rom 2:25-29; 4: 9-12 ; I Cor 7:19; Philp 3; also Co1 2:11; 3:11; Eph 2:11-22).
By implication then, elimination of the Jewish religious and cultural distinctions leads to equality between Jews and Greeks, i.e., to the emancipation of the Jews.  Naming the Jews first seems to indicate that Jews on their own initiative gave up their prerogatives.  A clear instance of this kind of self-abnegation was the behavior of Peter at Antioch, when he took up table fellowship with Christian Gentiles (Gal 2: 11-14).  By contrast, Colossians 3:11 names the Greeks first, thus implying the self-abnegation by Greeks of their socio-cultural supremacy.  Christian missionaries were aware that their mission cannot succeed at all in a mixed world of Jews and Gentiles unless simultaneously removing the Jewish external religious and social distinctions.  This must have been known to the Galatians from the time they were converted to Christianity.  They must have welcomed it as the great opportunity to become included in God’s salvation without being subjected to the external norms of Judaism. Now, however, they must have become suspicious that this freedom is in effect an obstacle to their salvation.
The formula “neither Jew nor Greek” is most likely a variation of the well known Hellenistic political slogan “Greeks and barbarians.”  This slogan had been circulating for several centuries before Paul.  It promises or proclaims the unity of mankind through the abolition of the cultural barriers separating Greeks and non-Greeks.  The Jews seem to have appropriated this slogan, correctly assuming that they themselves belong to the barbarians.  By turning the order of the terms around, they claimed that they were realizing the old political ideal.  When it first took over the slogan, Christian mission must have been a part of that political program, claiming that in their midst it has become a fact.  Paul also shares the view with Judaism and Stoicism that the unity of mankind corresponds to the oneness of the Creator God.  But for Paul and others Christians this unity has been accomplished through Christ and the gift of the Spirit. 

The abolishment of slavery

The number of works on the institution of slavery in antiquity is immense.  Basic information: William L. Westermann, 1935) 894-1068;  The Slave Systems of Greek and Roman Antiquity (Philadelphia: The American Philosophical Society. 

The third statement declares that slavery is abolished in the church: “there is neither slave nor freeman.” This statement can be understood in two ways:
(a) As a declaration of the abolishment of the social institution of slavery, or 

(b) As a declaration of the irrelevancy of that institution.  In the New Testament itself, and indeed in Paul’s own letters, we find both positions in regard to slavery.  The overwhelming evidence in early and later Christianity seems to recommend only the second option as viable, a view taken by most commentators.  The first option is in fact impossible because the church did not have the power to fight an institution which was established by the Roman Law.  But it is important to bear in mind that Paul’s views cannot always be harmonized.  Galatians 3:28, 1 Corinthians 7:21-24, or Philemon may express different positions on the same subject.
In 1 Corinthians and Philemon, Paul advises the Christian slaves to retain the social status in which they find themselves, since to the Christians it makes no difference whether socially they are slaves or freemen.  I Corinthians 12:13, which is a parallel to Galatians 3:28, must be interpreted in the context of I Corinthians 7:21-24: whether Jews or Greeks, slaves or freemen, we all have the same one Spirit and are members of the same one “body of Christ.”  Even in Colossians 3:11, where the form of Galatians 3:28 is reflected, it is coupled with exhortation to the slaves to remain obedient to their masters (Col 3:22-25).  Galatians 3:28 represents the core of the attitude to slavery.  It is certain that here baptized Christians do not have the same attitude to other members of the one body of Christ the Church.  

The social criticism of the institution of slavery seems to have begun with the Sophists. Alcidamas, a student of Gorgias, a Greek sophist about 487 BC (sophism means “originally wise,” but today sophism refers to particular persons who use confusing and fallacious illogical arguments) is said to have taught: “God has set all men free, nature has made no man a slave.”  This criticism then became part of the Cynic and Stoic philosophy.  The Cynics (Greek: κuνικός, Latin: cynici) were an influential school of ancient philosophers.  They rejected the social values of their time, often flouting conventions in shocking ways to prove their point.  A popular conception of the intellectual characteristics is the modern sense of "cynic," implying a sneering disposition to disbelieve in the goodness of human motives and a contemptuous feeling of superiority.  Properly speaking though, it is possible to be a philosophic cynic without feeling superior.  Stoicism is a school of philosophy, founded upon the teachings of Zeno of Citium (333 BC - 264 BC) in Ancient Greece, and which became popular in the Greco-Roman Empire. Stoicism teaches that self-control, fortitude and detachment from distracting emotions, sometimes interpreted as an indifference to pleasure or pain, allows one to become a clear thinker, level-headed and unbiased.  A primary aspect of Stoicism would be described as improving the individual’s spiritual well-being.)
Zeno’s Polileia included equality for the slaves.  It must be said, however, that this criticism did not carry much weight, since the philosophers lacked the power to implement their ideas.  It is, therefore, also understandable that the idea became 
“internalized.”  The result of this “internalizing” was the concept that only the “wise man” is really free, while the “fool” becomes the real slave.  This view implies that for the Cynic-Stoic philosophy, the social class distinctions were indeed irrelevant.

A slave who is a philosopher may be called “free,” whereas a freeman who is a slave to his passions cannot be called free.
This internalization also made sure that the matter continued to be discussed throughout antiquity.  Philo the Alexandrian Jew (20-50 AD) quotes the old doctrine against slavery with approval.  He points out that among the Jewish sects of the Therapeutae and the Essenes there are no slaves.  He says, “Nobody is by nature a slave” (On Special Laws, 2:29).  One must conclude, therefore, that by the time of the New Testament the old utopian dream of abolishing slavery was still alive, although the possibilities for implementation were impossible because the Roman Law regarded slavery as permissible.  There can be no doubt that the slaves themselves never ceased to regard freedom as their first priority and that they sought to attain freedom by whatever means they could.
​

Philemon - Being one in Christ

Christ in me cannot quarrel or get angry with Christ in you, but how very often we go back to our old nature and even fight?

First: we lack the penetration of love into the dark parts of our heart and among these are self-love, pride, self-preservation and fear.  These negative forces cannot be conquered at all except by a crucified life.  And before you ask me what do I mean by a crucified life? I tell you, it is our new life which is established on the life of Jesus and is secure in the grace of eternal life.
Second: It was said that a thousand angels have one will, but one man has more that one will.  Why is this so?  Because we have a decay in us.  We desire what is forbidden but do not do it, but the desire stays in us till circumstances allow us to fulfill our desire which we allowed it to grow. 

How can we be one in Jesus Christ? Only when Jesus is the only master of our life.”

Third  Dialogue April 1960 
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