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A Study of the Letter to the Galations

Can the Law, Old Customs and Rituals Give Us New Life?
God And Man, And A Search For Authority

Galatians 1:1-3
1 From Paul, who is appointed an apostle not by human means or human commission, but by commission from Jesus Christ and from God the Father who raised him from the dead.  2 I and the group of friends now with me send greetings to the churches of Galatia.

3 Grace and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord Jesus Christ, who sacrificed himself for our sins, to rescue us out of this present age of wickedness, as our God and Father willed, to whom be glory for ever and ever.  Amen.

Historical Background
An Apostle of God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ

1. Paul, following the standard form of the ancient letters both oriental and Greek, begins the prescript by naming himself as author.  This is to declare himself not just as writer but also as responsible for whatever is written.

2. Paul was born a Jew.  This point is made clearly in the statements he makes about his earliest years in this letter (1:13-14) and in others (2 Cor 11:22; Phil 3:5-6).  We can deduce that he was born in an observant Jewish home and given a Hebrew name at birth, “Saul,” which is mentioned repeatedly in Acts (7:58; 9:4; etc.).  When did he take the Latin name “Paul”? As a boy or young man, and very much the enthusiastic Jew, he, or his parents for him, probably followed a custom common among Diaspora Jews of adopting a Greek or Latin name which had a sound similar to that of the Hebrew name given at birth (note Jesus Justus, Col  4:11).

3. Apostle is a word which is a verbal adjective referring to the effect of the action denoted by the compound Greek verb apostellô, “to send (stellô) from (apo).” The name was used by members of the earliest church in Jerusalem.  These apostles were messengers (apostoloi) of Jesus Christ and sent by the local churches.  The Church in Antioch deputized Paul and   Barnabas, but this was a directive of the Holy Spirit.  “While they were worshipping the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, ‘Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them.’ Then after fasting and praying they laid their hands on them and sent them off.  So, being sent out by the Holy Spirit, they went down to Seleucia.” (Acts 13:2-4; NRSV; cf. 1 Cor 9:5; 12:28-29; Rom 16:7).

4. When Paul calls himself an apostle not of human making but through Christ Jesus, he does away with those who had only human authority for calling themselves apostles.  The churches at that time were being thrown into turmoil by false preachers.  He greets these churches with all the brethren who are with him.  In that greeting he also blesses them, so that their fitness to receive the word of the Lord may be established.

Discerning The True From The False Apostle

From Paul, who is appointed an apostle not by human means or human commission, but by commission from Jesus Christ and from God the Father who raised him from the dead.
1. Those who are sent by God have the authority of the redeeming love.  But those who come to establish their authority establish their interest first and then establish the authority of God.
2. The Gospel is the good news, and if this is so let us ask what is the authority of good news?

a. It liberates the captive

b. It speaks of freedom

c. It guides to love and unity

d. Its last resort is to rebuke and when it rebukes the good news gives hope

e. It offers healing and may be a painful healing.

(from Coptic book of Discernment, translated by G Bebawi, chapter 2, True and False Authority) 

By God: In the original Greek, Paul uses “through” (instrumental) or “by” (causal).   Where the Greek dia is used in Galatians 1:1, it is best rendered with the word “by.”  In the whole of this verse Paul is concerned not with misunderstandings as to who may have mediated his sending, but rather with misconceptions as to who sent him.  Human beings are excluded by the words which is the mark of the Gospel, “but by commission from Jesus Christ and from God the Father who raised him from the dead” (1:1).  The death and the resurrection of Jesus which is the central message in the good news bring these basic principles of discernment.
1. God the Redeemer is the master only in redemption not in exercising empty power, which is power for the sake of power. 
2. When we hear the Moslems say, “Allah Akbar”, the only truth of such a statement is that “God is great,” yet even the greater in love.  This will be the good news, for power without love is the power of the devil himself. 
Long after Paul’s departure from Galatia, the Teachers arrived with their message>  Here the Galatians will have heard the term “apostle” being employed with a specific emphasis.  An important part of the Teachers’ sermons consists of charges and even charges they are laying against Paul and specifically against both his gospel and apostleship.  We cannot know precisely what the term “apostle” meant to them, but we are not wholly in the dark.  Sometime after A.D. 70 Jewish authorities in Palestine used their own Aramaic word Shalich to refer to an apostle (an agent) sent out to the Jewish Diaspora with an official message.  In the LXX the Greek word apostolos was used only once (2 Kings 14:6) but when the king of Israel employed someone to carry out a task he and he alone defined the messenger (1 Sam 25:40; 2 Sam 10:2).  But these were not dispatched by God. 

Finally, listening to the reading of Paul’s letter, the Galatians will have noticed that Paul uses the term “apostle” as his second word.  Recalling both their initial impression of Paul and the charges now being leveled against him by the Teachers, the Galatians will not have been surprised to find Paul emphasizing the verbal force of the noun by means of three prepositional phrases, “not by human means or human commission, but by commission … “  In this way Paul insists that, although he is indeed a person sent on a mission, he has been sent “by Jesus Christ and God the Father,” not by a group of other human beings, such as the churches in Antioch and Jerusalem.  A few sentences later he says similarly that his gospel was not taught to him by another human being; it came from the revelation of Jesus Christ (1:12).  As an apostle, then, Paul comes to his work from beyond, not from entities in this world.

Abba Philemon:
“How powerful is God? The mark of his power is the two humiliating acts:

The Incarnation

The Cross

In the Incarnation God took our weakness

In the Cross God took our death

Now then, where is power in both? 
There is that power that saves by becoming like us to lift us up to his glory.  God very often demonstrates his weakness to show us that even after the resurrection of His Son, God is still weak when it comes to the punishment of sinners.  He meets us with his unusual love.  This love does not allow him to treat us according to his knowledge but according to his love. 

The Biblical evidence for that is in 1 Cor 13:1-7.  There you see that love meets the human pride, the false love of power with the infinite forgiveness.

I see that one day which is not too far Christians will be ashamed to speak of both the Incarnation and the Cross; the world will seduce them with the love of power.  Pray that you will not be in the world, I mean in this life, because the church of Christ will seek power and neglect the power of love which has its own hell on earth.   The mark of being an apostle from God which is the only mark is the redeeming love.  Sufis may speak of the divine love but never of the redeeming love; please watch out for this deception.”

Belonging to God – 3 Unique Things
Three things are unique to Christianity and only to Christianity:

1. We are not related to God by any human means, but we are born of God to God.  If this is our true statutes, then our social values must be revised. 

2. Our relationship with God is in God and thus it is not external and does not depend on any external means but on ”faith” which is the only attitude which allows us to be in communion with God in Christ and in the Holy Spirit.
3. We are not related to each other by Law or customs but by Christ and in the grace of the Holy Spirit.  This radical attitude appears under a unique name, “the body of Christ the Church.”   

These three basic principles have far reaching consequences that we try to ignore by adopting other views.   
Paul an apostle not by human means or human commission, but by commission

This may be regarded as anti-Jewish, since many teachers relate their teaching to humans and the masters who taught them.  Are you proud of being a follower of a particular teacher?  Does Paul speak in a hidden form of pride, as some suppose?  It is here a matter of necessity: he said that he was not an apostle from men or through man so that by this he might confound those who were alleging that Paul was not one of the twelve apostles or ordained by his elders.  This might also be taken as aimed obliquely at Peter and the others, because the gospel was committed to him not by the apostles but by the same Jesus Christ who had chosen those apostles. 

The one commissioned by men can only tell what men know; but why should God commission Paul?

1. Christ is not an idea but The Person of the Son of God.  Jesus himself must commission.  

2. Faith in Jesus is a revelation, not a system, and thus Paul speaks that Jesus has commissioned him.

3. We are clearly given to understand that Jesus Christ was not a man but was of God who can send apostles.

Note on Islam: Jesus has apostles (Arabic Russol), but the Quran avoided using this title for the disciples of Jesus because Jesus as a prophet can not commission apostles; only God can.
The Resurrection of Jesus

1. The Risen Lord here is raised by God the Father “the one who raised him from the dead” which does not hint at any defect in the Son’s divinity, for the suffering did not happen to the Godhead but illustrates the concord of the gospel, because it was not the Son alone who was revealed in the mystery of the divine incarnation, but the Father himself as the one who sent him. 

2. The reason for saying through Christ and God the Father, who raised him from the dead, is that what God does is through Christ.  And so that people would not say, “How did you learn from Christ since Paul had not previously been a follower of Christ and Christ was dead, Paul says Jesus is alive because God raised Christ from the dead.  

Grace
Grace and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord Jesus Christ, who sacrificed himself for our sins, to rescue us out of this present age of wickedness, as our God and Father willed: to whom be glory for ever and ever.  Amen.

Grace in the Old Testament

In the OT the Hebrew verb “Chana” occurs 56 times and denotes the kind turning of one person to another as expressed in an act of assistance.  The root meaning is “to be inclined” has been conjectured.  In the LXX the verb “Chana” was translated 43 times to “eleew” or “eleaw” meaning to have mercy or to be kind.  The Hebrew verb does not just denote the kind disposition and then the outer act as something detached from the inner mood.  It rather means the attitude of a person towards another in a specific gracious action.  This becomes clearer in giving a gift which manifests the kind attitude.  Thus in Genesis 33:5 Yahweh has been gracious to Jacob in giving him children and in Psalm 119:29 Yahweh is gracious with the Law. 

The Hebrew verb is simply used according to the strength of the relationship and the person to whom it applies.  This shows the thrust of the verb; it expresses a gracious address to another.  It is very rare used for an impersonal relationship as in Psalm 102:14, where the servants of Yahweh “love” the stones of Zion and there is sorrow in missing the dust of Jerusalem.  

In the Wisdom books, mercy is expressed: towards the poor (Prov 14:31), and lowly (Prov 28:8), by giving help (Psalm 37:21) or lending in (Psalm37:26; 112:5, cf. Prov 19:17).  One also finds the verb used in war when the armed man encounters the defenseless.  This “sparing” of the weak takes permanent form when a covenant is made with those who are overthrown (Deut 7:2).  That is why chana is also demanded by Job when, smitten by God, Job is pressured by his friends (Job 19:21).

This verb for “an act of mercy” undergoes its true development when it is related to statements about God.  In 41 of the 56 occurrences of the basic stem in the OT, Yahweh is the subject of the saying.  Twenty-six of these instances are in the book of Psalms where chanani is found no less than 19 times in prayers of complaint.
Grace in the Pauline letters 
In Paul, “Charis” is at the center of the preaching of the Gospel .  The noun most clearly expresses Paul’s understanding of salvation.  Naturally the term does not have in every passage the specific sense of Paul’s doctrine of grace.  The following must be noted:

1. Charis can mean “thanks” in the expression,  thanks be to God (Rom 6:17; 7:25; 1 Cor 15:57 and 2 Cor 8:16; 9:15. 
2. Then as a term for the collection, Charis means “thank-offering” (1 Cor 16:3; 2 Cor 8:1 ff.; 1 Cor 10:30 is “to enjoy with thanks.”).
3. Charis occupies a special place in the greeting “grace and peace” (Rom 1:7) and similarly in the final greeting (1 Thes 5:28).

4. Charis, grace and peace has been called a pre-Pauline liturgical formula.  This is seen in the liturgical style of early Christianity. 

5. Grace means “in the preaching of the Gospel.”  With the sense of “making glad by gifts,” it is showing free (unmerited) grace.  The element of freedom in giving is constitutive (essential) (Rom 3:24f; Rom 4:1 ff.; Rom 5:15, 17).  Paul’s preaching is centered on the historical manifestation of and our salvation in Christ.  When Paul speaks of the gracious God; he means the grace that is actualized in the cross of Christ (Gal 2:21, cf. vv. 15-20) and that is an actual event in proclamation.  If God’s grace is identical with the crucifixion, then its absoluteness is established.  We are saved by grace alone, and grace is shown to the sinner (Rom 3:23 f.; 5:10, cf. Gal 2:17-21; Rom 11:32).  It is the totality of salvation which God grants to all (2 Cor 6:1; 1 Cor 1:4).  This grace has its embodiment in Christ which later* corresponds with that of the “sola gratia” (“grace alone,” Rom 4:4) and of “sola fide” (“faith alone,” Rom 3:24; 4:16), because humans can add nothing to it.  The sola fide excludes the Law as a way of salvation (Rom 3:21; 4:16), since the Law is not the source of grace (Rom 6:14 f.; Gal 2:21; 5:4). 
* The motto of the 16th century Protestant Reformation of the Church was: By Grace alone (Sola gratia), through Faith alone (Sola fide), in Christ alone (Sola Christus), according to Scripture alone (Sola Scriptura), for God's Glory alone (Soli Deo Gloria). -  bw
6. Grace and faith together as in Romans 4:14-16 are not from Law.  The understanding of sola gratia is established by the sola fide. i.e., where humans are not related to God through the Law but through Christ Jesus.  Grace is not just the basis of justification (Rom 3:24f. 5:20f.), it is also manifested therein.  Justification is in Christ where salvation is in itself oriented to the sinner and carries justification with and in Christ; hence it is received in faith. 

7. The scope of justification as the transmission of life in the face of death may be seen in Romans 5; grace is not just a manifestation but is also possession or “state” (Rom 5:2). 

8. A man is called into grace (Gal 1:6, 15).  Hence he has neither claim nor desert.  It comes to view in the destruction of self-glorifying and paradoxical self-glorifying in the Lord (1 Cor 1:29, 31), in the cross (Gal 6:14), and in weakness (2 Cor 12:9).  Grace “is sufficient.” The following three thoughts regarding “Grace is sufficient” intertwine in 2 Corinthians 12:9:


a) You will get no more, Paul’s request being denied


b) You need no more by the positive explanation, “my power is made perfect in 


     weakness”


c) It is possible to fall from grace (Gal 5:4)
9. The work of grace is displayed in its power to overcome sin (Rom 5:20).  The understanding of grace’s superiority is not quantitative, but qualitative and structural.  It is not just superior to sin and sin’s result, death.  It is also structurally different.  It does not come in the form of fate, like death, it is a call, there is a remnant chosen by grace (Rom 11:5 f).  Grace actualizes itself in the life of the Church (Phil. 1:7), e.g., in the collection that Paul makes for the original community (2 Cor 8:1) where grace makes generosity possible (cf. 2 Cor 9:8).  Its goal is “every good work” (2 Cor 9:8).  It becomes a demand (2 Cor 6:1; Gal 5:4) and it does so in such a way as to make compliance possible.

10. The radical consequences of this understanding of grace is that Christ is the end of the Law.  This understanding is defended by Paul in Galatians and Romans.

11. Paul in Romans 6:1 deals with the actual - or possibly assumed by some - idea that grace leads to libertinism (immorality).  Paul refutes this and does not argue in detail.  One clear reason is given – life is for Jesus Christ and must be free from sin.  Grace leads to the destruction of sin and that means that our freedom is under grace (Rom 6:14).

12. Paul’s special call to be an apostle is grace which he has received from Jesus and the Father (Rom 1:5); it was given to him (Rom 12:3; 15:15, cf. 1 Cor 3:10).  He was not seeking it.  The fact of the discharge of his office is grace (2 Cor 1:12).  His visit to a church is a grace (2 Cor1:15).

13. The verb “to give grace” should be understood in the context rather than the usage as in Galatians 3:18.  To give is part of the experience of salvation (Rom 8:32).  

14. Suffering is also a gift (Phil 1:28 f., cf. 2:17; 1 Pet 4:12 compare Phil 2:9). 

15. From Colossians 1:6, grace means the Gospel, saving doctrine; to hear and perceive God’s grace is to become a Christian. 

16. The verb “to give grace” also means “to pardon” (Col 3:13).  Forgiveness is mutually required in the community.  The demand is based on the model of the giving of Christ.  Ephesians puts this in its own way: God’s gift in Christ (Eph 4:32).  The verb denotes the gracious remission of faults (Col 2:13).

17. The verb to give grace in Ephesians 1:6 means “to bless” and in the Pastorals grace has the sense of “thanks” as 1 Timothy 1:12.  Grace in 2 Timothy 1:9 is part of the confession of faith where grace has been manifested (compare Titus 2:11): the Revelation of Christ is the epiphany of grace. 

18. In the letter to the Hebrews grace is combined with mercy (Heb 4:16, cf. 1 Tim 1:2).  More importantly, grace is embodied in Christ, the High-priest; we receive grace at the throne of God in Christ (Heb 7:25).  The letter speaks of the grace of Jesus Christ  established by his death (or blood) the covenant.  Grace as in Hebrews 10:29 is the mark which brings the contrast between the old covenant and the new (Heb 13:9). 

Abba Philemon: “Does grace have authority?  I pondered on that for weeks.  I sat down for a long time trying to remember if these two words are put together in the NT but could not remember.  It seems that grace and authority are part of the love of God.  But love has no authority because love works only with freedom.”
The Pope’s Notes
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