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A Study of the Letter to the Galatians

Can the Law, Old Customs and Rituals Give Us New Life?
The Curse and the Blessing
Jesus and the Law, Galatians 3:6-14

Gal 3:6-14  6 As it is written in the Torah, “Abraham believed God, and this was credited to him as righteousness.”  7 Recognize, therefore, that the men of faith, these are sons of Abraham.  8 But Scripture, foreseeing that God justifies the Gentiles by faith, proclaimed the gospel beforehand to Abraham, “In you shall all the Gentiles be blessed.”  9 Therefore, the men of faith are blessed together with Abraham the believer. 10 By contrast, those who are men of works of the Law are under a curse.  For it is written, “Cursed is everyone who does not stay with everything that is written in the book of the Law, to do it.”  11 It is, then, obvious that nobody is justified before God by Law, because “The righteous shall live by faith.”  12 Also, the Law is not by faith, but “He who does them shall live by them.”  13 Christ has redeemed us from the curse of the Law by becoming a curse for us, for it is written, “Cursed is everyone who hangs on a tree.” 14 The purpose was that the blessing of Abraham might come upon the Gentiles through Jesus Christ, and that we might receive the promise of the Spirit through faith.
Different translations

RSV = Revised Standard Version

JB = Jerusalem Bible

NEB = New English Bible

RSV, NEB, JB translates: “those who rely on faith.”

RSV: “all who rely on works of the law.” 
JB: “those who rely on obedience to the law.”

JB: “those who rely on the keeping of the law.”

RSV: “the law does not rest on faith.”

NEB: “law is not at all a matter of having faith.” 
JB: “the Law is not even based on faith.”

NEB: “Christ bought us freedom from the curse of the law by becoming for our sake an accursed thing.”
Notes on the Text

The section 3:6-14 contains the second part of the argument from the Scripture which makes use of Abraham as an example for both Jews and Gentiles.  The main argument of Paul starts out (Gal 3:6) by quoting that Scripture passage which supports his preaching summarized in Galatians 3:6-14.  The main section (3:8-13) includes a set of five Scripture testimonies which are intended as evidence for the thesis in 3:7, “Recognize, therefore, that the men of faith, these are sons of Abraham.”  They show that 3:7 is the correct interpretation of the Scripture passage quoted in 3:6.  The section 3:8-13 contains Paul’s conclusions which he expands in five points in (3:8-9, 13, listed below), focusing upon “Scripture” and “Christ” as God’s revelation of righteousness, the last point (3:13) being formulated as a confessional statement.  The second, third, and fourth points exclude the Torah, as a way to salvation.: 
1. As (it is written in the Torah), “Abraham believed God, and this was credited to him as righteousness.” 

2. Recognize, therefore, that the men of faith, these are sons of Abraham.
3. But Scripture, foreseeing that God justifies the Gentiles by faith, proclaimed the gospel beforehand to Abraham, “In you shall all the Gentiles be blessed.” 

4. Therefore, the men of faith are blessed together with Abraham the believer. 

5. By contrast, those who are men of works of the Law are under a curse.  For it is written, “Cursed is everyone who does not stay with everything that is written in the book of the Law, to do it.” 

Conclusion 

It is, then, obvious that nobody is justified before God by Law, because “The righteous shall live by faith.”  Also, the Law is not by faith, but “He who does them shall live by them.”  Christ has redeemed us from the curse of the Law by becoming a curse for us, for it is written, “Cursed is everyone who hangs on a tree.”  The purpose was that the blessing of Abraham might come upon the Gentiles through Jesus Christ, and that we might receive the promise of the Spirit through faith.

Abraham in Jewish tradition
The role Abraham played in Judaism is clearly outlined in the “praise of the Fathers” in the Wisdom of Sirach  (LXX) 44:19-21: “great Abraham was the father of many nations; no one has ever been found to equal him in fame.  He kept the law of the Most High; he entered into covenant with him, setting upon his body the mark of the covenant; and when he was tested, he proved faithful.  Therefore, the Lord swore an oath to him, that nations should find blessing through his descendants, that his family should be countless as the dust of the earth and be raised as high as the stars, and that their possessions should reach from sea to sea, from the Great River to the end of the earth.”  In the book of Jubilee 23:10 (tr. Charles): “for Abraham was perfect in all his deeds with the Lord and well-pleasing in righteousness all the days of his life.”  Abraham, God says to Isaac, “obeyed My voice, and kept My charge and My commandments, and My laws, and My ordinances, and My covenant” (24:11).
The Jewish Haggadah developed this model at greater length and with more detail.  It was especially the sacrifice of Isaac which was taken to be the most difficult of Abraham’s temptations – all the more proving his faithfulness, “He was found faithful,” in Sirach 44:19-21; 1 Maccabees (LXX) 2:52.  Abraham’s faith in Jewish tradition, in no way opposed to his deeds; rather, it is this unyielding trust in God’s promise and his steadfastness in all his temptations that make up his works, and thus qualify him for the reward of righteousness.  Consequently Philo the Jewish writer is right when he names “faithfulness” as Abraham’s greatest virtue.

In regard to the New Testament, this interpretation of Abraham is shared by James 2:21-23.  Paul separates Abraham’s faith in God’s promise from his obedience to the Jewish Torah.  He denies the existence of the Torah at the time of Abraham on the grounds that the Jewish Torah was revealed only 430 years later (cf. Gal 3:17).  Therefore, Abraham’s faith cannot have been anything but his belief in God’s promise.  This “faith” is then set up in opposition of the “works of the law,” i.e., the obedience to the Jewish Torah.  As a result, Abraham becomes the prototype of the Gentile-Christian believer, as opposed to the Jewish (and Jewish-Christian) observer of the Torah.  This is the main point in the preaching of Paul.
The Torah of Moses is Paul’s main argument that it cannot be used to undermine the Gospel.  A good study of the Torah in the days of Paul is by M Hengel, about Judaism and Hellenism where he points to the reformers” in Jerusalem prior to the Maccabean revolt who wanted to end Jewish particularism.  Apparently these reformers wanted to abolish the Torah of Moses as the legal basis of Jewish theocracy and to retain it only as a code of religious customs and practices.  This change would allow Judaism to fully integrate with its Hellenistic environment.  In justifying the reform, its proponents may have used the theory of Posidonius (also spelled Poseidonius, nicknamed "the Athlete") who was born to a Greek family in Apamea, a Roman city on the river Orontes in northern Syria, and probably died in Rome or Rhodes.  Posidonius completed his higher education in Athens, where he was a student of the aged Panaetius, the head of the Stoic school.  He settled around 95 B.C. in Rhodes, a maritime state which had a reputation for scientific research, and became a citizen.
Posidonius is the one who said that everything has an origin and will eventually degenerate – “origin and degeneration” (see Hengel, Judaism and Hellenism vol 1.300ff). If this theory is applied to the history of Judaism, the Mosaic Torah could be presented as a “later addition.”
Abraham’s faith Counted as Righteousness
John Chrysostom (Antioch, 347-407 A.D.)
“Since the argument was about the law, Paul develops another highly controversial argument, bringing Abraham to the fore, and most effectively.  ‘For the power of faith,’ he says, ‘is shown by the miracles that occurred among you (people of Galatia).’  But if you wish, I shall also try to convince you from the ancient records.  ‘There was no law then,” he (Paul) says, ‘and records too show there is no law … Just as in Abraham’s time (it) was not yet given, so now, having been given, it has ceased.’  And since they thought it was a great thing to be descended from Abraham and were afraid that if they abandoned the law they would be deprived kinship, Paul turns this argument on its head and dissolves fear by showing that it is faith above all that produces affinity with Abraham.”
Homily on Galatians 3:6

Marius Victorinus (North Africa, 4th Century)
“Every mystery which is enacted by our Lord Jesus asks only for faith.  The mystery was at that time for our sake and aimed at our resurrection and liberation, should we have faith in the mystery of Christ and in Christ.  For the patriarchs prefigured and foretold that man would be justified from faith.  Therefore, just as it was reckoned as righteousness to Abraham that he had faith, so we too, if we have faith in Christ and every mystery of his, will be sons of Abraham.  Our whole life will be accounted as righteous”
Epistle to the Galatians 1.3.7  

Faith alone

John Chrysostom

“For since they were perturbed by the greater antiquity of the law and the fact that the fact that faith came after the law, he destroys this surmise of theirs, showing that faith is older than the law.  This is obvious from Abraham, since he was justified before the appearance of the law.
“The one who gave the law,” he says, in effect “was the one who decreed before the law was given that the Gentiles should be justified.” And Paul does not say “revealed” but “preached the gospel” beforehand to Abraham, so that you may understand that even the patriarch rejoiced in this kind of righteousness and greatly desired its advent” 
Ibid 3:8

Spiritual circumcision 

Jerome (Dalmatian c. 342,  Jerusalem 420 A.D.)
“God, providing that the descendants of Abraham should not be mixed with the other nations, marked off the Israelite people by a particular rite: circumcision … After that for forty years no one was circumcised in the wilderness.  They were living without any intermixing with other nations … As soon as the people crossed the river Jordan and the host poured out onto the territory of Judea in Palestine, he made provision by a necessary circumcision against the future error from miscegenation with the Gentiles.  But the fact that the people are said to have been circumcised a second time by their leader Joshua signifies that circumcision had ceased in the wilderness, though practiced in Egypt for a good reason.  Believers now are cleansed by our Lord Jesus Christ through a spiritual circumcision.” 

Epistle to the Galatians 3.7

The Gospel Preached to Abraham

 Augustine (North Africa, 354-430 A.D.)
“The greatest cause for triumph in Abraham was that, before his circumcision, faith was reckoned to him for righteousness.  This is most correctly referred to in the promise that all nations shall be blessed in you, meaning of course by the following of his faith, by which he was justified even before the ordinance of circumcision, which he received as a token of faith, and long before the servitude of the law, which was given much later.” 
Gentiles are blessed with Abraham 

Theodoret of Cyprus (393-457 A.D.)
“Paul has thus magnified faith and shown what fruits it has from the gracious gifts of the Spirit.  He also has shown that it is older than the law from the witness of the law itself –for the Old Testament describes the events concerning Abraham.  Finally, (Paul) sets the law alongside faith, showing how it differs; he then makes a comparison with the Law so as to bring out the difference.  All who live by the works of the Law, remember, are under a curse (v.10).  What is the proof of this?  It is written, remember, Everyone who does not hold fast to all that is written in the book of the Law so as to perform it is accursed: The Law requires everything prescribed in it to be fulfilled, and subjects to a curse those who break even a detail.  Now, it is clear that no one is justified by the Law before God (v.11). How is it clear?  Because the righteous person will live by faith.  He confirmed his own thought with the inspired testimony.
Epistle to the Galatians 3.7

The Weakness of the Law

Marius Victorinus

“From his saying ‘works of the law’ we are to understand that there are also good works in the Christian life, especially those that the apostle frequently commends, such as that we should be mindful of the poor and the other precepts for living that are contained in this very letter.  The fulfillment of all these works is the calling of every Christian.  The cursed works of the law referred to here are therefore other things: obviously observations of days, sacrifices of lambs and other such works that they perform concerning circumcision and the choice of foods, but now the paschal feast has been consummated through Christ.” 

Curses and Blessings
St. Epiphanius (Judea, 310-403 A.D.)
“The words “they are under a curse” mean that in the law there was a curse against Adam’s transgression, until the advent of the one who came from above and who, clothing himself with a body from the mass of Adamic humanity, turned the curse into blessing.”

Panarion 42.12.3

John Chyrsostom

“This dissolves the fear, cleverly and shrewdly turning it on its head … For they said that the one who does not keep the law is cursed, while he shows that the one who strives to keep it is cursed and the one who does not strive to keep it is blessed.  They said also that the one who adheres to faith alone is accursed while he shows, on the contrary, that the one who adheres to faith alone is blessed.”
Ibid 3.9

Abba Philemon

George: Why faith alone is required?

Philemon: Because we have nothing to add to the grace given to us in Jesus Christ.

George: This is true but if it is required then it has some kind of human effort.
Philemon: Our struggle is to keep it, and the same grace that brings us to communion with God is the same one which confirms our faith.

George: What do you do with doubt, and can doubt deprive us from grace?

Philemon: When I doubt anything, I throw myself on the ground and say, “Lord give me better understanding” and I go through the storm by humility.  I mean that my knowledge is finite and little.  Brother George, do not allow yourself to be the Judge of the Lord, but his Disciple. 

George: But if there are things that obviously contradict the Bible what do you do about them?

Philemon: I do not judge but keep contradiction under observation.  Judgment means to me a verdict and a verdict is the last thing which is in the hand of God.”
What is a curse?

The OT used the Greek word anathema, which was used in the LXX regularly to translate the Hebrew kherem, “ban, what is banned” (cf. Num 21:3; Jos 6:17; 7:12; Jdg l:17; Zech 14:11) with the original root meaning to forbid (Arabic harama), which also means separate, consecrate or annihilate.  What is banned (persons or things) is directly given up to God and so cannot be redeemed (Lev 27:18).  To ban is the right of the conqueror (Jos 11:21; 1 Sam 15:3 if.).  The OT recognizes the destruction of what is banned (Lev 27:19; Deut 13:16; Jos 10:28 if.) or its annihilation (mostly by fire, Deut 13:17). But also it may be assigned in some instances to the priests for their maintenance or disposal (Num 18:14; Ezek 44:29).  In Judges 21:10, virgins were spared and given in marriage to those who had been wronged.

The ban can also be separation (Lev 27:29).  He who appropriated to himself what has been banned or refuses to accept the anathema in all its extent, comes under the power of the ban himself (Deut 7:26; 1 Kings 20:42).  Likewise when an offense is suspected against the sacred covenant (Jdg 21:11) or when rejected by God (Isa 34:2, 5; 43:28; Jer 50:21, 26; Zech 14:11; Mal 3:24 and often), anathema occurs as casting out.

Ezra 10:8 distinguishes between a ban on all belongings and personal exclusion from the community.  In the OT ban and excommunication are always different measures.  In excommunication those referred to are exiled from the community and so from the sphere of salvation, but they are not, as in the case of the banned, directly given over to God and destroyed.

In the Talmud two kinds of punitive ban were known: the simple ban from the synagogue (niddüy from nãdáh, to exclude) which could be pronounced by anyone, and the intensified ban from the synagogue which could be decreed only by a court pronouncement.

In the NT, the old form “anathema” is found only in Luke 21:5 with the meaning of a

consecrated gift.  These consecrated gifts offered in the temple are in fact votive (of a vow) offerings which were often costly (cf. LXX 2 Macc 2:13; Judith 16:18 f.).

Paul takes over a restricted use of anathema from the LXX: the cursed thing, what has been dedicated to destruction.  Paul’s Jewish kinship is not abolished by his membership of the church of Jesus Christ.  For the salvation of his own people he is even ready to come under the curse (anathema), to be annihilated by God, to renounce his fellowship with the Jesus, and to deliver himself to eschatological judgment, in order to save Israel (Rom 9:3).  
 In 1 Corinthians 12:3 the issue is to distinguish between ecstasy which is the work of the Spirit of God and ecstasy which issues from demonic influence.  Persons in ecstasy who pronounce the anathema on Jesus, who in uttering the ban deliver Jesus to annihilation by God, cannot possibly speak by the Holy Spirit.  Such persons have become the mouth and instrument of demonic powers.

The curse formula in 1 Corinthians 16:22, like the remaining formulae at the end of 1 Corinthians 16:22, stems from the liturgy of the Lord’s Supper.  The anathema calls upon those participating to test their faith which finds expression in their love to the Lord before the meal so that before the partaking of it the unworthy may be excluded (cf. 1 Cor 11:28).  The words “let him be anathema” (RSV “accursed”) is not a “disciplinary” order by some human court to prosecute an unworthy person.  Rather, it says for a specific case the sentence that comes from God and delivers the offender to the punishment of God. Thereby responsibility rests entirely upon the offender addressed, and the anathema means a call to self-examination and accountability to the Lord who is present (maranatha).  
Paul uses anathema in the same sense in Galatians 1:8, 9.  “He who preaches a false Gospel is delivered to destruction by God.”  Again it is not a matter of an act of church discipline in the sense of excommunication.  The curse exposes the culprit’s judicial rejection of God.

Did Jesus become a curse?
Gregory of Nazianzus (Asia Minor, 325-389 A.D.)
“It is not that the Lord was changed into these things – for how could that be? – but because he underwent them, taking up our transgressions and bearing our sicknesses.”
Letter 101.61.22

The Curse of the Crucifixion

Epiphanius

“The holy apostle, revealing again how the appearance in the flesh and the cross fulfilled the plan for the loosing of the curse and how this was written beforehand in the law and prophesied as coming, then fulfilled in the Savior, has clearly proved that the law is not alien to the Savior.” 
Panarion 42

John Chrysostom

“For the people were liable to punishment since they had not fulfilled the whole law. Christ satisfied a different curse: the one that says “Cursed is everyone that hangs on a tree.”  Both the one who is hanged and the one who transgresses the law are accursed. Christ, who was going to lift that curse, could not properly be made liable to it yet had to receive a curse.  He received the curse instead of being liable to it and through this lifted the curse.  Just as, when someone is condemned to death, another innocent person who chooses to die for him releases him from that penalty, so Christ also did.  Just as by dying he snatched from death those who were going to die, so also when he suffered the curse he released them from the curse.”

Ibid 3.13

Theodoret

“The Law, however, is not from faith; on the contrary, the person who performs them will live by them (v.12): the Law does not require faith, demanding performance instead, and it promises life to the observers.  Christ redeemed us from the curse of the Law, becoming a curse for our sake (v.13).  He showed the Law cursing all who do not observe all its requirements, but he also showed no one able to be justified in terms of the Law.  Since, then, everyone fell under the curse of the Law, he shows Christ liberating us from this curse.  He mentions the manner as well: It is written, remember, “Anyone hanging from a tree is accursed.”  With everyone subject to the curses of the Law, he accepted the death that was cursed in the text of the Law so as to free all people from the curse and grant everyone the promised blessing.  He says as much in going on, in order that the blessing of Abraham might come to the Gentiles through Christ Jesus so that we might receive the promise of the Spirit by faith (v.14): the grace of the Spirit grants the believers the blessing promised to the nations through Abraham.” 
Ibid 3.12

Letter from Abba Philemon

My beloved brother, 
Peace to you in Jesus our Lord.  In a few days we shall celebrate holy week and Good Friday.  I love this day and every Friday for me is the Friday of the Crucifixion of the Lord.  My heart aches when I think of how our Lord took my humanity and made it his eternal dwelling.  I am in him and he cannot depart from me because my human life is united to his divine life forever.  I am in him by similarity and also by sharing with me my nature.  He is in glory, but I am still in the poverty of my mortal nature waiting to be like him.  He is the only one who can take my curse and that is the curse of death.  He did this in order to destroy that curse of death.  What Jesus takes becomes his and that is eternal. He could not have become a curse but, by taking it away, Jesus destroyed it.  He is not a curse but is the spring of all blessing.  We meet him in the great mystery (Lord’s Supper) not to be cursed but to be cured from every curse.  This we need to celebrate every Friday as the day of our liberation from the curse of death.
Pray for me, a sinner
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