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A Study of the Letter to the Galatians

Can the Law, Old Customs and Rituals Give Us New Life?
The Law and the Promise - Galatians 3:15-18

Galatians 3

15
My brothers, let me give you an illustration. Even in ordinary life, when a

man’s will and testament has been duly executed, no one else can set it

aside or add a codicil


Or
Brothers, I draw an example from common human life …


NEB: “Even in ordinary life” – likewise, nobody annuls or adds a codicil to a 


testament of a man, once it has been ratified. 


RSV: changes from “will” in v 15 to “covenant” in v 17, with the marginal noun 


to the verb “is,” or “covenant” as in v 17.

NEB: has “will and testament” in v 15, and “testament, or covenant” in v 17.

JB:   keeps the same term by rendering “will” in all instances.
16 
Now the promises were pronounced to Abraham and to his issue. It does not say 
“issues” in the plural, but in the singular “and to your issue;” and the “issue” 
intended is Christ.

Or
Now, the promises were spoken to Abraham and to his seed …

RSV: “offspring”

NEB: “issue”

JB:
Destroys Paul’s main point by translating “and to his descendants” the


First time and “to his posterity” the second time.  It does not say “and to


His seeds,” as about many, but as about one: “your seed” which is Christ. 

17  
What I am saying is this: a testament, or covenant, had already been validated by

God; It cannot be invalidated, and its promises rendered ineffective, by a law

made four hundred and thirty years later.


Or
But this is what I mean: the Law which came 430 years later does not


make void a testament previously ratified by God, in order to nullify the


promise. 

18
If the inheritance is by legal right, then it is not by promise; but it was by promise 
that God bestowed it as a free gift on Abraham.

Or
Hence, if the inheritance comes through the Law, it no longer comes


through the promise.  However, by promise God has granted it to


Abraham as a gift of grace.
Notes on the text 

Paul’s main argument in verses 3:15-18 is based on what is observed as a common human practice.  In the Greco-Roman literature, this type of argument would have been known in Latin as exempla and in Greek as a paradigm.  This is taken from the field of law, it falls into the more specific category of “similitude” which provides an argument that proves the legal right of a new case based on common sense, and it is so clear that the opposition cannot deny or refute it. 

Paul describes a legal procedure; “likewise, nobody annuls or adds to a testament of a man, once it has been ratified.”  While it is clear that Paul refers to the legal institution of the “testament,” and in the Jewish legal tradition of the mattenat bari – which is different from “diyathiki” – it cannot be changed.  The “mattenat bari” designates a transaction of property from donor to donee, which takes place at once and is not conditional upon the donor’s death, although he may retain his right to usufruct (legal right to use another’s property – yes, it’s a real word.  bw) during his lifetime.  I owe this information to my former Cambridge tutor E. Bammel in a note where he was convinced that the disposition cannot be canceled or changed.  If this is correct, then Paul’s use of the word “testament” would in reality refer to the legal institution of the “mattenat bari.”  This possibility is supported by several other typically Greek legal terms in the sentence such as the Greek word kurow which means “confirm,” “validate,” or “ratify.”  Its opposite, athetw means “declare invalid” or “nullify.” Finally, epidiatassomai means “add a codicil to a testament.”
Paul’s words are fairly clear: according to legal practice, once a testament has been ratified, nobody has the right to cancel it or add a codicil to it.

Augustine

“The value that a testator’s death has for confirming his testament is final, since he cannot then change his mind.  This is the value that the immutability of God’s promise has in confirming the inheritance of Abraham, whose faith was reckoned for righteousness.”


Commentary on Galatians 3:15
The Promise is the blessing

“Now, the heart of what God did in Jesus Christ is not based on the Law but on the Promise made to Abraham: ‘now the promises were spoken to Abraham and to his seed.’  The notion of ‘promise’ was mentioned first in Galatians 3:14, and is now taken up for further interpretation.  For the Apostle, the promises made to Abraham are identical with the blessing of Abraham discussed in Galatians 3:6-14.  Paul again interprets the Abraham tradition (Gen 12:2-3, 7; 13:15-16; 15:4-6; 17:1-11; 22: 16-19; 24:7-9; etc.).  
The LXX gives us the Greek words which Paul used here:
“And when Abraham was ninety-nine years old, the Lord appeared to Abraham and said to him, ‘I am your God, live a life acceptable before me and be blameless, and I will set my covenant (Diatheke) between myself and you and multiply you greatly.’ And Abraham fell upon his face, and God spoke to him and said, ‘And I, behold, my covenant (Diatheke) with you, and you shall be a father of a host of nations.  And … your name shall be Abraham, for I have made you a father of many nations, and I will greatly increase you, and I will make you into nations, and kings shall go out from you.  And I will fulfill my covenant (Diatheke) which is between me and you and your seed (Sperma) after you, for their generations, for an eternal covenant (Diatheke) to be your God and the God of your seed after you.  And I shall give to you and to your seed after you the land in which you now live as strangers, all the land of Canaan, as an everlasting possession, and I shall be their God.’  And God said to Abraham: ‘But you shall keep my covenant (Diatheke), you and your seed after you, from generation to generation.  And this is the covenant (Diatheke) which you shall keep, between me and you and your seed after you, from generation to generation: circumcised shall be every male among you, and you shall circumcise the flesh of your foreskin, and this shall he the sign of the covenant (Diatheke)   between me and you.”

Covenant

Theodoret 

“The promise made to Abraham is called a testament in the ancient Scripture and so cannot suffer addition, subtraction or dissolution through the imposition of the Mosaic law, which was given a very long time after Abraham.  Now the promise was that the God of all would bless the nations through the offspring of Abraham.  And this offspring is Christ the Lord, since the promise found its destination in him through whom the nations received a blessing.  But all the others, such as Moses, Samuel, Elijah and in a word all who traced their descent from Israel, were called his offspring according to nature, but the biological fact is not what brought the fount of blessings to the nations.    The fact that those men too trace their race to Abraham does not mean that they are rightly called his offspring, but this man has that appellation in the proper sense, as being the only One through whom, according to the promise, God has bestowed blessing on the nations.” 


Commentary on Gal 3:16 

Seed

The Judaizers in Galatia were undoubtedly proclaiming that God’s promises were given only to Abraham and his “seed,” which the Jewish people understood as a generic singular, or possibly, a while ago D. Daube suggests, to Abraham and his “seed” Isaac understood as a specific singular.  Some of the Galatian Christians seem to have been taken in by their argument.  Paul, however, in what appears to be an argument directly ad hominem in nature, “deliberately furnishes them with a deeper application” of the promise of God made to Abraham and his “seed” (D Daube, The New Testament and Rabbinic Judaism, page 441).  Based, it seems, on a corporate solidarity understanding of relationships in the divine economy, and coupled with the previous argument of v 15, Paul’s point here is that not only was the promise to Abraham established on the principle of faith before the law was introduced but also that God had in mind in the Abrahamic promise not those who observe the law but primarily Christ (and, as we shall see in v 29, Christ’s own).

Jerome, on the singular use of “seed”
“Passing my eyes and memory over all the Scriptures, I nowhere find “offsprings” written in the plural but everywhere the singular, whether in a good sense or a bad.  If anyone carefully collates the Hebrew Scriptures with the version of the Seventy, he will find that where testament is written, what is meant is not “testament” but “covenant,” …  Whence it is clear that the apostle has done as he promised, not using deeper meanings but everyday ones, and even trivial ones which (if he had not said beforehand I
speak humanly) might have displeased the intelligent.”


Commentary on Gal 3:16 

What is a Covenant?

The Greek word diathëkë was used in the LXX rendering the Hebrew berith (270 times).
It is used for a wide variety of agreements. 

1. A covenant between two friends (1 Sam 18:3)
2. A covenant between two rulers fixing their spheres of interest (Gen 21:22 if.; 26:26.; 1 Kings 5:12), or terms of peace (1 Kings 20:34); the covenant between two kings which, of course, included their peoples.  Two tribes could also make a covenant (Jos 15:9).  It is even used for a covenant between Israel and its slaves (Jer 34:8).
3. Yahweh’s covenants with Noah (Gen 6:18), Abraham (2 Kings 13:23), or David (Jer 33:21) are similar.  Here the covenant extends explicitly to their descendants (Gen 9:8 if., 15:18; cf. 2 Sam. 7:12-16), and becomes a covenant with Israel (Exod 6:4 f.).  But in Jeremiah 50:5 the covenant can also be interpreted as a covenant of Israel with its God. Ezekiel 16:8 speaks of a covenant with Jerusalem.

4. God’s covenant not only is with the people of Israel, but also with creation or the Cosmos.  God's Covenant in the Bible was not exclusive but inclusive.  The Covenant did not exclude humanity and the Cosmos for the sake of Israel but, from the beginning the Covenant, included everyone.  This fact is running like a river right through the Bible.  The discovery of the Cosmic Covenant in the Bible is, in fact, due to modern biblical studies carried out in this century by a good number of biblical scholars across a wide section of the universal church, Lutheran, Catholic, etc.  The theme has not yet been the subject of a single book in English.  Many Christians are not aware that the OT and the NT mean the “old covenant” and the “new covenant.”  More important is the fact that there is a continuity of the divine covenant which was never broken by God, but rather was renewed from time to time when the covenant was broken by humans.  Historically speaking it was Marcion and other Gnostic leaders who objected to having the OT read in church meetings.  The Gnostic teaching was not tolerated by the Fathers and, in fact, it was the OT that safeguarded the Christian teaching concerning the creation of the material world, because there is no story or clear account of creation in the NT. Christians who feel embarrassed by the various stories and the OT history need to look at modern human history and compare the two.  We have not progressed far beyond the moral standard of the OT, nor are our human relationships better than those that appear to us as primitive and barbaric human behavior.  The main outline of the covenant theme in the OT and the NT has been covered by some books (eg. Dennis McCarthy, OT Covenant, Oxford, 1972).  Modern biblical studies since Wellhausen have been dominated by various attempts to trace biblical history, religion, etc, through the diverse origins of similar and even identical words, forms, prayers, etc known to the Canaanites and in the ancient East.  Since then students of theology have been confronted by two choices. Either the Bible is not unique or even different, or it is unique in certain things but in others similar to other sources from the ancient East.  Both options ignore an important issue, which is that the Bible is the book of all the nations.
5. The divine call to Abraham was not based on the uniqueness of any race but is offered by God to lead those who respond to play a different part in human history and to reach a different goal (see B. Childs, Introduction to the OT as Scripture, London, 1979).  The Decalogue has its place in the divine-human relationship which we call today a “history of salvation.”  This theme of salvation has colored the stories of the OT, the style, and the purposes. (see R. De Vaux, Ancient Israel, 2 vols).  
6. 
The Covenant theme appears and continues from Noah, the Patriarchs and up to Moses. A new strand also appears with the coming of David to the throne. This appears as a kind of new mutation of the promises to Abraham.  The abuse of the covenant at the hand of popular religion and paganizing kings of Israel and Judah strengthened the prophetic mission.  The prophets proclaimed God's punishment of the infidelity of His people.  The day of doom was coming, as Jeremiah prophesied, and Jerusalem would fall.  In the same book of Jeremiah the doom and the renewal of the covenant are put together.  God, through his gratuitous mercy, would establish once more a new covenant and give a new gift greater than that, which was past (Jer 31).  A similar message of spiritual renewal comes through Ezekiel.  Second Isaiah promises the reaffirmation of the covenant with David.  The marriage between God and Zion, which had been broken, would be established once more according to Hosea and the eternal cosmic covenant, which was given to Noah, would be reinstated.  After the Exile, despite the disconnected and fragmentary nature of the sources, we can still see Ezra renewing the covenant again, now on the basis already recognizable in the terms of obedience to the law.  The Jewish community around the Dead Sea claimed to be the community of the new covenant.  All in all, the idea of the covenant runs through the entire OT up to the Dead Sea Scrolls and continues in the NT.  At the Last Supper, Jesus established the new covenant which later became the name for the entire collection of the NT documents.  Jesus, as the New Covenant, seems to be hidden in many of the NT texts and becomes visible only to the eyes of those who accept seeing the Son of God as both Creator and Saviour.

 7.  The call of Abraham must not be seen as an exclusive call to create or establish one people but, in the words of Genesis, “a blessing to all nations.”   The ancient world did not know the rigid contemporary concepts of “nationality,” borders and passports.  Modern studies do not undermine the essential religious message of the OT.  Rather they enrich it for us because:
a. Salvation history developed from more widespread roots in the human 

race, rather than from the traditions of one single family or one group of human beings.

b. A message which has roots in the religious life of more than one group or clan can claim more universality and appeal more to human reason than a message that was developed by one group of clans and is somehow unknown to the rest of humanity.

8.   These two important points are also true when applied to the covenant.  The ancient world was familiar with the covenant in social, religious and political life.  Albright, From Stone Age to Christianity, J. Finegan, Light from the Ancient Past, T. Jacobsen, The Intellectual Adventure of Ancient Man and other books prove that some words, rituals and prayers related to the covenant were regular in the ancient world.  Even the sacredness of kings and their place in the religious, political and military life of the ancient world was not unique to ancient Israel.  The goal is different, but this difference became more obvious when Jesus inaugurated the eternal covenant and became the true King.

9.   The covenant established by God with Noah in Genesis 9:8-17 is declared with mankind and all creatures.  The universal nature of this covenant is obvious, and it has one particular aim – to restore harmony and to provide stability in the cosmos.  The covenant with Abraham and circumcision as its sign up to the Sinai covenant and its sign in the cult (Ex 2:5-31) do not negate or even alter the older material, which points to the cosmic aspect of the covenants.  It is true that the Sinai covenant appears to be dominant in the Pentateuch but this is only so if we read Deuteronomy alone.  The older stories of the cosmic covenant surface from time to time like a flash of light. Hosea 2:18 promises a covenant of the earlier cosmic character at the end of his great attack on the Baalist nature cults.  Hosea identifies this error as an error of ascribing the gift of fertility to the wrong god; it is Yahweh who is the source of all blessings.  Israel must understand that her “sacred marriage” is with her Lord alone.  This covenant is not said to have any “torah” quality or terms; it involves mankind and other creatures.  The same idea occurs in Job 5:23 and later Jewish commentaries link Job 5:23 and Hosea 2:18 with the vision of the “Paradisal Harmony” restored in Isaiah 11:6-9.


Isaiah 54:9-10 promises a renewal of the “covenant of peace,” as in the days of Noah.  Ezekiel 34:25-31 moves from the renewed promise to the house of David to a full restatement of the “cosmic covenant.”
10. The covenant with Abraham in Genesis 15 has a distinct character, but, like the cosmic covenant, it consists of a promise without conditions.  St. Paul, more than anybody else, saw in it the gratuitous grace of God.  The fact that this covenant is made with one man and his descendants does not change the way or the purpose for which it was given.  The Sinai covenant is related to the covenant with Abraham only by one strand which was given by the same God of the Fathers (Ex 3:6J and Ex 6:2P) and it surfaces in Isaiah 51:1-2 and 54:1 ff.  This is not the place to discuss the significance of the Abrahamic covenant for the Davidic dynasty, but it has been argued very strongly by John van Seters that the Sinai covenant was breached and life became impossible under all its regulations.  A return to some early forms of a more practical and meaningful covenant was needed to dispel despair and create hope (Abraham in History and Tradition, 1975).  A return to an earlier great-grandfather or a common ancestor is quite common among the Semites when a reform or a change of custom is needed and this may explain the appeal to the Abraharmic covenant in second Isaiah.

Jesus Christ, the ‘seed’ of Abraham
We need to pause and ask this important question: Is this change of the divine-human relationship is legal and legitimate? 
1. Indeed it is because Jesus is the son of Abraham and is part of the promise of the covenant.  He is a legitimate child.  But here the new relationship is ushered to bring not only the continuation of the old but to lift it up to God himself.
2. This takes place in the very birth of the legitimate child of Abraham who is born from the “seed” but in a new way just like Isaac who is born by the power of God, so also Jesus is born from Mary but by the Holy Spirit.  

Here is a homily from the 4th Century by unknown Christian writer,
“Such, according to Matthew, was the exceptional genealogy of Christ.  He has made it clear that Jacob begot Joseph, to whom Mary was betrothed when she bore Jesus.  Yet no one hearing this should suppose that the birth of Christ came about in the same usual manner as that of his forefathers.  So Matthew continues to present the special lineage of Christ, which was not like the lineage of these fathers in every respect, as we will see.  How can this be so, that he stands in this lineage but stands in it differently? 
“‘After Mary had been betrothed to Joseph, she was found to be with child before they had married.’”  That is, the child was from a virgin but had a [adoptive, legal] human father.  While enumerating his line, Matthew shows him to have descended from the seed of David according to the promises of God.  But in explaining that his birth happened in a way quite beyond human nature, he reveals the mystery of his divinity.  It was not fitting that the only Son of God should be born in the human way.  For, he was born not for himself but for humanity.  He was indeed born into flesh that would undergo corruption. But Christ was born in order to heal corruption itself Human corruption is not derived from the uncorrupted state of a virgin.  It does not make sense that the only Son of God, who was born to heal corruption, might be born of a corrupt union.
Humanity is born out of the necessity to exist.  Christ, however, was not born out of the necessity of nature to exist but by his merciful will to save.  He was appropriately born contrary to the law of human nature because he was beyond nature.  Behold the strange and wonderful birth of Christ.  It came through a line that included sinners, adulterers and Gentiles.  But such a birth does not soil the honour of Christ.  Rather, it commends his mercy.  This is the miracle: He who adopted and begot fathers was born from their sons!  They were made his fathers whose son he was not.  He did them a favour by being their son.  They, however, offered him nothing by being his forefathers. Among men, fathers adopt whomever they wish to be their sons.  This son, however, adopted fathers whom he chose for himself, among men, sons receive the honour of birth from their fathers.  But in Christ’s case, the fathers received honour from the son.  The text reads, ‘Although his mother Mary had been betrothed to Joseph, before they married, she was found to be with child by the Holy Spirit.’  Subsequently all saints would be born from the virgin church which is betrothed to Christ … Sons often imitate the example of their father.  Note that Mary was betrothed to a carpenter.  Christ, betrothed to the church, was about to fashion for humanity salvation in its entirety and his entire work from the wood of the cross.” Patrologiae Graeca, (The Writings of the Greek Fathers, Vol 56:630)
Abba Philemon

George: Why do you think that the virginal conception of our Lord is important for us?

Philemon: My dear brother, where do you want to be?

George: I do not understand your question?

Philemon: Yes because it is a simple question.  Those who are born from the flesh alone will end where the flesh normally ends, the dust of the earth.  But those who are born from God ends where God is.  Is this a problem?

George: No, not at all, but how is this related to the birth of Jesus from the Holy Spirit and Mary?

Philemon: According to my simple understanding, Jesus is the last Adam who is the Lord from heaven.  If he is born like you and me, where do you put his divine origin? 

George: Please tell me.

Philemon: He was born of the Holy Spirit in order to give us the new birth and that is why I asked you where to you want to be?  I mean if you are born of God you will become like the Son of God born from the flesh first but your birth is renewed by another birth from above which takes place in Baptism.
George: What is the relationship between our Baptism and the Birth of Jesus?

Philemon: This is a gain, is too simple and does not require hard labour.  The Son of God came to renew our humanity.  Where do you think he should begin?  He began with the normal beginning and that is our birth.  The Son of God printed his Sonship in our humanity by taking it from where our humanity normally starts.  Why do you find that difficult for you?
George: I have no difficulty but critics have raised objections such as that the miraculous birth of Jesus does not make him human like us.

Philemon: Why do we need a human who is like us and have nothing new to contribute to our life?  Those people lost their desire to be like the Son of God and this cannot be treated except by God himself.  Just be careful, if you seek what is earthly you will get it, but if you seek God, God will give a new life.
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