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A Study of the Letter to the Galatians

Can the Law, Old Customs and Rituals Give Us New Life?
The Cross and the Works of the Law - Galatians 3:1-5

Galatians 3  1 You foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you, before whose eyes “Jesus Christ the crucified” was so vividly portrayed?  2 This only do I want to learn from you: did you receive the Spirit by “works of the Law” or by the “proclamation’ of the faith?”  

3 Are you so foolish?  Having begun “in the Spirit,” are you now finishing up “in the flesh?”  4 Have you experienced such things in vain?  If so, it really was in vain!  5 Does he, therefore, who supplies the Spirit to you and who works miracles among you do so by “works of the Law” or by the “proclamation of the faith?”
Different translations

Verse 1
RSV: “Who has bewitched you before whose eyes Jesus Christ was publicly portrayed as crucified?” 

NEB makes the statement an exclamation:  “You must have been bewitched – you before whose eyes Jesus Christ was openly displayed upon his cross.” 

JB translates in the light of 1 Cor 15:3f: “Has someone put a spell on you, in spite of the plain explanation you have had of the crucifixion of Jesus Christ?”

Verse 2
RSV: “Having begun with the Spirit, are you now ending with the flesh?” 

NEB introduces “idealistic” concepts: “You started with the spiritual; do you now look to the material to make you perfect?” 
JB points to the Judaizers’ demand of circumcision and translates accordingly: “Are you foolish enough to end in outward observances what you began in the Spirit?”

Verse 3
RSV: “Did you experience so many things in vain?—if it really is in vain.” 

NEB: “Have all your great experiences been in vain—if vain indeed they should be? 

JB: “Have all the favors you received been wasted? And if this were so, they could most certainly have been wasted.”

The foolish

 Paul’s opening address is no longer as friendly as before (1:11), but biting and aggressive: “O, you foolish Galatians!” in Greek o avoutoi means “without understanding.”  This insult, however, should not be taken too seriously.  It was a common way of speaking in Paul’s day.  For examples in the NT see Luke 24:25; Romans 1:14; 1 Timothy 6:9; and Titus3:3.  Luke 24:25 is not different, Jesus says to the two on the road, “you foolish and slow of heart.”

St. Jerome’s Commentary on Galatians 3:1 (PL 26.372) says “The right understanding is not common to all.”  He quotes the famous Greek writer Dio Chrysostom (11.1): “I am almost certain while all men are hard to teach, they are easy to deceive.  They learn with difficulty – if they learn anything – from the few that know, but they are deceived only too readily by the many who do not know, and not only by others but by themselves as well.  For the truth is bitter and unpleasant to the unthinking, while falsehood is sweet and pleasant.  They are, I fancy, like men with sore Eyes. (Dio Chsysostom, 184)
St. Augustine says in his Commentary on Galatians, “He rightly says to these people: You foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you? (Gal. 3:1).  It would not be right to say this of people who had never made progress, but it is right to say it of people who had turned away from the progress they had made.”
Paul does not want to say that the Galatians distinguished themselves by their low intelligence.  Rather, in his view, they ought to act as “pneumatics” or “Spiritual” peoples who “know” (cf. 4:8-9; 6:1).

Who bewitched you?

The following question is ironic and almost sarcastic: “who has bewitched you?”  The term baskainw is used figuratively (“bewitch someone”), a usage common at least since Plato.  In Plato Phaedo 95B Socrates says: “My friend … do not be boastful, lest some evil eye put to rout the argument that is to come” (Cf. also Apol. 17A; Gorg. 452E1f).
Christ crucified

The purpose of these ironic words is to bring back the opponents to the reality of faith: “before whose eyes ‘Jesus Christ crucified’ was portrayed.”  There is no evidence that there was a picture or an Icon at that time of the crucified Christ.
John Chrysostom:

“Since Christ was crucified not in the Galatians’ territory but in Jerusalem, what does he mean by this phrase before whose eyes?  He is illustrating the power of faith, which is able to see even things far off.  And he said not “crucified” but portrayed as crucified, showing that with the eyes of faith they saw more accurately than those who were there and witnessed the events … And he says this both to reprimand and to commend them.  He commends them for having received the facts with such enthusiasm;  He blames them because, having seen Christ stripped, crucified, nailed, spat on, mocked, drinking vinegar, insulted by thieves, pierced with a spear they have forsaken this man and run back to the law, showing no awareness of Christ’s sufferings.” Homily on Galatians 3:1. 

Jerome:
“Christ is rightly said to be portrayed before us, since the whole chorus of Old Testament prophets spoke of his gallows and passion, his blows and whippings … Nor was it a small number of Galatians who believed in the crucifixion as it has previously been portrayed for them.  It was of course by this means that, reading the prophets continually and knowing all the ordinances of the law, they were led in due course to belief.”

Commentary on the Epistle to Galatians 1:3.1

St. Augustine:
“Before whose eyes Christ Jesus was proscribed (denounced) – after being crucified.  In other words, they saw Christ Jesus lose his inheritance and his possession, specifically to those who were taking it away and banishing the Lord.  They, in order to take away Christ’s possession (meaning the people in whom he dwelt by right of grace and faith), were calling those who had believed Christ back – back from the grace of faith whereby Christ has possession of the Gentiles to works of the law.  The apostle wants the Galatians to realize that this has happened in their very midst, which is why he says: before whose eyes.  What has happened before their eyes so much as what has happened in their very midst?  Moreover, he said, Jesus Christ was proscribed, he added, after being crucified, so to move them very deeply when they considered the price Christ paid for the possession he was losing in them.  And so it is not enough to say (as the apostle said earlier) that Christ died for nothing.  For that sounds as though Christ has not attained to the possession for which he gave his blood.  But when Christ is also proscribed, what he was holding is taken away.  However, this proscription does not harm Christ (who by his divinity is Lord of all), but the possession itself, which is deprived of the care of his grace.”  Commentary on the Epistle to Galatians, page 153

I want to learn from you

Paul wants to hear it from the Galatians, and thus uses a common dialogical device and what Judaism normally prescribed which is to hear first before judging: “this only I want to learn from you …”  Paul’s reason for asking the question is that he can expect their answer to come from their own experience.  This experience is an undeniable fact and contradicts their present inclination to accept circumcision and Torah.  “Did you receive the Spirit on the basis of “works of the Law” or on the basis of “proclamation of faith?”   The answer to this question is self-evident; since the Galatians are only presently considering coming under the Torah, they must have received the Spirit at the beginning of their faith and after hearing Paul’s proclamation of the Christian gospel, that is, outside of the Torah.  We can conclude that “receiving the Spirit” meant the obvious gifts which are visibly manifested or ecstatic experience.  The basis for making this assumption is certainly hypothetical, since nothing is said at least in this passage.  But in 6:1 Paul calls the Galatians, certainly with their approval, by the technical term “pneumatics” or “spiritual.”

The Spirit

The expression “receive the Spirit” is a phrase that occurs in Galatians 3:14, “receive the promise of the Spirit” and is a fairly common phrase seen elsewhere in the NT (Rom 8:15; 1 Cor 2:12; 2 Cor 11:4, John 20:22; Acts 2:38; 8:15, 17, 19; 10:47; 19:2).  The doctrine of the “divine Spirit” plays a very important role in Galatians; though the term used is usually “the Spirit” (See Gal 3:2,3,5,14; 4:6,29; 5:5,13v.l., 16,17,18.  See James, D. G. Dunn, Jesus and the Spirit, Philadelphia: Westminster, 1975 esp. 199- 342.

St Augustine 
“Now from this point the Apostle begins to show how the grace of faith is sufficient for justification apart from works of the law, in case anyone was saying that while he does not attribute a person’s entire justification to works of the law alone, neither does he attribute it to the grace of faith alone, but rather claims that salvation is accomplished by both.  But in order to treat this question carefully and avoid being misled by ambiguity, one must first realize that the works of the law are in two divisions. Some come under sacraments, others under morals.  Under sacraments are: circumcision of the flesh, the temporal Sabbath, new moons, sacrifices, and all the countless observances of this kind. Under morals are: You shall not kill, You shall not commit adultery, You shall not bear false witness (Exod 20:13-14, 16; Deut. 5:17-18, 20), and the like.
“Now surely, it is impossible that the Apostle does not care whether a Christian is a murderer and an adulterer or chaste and innocent, in the same way that he does not care whether a man is circumcised or uncircumcised in the flesh.  At present, therefore, he is dealing mainly with these latter, sacramental works (although he indicates that he sometimes includes the former as well, while near the end of the letter, when dealing briefly with sacramental works, he deals separately and at greater length with morals).  For he preferred that these [sacramental] burdens, whose usefulness lies in what they signify, not be laid upon the Gentiles.  For all these are explained to Christians so they may simply understand their significance without being forced to carry them out.  In the case of observances that are not understood, however, it is mere slavery; it was for the Jewish people and still is. But if they are both observed and understood, not only are they in no way harmful, they even do some good if they are appropriate for the time, just as they did when Moses himself and the prophets observed them, accommodating themselves to people for whom such slavery was still useful as a way of keeping them in fear. 
“For nothing so fills a soul with holy fear as a sacrament that is not understood.  But once understood it produces holy joy and is celebrated freely if it is essential for the time.  Now if it is not essential, it is simply read and interpreted with spiritual enjoyment.  Moreover, every sacrament, when understood, refers either to the contemplation of the truth or to good morals.  The contemplation of the truth is founded upon the love of God alone, good morals upon the love of God and neighbor; on these two commandments, all the law and the prophets depend (Matt 22:40).  Now then, let us see how circumcision of the flesh and other similar works of the law are no longer necessary where the grace of faith is present.
“There is just one thing, he says, and that I would like to learn from you: Did you receive the Spirit by works of the law, or by hearing the faith? (Gal 3:2).  Undoubtedly this was by hearing the faith.  For the Apostle preached the faith to them, and it was undoubtedly in that preaching that they perceived the coming and presence of the Holy Spirit, just as the presence of the Holy Spirit showed itself in perceptible miracles when the invitation to the faith was new, as we read in the Acts of the Apostles.  Moreover, this happened in the presence of the Galatians before the arrival of those who were intent on subversion and circumcision.  The meaning, therefore, is this: If your salvation lay in those works of the law, the Holy Spirit would not be given to you unless you were circumcised.  He then says: Are you so foolish that after beginning with the Spirit you now want to be made perfect by the flesh? (Gal 3:3).  That is, as he said earlier in the exordium: but some are troubling you and trying to subvert the gospel of Christ (Gal 1:7).  For trouble is contrary to order; moreover, order consists in rising from carnal to spiritual things, not in falling from spiritual to carnal things as had happened to them (v6).  The latter is tantamount to turning the gospel backwards, and when it is proclaimed it is not the gospel, because it is not good.  Have you suffered so much? (Gal 3:4). By then they had endured much for the faith, but not out of fear as though they were under the law.  Rather, in those very sufferings they had conquered fear by love, because God’s love was poured out in their hearts through the Holy Spirit (Rom 5:5) whom they had received.  Have you suffered so much, then, for no reason? (Gal 3:4) – you who want to fall away from love, which has borne so much in you, and back into fear, if indeed you have suffered so much for no reason.  What is said to have been done for no reason is superfluous.  Something superfluous, however, neither helps nor harms; but in this case they must watch out lest it lead to destruction.  For to fall is not the same thing as not to rise; although they had not yet fallen, they were leaning that way.
“Now it is clear that the Holy Spirit was still working in them.  As he goes on to say: He therefore who gives the Spirit to you and works miracles among you, does he do it by works of the law, or by hearing the faith? (Gal. 3:5).  Undoubtedly, it is done by hearing the faith, as was explained previously.  Then he cites the example of our father Abraham, who is discussed more fully and clearly in the letter to the Romans.  For Abraham’s chief glory is that, before he was circumcised, his faith was counted as righteousness.  What was said to him refers to this most fittingly: For in you shall all nations be blessed (Gal 3: 8, Gen 12:3, 18:18), that is, in imitation of his faith, by which he was justified even before the sacrament of circumcision, which he received as a seal of faith before all slavery to the law, which was given much later.”
Commentary on the Epistle to Galatians, pages 155-157

The Spirit and the flesh

 Gal 3:3-4:  Are you so foolish? Having begun in the Spirit, are you now finishing up in the flesh?  Have you experienced such things in vain? If so, it really was in vain.
The Two Pauline Antitheses 

Paul’s third question in verse 3, after “who bewitched you” (v1) and “did you receive the Spirit by works or faith” (v2), is “are you so foolish?” This repeats the biting attack with which the section began: “Are you so foolish?” because of his converts’ lack of spiritual discernment in not perceiving the contradiction and imminent disaster of their own situation presented in Paul’s fourth question, “having begun with the Spirit, are you now trying to attain perfection by human effort (flesh)?” 
Two antitheses are set out in Paul’s fourth question:

That of beginning and completing (or perfecting),

And that of the Spirit versus the flesh (or human effort)

Instead of speaking of “the faith/faithfulness of Christ” (as in Gal 2:16) or “believing what you heard” (as in Gal 3:2) versus “the works of the law” (as in both 2:16 and 3:2), Paul here speaks of “the Spirit” versus “the flesh” or “human effort,” which he means as synonymous to what man is by nature.  The “Spirit” over against “the works of the law” and “the flesh” (whether “flesh” signifies “human effort,” as with the Judaizers, or “sinful passions,” what is meant here) is God over and against human works.
Having begun now trying to attain perfection
The main point of Paul’s in this question has to do with the incongruity of beginning one’s Christian life on one basis (“with the Spirit”) and then shifting somewhere to another basis (“by human effort”).  What Paul wants his converts to see is that the Christian life is one that starts with faith and is maintained, and comes to culmination only through dependence on the work of the Spirit (Gal 5:25; also see Phil 1:6).  This work cannot gain any support by the works of the flesh where rituals are the essential part of worship rather than communion with God.

Dialogue with Abba Philemon

George: How do you understand the word flesh in the letters of St. Paul?

Philemon: I think St Paul is just saying that we as humans are no more than flesh.  The holy Prophet Isaiah says the same.  When I look at my flesh, I know that I am nothing without God.  I am mortal but if I have the Holy Spirit of God, I am living in the realm of the divine life.

George: What do you mean by realm of the divine life?

Philemon: I mean to depend on God and to consider that any created means is unable to give me life eternal. You see my brother, the goal of our Christian life, whether it is holiness, humility, and all other virtues is eternal life and to be co- hairs of God with Christ.

George: You have insisted more than once that our rituals and any created means cannot give us access to God. Why are you so adamant on that?

Philemon: I say this to all who come to speak to me because it took me some time to notice that we learn false things even from the church, I mean three great mistakes which come from our ignorance.
1. We try to please God but God is already and is eternally pleased with us through Jesus Christ who redeemed us.

2. We think that our efforts can lead us to God but God gave the Holy Spirit to us in order to open the fountain of eternal life which is his divine life and therefore our efforts are not only a wasted effort but also a kind of a denial of the work of the Holy Spirit as the gift which is given to us to lead us to God.

3. This is also important and you have to keep it in your mind all the time. Who united our humanity to the divinity of the Son of God?  First the Holy Spirit created our humanity in the womb of St. Mary; second this humanity which was created by the Holy Spirit was anointed by the same spirit after the baptism of Jesus and according to the divine pleasure of the Father.  So here we have our hope that our union with God does not come from any human means but from the son Incarnate, the Holy Spirit and from God the Father.
So if you despair, consider that your union with God has been granted by God and that it is the work of the Holy Spirit in you which is granted by the Son of God and not by our good works.
When you discover that there is nothing good in you, it is time to lean on two things:

1.Faith

2. And what God the Father revealed to us in his Son.

George: If I may ask you a simple question: what do you mean by faith? What can you tell me?

Philemon: Faith is a choice of love.

George: This is hard to understand.
Philemon: Maybe, but in this life everything depends on our choices and that includes even eating and sleeping.  So you choose to do what you love and you choose because you see that what you want is good. 

George: What can we do when we remember evil things which we have done in the past?

Philemon: Laugh at your ignorance because God does not remember them.  If these things are still painful that is good because that very pain gives you protection not to do these things again.

George: How do we know that the Holy Spirit is working in us?

Philemon: Please my dear bother notice three things in your heart:

1. Your perseverance in spite of your falls

2. Your desire to love Jesus and your panic when your love grows cold

3. Your hope in him in spite of your despair

Let me warn you the great enemy of our life is despair.

George: What can I do when I despair?

Philemon: Ask for the fire of the divine love to come to your unworthy soul.  Love is the antidote of despair.  Look into your heart and see if there are some seeds of pride which gives you the false feeling that you are good and that you have pleased God by your progress because when you fail these seeds of pride grow up and create the thorns of despair.

George: Why did you say seeds of pride?

Philemon: Because they are more than one seed, the excessive self-love, self-righteousness, which is considering ourselves more important and even better than others.  These are what I know about myself and you have to look inwardly and see if you have these or if you have more.  But when you despair, be sure that the false crown which you put on your head has fallen in the dust and this hurts our pride.  Never say I am better than this or that person but in humility say I am different.” 
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