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A Study of the Letter to the Galatians

Can the Law, Old Customs and Rituals Give Us New Life?
Baptism and our Union with Christ
Union is like two-way traffic.  In our union with Christ, it is easy to point to our part in that union where we can highlight faith and living our Christian life daily.  But this part depends entirely on Jesus and on the Holy Spirit.  When and how does a man enter upon this union and participation of life and being with Christ?
This union has an objective and divine aspect, as well as the subjective and human side.  We must therefore consider its origin both on the part of God in Christ Jesus and on the part of man.

Many if not most Protestant scholars of the New Testament consider that union with Christ is brought about by faith alone.  This approach has one important slice of truth but not the whole loaf.   Two warnings must be taken into consideration.

1. It is our faith that created this union or is the source or the spring from which comes such union.

2. We can approach it by faith alone but this does not hide the fact that it is God’s work and action as a grace which requires faith

Faith in Christ affirms that justification which the observance of the law did not bring was offered to us by God in his Son and in his death- resurrection.  And from this faith there surges forth our participation in Christ which is not simply a higher degree of faith, nor in any way opposed to faith.  This participation is the deeper encounter which faith provides. This is the meaning and value of faith, for it is an interior contact with the object of faith, and it transforms the individual into Christ – or the Spirit of Christ – who is grasped in faith.
The teaching that the Christian is in Christ is the realm where this encounter between God and our sinful humanity takes place.  Some Evangelicals use a metaphor, faith is the bud, and union with Christ is the flower which develops from the bud.  In other words, union with Christ is simply fully developed faith in Christ.  Such writers take no account of a real objective fellowship of life and being between Christ and Christians.

This view hardly looks that there is an objective side to Paul’s teaching as a whole; it is a real union of life and being, and not merely a grasping of Christ by faith.  There is no doubt that this was what Paul taught.  Moreover, he taught that this objective relationship is established by a sacramental act, namely by Baptism. 
Some Evangelicals fear what we call sacraments and that fear is right if the sacraments are treated as a magical form of incantation lead by a priest 

Let us begin with Paul’s language. He speaks in Romans 6:3 of Baptism into Christ, or into the name of Christ, “Know you not that all we who are baptized in Christ Jesus are baptized in his death?” The same is repeated in Galatians 3:27: “As many of you as have been baptized in Christ have put on Christ.”  This seems to also be said in his dispute with the people at Corinth, “Were you baptized in the name of Paul?  I give God thanks, that I baptized none of you but Crispus and Gaius: lest any should say that you were baptized in my name” (1 Cor 1:13ff).  The Greek verb “to baptize” always had the connotation of being plunged into an element.  Hence Paul’s phrase “to be baptized into Christ” probably means to be plunged or sunk into the Person of Christ, and understanding Christ in a local sense, it therefore signified being brought into a most intimate union and vital relationship with him. 
However, this interpretation is not meaningless if applied to 1 Corinthains 10:2, “I want you to know that .. our fathers were all baptized into Moses … .”  But this Baptism took place under the cloud, which is the Shakinah of the divine presence.    
In Galatians 3:27, Paul speaks of putting on Christ as one puts on a garment and is completely enveloped in it.  If we examine the metaphor, we discover that, like the phrase “in Christ,” it denotes the sphere into which the person is transferred by Baptism.  This sphere is that of Christ.  Paul’s language shows that Baptism creates such an interior relation and union with Christ that the person who is baptized can be said to be in Christ. 
Indeed in Romans 16:7 he uses precisely this expression to describe Andronicus and Junias, who, he says, were in Christ (Junias is a woman’s name) before him.  Though he does not mention Baptism here, there is no doubt that he is thinking of it.  An even clearer case is Galatians 3:28 where, having spoken of putting on Christ, he says: “You are all one in Christ Jesus.”  They have put on Christ in Baptism, and thereby they are in Christ.  The Christians as such are not simply a number of individuals, they are one great unit, for they are in the one Person, Christ.
 The metaphor of “putting on Christ” probably reflects the idea of wearing a heavenly garment which is ready for all souls.  Paul’s language shows that to his mind Baptism creates the mystical union of men with Christ.

Effects of Baptism

The Epistle to the Romans contains Paul’s most important statements and longest text in the entire NT about the effects of Baptism, and these deserve further comment. 
In Romans 5:20 he said that the law increased sin, but that the effect of this was that grace was given still more abundantly.  He now faces the objection which may be raised, that it is therefore better to remain in sin so that grace may be given more abundantly.  His answer to this error appears in 6: 2ff where he says that it is out of the question for us to remain in sin: “We that are dead to sin, how shall we live any longer therein?”  In the following verse he shows by reference to Baptism that Christians are really dead to sin: “Know you not that all we who are baptized in Christ are baptized in his death?” In other words, as you well know, death to sin has become a reality in Baptism.
The following verse paraphrases this statement, and adds the purpose of this death: “For we are buried together with him by baptism into death: that, as Christ is risen from the dead by the glory (that is, the power) of the Father, so  we also may walk in newness of life (that is, in a new life)” (verse 4). He means that it is absurd to continue in sin after Baptism, for the whole purpose of dying with Christ in Baptism is the release of the body from sin, so that we are under no further subjection to sin. Moreover, this death should be for us the passage to a new kind of life, just as Christ’s death was followed by his new life. Paul attaches great importance to this thought, so much so that he again paraphrases it in verse 5.

The language of verse 5 could be translated: “If we have been planted together with the likeness of his death, we shall be also (planted together with) the likeness of his resurrection.” The meaning would then be that the death and resurrection of Christ are the active power in Baptism, and they are the likeness of his actual death and resurrection. 
Those who receive Baptism are most intimately joined with the saving presence of  Christ’s death and resurrection:

1. We must remember that Paul was not like some Evangelical Christians who treat our Lord as a mere collection of events.

2. Jesus is not only alive but is also active as the Head of his body the Church and is the only source of all that was given to us by God the Father.

In this sense we can say that they die (in Baptism) at the same time as Christ.  .

A second way of interpreting this verse is to supply “with Christ” and to translate: “If we have been planted together (with Christ) in the likeness of his death, we shall be also (planted with him) in the likeness of his resurrection.” Grammatically the first version is preferable, but the supplying of the words “with Christ” to produce the second version is suggested by verse 4: “We are buried together with him by Baptism.”  If this second version is correct, then the meaning is that Baptism imitates the death (and resurrection) of Christ, and by Baptism the subject undergoes the same death as Jesus, and also, like Christ, experiences a real resurrection.  By this kind of death and resurrection he grows with Christ.  But this growth here and now with Christ cannot be separated from the historical redemptive act of Christ’s death and resurrection which made Jesus as the Savior.
Whichever interpretation is followed, the whole context makes it clear that Paul means that Baptism incorporates man not only into Christ’s death, but also into his resurrection. Baptism communicates to the subject not only the event of Christ’s death, but also the event of his resurrection.  The two are joined together.  Just as Christ was raised to a new life and now lives entirely for God (verse 10), so the Christian is also raised to a new life which he is enabled and obliged to lead.  The entire argument aims at demonstrating this kind of union which leads to new life which Paul again stresses it in verse 11: “So do you also reckon that you are dead to sin, but alive unto God, in Christ Jesus our Lord.”
Paul’s teaching here is of importance for the solution of our problem. The entire argument assumes that Baptism creates such an intimate union between man and Christ that the Christian undergoes exactly what Christ underwent in his death and resurrection, namely death to sin (verse 10) and the attainment of a new life (verses 4, 9, and 10). 
Why this was not clear to some of us?

1. The teaching that Jesus died under the penalty of our sins and has paid the price succeed to hide this fact of participating in the death and the resurrection of Christ.  

2. Also considering that the death and the resurrection of Jesus are past event which exercised their power on God the Father rather than the living reality of the communion between the head and the body

Indeed, we can only do full justice to Paul’s teaching by saying that the Christian has gained a share in Christ’s own death and resurrection, he has died with Christ and has risen again with him. This can be true only if a real union of life has been established between Christ and the Christian, if they have in some sense “been planted together” and have become a unity.

The correctness of this interpretation is confirmed by verse 11, where he calls upon the Christians to “reckon that you are dead to sin, but alive unto God, in Christ.”  By Baptism, which plants us together with Christ, man is put into the state of being “in Christ.”  But Christ has undergone death, which for him is dying to sin, and he has risen again, which carried with it for him the gaining of a new life – a life “unto God” (verse 10): similarly it must be true that one who is baptized is dead to sin and alive unto God. This is automatically the state of one who is “in Christ”.

Abba Philemon

George: How do you understand the words of St Paul that by being baptized we are dead to sin as Jesus our Lord himself is also dead to sin?

Philemon: A dead person has no desires and has no expectations, he is dead and that is why he does not desire and does not expect to have anything or to lose anything because he has lost his life.

George: But this is very harsh for the laity and easy for you monks.  How can I drive my car, teach and if married look after my wife and children and be dead or live like a dead person.  How can you neglect this paradox, live like a dead man?
Philemon: I am sorry if I have disturbed you, we are not dead but dead to sin, because we are made alive with Jesus and live for God the Father as Jesus lives.

George: This is better, and please say something particular.

Philemon: Dying and living with Jesus is a daily living.  We die to sin when we speak to others, when we deal with anything in life.  When you put the others before your self and live for the Lord and when Jesus becomes your center, the center of your life, be sure that this is the beginning of a lone road.”

Third Dialogue, April 1960

Colossians 2:11ff is a close parallel to Romans 6:1ff.  There also, dying with Christ is a part of Baptism.  There are numerous other passages where Paul speaks of Christians dying with Christ and rising again with him, without mentioning Baptism (Gal 2:19; 5:24; 6:14; Rom 7:7; 2 Cor 5:14; Phil 3:10; Col 2:20; 3:3; Eph 2:5 ff.).  But these passages show close kinship in thought and language with Romans 6:1-11, and it is quite clear that these texts say that Baptism is the place where this happens.  These texts, therefore, also may be adduced as proofs that it is Baptism which establishes fellowship with Christ.
It is clear from a careful reading of Romans 6:1ff that Paul considers Baptism the means of establishing union with Christ; he regards one who is baptized as being “in Christ”. This teaching emerges even more clearly from what he says about the “Body of Christ”.

Those who believe in Christ constitute the Body of Christ.  He tells the Corinthians: “You are the Body of Christ and members of member” (1 Cor 12:27), and the same is repeated in Romans 12:4ff: “As in one body we have many members, but all the members have not the same office: so we, being many, are one body in Christ: and everyone members of one another,” while in Ephesians 5:30 he simply says: “Because we are members of his body.” 
Side by side with this teaching we find another idea, which in the last analysis is really another form of the doctrine of the Body of Christ – the idea that the faithful taken together constitute one personality.  In Galatians 3:28 he says: “You are all one in Christ,” and in the following verse he says that Christians are the seed of Abraham, having said a few verses earlier (3:16) that the seed of Abraham is one.  It is obvious that Paul here is thinking of Christ as a personality which embraces all Christians and joins them into a unit.

All Christians are incorporated into the Body of Christ, into Christ who embraces all the faithful.  The means by which this incorporation is brought about is Baptism. This is made quite explicit in a number of texts, especially in 1 Corinthians 12:13.  In that passage Paul points out that the human body has many limbs, but the limbs, in spite of their number, make up only one body.  The same, he says, is true of Christ: “For in one Spirit were we all baptized into (that is, so as to make) one body, whether Jews or Gentiles, whether bond or free.”  In other words Baptism has incorporated the faithful into the Body of Christ, it has made them into the Body of Christ.

An equally significant text is Galatians 3:26. The whole passage from 3:7 onwards is devoted to showing that the true children of Abraham are those who believe in Christ, and not the Jews who observe the Law.  Scripture tells us that Abraham received the promise that all nations should be blessed in him.  He received this promise because of his faith; it was given to him and to his seed.  The Scripture uses the singular number “seed,” for it refers to Christ.  The Law cannot qualify this promise, for it was merely our guide to Christ “that we might be justified by faith” (verse 24).  The Law has now fulfilled its role: “After the faith is come, we are no longer under a pedagogue (teacher),” we are no longer subject to the Law (verse 25).  Now it is true that, “you are all the children of God, by faith in Christ Jesus” (verse 26).

To demonstrate this point he refers to Baptism in the following verses. These are the important verses for the present purpose:

“For as many of you as have been baptized in Christ have put on Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek: there is neither bond nor free: there is neither male nor female. For you are all one in Christ Jesus. And if you be Christ’s, then are you the seed of Abraham, heirs according to the promise” (Gal 3:27- 29). We may paraphrase the thought in the following manner:

1. Because by Baptism Christians have put on Christ and now are in Christ, they constitute one Person with Christ (“one in Christ”) and participate in his Being. 
2. Since he is the Son of God (see Gal 1:16; 4:5), they also are “sons of God” (see Rom 8:14ff). Since Christ is the seed of Abraham to whom the promise was given, they also are the seed of Abraham and sharers in the promise.

So once again we reach the conclusion that Baptism unites men with Christ; it causes them to “be in Christ.”

Consideration of the other effects which Paul attributes to Baptism provides further proof.  He says, as we have seen, that Baptism established our union of life between man and Christ.  He also ascribes other effects to the sacrament:
a. it gives men the Spirit (of Christ)

b.  it kills the old man of sin

c.  it produces new life in man, and thereby it guarantees our resurrection from the dead. 
There is an inseparable bond between our union with Christ on the one hand, and on the other, possession of the Spirit and the new life (“Christ-life”).

Do we receive the Holy Spirit in Baptism? 

There are various texts (for example, 1 Cor 6:11; 12:13) which imply that Baptism communicates the Spirit to men.  Paul is not completely silent about this question.  It seems to me that Paul does mention the giving of the Spirit in Baptism.  In 1 Corinthians 12: 13 he says: “In one Spirit we have all been made to drink.”  This follows so closely on the reference to Baptism in the first part of the verse, that we may quite legitimately regard it as a new metaphor for the reception of the Spirit at Baptism.  There is another reference to Baptism in 1 Corinthians 6:11, where Paul says to the Corinthians: “You are washed: but you are sanctified: but you are justified: in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ and the Spirit of our God.”  He is here drawing a sharp contrast between their former life (“such some of you were”) and their present state, so it is clear that he has Baptism in mind.  In the Epistle to Titus he teaches that Christians receive the new life in Baptism through the renovation which the Holy Spirit works; he says that God saved us “by the layer of regeneration and renovation of the Holy Ghost” (Titus 3:5).

It is true that Paul does not mention Baptism when he deals expressly with the giving of the Spirit. This is true of:

Romans 5:5: “The love of God is poured forth in our hearts by the Holy Spirit who is given to us.”
Galatians 4:6: “God hath sent the Spirit of his Son into your hearts.”
Romans 8:15: “You have received the Spirit of adoption of Sons.”
We may also add the passages where it is clear that he has Baptism in mind, for example, 2 Thessalonians 2:12: “God hath chosen you first fruits unto salvation, in sanctification of the spirit.”
Galatians 3:2: “Did you receive the Spirit by the works of the law or by the hearing of faith.”
Ephesians 1:13: “In whom (that is, Christ) you also, after you had heard the word of truth (the Gospel of your salvation), in whom also believing, you were sealed with the Holy Spirit of promise.”
Finally it is noteworthy that in Galatians 3:26ff, the rights of Christians as sons and heirs are said to derive from their Baptism.
Baptism as new life

Baptism as beginning of the new life is mentioned more often and more clearly. It will be sufficient for the present purpose to select some examples.
1. Paul teaches that Baptism annihilates the old man, frees us from the body of sin, and breaks the bonds of sin. Thus Rom. 6:6: “Our old man is crucified with him, that the body of sin may be destroyed, to the end that we may serve sin no longer” (cf. Gal. 5:24: “They that are Christ’s have crucified their flesh, with the vices ”;” Rom. 6:11: “Reckon that you are dead to sin”; Col. 2:11: “In whom (that is, Christ) also you are circumcised with circumcision not made by hand in despoiling of the body of the flesh: but in the circumcision of Christ (that is, Baptism).” 
2. In addition to these effects Baptism also creates in man a new life: for man it is a resurrection, a rebirth, and it is also a pledge of the future resurrection from the dead.  Romans 6:4 tells us that because of Baptism Christians are expected to “walk in newness of life.”  They must consider themselves and act as “alive unto God” (Rom 6:11) and as “alive from the dead” (6:13).  According to Colossians 2:12ff, in virtue of their Baptism (2:11) Christians have “risen again” and have been “quickened” with Christ.  And even their bodies shall rise again, because by Baptism they have been planted with Christ who died and rose again (Rom 6:8; Phil 3:11; cf. Rom 8:17).
3. Elsewhere Paul speaks of the new life which is sent to Christians without expressly attributing it to Baptism.  But in these cases he always uses the aorist form, as in Colossians 3:1: “If you be risen with Christ;” Ephesians 2:5ff: “has quickened us together in Christ …  and has raised us up together” thereby pointing back to a particular past fact which produced the effect he speaks of. This fact can only be Baptism.
4. This new life is real “Christ-life;” it is the life of Christ Triumphant himself which fills and penetrates Christians.  Paul says this explicitly in Colossians 3:3 where he calls Christ “your life,” in Galatians 2:20 where he says: “I live, now not I: but Christ lives in me,” and in Philippians 1:21 where he declares that for him, to live is Christ.  In Paul’s teaching death to sin and the gaining of the new life is the same thing as entering upon union with Christ.

What is the relationship between Baptism and Faith?

What part does faith play in the establishment of this union with Christ?  Baptism unites us to Christ.  Our fellowship with Christ is a Baptism-fellowship and a faith-fellowship, and that Baptism is the principal element, for it is the objective means of communicating the new life. 
Paul considers union with Christ due primarily to Baptism, and it is by Baptism that we win a share in Christ’s life.  Communion in Christ is something objective which is established by God and is given in Baptism.  It is by faith that the Christian personally grasps this fellowship and develops it fully by leading a Christian life.  Our communion in Christ has to assert itself constantly against the attacks of the life of the flesh.
Moreover, the new life remains hidden until it reaches its consummation in the resurrection of the body (Col 3:2).  These two points show clearly the place of faith in the new life.  Baptism really immerses us in Christ, it incorporates us into his Body, and transfers us to a new sphere of life.  And this is never due to an act of man’s; it is always the act of God “by whom (God) you are called into the fellowship of his Son” (1 Cor 1:9); “of him are you in Christ Jesus” (1 Cor 1:30).  God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts (Gal 4:6; Rom 8:15), and has given us the pledge of the Spirit (2 Cor 1:22; 5:5).  He has raised us up to life (the new life in Christ) (Col 2:13; Eph 2:5).

It is also significant that when Paul is speaking of the origin of fellowship with Christ he generally uses the passive voice (see Rom 6:4ff; 1 Cor 12:13; Gal 2:19; Col 2:11ff; 3:1; Eph 2:10).

This conclusion might be impugned by citing texts like Galatians 3:2, 14 and 26, where Paul seems to say that we receive the Spirit – or become sons of God –  by faith. But that is not the real meaning of these texts.

In Galatians 3:2 he says explicitly that they received the Spirit by hearing the preaching of faith: “This only would I learn of you: Did you receive the Spirit by the works of the law or by the hearing of faith.”  In this passage Paul is contrasting the Old Testament with the New. “Faith” here is something objective (as in “the faith”), which Paul’s preaching had brought to the Galatians, namely the message of the salvation which Christ achieved.  As we shall soon see, faith, that is the acceptance of this message, is necessary before one can become a Christian by Baptism and by receiving the Spirit in Baptism. Exactly the same idea appears again in Galatians 3:14.
Galatians 3:26 should be translated: “You are all the children of God by faith in Christ Jesus.”  The Galatians have become sons of God by being established “in Christ.”  The phrase “by faith” simply denotes the necessary condition for incorporation in Christ.  In the verse immediately following Paul says explicitly that this incorporation is brought about by Baptism but to the exclusion of faith because Baptism cannot and is meaningless without faith: “For as many of you as have been baptized in Christ have put on Christ.” (Gal 3:27)
Colossians 2:12 does not provide an argument either.  Paul here declares that those who are buried with Christ “are risen again by the faith of the operation of God who has raised him up from the dead.”  This does not mean that faith alone is the cause which produces fellowship with Christ, for in the early part of this verse he expressly connects death and resurrection with Baptism.  Faith is mentioned here because it is the necessary condition for the reception of Baptism.

Paul teaches that the whole new life of fellowship with Christ is granted to us not by Baptism alone, but by Baptism and faith.  He bases this view on Galatians 2:20; Romans 1:17; and Ephesians 3:17.

In the Epistle to the Galatians the Apostle makes two statements.
1. He declares that because he has been crucified with Christ (2:19b) in Baptism he    no longer has a life of his own, but Christ lives in him. 
2. He also says that the life which he still lives in the flesh is led in the faith in the Son of God who delivered himself for Paul (2:20).
There is a certain polarity between these two statements, but the meaning is perfectly clear.  In Baptism the old man died and given him a new life, his present life in Christ. His everyday human life, “the life in the flesh” still continues, but it is led on a new plane, namely “in the faith.”  Faith does not establish the new life because it is the work of God in us which faith fosters and protects and develops it. In other words faith perfects the new life.  The faith to which Paul refers is the faith of one who is already baptized and justified, who has become a new creature.

In a number of places Paul summarizes the main points of his message (1 Thess 1:9 et seq.; Rom 1:3 et seq.; 1 Cor 15:1 et seq.; 2 Tim 2:8), like this:

1. The coming into the world of the eternal Son of God as the Messiah who had been awaited from the family of David (Rom 1:3; Gal 4:4; 2 Tim 2:8);
2. His death upon the Cross for sinful mankind (1 Cor 1:23; 2:2; 15:3; Gal 3:1);

3. His resurrection from the dead and his exaltation into heavenly kingship (this is the central point of Paul’s message; Rom 1:4; 4:24; 10:9; 2 Cor 4:14; 5:14 et seq.;
1 Thess 4:14; 2 Tim 2:8);

4. The expectation of the Second Coming of Christ to save his people from the threatening wrath of God (1 Thess. 1:10; Rom. 5:9; Tit. 2:13);

5. When preaching to Gentiles he stressed faith in the one true living God (1 Thess. 1:9, and the Areopagus Discourse Acts 17:22—31), who has reconciled mankind to himself through his Son Jesus Christ (Gal. 4:4; 2 Cor. 5:19 et seq.). Naturally there were other points in the Gospel which Paul preached both to Jews and Gentiles. But Paul demanded that anyone who wished to be a Christian   should accept his message and should obediently comply with the demands of the Gospel. Faith in this sense is the indispensable preliminary before anyone can be admitted to Baptism.

Furthermore, this faith necessarily leads to Baptism. And therefore, just as we can say “No Baptism without faith,” so we can also say “No (genuine) faith without Baptism.”  If it does not lead to Baptism it is not genuine faith.  Neither Paul, nor anyone else in the Apostolic teaching, knows of such a thing as a “believer” who has not been baptized (Rom 6:1ff;  l Cor 1:13-17; Gal 3:27; Eph 4:4; 5:26; Titus 3:5).  Indeed, it is instructive to observe Paul’s use of the verb “to believe:” the aorist “to become a believer” can mean “to become a Christian” (Rom 13:11; 1 Cor 3:5; 15:2; Gal 2:16; Eph 1:13); and the present can mean “to be a Christian” (the present participle appears frequently: “the faithful”, Rom 1:16; 4:11; 10:4; 1 Cor 14:22 etc.).  Also the substantive “a faith” is often used for “Christianity” (Gal 1:23; 3:23, 25; Rom 1:8; 1 Thess 1:8; 1 Cor 15:14, 17; Eph 4:5 etc.).

“To be in Christ” has for Paul the same meaning as “to be a Christian, to belong to the Church the Body of Christ.  That is why he can interchange the two ideas “to be in Christ” and “to be (live, stand) in the faith.”  In Galatians 2:20, for example, “I live in the faith” means, I live as a Christian; and “Stand fast in the faith” in 1 Cor 16:13 (similarly Col 1:23; 2:7) means, stand fast in the Lord (1 Thess 3:8; Phil 4: 1; likewise 1 Cor 1:30; Rom 16:11; Col 2:6).
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