Fighting for Freedom #9

“Putting the Law in Its Proper Place”

Galatians 3:15-25


So far in our study of Galatians, we have seen that Paul is literally fighting for the freedom of his converts to Christ. He had personally proclaimed to them to good news that Jesus Christ had come to earth, died on the cross, and in doing so He paid the debt for their sin. By trusting in Him, they could find forgiveness of sin and a new life in the Spirit as a member of the family of God. But after his departure, a group of people called Judaizers (or, for our purposes, “legalists”) came in and had convinced these new believers that faith in Jesus was not enough for their salvation. They had to follow the Jewish laws of circumcision, dietary restrictions, Sabbath rules, and the like. Unless the kept the law, they were told, they were not truly saved.


This same legalism exists today. Many churches and preachers provide a list of do’s and don’ts by which a person either gets saved or stays saved. The list may differ from time to time and place to place, but the emphasis is the same: If you want God to be pleased, you must do certain things and not do other things. Our standing before God, then, is based on what we do (or don’t do).


All religion is based on this premise, but Christianity is different. Religion stresses what man must do, while Christianity is based on what Christ has done. God has done for us what we could not do for ourselves, and He requires us to trust in what He has done…and nothing else.


This controversy continues to the present. Walter Kaiser observes,

Few areas of biblical theology are more difficult and engender more heat than the relationship of the gospel of promise to the law of God. However, the problem seems to rest more with the way we in contemporary times understand how the law in the Old Testament related to the promise of the gospel than with the way the gospel relates to the law in the New Testament.


In the first half of Galatians chapter three, Paul proves from the Scriptures that salvation has always been by grace through faith, and never by man’s efforts or works. It is all about the promise of God, not the performance of man. Kaiser points out, “Few chapters in the New Testament have so many references and such a strong emphasis on the ‘promise’ as does the third chapter of Galatians.”
 If the Judaizers appealed back to Moses, Paul appealed even further back to Abraham, the undisputed father of the Jewish people. Years before circumcision, dietary and Sabbath rules, and the rest of the law of Moses had been given, Abraham “believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness” (Genesis 15:6), meaning that he was justified by faith. This teaching is encapsulated in Habakkuk 2:4, “The just shall live by faith.”
Now the apostle anticipates the probable argument the Judaizers would likely make against what he has just proved. “﻿Very well,﻿” they would argue. “﻿But granted that Abraham and his pre-Sinai descendants were saved by faith, it is obvious that when God gave the law to Moses, the basis of salvation changed. A new covenant was made and a new means of salvation was then established. After Moses, the basis of salvation became law in place of faith or at least as a necessary supplement to faith. The covenant with Moses annulled and supplanted the covenant with Abraham, a temporary measure God provided until He gave Moses the more perfect and complete covenant of law. Abraham and others who lived before the law saved by faith only because they did not have the law. Why else would God have given the Mosaic covenant of law?﻿” It is that anticipated, imaginary argument that Paul answers in ﻿3:15–22﻿.
 And the way Paul hammers home God’s plan of free salvation is, again, from the Old Testament.

The Judaizers were charging that Paul had introduced a new, deficient plan of salvation. In fact, Paul was not introducing anything new at all! His gospel, as it turns out, was no different than what God had originally given for persons to be saved in the Old Testament.
 In this last half of Galatians three, Paul puts the law in its proper place.

The Predecessor to the Law


Paul begins in verse 15, “Brothers, let me take an example from everyday life. Just as no one can set aside or add to a human covenant that has been duly established, so it is in this case.” The King James Version of this verse reads, “Brethren, I speak after the manner of men…” which can be confusing. Paul is simply following the example of Jesus when our Lord taught by parables: He is taking some ordinary, earthly example in order to explain an extraordinary, spiritual truth. The everyday example he uses is a legal agreement. Some scholars debate whether Paul was referring to a contract or to a will, but the same principle applies in both cases, so it doesn’t really matter which one he meant. The principle is this: Once two parties conclude an agreement, a third party cannot come along years later and change that agreement. The only persons who can change an original agreement are the persons who made it. To add anything to it or take anything from it would be illegal.


Paul goes on in verses 16-18,

The promises were spoken to Abraham and to his seed. The Scripture does not say “and to seeds,” meaning many people, but “and to your seed,” meaning one person, who is Christ. What I mean is this: The law, introduced 430 years later, does not set aside the covenant previously established by God and thus do away with the promise. For if the inheritance depends on the law, then it no longer depends on a promise; but God in his grace gave it to Abraham through a promise.

The key term here is “promise.” What promise? That through Abraham and his seed all the nations of the earth would be blessed. Yes, Paul was very much aware that God was promising Abraham a family (at this time he had no children) and that his descendents would inherit the land (of which Abraham owned none). But this was not the full extent, or even the full intent, of the promise. Indeed, it could not have been, for God said that in Abraham’s seed all the families of the earth would be blessed, and how could the whole world be blessed through Jews living in the land of Canaan? God’s purpose was not just to give the land of Canaan to the Jews, but to give salvation (a spiritual inheritance) to believers who are in Christ.
 Paul’s argument is not concerned with the fact that Abraham’s descendants became a nation, a nation that has persisted through the centuries. It is concerned with the fact that God’s chosen one, the Christ, appeared in due course through that nation and that the covenant God made centers on Him.
 God’s purpose was not merely to give blessings to the Jewish nation, but to give blessings through the Jewish nation to the whole world. (As Christians we need to be reminded that God’s purpose has not changed; He is more interested in blessing others through us than in giving blessings to us.)


Ultimately, this promise to Abraham to bless the whole world through his people was fulfilled when Jesus Christ was born as a Jew (a physical descendent of Abraham) and offered salvation to all men through His death and resurrection. This salvation is only accessible by grace through faith, just as it has always been. Even this covenant with Abraham did not establish the principle of salvation by faith but only verified and typified it. From the time of Adam’s fall, faith had been the only means of man’s becoming right with God.

Paul’s point here is that the promise to Abraham was the predecessor to the law. He states that the law was introduced 430 years after the promise in verse 17. This has puzzled Bible students for many years. From Abraham’s call (Gen. 12) to Jacob’s arrival in Egypt (Gen. 46) is 215 years. But Moses tells us that Israel sojourned in Egypt 430 years (Ex. 12:40); so the total number of years from Abraham’s call to the giving of the Law is 645 years, not 430. The length of the stay in Egypt is recorded also in Genesis 15:13 and Acts 7:6, where the round figure of 400 years is used. Several solutions have been offered to this puzzle, but perhaps the most satisfying is this: Paul is counting from the time Jacob went into Egypt, when God appeared to him and reaffirmed the covenant (Gen. 46:1-4). The 430 years is the time from God’s confirmation of His promise to Jacob until the giving of the Law at Sinai.


At any rate, Paul’s point is that the grace of God predates the law of God. The good news of salvation by grace is not a new idea. Grace did not come along as God’s “new and improved” plan of salvation after the law failed. Grace is older than law! 


Allow me to make one point here. THERE IS NO SUCH THING AS AN AGE OF LAW. ALL OF HUMAN HISTORY HAS BEEN THE AGE OF GRACE! This idea that the Old Testament was the era of law and the New Testament is the era of grace has no biblical merit! Law and grace are not distinct periods of history; they are intricate parts of God’s plan throughout all time and equally apply to every person!


John Stott puts it well,
The whole Bible from Genesis to Revelation tells the story of God’s sovereign purpose of grace, His master-plan of salvation through Christ. Here the apostle Paul, with a breadth of vision which leaves us far behind, brings together Abraham, Moses and Jesus Christ. In eight short verses he spans about 2,000 years. He surveys practically the whole Old Testament landscape. He presents it like a mountain range, whose highest peaks are Abraham and Moses, and whose Everest is Jesus Christ. He shows how God’s promise to Abraham was confirmed by Moses and fulfilled in Christ. He teaches the unity of the Bible, especially the Old and New Testaments.

Now Paul elaborates his theme and shows that this progression from the promise through the law to the fulfilment of the promise is more than the history of the Old Testament and of the Jewish nation. It is the biography of every man, at least of every Christian man. Everybody is either held captive by the law because he is still awaiting the fulfilment of the promise or delivered from the law because he has inherited the promise. More simply, everybody is living either in the Old Testament or in the New, and derives his religion either from Moses or from Jesus. In the language of this paragraph, he is either ‘under law’ or ‘in Christ’.
 


My only objection to that statement is the idea that the religion of Moses was legalism. That is not, and never was, true. Moses did not teach salvation by keeping the law. The law never made such an offer! Nowhere in Scripture did God establish a way of salvation based on man’s performance. Legalism was a later invention by Jewish rabbis between the Old and New Testaments that confused what the law itself taught.


The problem comes in, as Paul anticipates in verse 21, if one sets the law of God and the grace of God as opposed to each other. How can this be? After all, the God who gave the promise to Abraham and the God who gave the law to Moses are the same God! We cannot set Abraham and Moses, the promise and the law, against each other, accepting the one and rejecting the other (just as we cannot set Paul and James against each other, as some scholars have tried to do). If God is the author of both, He must have had some purpose for both.

The Purpose of the Law


This brings us to Paul’s second point in this passage, the purpose of the law. If God always intended to give the blessing by grace, as he had done with Abraham and as he had promised to do with Abraham’s descendants, then why did he later give the law to his people? Paul says it was added; it was something extra, something in addition to the covenant made with the patriarch; it was an addition, not a substitute. The expression indicates that the promise was the primary thing; the law was simply a supplement to the promise.
 Law and grace were never meant to be equals; grace is always supreme.


Paul asks in verse 21, “Is the law, therefore, opposed to the promises of God?” The way I hear and read most preachers and scholars today, you would think the answer would be, “Yes.” But what does Paul say? “Absolutely not!” The apostle’s answer is an emphatic. The idea that there should be contradictions in what God does is preposterous. In Paul’s thinking the law could not possibly be in contradiction of the promises of God. It is the same God who gave the law and made the promises. The law and the promises have different functions, but that does not place them in contradiction.


Simply put, God gave the law for two reasons: to point out sin, and to point to the Savior. Paul writes in verse 19, “What, then, was the purpose of the law? It was added because of transgressions until the Seed to whom the promise referred had come.” He had already established in this passage that the “Seed” referred to Christ. I like how the New American Standard Bible renders the first phrase: The law was added “for the sake of defining transgressions.” The law lets us know what sin is.


For example, if I am driving along a country highway, I do not know what the speed limit is. I may think that it should be 45 or 55 or 75, but my opinion does not make it so. But if, as I near a town, I pass a sign that says, “Speed Limit: 30,” now I know what the law is. If I drive faster than 30, I am breaking the law.


Let’s say that as you were leaving church this evening, at the bottom of the ramp two county deputies were waiting for you. Once they establish your identity, they say, “You are under arrest. You need to come with us.” What would be your first question? “Why am I being arrested? What law did I break?” Without law, there is no guilt.

The function of the law was never to provide salvation; it was to convince us of the need of it.
 It was given to reveal sin, not to remove sin. It was not given to keep man from sin because sin had already come.
 Again, Stott says it so well, “The purpose of the law was, as it were, to lift the lid off man’s respectability and disclose what he is really like underneath—sinful, rebellious, guilty, under the judgment of God, and helpless to save himself.”


This is where we see the second purpose of the law. Not only does it point out sin, but it points to the Savior. The law shows the sinner his guilt, and grace shows him the forgiveness he can have in Christ. The law is “holy, just, and good,” but we are unholy, unjust, and bad. The law does not make us sinners; it reveals to us that we already are sinners. James points out that the law is a mirror that helps us see our “dirty faces”—but you do not wash your face with the mirror! It is grace that provides the cleansing through the blood of Jesus Christ.
 You see, even the law flowed from God’s grace, because it prepared us to receive the Lord Jesus Christ when He came.
 Far from contradicting grace, the law cooperates with grace in fulfilling God’s purpose of salvation. While law and grace seem to be contrary to one another, if you go deep enough, you will discover that they actually complement one another.
 

The Parameters of the Law


Paul concludes the section with the parameters (or limitations) of the law. He does so by using an illustration that was familiar to his readers, but often misunderstood by modern readers. He speaks of a paidagōgos in verse 24, which some English versions translate “schoolmaster.” This is where the confusion arises, because that was not what Paul had in mind.
In many Roman and Greek households, well-educated slaves took the children to and from school and watched over them during the day. Sometimes they would teach the children, sometimes they would protect and prohibit, and sometimes they would even discipline. He was often harsh to the point of cruelty, and is usually depicted in ancient drawings with a rod or cane in his hand. J. B. Phillips thinks that the modern equivalent is “a strict governess.” A child in that era looked forward to the day when he or she would be freed from their paidagōgos, meaning that they were adults.
By using this illustration, Paul is saying several things about the Jews and their law. First, he is saying that the Jews were not born through the Law, but rather were brought up by the law. The slave was not the child’s father; he was the child’s guardian and disciplinarian. So, the law did not give life to Israel; it regulated life. The Judaizers taught that the law was necessary for life and righteousness, and Paul’s argument shows their error.
 

In a personal way throughout all times, before faith comes, every person is, in the deepest sense, kept in custody under the law of God and the burden of sin. Every human being either continuously lives as a captive slave chained under the judgment of God’s immutable, universal law, the demands of which he must pay by eternal death and hell, or he lives by faith as utterly free from judgment as a redeemed child of God under His sovereign and eternal grace.
 “Law” and “grace” are not periods of history from one point in time to another. Every person outside of Christ is under the law, meaning that they are guilty before God as sinners and face the curse of the law. But those who by faith accept the grace of God through Christ are no longer under the conviction of the law as sinners nor the condemnation of the law, doomed to an eternity in hell.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote,
It is only when one submits to the law that one can speak of grace, and only when one sees the anger and wrath of God hanging like grim realities over the head of one’s enemies that one can know something of what it means to love them and forgive them. I don’t think it is Christian to want to get to the New Testament too soon and too directly.

The law was never a substitute for or barrier to faith. Under Moses, a Jew could be saved by faith and counted righteous by God, just as Abraham and many others had believed and been saved. They looked forward to the Savior, as we look back.
But despite the fact that they could not keep the law, most Jews rejected the way of faith. They began to play mental games with themselves, devising traditions they were able to keep in order to convince themselves they could attain salvation.
 That was the beginning of legalism, and it was that legalism that Paul fought against so vigorously.

That battle still rages today. As Chuck Swindoll observes, “I am continually amazed how many people I meet who are still trying to pick up the tab when it has already been paid in full.”
 He goes on to add,

While we will accept the fact that he paid the price for our sin at salvation, we continually have to fight the old tendency to win his favor in our day-to-day life. You don’t have to win God’s favor—you have His favor! You don’t have to earn His love; you have it now and forever!


That is what it means to live by grace through faith. It is not about what we do; it is all about what Christ has done. The promise made to Abraham thousands of years ago was fulfilled through Jesus Christ, and through Him all the peoples of the world can be blessed. 


Too many people misunderstand the purpose and place of God’s law. Some say that we must obey all of God’s law to achieve or maintain His favor. That is legalism. Others say, “We are under grace—the law is gone! We do as we please!” That is license. And, as we saw last week, both are forms of spiritual stupidity.


The answer is to put the law in its proper place, as Paul did here in the third chapter of Galatians. Understand the purpose of the law; don’t try to add or take away from what God intended for it to be. Remember that it is God’s law, so it cannot be bad. It is a part of his eternal plan.


Allow the law to point us to Christ. The law proves that we are guilty of sin, and that sin has placed us into eternal debt before God. But as the old hymn says, “Jesus paid it all.” Let Him pay the bill; quit trying to pick up the tab yourself!

CLOSING HYMN: “Jesus Paid It All”
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