Galatians 3:15-22
2011


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 esta​blished, so it is in this case. 
The promises were spoken to Abra​ham 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.



What, then, was the purpose of the law? It was added be​cause of transgressions until the Seed to whom the promise referred had come. The law was put into effect through angels by a mediator. 
A mediator, however, does not represent just one party; but God is one.



Is the law, therefore, opposed to the promises of God? Ab​solutely not! For if a law had been given that could impart life, then righteousness would certainly have come by the law. 
But the Scrip​ture declares that the whole world is a prisoner of sin, so that what was promised, being given through faith in Jesus Christ, might be given to those who believe.


The Lord’s apostle Paul was writing to his dear fellow believers in Galatia, or southern Asia Minor.  These were people Paul had seen a lot, since he visited them on his first, second, and third missionary journeys.  His first visit is described in some detail, as he preached in the cities of Iconium, Lystra, and Derbe.  Especially Lystra was an adventurous time.  When Paul and Barnabas arrived, they met a man “lame from birth,” Ac14v8, whom Paul healed.  The people then thought Paul and Barnabas were Greek gods come down in human form and tried to worship them.  When Paul straightened them out, their attitude changed completely, and they tried to kill Paul and Barnabas.  Paul later wrote to them, “As you know, it was because of an illness that I first preached the Gospel to you.” Ga4v11.  In that same murderous city of Lystra, Paul identified a young man, and re​turned to find him on his second missionary journey.  That young man accompanied Paul and learned from him; his name was Timothy.


Paul’s message to the people in Galatia was all about Jesus, just as it was everywhere.  Paul told them what Jesus the Savior had done for them.  He told them that they could do nothing for themselves, but must rely on what Jesus had done for them.  Jesus had kept the Law perfectly for them.  Jesus had died in their place in payment for their sins.  Eternal life was God’s gift to them through faith in Jesus.


Paul wrote this letter to the Galatians because false teachers had come into Galatia and said the opposite of what Paul had told them from God.  The false teachers said that Paul was but a beginning theologian, and only told them part of the truth.  Paul told them about Jesus, and that was all well and good, but they needed more.  They needed to keep the Law them​selves.  They especially needed to be circumcised in order to have eternal life.  This should be familiar stuff, because it is the teaching of some Chris​tian churches to this day.  They say that faith in Jesus is not enough, but our own works of one kind or another are necessary.


Paul wrote back to tell the Galatians in no uncertain terms that these false teachers were wrong, completely wrong, dead wrong.  He wrote, “Even if we or an angel from heaven should preach a gospel other than the one we preached to you, let him be eternally condemned! As we have already said, so now I say again: If anybody is preaching to you a gospel other than what you accepted, let him be eternally condemned!” Ga1v8,9.  Again, he wrote, “I, Paul, tell you that if you let yourselves be circumcised, Christ will be of no value to you at all. Again I declare to every man who lets himself be circumcised that he is obligated to obey the whole law. You who are trying to be justified by law have been alienated from Christ; you have fallen away from grace.” Ga5v2-4.

After telling them these things in very clear terms, Paul says, “Bro​thers, let me take an example from everyday life.”  Paul’s example might be understood as dealing with wills, a legal document that specifies what you want done with your things after you die.  Once you have made that will, no one else can change that will.  So with what God has done.  Once God had established the way of salvation through Jesus, no one else can change that.


But there are some difficulties for us in understanding what Paul says here.  The first difficulty has to do with chronology, a subject that many people are not very good at.  Sometimes people will ask, “How many animals of each kind did Moses take on the ark?”  The answer, of course, is none, since Moses lived a thousand years after the flood.  It was Noah who took the animals onto the ark.


Paul writes, “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 430 years measure the time between an event in Abraham’s life and an event in Moses’ life.  During Abraham’s lifetime, roughly 1877 BC, God came to Abraham with the fullest promise about the Savior.  God said to him, “Through your Seed all nations on earth will be blessed.” Gn22v18.  God was promising Abraham that the Savior of the world would be born from Abraham’s descendants, or from his seed.  That Savior would bring a blessing to everyone on earth.


Then, 430 years later in 1447 BC, God formally gave the Ten Com​mandments through Moses at Mt. Sinai, shortly after God had brought the Israelites out of Egypt through the ten plagues and the Red Sea.  The Ten Commandments repeatedly emphasize what we are to do.  “You shall not, you shall not, you shall not.”  There is a whole list of things which, if we do them, call down God’s death penalty on us.  So Paul very clearly points out that what God said through Moses does not abolish what He said 430 years earlier through Abraham.  Even though God has spoken the Ten Command​ments, still the Savior will be bringing God’s blessing to all people on earth.


The second difficulty in understanding Paul’s illustration has to do with grammar.  Today there are people who are sometimes labeled as “grammar nazis,” constantly correcting other people’s grammar.  I saw a cartoon the other day of a school marm being arrested for defacing a sign.  The sign was one of the many that asks, “Got Milk?”  She had crossed out the “got” and written in, “Do you have any” instead.  Similarly, while America’s Got Talent, it doesn’t have a lot of grammar, or it would say, America Has Talent.


Paul is not being a “grammar nazi” when he writes, “The promises were spoken to Abra​ham 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.”  He is making a point about just one letter, the letter “s,” which turns “seed” from a singular into a plural.  What’s the big deal?  Paul’s point is that that one letter gives the promise an entirely diffe​rent meaning.


If God had told Abraham, “Through your seeds all nations on earth will be blessed,” He would have been telling Abraham that all of his descendants would be a blessing.  The most prominent group of Abraham’s descendants are the Jews, although another prominent group are some of the Arabs, those who have been fighting each other as long as anyone can remember.  Paul points out that that was not God’s promise.  Paul’s words are not anti-Semitic or anti-Arab, as if he were pointing out God’s promise that Abraham’s descendants would be a curse to all people on earth.  Nei​ther Paul or God were saying anything about Jews or Arabs.  Rather, the word is singular, talking about only one Seed or Descendant from Abraham.  That one special Descendant is the Lord Jesus.  He has brought a blessing to all people on earth.


The third difficulty in understanding the illustration Paul uses is getting his meaning, something we work at all our lives.  Since God pro​mised the Savior through Abraham and even earlier, why did He give the Law through Moses?  Paul writes, “What, then, was the purpose of the law? It was added be​cause of transgressions until the Seed to whom the promise referred had come.”  God’s Law shows us our transgressions, it shows us our sins, and thus our need for the Savior.  But the promised Seed, the Savior, has come.  He has fulfilled the Law for us.  He has paid for our breaking the Law.


Paul concludes, “Is the law, therefore, opposed to the promises of God? Ab​solutely not! For if a law had been given that could impart life, then righteousness would certainly have come by the law. But the Scrip​​ture declares that the whole world is a prisoner of sin, so that what was promised, being given through faith in Jesus Christ, might be given to those who believe.”  No law can give life, although the law does promise life to those who keep the law.  Since no one can keep the law, no law does give life.  Even the law about circumcision does not give life.  Rather, the Savior Jesus gives life.  He gives eternal life to all who believe.


The message that Paul wrote to the ancient Galatians is still the latest and greatest information about us to this day.  Paul is writing God’s message to us as well.  We are still under God’s Law, that is, obliged to obey it, which we cannot.  Therefore, we must turn to the Savior, who has fulfilled the Law for us and freed us from the Law.  Then, out of love for that Savior, we can turn back to the Law and find ways to please and thank our Savior.  Paul distinguishes these as being “under the Law,” “freed from the Law,” and “in the Law,” 1Cor9v21. Amen.
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