Textual analysis Galatians 3:1-9
I have chosen these verses because I am interested in Paul the human as opposed to St Paul, pillar of the early church. The style and content of the letter provide a fascinating insight into Paul’s character and concerns.
These verses come from the main body of the letter to the Galatians. It is widely agreed that the author is Paul as conveyed by the initial greeting.[footnoteRef:1] Written approximately mid-1st century C.E,[footnoteRef:2] the letter is addressed ‘To the churches of Galatia’(1:2). Different theories exist as to who these Galatians are. Galatians/Gauls were an ethnic group of Celts who had established themselves in central Asia Minor (Turkey) several hundred years earlier, and later came under the rule of Rome. But by Paul’s time, the Roman administrative area of Galatia was much bigger – stretching from Paphlagonia in the north, to the southern coast.[footnoteRef:3] In Acts 18:23 it is reported that Paul ‘went from town to town through the region of Galatia’ and so this letter, it can be assumed, was for the ears of churches in the region previously established by the author. The hearers would be influenced by Greek/Roman culture and practices of the day. [1:   Hans D. Betz, Galatians: A Commentary on Paul’s Letter to the Churches in Galatia (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1979), p. 1.]  [2:  Peter Oakes, Galatians: Paideia Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2015), p.4.]  [3:  Oakes, Galatians, pp.16-19.] 

Galatians follows to some extent the structure of a Greek letter, with opening greetings, then the main body and finally closing words. After the initial greetings to the Galatians, Paul abruptly turns to why he is writing to them – he is shocked to hear that they are already ‘turning to a different gospel’ (1:6). Those that are persuading them seem to be Christ-believers of Jewish descent as they are preaching the need for circumcision, in line with Jewish law (5:1-7). Faith versus adherence to Jewish laws is a central theme of the letter, a conflict which seems to be caused by his rivals’ teachings. The first two chapters provide some autobiographical details of Paul’s earlier life; his devotion to Judaism, his persecution of the church, and his divine calling as an apostle of Jesus Christ to the Gentiles. Paul makes clear that his mission to the Gentiles has been validated by the Jerusalem leaders (2:7) and aligns himself with the crucified Christ, stating Christ ‘lives in me’ (2:20). Thus, he is someone to be trusted.
This section of the letter can be split into three parts. Verse 1 presents the problem. The Galatians have been hoodwinked and have been led astray by someone. They have forgotten the evidence of the crucified Christ. Verses 2-5 bombard the hearers with multiple rhetorical questions. These questions draw attention to their foolishness and place the Spirit in opposition to the law, and to the flesh. Paul reminds them of the Spirit’s miraculous power. Verses 6-9 form the beginning of an extensive section focused on Abraham as an exemplar of faith. As Abraham’s children, his Gentile hearers have access to God’s blessing.
Beginning with ‘You foolish Galatians!’ or ‘O foolish Galatians!’,[footnoteRef:4] Paul shows his immense frustration and disappointment in his audience. He has just spent the previous section explaining how he has ‘died to the law’ (2:19) and concluded that justification through the law equals a pointless and wasted death by Christ. This sets up his audience for their blunt reprimand. It is an emotional and forceful ‘wakeup call’ as he sees them sleep-walking away from his gospel. Paul is not unknown for his use of dramatic and forceful language[footnoteRef:5] and this section alone is full to overflowing with impassioned rhetoric. This type of speech would be a familiar tool to teachers and preachers of the time,[footnoteRef:6] and so was perhaps less shocking and less insulting to his audience, than to our modern ears. His first question of this section immediately follows, ‘Who has bewitched you?’ It is interesting to note that Paul uses ‘who’ rather than ‘what’, thus pointing to other leaders bearing responsibility for peddling an alternative gospel. The beginning of the letter (1:6-9) clearly implicates those teachers as the culprits. Paul’s use of magical imagery can be viewed as a rhetorical technique[footnoteRef:7] used by writers to show the craftiness of their opponent, but it can also be interpreted more literally.[footnoteRef:8] N Webb gives some background details of the Galatians’ world influenced by gods, good and evil forces, all doing battle. This was a real concern to citizens wanting protection from malevolent spirits. The verb ‘bewitched’ baskainó would have been familiar to Paul’s audience, and implied being given ‘the evil eye’.[footnoteRef:9] It was believed that humans were able to cast a harmful spell over someone just by a look. Envy was associated with this ‘ability’,[footnoteRef:10] and so whether Paul meant a literal ‘bewitching’, or was just being dramatic, it would still imply that his opponents had unworthy characteristics such as jealousy fuelling their actions. Might they be envious of him and his influence, or of the Galatians and their freedom from the constraints of the Jewish laws? It is interesting to note that the evil eye is alluded to elsewhere in the letter[footnoteRef:11] as are envy and sorcery (5:19-21) when listed amongst the vices of ‘the flesh’. [4:  Bible Hub, ‘Interlinear Bible’, https://biblehub.com/interlinear/galatians/3.htm, 2 April 2023, ‘O foolish Galatians’ in the Greek and in other translations such as KJV and ASV.]  [5:  Lauri Thurén, 'Rhetoric and Argumentation in the Letters of Paul', in Matthew V. Novenson, and R. Barry Matlock (eds), The Oxford Handbook of Pauline Studies (online edn, Oxford Academic, 2014), https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199600489.013.006,  2 April 2023.]  [6:  Hans D. Betz, Galatians, p. 130 and Steven Muir, ‘Vivid Imagery in Galatians 3:1—Roman Rhetoric, Street Announcing, Graffiti, and Crucifixions’, Biblical Theology Bulletin, 44.2 (2014), p. 77.]  [7:  Betz, Galatians, p.131.]  [8:  Natalie Webb, ‘Powers and Protection in Pompeii and Paul’ in Early Christianity in Pompeian Light: People, Texts, Situations (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2016), p. 93. ]  [9:  Oakes, Galatians, pp. 101-102.]  [10:  Bruce W. Longenecker, ‘“Until Christ Is Formed in You”: Suprahuman Forces and Moral Character in Galatians’, The Catholic Biblical Quarterly, 61.1 (1999), pp. 93-94.]  [11:  B. Longenecker, p. 96.] 

Paul begins his next statement regarding the crucifixion of Christ with, ‘It was before your eyes’. Paul together with his Galatian hearers had not witnessed Christ’s death on the cross, but they would be able to draw on their own experience under Roman rule as its use was common practice. Crucifixion provided a stark warning to the people not to cross their rulers, sometimes taking place in arenas alongside other spectacles for ‘entertainment’.[footnoteRef:12] Paul reminding them of Christ being ‘publicly exhibited as crucified’ would no doubt ignite their imaginations. He is likely referring his audience to his previous encounter with them when this key event would have been described. In his commentary, Betz talks of the techniques used by teachers and preachers to bring their oratory to life, making it memorable and impactful.[footnoteRef:13] With Paul’s vivid use of language throughout the letter and the way he refers here to the portrayal of the crucifixion, it is easy to imagine how dramatically he would have portrayed Christ’s death in the first instance, making it seem as if they were indeed actual witnesses. And yet it all seems forgotten. Paul pushes home the centrality of Christ here and throughout the letter (Christos being the most frequent word when compared to other re-occurring word groups).[footnoteRef:14]  Christ, and justification through God’s grace is central to Paul’s gospel. If he can convey the gravity of this to the Galatians, then false teachings can be countered. The power of the cross will also protect against any ‘bewitching’ forces. [12:  S. Muir, ‘Vivid Imagery in Galatians 3:1’, pp. 82-83.]  [13:  Betz, Galatians, p.131.]  [14:  Oakes, Galatians, p.6.] 

In this next section (3:2-5), Paul draws attention to the gift of the Spirit and how the Galatians originally received it. He gives them two options. They gained this gift through keeping ‘the law’ – plainly not, or, through their belief in Paul’s gospel, namely faith in Christ and his sacrificial death as previously vividly portrayed to them. First, Paul links the Spirit to his gospel, then in opposition to ‘the flesh’ and foolishness (v. 3), and finally evidences its power through miraculous phenomena setting the Spirit in opposition to ‘works of the law’(v. 5). For the early Christ-believers, receiving of the Spirit was seen as a key event. Indeed, in Romans 8:9 Paul writes that ‘anyone who does not have the Spirit of Christ does not belong to him’. Having the Spirit meant freedom, adoption into God’s family (4:6-8), God given super-natural power, and desirable character traits as listed in the ’fruit’ of chapter 5. Here Paul reminds his audience that it is he who provided them with the knowledge of this powerful life-changing gift. He reminds them of their own experiences of receiving the Spirit when they first became Christ-believers. Whatever laws they were now being persuaded to keep, and however stringently they tried to adhere to those laws, this would still leave them outside of God’s family, so how could this compare to the gift they already had of the Spirit? Their tendency towards an inferior gospel seems to the apostle, absurd. A few verses later, he will go even further, referring to the law as a curse (v. 14). After re-iterating their foolishness at the beginning of verse 3, Paul concludes that they must now be under the influence of ‘the flesh’.  ‘The flesh’ here could be referring to specifically circumcision, as Paul has spent much of the previous chapter telling his audience what happened with Titus in Jerusalem, and about the agreement that he (Paul) was ‘entrusted with the gospel for the uncircumcised’ (2:7). However, perhaps more likely is a dual idea of ‘flesh’ encompassing both circumcision and a general weakness/waywardness of character. In her book ‘Galatians Re-Imagined’[footnoteRef:15] Kahl shows how the people of Galatia were perceived. The depictions of them, whether it be through sculpture, art or writing, showed Galatians as law-breaking troublemakers, invaders to be supressed by Rome. Paul setting ‘the flesh’ in opposition to the Spirit would also be aware of, and perhaps influenced by the less than complimentary reputation of Galatian people. This could heighten his fear for the churches in Galatia and his expectation of their failure to adhere to his gospel. Later in his letter, Paul will take time to list specific ‘works of the flesh’ (5:19-21) and contrast them to Spirit inspired behaviours. It is interesting to note that verse 3 can also be translated as ‘by the flesh’[footnoteRef:16] or ‘in the flesh’ and ‘in the Spirit’, rather than ‘with’. The preposition ‘by’ emphasises the role of the flesh in luring away the Galatians, and ‘in’ highlights the encompassing nature of both the flesh (including literal incision for circumcision)[footnoteRef:17] and the Spirit, with the hearers fully enveloped by one and not the other. However broad or specific the intended meaning, the division between these two states is exaggerated using the antonyms - ‘starting’ and ‘ending’ in verse 3, ‘doing’ works of the law versus ‘believing’ Paul’s message (v. 2), and then lived ‘experience’ versus ‘nothing’ (v. 4).  [15:  Brigitte Kahl, Galatians Re-Imagined : Reading with the Eyes of the Vanquished (Augsburg Fortress Publishers, 2010), pp. 31-76.]  [16:  Bible Hub, ‘sarki’, https://biblehub.com/greek/sarki_4561.htm, 20 February 2023, the Greek Concordance, NAS and KJV has ‘by’, and INT ‘in’.]  [17:  John Paul Heil, Galatians: Worship for Life by Faith in the Crucified and Risen Lord, 1st edn (Bristol: The Lutterworth Press, 2021), p.62.] 

The rhetorical question, ‘Did you experience so much for nothing’ (v. 4) may be referring to their experience in the Spirit made available to them via Paul’s ministry. The ‘experience’ would then be something positive that he is bringing to their minds, the transformative power which shows itself in signs and wonders as referenced in the next verse by the miracles they have/are witnessing. However, the Greek epathete[footnoteRef:18] can be translated as ‘suffered’ or ‘endured’, and so he could here be referring to troubles and tribulations they have encountered as a result of being Christ-believers. Oakes makes the point that when compared to its use in other Pauline epistles, ‘suffered’ maybe more likely.[footnoteRef:19] Also, there is an expectation that Christ-believers will suffer (see 2 Corinthians 11:23-33 and Paul’s own suffering). Whether the Galatians are being instructed to recall their negative or positive experiences as Christ-believers, either way they are turning to ‘a different gospel’ (1:6). However, the end of verse 4 allows a little positivity to enter this sustained accusatory section. With the words ‘if it really was for nothing’, Paul seems to allow himself hope that perhaps these Galatians may not after all, be a completely lost cause. [18:  Bible Hub, ‘epathete’, https://biblehub.com/greek/epathete_3958.htm, 20 February 2023, KJV translates ‘Have ye suffered’.]  [19:  Oakes, Galatians, p.104.] 

How the Galatians responded to this criticism, we can only guess. Verse 5 begins ‘Well then’[footnoteRef:20] and one can imagine Paul sighing as he presents the final question, a reiteration of that in verse 2. How did they receive the Spirit, through doing the ‘works of the law’ or by faith? But now extra detail is added, the source of the Spirit is identified as God and the outworking of the Spirit shows in the form of miracles. The question has also transitioned from the past tense in verse 2 to the present continuous tense. They received the Spirit through faith, not through works of the law and they continue by faith to be powered by the Spirit evidenced by miracles, and not by doing the works of the law. Choosing dramatic spiritual activity to demonstrate the Spirit’s presence, rather than more general ethical behaviours, ensures that Paul’s hearers remember they are connected to the highest supernatural power. Paul in his ministry has encountered many miraculous ‘signs and wonders’.[footnoteRef:21] If the Galatians stay loyal to God’s power, they will be protected from ‘the evil eye’ and other malevolent forces and continue to experience Spirit fuelled phenomena. Although two possible answers are given, again there is only really one logical choice. They do not need any extra insurance policy in the form of keeping the Jewish laws or being circumcised. The key requirement is ‘believing what you heard’, or ‘hearing with faith’.[footnoteRef:22] Faith – pistis and law – nomos are two of the most frequently occurring word groups in this letter[footnoteRef:23] and the autobiographical details preceding this chapter have already showed the law as enslaving (1:4), leading to persecution by Paul himself (1:13-15), leading to hypocricy in the case of Peter (2:13) and without power to justify (2:21). Faith however, has been portrayed as freeing (2:4), transformative (1:23), essential and sufficient (2:15-17).  [20:  Bible Gateway, ‘Galatians’, https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=galatians+3&version=KJV, 3 March 2023, KJV has ‘Know ye therefore’, NIV ‘So again’.]  [21:  See for example 1 Corinthians 12 – healing, miracles and speaking in tongues.]  [22:  Bible Gateway, ‘Galatians 3’, https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Galatians+3&version=NASB, 18 March 2023.]  [23:  Oakes, Galatians, p. 6.] 

The final section verses 6 – 9, turns the spotlight away from the Galatian believers, and towards evidence from scripture to support Paul’s argument regarding faith. Abraham is given as the example. Verse 6 begins with the conjunction ‘Just as’, thus connecting the previous section and the Galatians ‘believing what you heard’ to Abraham who ‘believed God’. Verse 7 similarly uses ‘so you see’ to link the Galatian Christ-believers back to Abraham.[footnoteRef:24] Heil[footnoteRef:25] draws attention to a symmetrical word pattern across verses 6 -9 based on Abraham and blessing, showing the Gentiles blessed in and with Abraham (8b and 9a). Oakes meanwhile[footnoteRef:26] draws attention to trust/believe (pist) occurring five times in verses 6-9. This use of symmetry, repetition, linking forward and back in the letter all serve to emphasise Paul’s argument. [24:  Oakes, Galatians, p. 104.]  [25:  John Paul Heil, Galatians, p. 67.]  [26:  Oakes, Galatians, p.105.] 

The quote from Genesis 15:6 that Abraham ‘believed God and it was reckoned to him as righteousness’ (v. 6) would be familiar to Jewish Christ-believers and teachers advocating the need for circumcision and keeping of the Jewish laws. They too would look to scripture for evidence to back their argument. Dunn points out that Christ-believers in the Galatian churches who were “attracted by the appeal of traditional Judaism”[footnoteRef:27] would expect arguments to be based on scripture. Taking his audience back to the earliest scriptures to Abraham, first patriarch of the Jewish people, enables Paul to justify his stance on faith over works of the law. It is interesting to note that at that point in Genesis, Abraham was not yet circumcised, and the Mosaic laws had yet to be given. Faith alone made Abraham righteous in God’s eyes. The use of ‘reckoned to him’ elogisthē has overtones of a financial transaction[footnoteRef:28] but Abraham’s ‘transaction’ occurs without any law adherence or work done on his part.[footnoteRef:29] In verse 7 Paul says that for ‘those who believe’ or ‘those of faith,’[footnoteRef:30] they too are children of Abraham. Despite not being of ethnic descent, they are still included in God’s covenant with Abraham that promised him numerous descendants.  [27:  James D.G. Dunn, The Epistle to Galatians: Black’s New Testament Commentaries (London: A&C Black, 1993), p. 160.]  [28:  Bible Hub, ‘elogisthē’, https://biblehub.com/greek/elogisthe__3049.htm, 18 March 2023, can be translated as credited/accounted to.]  [29:  In Romans 4 vv. 1-5 Paul will again use this quote within an expanded example of Abraham’s belief resulting in justification, without recourse to works.]  [30:  Bible Hub, ‘Interlinear Bible’, https://biblehub.com/interlinear/galatians/3.htm, 22 March 2022.] 

At the beginning of verse 8, Paul uses an interesting turn of phrase, ‘scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles’. He gives scripture the ability to look forward in time to ‘see’ that Gentiles would have access to justification because of the crucified Christ. The scripture makes the gospel visible to Abraham before the cross has taken place. This verse provides the second quote based on scripture when God tells Abraham that ‘All the Gentiles shall be blessed in you’ (see Gen 18:18 and 22:18). However, as pointed out by Betz[footnoteRef:31] Paul does not quote ‘word for word’ from scripture. Is Paul here using a slightly modified version of scripture to suit his argument? Saying that the Gentiles will be blessed ‘in’ Abraham en soi rather than ‘by’ Abraham is comparable to Christ ‘in me’ en emoi (2:20).[footnoteRef:32] Not only are they descendants of Abraham, but he now cements that relationship by placing them within Abraham.  [31:  Betz, Galatians, p. 142.]  [32:  Bible Hub, ‘Interlinear Bible’, https://biblehub.com/interlinear/galatians/3.htm, 2 April 2023, see also reference to ‘in the Spirit’ and ‘in the flesh’ as mentioned earlier concerning v. 3 and 3:28 ‘all of you are one in Christ’.] 

The theme of Abrahamic blessings introduced here for the first time in the letter, will a little while later be placed in contrast to the ‘curse of the law’ (v. 13), but for the moment Paul concludes this section by connecting Abraham, his trust, and his blessing with the Galatians’ faith and resultant blessing. This positive end of faith and blessing is in stark contrast to the fiery language of accusations of bewitchment that began this section. ‘Blessing’ can be defined in the OT as ‘a favour bestowed by God’,[footnoteRef:33] such as a bountiful harvest, health (see Exodus 23:25), and for Abraham, offspring. In the NT, it takes on a spiritual meaning as when Jesus blesses the disciples before ascending to heaven (Luke 14:50-51). This is therefore a double win for the Galatian Christ-believers. Through faith they gain both physically and spiritually. Oakes suggests the final phrase of verse 9 should be translated ‘along with the trusting Abraham’,[footnoteRef:34] that is, he didn’t just believe God, but also remained faithful to him. Therefore, the Galatians are reminded one more time of their need to remain loyal to God and Paul’s gospel to receive a gracious blessing. [33:  W. R. F. Browning, Dictionary Of The Bible; the Essential Guide to Biblical Themes, Places and Characters (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996) p. 47.]  [34:  Oakes, Galatians, p. 108.] 

In conclusion, through these verses we see Paul’s passion for his ministry, his frustration as to what has happened in his absence and his ability to tackle head on, the perceived problem, namely a drifting away from his gospel based on faith alone. An explosive mix of suspicion of other teachers and love for his ‘little children’ (4:19) fuels the insults, accusations and scriptural arguments. The ‘either/or’ rhetoric leaves no middle ground for his audience, they ought to remain loyal to him and only disaster awaits those drawn to law-based teachings. It would no doubt provoke discussion among the believers whose varying degrees of adherence and loyalty to Jewish beliefs and practices together with Greek and Roman influences of a spirit world doing battle, made safe navigation through the physical world and into the hereafter, a confusing and precarious business. 
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