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Obeying the Law, Living under Grace








Class Notes for April 9, 2019
The Apostle Paul's ministry began with his conversion in 37 AD and continued until his death in Rome around 68 AD, a period of about 30 years.  During this time he made three missionary  journeys primarily in modern day Turkey and Greece, and he made a final trip to Rome where he was martyred.  Paul brought the gospel to Jews and Gentiles through which God saved many people and established churches in these areas.  Paul was faithful to follow up with believers encouraging them to faithfulness and maturity.  Paul kept in contact with believers in the churches where he had ministered, and thirteen of his letters to them addressing issues of both doctrine and practice have been preserved for us today.   His letters to those churches continue to be foundational for sound doctrine and godly living.  While there is consistency in what Paul is teaching them and matters of general doctrine, there were specific issues to be addressed in each church.  
The churches in Galatia, southern Turkey,  were located in the cities of Pisidian Antioch (Acts 13:14), Iconium, Lystra, Derbe, Tarsus, and Syrian Antioch which became a center for Christian leadership after the stoning of Stephen.  Paul went through parts of this region on all three of his missionary journeys.  Because new believers were both Jews and Gentiles, there were serious issues to be resolved, one of which came from the Jews who were intent on continuing the requirements of the Law given through Moses.  If Christians were to abide by the Law, how much of it was still applicable?  Were the followers of Jesus part of Judaism or was Christianity new and different? 
Paul and Barnabas found themselves in great debate with Jews from Judea who were insisting that converted Gentiles be circumcised as required through the covenant God made with Abraham.  As a result, Paul and Barnabas went to Jerusalem to counsel with the other apostles and elders of the church concerning this issue.  The Jerusalem Council is recorded for us in Acts 15.  The crux of the debate was whether obedience to the Law was required for salvation, or was salvation a matter of grace which cleansed the heart by faith. How are the extremes of legalism and antinomianism (freedom for all requirements of the Law) reconciled with the teachings of Jesus?  The conclusion reached, and published, by the Council was that the Gentiles were not required to be circumcised.  However, perhaps to confirm to the Jews that freedom in Christ did not negate the Law, Gentiles were to abstain from specific pagan practices:  avoid things polluted by idols, cease sexual immorality which was part of pagan worship, and observe Jewish dietary restrictions prohibiting consumption of  blood and things strangled (from which blood had not been drained).  Lev. 3:17; 7:26; Deut. 12:16, 23. 
The Law can be understood in three parts:  The ten commandments, ceremonial law which includes ceremonial and dietary requirements, and case law which set punishments for offenses.  The decision of the Jerusalem Council would set the precedent for other questions which would arise, such as whether to eat meat offered to idols.  1 Cor. 10:18-33  The whole of the Law is lengthy and detailed.  It was never  intended to be the way for salvation, but would demonstrate that righteousness could not be achieved through works.
How are Christians to understand being liberated from the bondage and burden of the Law yet living according to the commands for holiness given by Jesus?  Paul's letter to the Galatians continues to advocate for liberty under grace while confirming the necessity of righteous living under the Law.  
Galatians 1:1-5

Greetings and the gospel
Ephesus is located centrally to the long journeys made by Paul in bringing the gospel and establishing churches.  Timothy would become the leader of this church, and later the Apostle John would spend his final days there recognized as a bishop.  Believers who knew Paul would have formed an informal network as they visited and communicated with one another.  The false apostles who were having some effect on the Christians in Corinth would have been known by other churches, and their influence may also have spread.  Perhaps that is the reason Paul began this letter affirming his apostolic authority from Jesus Christ and God the Father.  The authority and power of Paul's ministry is the same which was demonstrated by the resurrection and ascension of Jesus.
Paul's letters were often intended to be circulated among believers in other churches, with specific instructions in this regard. 2 Cor. 1:1, Col. 4:16 and 1 Thes. 5:27.  Galatians too is a circular letter to be shared with all the churches in Galatia.  Paul sent greetings to them from the believers who were with Paul in Ephesus.  In Paul's letters he often mentioned by name others who ministered with him such as Timothy, Titus, Sosthenes, Aquila and Priscilla.  In Paul's letter to the church in Rome, twenty-six people were greeted by name plus mention of someone's mother and someone else's sister and the brethren who were with others.  He continued by specifically naming eight people with him in Ephesus who also sent greetings to Roman Christians. 
Paul continued with a blessing for them:  grace and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ, reiterating the source of his authority as an apostle.  In these names they are reminded that they are children of God and that the Lord (Master) Jesus (Savior) Christ (the promised One) is also the source of grace and peace. 
Verse 4 is a brief reference to the gospel.  Jesus gave Himself for our sins so that He might rescue us from this present evil age, according to the Father's plan and purpose and to His eternal glory.  To glorify God is to reveal or demonstrate something true about Him.  In his letter to the church in Rome, Paul presents sound doctrine in intricate detail sometimes, it seems, laboring through the details.  Yet, in the middle of this, Paul breaks out in praise and worship glorifying God.    Rom. 11:33-36
Galatians 1:6-9
In these verses we see that the churches in Galatia are subject to false teachings.  Paul described this false gospel as different, contrary and distorted from the true gospel which he had brought to them.  Paul strongly guarded the true gospel and uttered a curse on anyone who would preach a false gospel.  This curse is repeated, perhaps for emphasis.  In his letter to the church in Corinth, they had been warned that even Satan could disguise himself as an angel of light 2 Cor. 11:14,  and believers were to be vigilant to not be deceived.  This malediction had happened before when Paul cursed anyone who did not love the Lord.  1 Cor. 16:22  Also, Paul had turned a church member practicing sin over to Satan in order to bring him to repentance.  1 Cor. 5:5   
In this way, Paul affirmed the holiness and just judgment of God against sin and specifically against blasphemy.  Blasphemy is defined as attributing to God anything which is not true about Him, or failing to attribute to God those things which are true.  A false gospel would certainly fit into this category.  At the return of Jesus and the last judgment, there is an eternal curse for those who do not believe.  

Matt. 25:41, 46  Those who are separated from Christ are accursed  Rom. 9:3  and abide under the wrath of God.  John 3:36
Galatians 1:10-17
Paul would not compromise the gospel to please people.  He was dedicated to pleasing God.  Evidence for this is that Paul declared himself as a bond-servant of Christ.  A servant or slave is a person who is in bondage or who is owned by another person and considered property.  Slavery has been common throughout history, and was an accepted practice in Paul's time.  Slaves were bought and sold, could sometimes buy their own freedom, and sometimes be set free by their masters.  
A bond-servant is a slave who has been freed but who loves his master and wants to continue in his service.  Such a choice was considered irrevocable and permanent.   Bond-slaves were identified in Moses' time by a pierced earlobe.   Ex. 21:5-7, Deut. 15:12-17   The Bible uses this imagery of salvation by stating that those who were slaves to sin have been freed to present themselves as slaves to righteousness.  Rom. 6:17-19  There are many other saints in Scripture who identify themselves as bond-servants:  Mary the mother of Jesus; Apostles Peter and John, Epaphras, Tychicus, Timothy, James, and Jude.  And in a very true sense, all believers are bond-servants of Christ.  Jesus chose to be a bond-servant of God the Father, obedient even to death on the cross.  Phil. 2:6-7
Paul refers to the revelations he received from Jesus as validating the true gospel which he was preaching.  2 Cor. 12:1-6    In v. 13 Paul refers to his former manner of life in Judaism which was based on the OT but also on rabbinic teachings.  Paul had all the right credentials and zeal.  1 Tim. 3:4-6   In fact, he was dedicated to the Law and traditions handed down since Abraham.  He excelled in both accomplishments and enthusiasm seeking to destroy those who would challenge righteousness defined by the Law.  Acts 9:1-2; 22:4-5   In fact, Paul was gaining fame for his determined persecution of Christians.  His career as a Pharisee was ended by his conversion on the road to Damascus, and his fiercest opposition would come from the Jews.  Even converted Jews continued to rely on the Law and impose the Law on Gentile believers. 
v. 15-16 give us insight into God's work in the salvation of every believer.  Paul was set apart from his mother's womb, before he was born.  Those who are saved are chosen by God before the foundation of the world.  Eph. 1:4  In their lifetime, they receive an effective call which justifies them before God. 
Paul clearly presented this process of salvation in Romans 8:28-30 sometimes called the "golden chain of salvation."  Those whom God foreknew, He predestined to be conformed to Jesus, called, justified and glorified.  And we are saved for a purpose:  to glorify God in everything and to do good works.

This chain is evident in Paul's testimony here:  he was set apart (chosen) before he was born,  called (justified), Jesus was revealed in him (sanctified), for good works (to preach the gospel).  

From the beginning, Paul did not seek wisdom from men, not even the other apostles, but he was taught by Jesus through visions and revelations.  2 Cor. 12:1-6, Gal. 1:12  In the context of these verses, after Paul's conversion near Damascus, he was in Arabia for three years before returning to Damascus.  Although not specifically stated, this is logically the time period for Paul's revelations experience.
Galatians 1:18-24
Paul continued by reviewing some of the primary events in his ministry.  His visit to Jerusalem where Barnabas was instrumental in Paul's acceptance by the other apostles and Paul's subsequent travels are recorded in Acts 9:26-29.  Paul states that he had to overcome his previous persecution of the church, but his witness of true conversion caused the believers in Judea to praise God for Paul's salvation, testimony and the gospel he now preached.
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