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Evidence that Galatians was Written 

to  a Gentile Audience

I would like to suggest in this chapter that Paul’s use of “we” and “you” in Galatians is consistent. In the first part of Galatians, “we” refers to Jews—either Jewish believers or Jews generally depending on the context, but “you” (pl.) refers to the Galatian believers, who, by contrast are Gentiles. Later on in the epistle, starting in Gal. 4:26, “we” refers to Paul (plus other ethnic Jewish believers who have come out from under the law) plus the Galatians: “but Jerusalem above is free which is the mother of us all!” Most commentators claim that there is no consistent pattern with regard to Paul’s use of “we” and “you”,  (for example, Douglas Moo: “the people that Paul has in mind when he uses these first-person plural forms is unclear. Paul uses his pronouns so flexibly and with so many contextually related considerations that it is impossible to establish any general rule”.) But these commentators also want claim that the Law was in some sense given to Gentiles too (See e.g. Moo p.213). I believe that this is why they can see no clear pattern in Paul’s use of “we” and “you” - I also think that it leads to some pretty fundamental exegetical issues!!

There is a textual issue too here. The Greek words for “we” and “you” are very similar—thus for example, hemon means our but humon means your. There are two particular places where the Received Text (and hence the KJV) differs from the Nestle-Aland (and hence some more modern translations): in Gal. 4:6, the KJV has “your” not “our”, and in 4:28 it has “we” not “you”. In addition, the TR has the word “all” in 4:28—”the mother of us all”. Using the Received Text, I believe that Paul’s use of “we” and “you” in Galatians can be satisfactorily accounted for. There is a transitional section in the first person where Paul identifies himself with the Galatians. It is Gal. 4:11-20. Before this, I believe that “we” refers to Jews or Jewish believers, and after this, “we” refers to those who are in Christ, whether Jew or Gentile.  Thus in 4:26 where Paul says that “free Jerusalem above” is the mother of us all, he is contrasting believers who are in Christ with Jews who are still in bondage to the “Jerusalem ‘which now is’”. “Ye” refers to the Galatians throughout.

Essentially, Paul seems to be saying in Galatians that the Law is a block to Jews being justified by faith, to being in Christ, to receiving the Spirit, to receiving the promises, to the adoption as sons and to acquiring freedom. The Galatians by contrast were never under the law, they receive all of these things by faith de novo. Why then try to go under the law? As I understand it, Galatians is not about the danger of Gentiles going back under the Law since Gentiles were never under it in the first place! Going back under the Law is the danger Paul deals with in Hebrews, but of course there he is writing to fellow Jews who have believed the Gospel.
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Here for example, is an analysis of  Galatians 3:1-14 – an analysis which, amongst other things, attends to the distinction which Paul makes between “we” and “you”.

Gal 3:1-3a is transitional. It chain-links the argument regarding Christ’s crucifixion in the last verses of chapter 2 with the receiving of the Spirit in Gal. 3:2-14. Let us analyse this little section first:
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 Galatians  (3 words)

 

 

          Who you bewitched / to whom before the 

eyes

 Jesus Christ was 

portrayed

 

                                                                         having been crucified? (10 words)

 

 

                         this only I wish to learn from you (6 words)

 

 

          By works of law / the Spirit 

received 

ye or by 

hearing

 of faith? (10 words)

 

 

Thus 

foolish

 are ye (3 words)

 


Perhaps the idea here is that Jesus Christ crucified entered their eyes (metaphorically speaking) through “portrayal”, and the Spirit, (equally metaphorically) through their ears. 

Gal 3:14 is also transitional, linking Gal. 3-2-14, with its themes of blessing and Spirit with the theme of promise—the subject of Gal. 3:14-29. I carry out a structural analysis of this passage in my earlier book “The Righteousness of God”.

Now to the main section, Gal. 3:2-14— the works of the law are not presented in complimentary terms in this analysis!

Galatians 3:2-14 is 199 words long, divided into two sections of 100 words and  99 words respectively. Abraham is introduced in this section and theword “Abraham” is the middle word i.e. the 100th word. I would like to suggest that Paul has cleverly alluded to the promise to Abraham regarding the Gentiles (given in Gen. 17:1) when Abraham was 99 years old, and the birth of Isaac, the child of promise (Gen. 21:5)when Abraham was 100 years old. This was the transitional event in the life of Abraham.

The structure in broad outline is shown on the next page:

The second half of the structure is truncated to allow for the summary. This correspond to the chiastic structure of Gal. 3:14-29 where the first half of that chiasm is truncated to allow for a “prologue” to what follows.

The two sections are chain-linked by the (“Deuteronomic”) contrast between blessings and curses:
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The curse of the Law upon those who are 

“of the works of the law” (vs. 10
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Summary : 

 

1)

 

blessing of Abraham to 

Gentiles

 

2)

 

“We” might receive promise of-

Spirit by  faith (v.14)

 

Abraham (100th word)

 

100 

words

 

“Our” redemption from the curse of the 

law by Christ (vs. 12b

-

13)

 

a

 

b

 

c

 

d

 

Galatian believers 

(as exemplars of 

Gentile believers)

 

Gentiles generally

 

Jews generally

 

Jewish believers

 

(Paul etc. as exem-

plars)

 

1) Gentiles generally

 

 

2) Jews generally

 

50 words

 

50 words

 

39 words

 

39 words

 

Abraham, faith, righteousness and bless-

ing of 

Gentiles

 (vs. 7

-

9)

 

(Abraham first & last word in 

b

)

 

21 

words

 


v.9: So then the ones

              of faith 

                         are blessed with faithful Abraham (9 words)

v.10 For as many as

                of works of law are

                            under a curse are                           (9 words)

Let us look at each of these structures:

The structures for A and B are shown overleaf.

The structure suggests a possible different interpretation for the “suffering in vain” of  vs.  4 and 5. Is it possible that Paul is referring, not to the Galatians’ suffering for their faith in the early days after their conversion, but to the suffering associated with tying to complete their faith “in the flesh” - possibly the pain of circumcision and the bondage of the stoicheia (e.g. 4:9 and 4:29)? Some of the questions, then, might be exclamations—”You have suffered many things in vain— if indeed (only) in vain (and not something worse to the jeopardy of your salvation)!” (NT Greek doesn’t have punctuation—so whether a sentence is a statement, a command, question etc. has to be ascertained in some other way.) Meyer’s NT commentary has this interpretation:

“After Paul, by the νῦν σαρκὶ ἐπιτελεῖσθε, [“now in the flesh are ye 
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words

 

24 
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perfected?”] has reminded his readers of all that they had most foolishly submitted to at the hands of the false apostles, in order to be made, according to their own and their teachers’ fancy, finished Christians, he now discloses to them the uselessness of it in the exclamation (not interrogation), “So much have ye suffered without profit!” What he means by τοσαῦτα ἐπάθετε, is therefore everything with which the false apostles in their Judaistic zeal had molested and burdened the Galatians,—the many exactions, in name of compliance with the law, which these had necessarily to undergo at the hands of their new teachers. Comp. Gal. 1:6f, 4:10, 5:2, 5:8, 6:12, 2:4. Comp. 2 Cor. 11:20” . 

In commenting upon the traditional interpretation, Meyer states:

“ . . But, apart from the fact that no extraordinary sufferings on the part of the Galatians are either touched upon in the epistle (Gal 4:29 is quite general in its character) or known to us otherwise, this interpretation is completely foreign to the connection.” (i.e. presumably, “foreign to the context” SF).
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Here is the structure for B:
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W1:       As Abraham  believed God (4 words)

 

 

W2:      And it was reckoned to him  for righteousness (5 words)

 

                                                                                             (9 words total)

 

W1`:       Know ye then that 

the ones of faith these sons are of Abraham

 

                                                                                                (10 words)

 

                                                                                          (19 words total)

 

Belief

 

 

 

 

Righteous-

ness

 

X1: And foreseeing the scripture that  (5 words)

 

 

X2: by faith  (2 words)

 

 

      would “righteous” the Gentiles God  (5 words)

 

Belief

 

 

 

Righteous-

ness

 

 

 

 

Blessing

 

(W1`)`:      So the ones of faith

 

 

                      (X2`)`:   Are blessed with

 

 

(W1)`:        the believing Abraham

 

 

                                                                                                   (9 words)

 

Belief

 

 

 

 

Blessing

 

X1`: Preached good news before to 

Abraham

 

 

X2`: That “will be 

blessed in you

  all the Gentiles”

 

 

                                                                        (10 words)

 

Just as:

 

2 words

 

24 words

 

24 words

 


B is quite complicated. We have a “blossoming out” from Abraham and his faith:

In W1, Abraham believes God.

In W2, this counts as righteousness.

In W3, a conclusion is that Abraham’s sons are “faith sons” (therefore “in” Abraham).

The implication also is that these sons of Abraham by faith are also “righteoused”.

So, “Level 1” is W1 on its own—”Abraham believed God”

“Level 2” is W as a whole, and the conclusion (W1`) is “ones of faith” are sons of Abraham (i.e. “in Abraham), and they have been “righteoused” (whatever their ethnicity!)

Then “Level 3” is W plus X, and the conclusion (X2`) is that faithful, (and 
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therefore righteoused) Gentiles will be blessed in Abraham (along, it is assumed but not stated) with faithful, and therefore righteoused, Jews).

The summary, (below the dashed line in the diagram) misses out the “intermediate” step of “righteous-ing” (justifying), and tells us that in or with the Abraham of faith (level 1) are to be found the ones of faith (level 2) and these (as a result of being “righteoused”/justified are the ones who are blessed in Abraham (level 3).

As commentators have pointed out, Paul’s introduction of the word “sons” in Gal. 3:7 could be thought of as surprising, since “sons of Abraham” doesn’t appear as a specific topic until later—either “seed of Abraham” later in ch. 3, or, sonship starting in Gal. 4:4 or specifically “sons of Abraham” in 4:24. However, it can, I suggest be explained in two ways: first it gives a particular interpretation to “the nations shall be blessed in thee” (3:8), and secondly, it perhaps indicates structural connections with one or both those later passages—structures which have a “longer wavelength” than the  shorter chiasms that we have been looking at here.

So, the Galatians have received the Spirit by faith (A) and everyone of faith, including the Gentiles, has received the blessing in Abraham. Paul then it appears, intends the blessing to include the receiving of the Spirit. But Paul has not yet explained two things: first, how are the blessing of Abraham  and the reception of the Spirit by the Gentile Galatians related to Christ crucified, and secondly, how can Jewish believers (who one naturally assumes are also “in” Abraham) receive the Spirit along with the Gentiles when the Law is still operative for those Jewish believers? In Gal 3:2-5 Paul indicates that the Spirit is connected with faith and not with Law, yet the Law was given to the Jews. Paul answers both these questions in 3:10-14. 

A structural analysis is presented on the next page:

In the light of our analysis so far, we can now present  a fully chiastic analysis of Gal 3:1-14—shown on the next page but one.

In this analysis, the “problem” holding up the realisation of the blessing to Abraham and the outpouring of the Spirit is the Law. With the end of the Law through the death of Christ, the Spirit and the blessing can come to the Gentiles; Since they were never under the law, all that is required of them is faith. However, the case is somewhat different for Jews: they have been given the Law and have failed to keep it. In order to get the blessing from Abraham, they need to be set free from the curse which attaches itself to those who fail to keep the Law. This, Christ has done through His death, and so the Jews can now likewise receive the blessing and the Spirit. Thus although the Law was only given to the Jews, the Spirit and the blessing come as a “package deal” to all of faith, but the curse of the Law on those who are under the law and who have failed to keep it 
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i.e. the Jews) is what is holding up the blessing (and therefore the Spirit) to all. The removal of the blockage was achieved by Christ on the cross.  The only way 
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the Jews could get the blessing and the Spirit was by letting go of the Law through Christ’s death, and that meant simultaneously opening up the Spirit and the blessing to all of faith, and the (hard to bear) loss of distinctive privilege before God.

Gal 3:14-29

A chiastic analysis for this passage is given in my earlier book, “The Righteousness of God”. However, I would like to comment on a couple of points. First, I understand Paul’s use of “we” and “us” in verses 23-25 to refer to the Jews. They were the ones given the Law. Secondly, I would like to look briefly at v. 28, as this is sometimes used to claim that the churches of Galatia must have been mixed churches containing both Jews and Gentiles. The first part of v. 28 is the centre of a little chiasm:
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For as 

many

  into Christ ye were baptised,

 

Christ ye put on 

 

There cannot be Jew (

’Ioudaios

—

literally Judaean) 

 

nor Greek

 

There cannot be slave nor freeman

 

There cannot be male and female

 

For 

all

 ye 

one

 (masc. sing.) are in Christ Jesus

 

A

 

B

 

A`

 


Since A and A` refer to the Galatians (“you”), it is (very reasonably) suggested that B in the middle, which refers to three simultaneous groupings of all people, must apply to the Galatians too and since one of those groupings is Jew and Greek, then the churches of Galatia must have been mixed churches, not Gentile, or very largely Gentile.

One could object that the Galatians were, well, Galatians, and not Greeks, and so the grouping “Jew or Greek” cannot have been intended to describe the composition of the churches of Galatia, unless “Greek” is being used here, as  sometimes elsewhere, in a non-literal way to refer to anyone who is not a Jew. 

However, there are two other passages where Paul says something analogous, and particularly helpful is one of these, Colossians 3:10-12a:

“and (you pl.) having put on the new man being renewed in full knowledge according to the image of the one creating him

Where have no place Greek and Jew, circumcision and uncircumcision, barbarian, Scythian, slave, freeman,

But all things and in all Christ. Put ye (pl.) on therefore . . .”
I don’t think that we are expected to infer from this list that the Christians in Colossae had large numbers of barbarians and Scythians in their number! (Although it is not unknown for commentators to suggest something along these lines.) Rather, Paul is emphasising to the Colossians that the Gospel reaches even the (awful!) Scythians—the worst of the barbarians.! So no room for spiritual elitism then!  

And no room for spiritual elitism amongst the Galatians either! “Judaising” makes no improvement to one’s standing before God in Christ—doing this would be an empty gesture (e.g. 6:15)— in Christ there is no Judean or Greek, so no need to Judaize!

The other two groupings in Gal. 3:28 do seem a little out of context, and 
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commentators sometimes mention this. Paul does refer to freedom and slavery a lot later in the letter however. “Male and female” is harder to explain, and the wording here (“and”, not “nor”, “male and female” not “man and woman”) enhances the link with the Genesis creation account. Perhaps it will link in some way with the term “new creation” in 6:15. In Christ, we are all, in some sense, “man” (Eph. 2:15), “Jew” (e.g. Gal. 6:16, Rom. 2:28-29 and 11:26) and “free” (Gal. 5:1) - whatever our physical or social standing!

Other Passages in Galatians
There are several other passages where an attempt is made to infer that the Galatians included significant numbers of Jews, or that the Law was given to Gentiles too.

In Gal. 4:3-5, Paul makes the astonishing claim that the Jews (“we”) were in “bondage under the elements of the world” - referring to the Law, and redemption from the law makes possible the adoption as sons for Jews (v.5).

As noted earlier, there is a transition from “we” to “you” between verses 5 and 6, and, in the Received Text, this transition is consistently carried through in verse 6—which is in the second person throughout. 

In verse 8, we have a very important statement: “Howbeit then when ye knew not God, ye did service unto them which by nature are no gods”. This just cannot apply to Jews! It is the standard Jewish description of the nations, the Gentiles. For example, in Ephesians 2:11-12 we read,

“Wherefore remember that when ye were Gentiles in the flesh . . at that time ye were without Christ, having been alienated from the commonwealth of Israel and strangers from the covenants of promise having no hope and without God in the world . . “ and in v. 19

“Now therefore ye are no more strangers and foreigners, but fellow citizens with the saints and of the household of God”.

In Gal. 4:9, Paul claims that in turning to Jewish legal restrictions such as observing days, and months etc. the Galatians, having become sons and heirs of God through Christ, are in fact now returning to the weak and beggarly “elements”  with which they were in bondage and which they now wish to serve anew!

Starting in Gal. 4:12-20 in which Paul identifies himself with the Galatians, “we” and “us” thereafter refer to Paul and the Galatians (and believers generally), and the Jews and Judaizers are referred to using “they” etc. 

[image: image18.wmf]Evidence that Galatians was Written to Gentiles

 

195

 


I hope the foregoing has illustrated that Paul is writing to Gentiles in his letter to the Galatians, and that his use of “we” and “us” etc. follows a consistent pattern.

Summary

1)
The use of “we” and “you” in Galatians is widely believed by commentators not to follow a consistent pattern.

2)
Assuming that Galatians is written to an exclusively or overwhelmingly Gentile audience paves the way for a rigorous and consistent pattern of usage—in which Paul uses “we” to represent himself and fellow Jews in the first part of the letter, and “we” to represent himself and the Galatians in the second part. The transition occurs at Gal. 4:11-20, Paul’s personal appeal of identification with the Galatians, including, “Brethren I beseech you, be as I am for I am as ye are” (v.12)  and  “My little children, of whom I travail in birth again until Christ is formed in you . . “ (v.20).

3)
Recognition of this distinctive and consistent pattern affects the interpretation of the applicability of the Law to Gentiles. Paul here teaches that Jews were under the law in the past before the coming of Christ, but in Christ, neither Jews nor Gentiles are under the Law. The (Gentile) Galatians received the Spirit without reference to, or prior exposure to, the Law. 

4)
The TR seems preferable to Nestle-Aland as a basis for consistent interpretation of  Galatians.
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