Reading Galatians
It is very possible that the letter to the Galatians (Celtic tribes who in earlier times had dispersed east and west from central Europe) is the earliest letter in the New Testament. Written by Paul almost certainly to the churches in south Galatia – such as Lystra, Derbe, Pisidian Antioch (in modern-day Turkey) – the same Paul had been personally involved in taking the Gospel to them. The passion in the letter witnesses to his upset that they should be following another, or a quite different Gospel.
	1.7    “There are some who are confusing you and want to pervert the Gospel of Christ”

Paul’s perception is that agitators have unsettled the Galatians, adding extra demands to the core Gospel which in effect suck the very power out of all that Christ achieved for us. Much of the first two chapters covers biographical reflections on how he himself was always clear that such demands – drawing as they seem to from the Jewish religion to which he was once so bound himself, and including obligations like circumcision and the observance of special days – “pervert” the Gospel.
	1.3	“Jesus Christ gave himself for our sins to set us free from the present evil age”. 

Here, very early on in the letter, is a tight summary of how Paul views the Gospel, namely as a power for liberation. That Jesus Christ died “for our sins” is the launching-point for a new sort of life, not dictated by the spirit of the times in which we live but rather shaped by the Spirit of the living God.
	2.16	“A person is justified not by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ / through [the] faith of Jesus Christ. So we have come to believe in him”

Justification, over which blood was spilt in the sixteenth century, can never be reckoned to be a subsidiary issue in Christian doctrine. While it may be one of a number of ways of picturing our salvation (for it is a picture, in this case derived from the law court), it speaks of how one may stand confident before God, one’s fellow humans and even at peace with oneself. The issue of sin is that which foils such confidence. Through sin we are ashamed before God and even run away or deny God’s claims upon us; we are unable entirely to trust our fellow humans, nor they us; we are all too aware of our own shortcomings and weakness. How can we begin to break out of this? Not by human effort, says Paul, and even less so by asserting claims around what we have done or achieved. To justify oneself by the (Old Testament) law is a hopeless task, for no-one can do it. However, faith is held out to us, and the ambiguity of the translation from the Greek (is it faith “in” Christ, or the faith “of Christ”?) is helpful. We shall commit ourselves to Christ our Saviour; and we shall lean on his faithfulness before God even when ours falls short. Circumcision, a visible marking of the flesh of males to signify belonging to God, is not and can never be on the same level as faith: “the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God / by the faith of the Son of God”. (2.20)
Thus far the doctrinal terms of the argument. In everyday discipleship, it boils down to this. If faith produces justification, enabling us to stand confident before God, on track of being empowered to live well alongside our fellow human beings and at peace with ourselves, why do we lay such burdens not least on ourselves? Why do we sometimes try so hard, work so hard, that we lose sight of the giftedness of being a child of God? And also, if Christ produces justification, why do we look sometimes for so much from fragile souls? Why are we so good at loading stress on to others? We may want to get it right – to walk the straight and narrow path – but what accretions to the Gospel are making us get it wrong?
“You foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you?” Question after question pours out in the opening verses of chapter 3. Paul passionately asks, what are these people thinking of? There are three headings under which there should be careful thought:
	Christ was crucified (3.1). This is the decisive event in salvation history, and everything keeps coming back to that, or it should – within all our worship and devotion to the Gospel. Sermons only with “you must” are not good enough. Sermons with only “think about how people do”, with then a little good advice appended, are not good enough. Only sermons which unfold the love of God made manifest in Jesus Christ our Lord, crucified for us, will do.
	It is on the back of this that the Spirit works ... even miracles (3.5). The Spirit indeed fashions the heart of believing prayer (4.6). We don’t pray, “God, I don’t know if you’re there or not, but ...”, and so we trust God to be working within us, by grace.

To be a “son” of Abraham seems to have been on the table as an issue, so Paul argues with all his might that this happens not on account of circumcision or observance of the Law in its detail, but through there being a people of faith. God always meant this, which is to say
	the Law was a staging-post after the promise (3.17). It cannot be allowed to outstage the promise, i.e. pure grace on God’s part

the Law produces more curse than blessing (3.10). In Paul’s writing, this comes across as a radical revaluing of what happens, given the weakness of human beings. Pharisees would never have argued that anyone could be perfect, but now in Paul the Law can only be seen negatively, thus revealing / evoking / increasing transgressions (3.19, 22, 24) Cf. a similar mode of talk in everyday speech: didn’t your mother always tell you not to play with your food ... that this was bad for you ... didn’t the church always tell you not to fornicate, not to go to the cinema, not to swear etc.. .. didn’t the State always  tell you that property is evil, the West is the enemy, religion is the opium of the people”. The outcome of this is a culture of control or being controlled: or, as Paul puts it, like being “imprisoned” (vv.22, 23) or “enslaved” (4. 3,8) or “bound” (4.10). A police state, an authoritarian church, oppressive parenting, life by rules and regulations are far short of the liberation opened up by the Gospel. 
	The final nail in the coffin, as far as the Law is concerned, is that Christ bore the curse of it, being condemned under the Law, but did so for us, vicariously we would say, so that he himself being justified by faith (3.10-14) has opened the way for faith to count for us all. The very crucifixion was a cursed event: here in Galatians Paul goes no further than that, since in Jewish terms (the opponents trying to uphold the Jewish religion), this is the crux of the argument! 
	Therefore, to be a son (or daughter) “of God” – better even than to be a son of Abraham! – is through faith (3.26). As Paul writes about the coming of faith, so he writes about the coming of Christ, and would like to make no distinction between these (3. 23-24; though there was obviously faith of a sort in Abraham, before the time of Christ). As he writes to a Christian community, he makes reference to baptism. Note it is a single reference, as opposed to about fifteen references to faith, but the point is that being clothed with Christ, as would happen in the baptismal liturgy, is to remove distinctions of ethnicity, freedom under the law and gender. There was a classic Jewish prayer in which God would be thanked by the male Jew that he was born Jewish, free and not a slave, male and not female. Such thanksgivings are utterly inappropriate within the Christian community. To be a Christian is to belong to Christ and so to share in being Abraham’s offspring and heirs according to the promise.

 
 How might we ground this doctrine of chapters 3 and 4? The leading point undoubtedly is the sense Paul shares of rejoicing at grace. We owe everything simply to the grace of God, and it will not help us to move out from that. Indeed, we should keep well clear of what might show us up to be hypocrites – either falling patently short of the standards we say “must” be upheld, or without integrity failing to attend to what is a truly Christian life, i.e. where Christ is our Saviour, who teaches us to pray, who is constantly the source of forgiveness, who is the only one ever to boast of. He holds out his hand that we might walk with him, and that he might live in us, but never in our own strength alone. Let Christ’s name be glorified. Let us not uphold the church or the individual Christian’s life so much that there is any denigration from that.
In Galatians, folk seeking to control or allowing themselves to be controlled are the bogeymen. There is of course another issue potentially, people rebelling against this so much that the baby is thrown out with the bathwater, and everyone does what is right in their own eyes. Discerning the Spirit is as yet not dealt with.

