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Responses to the Questions

Galatians

NOTE:  BE SURE TO RESPOND TO ALL THE QUESTIONS YOURSELF BEFORE READING
THESE RESPONSES IN ORDER TO MAKE THE MOST OF THIS STUDY.

THE SPIRIT’S TESTIMONY
GAL. 3:1-5

1. Paul minces no words as he registers his shock that Christians whom he himself had taught the gospel could
be so  “foolish” as to fail to understand the problem presented by the Judaizers (those who insisted upon
observing circumcision and all the Mosaic law) who were troubling them.  Only one “bewitched” could
contemplate making the mistake they were considering.

2. It seems that Paul is referring here to something that the Galatians actually saw with their eyes.  Quite
possibly this is a reference to the Eucharist, in which the death of the Lord Jesus is proclaimed until He comes
again.  It could also suggest some kind of drawing or artistic representation of Jesus on the Cross.  Whatever it
was, it formed an important part of their catechesis, since Paul is now shocked that people who were able to see
such a thing would now turn away from that central event to a teaching which has at its heart the Law of Moses,
not Jesus Crucified.

3. He asks them quite simply:  how did you receive the Holy Spirit?  Was it through observance of the Mosaic
law or was it through hearing the gospel preached to you?  This first appeal to the Galatians is probably the most
immediately powerful one for them.  Being Gentile pagans, they most definitely knew that their experience of the
Spirit occurred as a result of hearing, believing, and obeying the gospel, not from being circumcised or observing
other Jewish rituals.  In this, Paul makes a direct appeal to their experience of rebirth.  Clearly they didn’t need to
become Jews for that rebirth to take place.  Why would they now need to resort to that way of life, a way that
trusted human effort (“the flesh” in vs. 3) to continue their spiritual growth?  (Note here in these verses that Paul
is making the suggestion that Christians can start out in a life lived in the power of the Spirit but end up
somewhere else.  We will have a chance to examine this idea more fully later in the letter, but this is the first
place it appears.)

4. There were quite possibly many miracles of healing, deliverance, and spiritual gifts by the Holy Spirit when
the Galatians believed the gospel Paul preached to them.  This has been a common occurrence in the spread of
the gospel from apostolic times until our own.  Jesus used miracles to testify to His divinity.  His Body, the
Church, continues to have the witness of the miraculous to the truth of His Word.

5. In the question Paul poses to the Galatians in this verse, he sets up a framework for his teaching about
justification.  He suggests two ways of thinking about achieving the goal of life in the Holy Spirit, a life of
blessedness with God.  One way is through observing the Mosaic law (referred to as “works of the law”); the
other way is “hearing with faith.”  The Galatians knew that their experience of the Holy Spirit came to them apart
from the works of the law.  Paul is going to build on that answer, which he skillfully elicits from them, to show ▲
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Responses to the Questions (cont.)

them something truly surprising.  Making use of his knowledge of the Old Testament, he will demonstrate to
them that those who find favor in God’s sight always have been those who count of God’s grace (not on their
own ability to keep the law), trust in His integrity and goodness, and obey Him.

6. We can assume that people know and understand best what they experience.  If we are looking for an
opportunity to persuade others of something, it is best to find those places in their experience which will most
easily enable them to grasp what we are saying.  We appeal first to what they know, then build on that.  This is an
idea built into the fabric of the universe, in that the Church tells us that grace (supernatural life) builds on nature
(natural life).  This is the Divine Pedagogy, and we do well to imitate it, as Paul does.  It is a particularly useful
tactic when we want to persuade someone of something they find objectionable.  If we consciously look for
connecting points, things we all experience, our persuasion is less of an assault and more of a development of
something that is already known and accepted.

THE PROMISE OF BLESSING
READ GEN. 12:1-9

7.  In His call to Abram, God promises to do three things:  (1) He will make a great nation come from
Abram, which in itself would be a miracle, because Abram’s wife, Sarai, is barren, and both of them are getting
on in years (2) He will make Abram’s “name great,” which, in the ancient world, meant that a dynasty would
form in Abram’s blood line—a successive reign of kings (3) perhaps most astounding (and probably beyond the
comprehension of even Abram himself), God promises to somehow bless “all the families” of the earth through
Abram.  What can these promises mean?

The first two promises will result in the formation of the nation of Israel, which will take its place as a light to all
other nations.  As Israel’s history unfolds, God announces His plan to not only give it status as a genuine nation
among nations, but also that by its monotheism, high ethical code, and justice, it will bear testimony to Him to all
people on earth.  Israel was always meant to be that kind of missionary nation.  Through its Law (given in a
covenant with Moses at Mt. Sinai) and through its royalty (established in the line of David), it was to be a source
of blessing to everyone.  It did not live up to its mission; it was only in the birth of Jesus, a descendant of
Abraham and in the royal line of David, that all God’s promises were completely fulfilled.

8.       This promise of God, which is unthinkably expansive and extravagant, appears to come to
Abram out of God’s profound generosity and love.  Abram doesn’t have to earn it in the sense of having to keep
certain conditions.  It is not a contractual legal arrangement.  God announces His intention to radically bless
Abram, his descendants, and, ultimately, everyone on the planet.  It is a magnificent eruption of God’s love for
man.  This is what we call grace.  Abram has a gracious relationship with God; it depends on God’s sheer
goodness, not on Abram’s performance.

9. The one thing Abram has to do in order to receive this blessing is to leave home—his country, his family, his
father’s house.  He will have to make a break with everything he knows and loves.  He will have to believe that
God is trustworthy enough to make this kind of break worthwhile.  He will have to live by faith in God.  This is
exactly how we still receive the blessing of being pleasing to God—it’s a big gift, that comes straight from God’s
heart, but in order to receive it, we have to “go out” of our old way of life, our old habits of sin, our old idolatries.
The call of Jesus to “Repent and be baptized” preserves this same kind of call that God gave to Abram.  It’s a free
gift that calls for a generous response.
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10. As Abram makes his way to the land that God will show him, he takes the time to erect altars and

worship God.  Abram had much to learn about God.  He had lived among people who worshipped a variety of
gods.  Although he was a descendant of Shem, who surely would have preserved a knowledge of Noah and the
Great Flood, there was not much that God had revealed about Himself at this point in human history.  Abram’s
obedience to God’s call and his response of worship show him to be a man of courage and humility, always a
remarkable combination.

ABRAM BELIEVES GOD
READ GEN. 15:1-6

11. Abram and Sarai were getting older by the minute, but no offspring had appeared.  Imagine ten years worth
of minutes, hours, days going by with no sign of God’s promise coming true.  It is no wonder that Abraham was
struggling greatly here to believe God.  In a desperate feeling, he declares that he’ll have to make a slave in his
house his heir.  He’s losing patience with God!

12. God’s response is not to get angry with him, nor is it to give him a timetable of when things will
start happening in order to ease the tension Abram feels.  Instead, He takes him out to look at the stars.  God
renews His promise of an heir coming from Abram’s own body while he is gazing at the stars.  No telling how
long he had to look at that sky before he could once again believe God.  Maybe it took all night.  Surely the effect
of looking at creation was to powerfully remind him that in spite of unpromising circumstances, God’s power,
wisdom, and goodness make it possible (although difficult sometimes) to trust Him, to count on His integrity and
His ability to do what He says He will do.  When Abram believed God in the midst of this test of his faith, it was
counted to him (“reckoned”) as righteousness (right behavior). Because his relationship with God is characterized
by grace (grace always gives more than what is deserved), God can accept his faith and trust in Him as if it were
perfect obedience.  In fact, Abram did not perfectly obey God (just read the account of all of his life in Gen. 12-
22 to see the truth of that), but because theirs is a gracious and not a legal (one in which what is given is exactly
what one has earned, no more or less) relationship, his faith counts for righteousness.

13. No, Abram was not circumcised until several years later, as recorded in Gen. 17.  It was then that his name
was changed to Abraham and the requirement of circumcision as a sign of God’s covenant with him and his
descendants was established.

14. It is clear that Abram was counted righteous by God before and thus without being circumcised.  It was not
circumcision but Abram’s faith—his willingness to live his life by trusting in God’s ability to keep His
promises—that made him pleasing to God.

SONS OF ABRAHAM BY FAITH
READ GAL. 3:6-9

15. It appears from what Paul writes in vs. 7 that the Judaizers must have been making an appeal to the Galatians
to become “true children” of Abraham by submitting to circumcision.  That is why he uses him as an example of
one who was justified by faith and not by being a Jew.  If justification comes through being a Jew, then only Jews
can be Abraham’s children.  But Paul says that those who have faith are the true children of Abraham, which
opens up all of mankind, not just the Jews, to being his descendants.
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16. Abram obtained the blessing of God by believing in Him and going out to receive the promise.  He had
to live his life with that confidence and trust in God, even when the circumstances didn’t look promising.  When
his confidence was tested, he had to believe God rather than his own doubts.  In other words, he had to live by
faith.  Likewise, the Gentiles (many centuries later) will have an opportunity to have faith just like Abraham’s.
When Paul preached the gospel to them (and as the Church continues to preach the gospel today), they heard an
extraordinary promise from God.  It was this:  God loves you and wants you for His own.  You are actually His,
but you have broken faith with Him by your behavior, a break which is punishable by death, as God announced in
the Garden of Eden when He first made man.  He has sent His Son, Jesus, to die in your place.  Jesus has paid the
price of your sin by dying, but He has also defeated sin and death itself, by rising from the dead.  He can give you
new life, the same life He has.  You also will die to sin and come back to life, a life that will never die again.
Repent of your sin, believe that Jesus has done this for you, and receive this great gift through baptism.  Gentiles
who put their confidence in God, trusting Him to keep this outrageous promise of the gospel, and who leave their
old lives behind in order to obtain it, receive the blessing of God through faith, just as Abraham did.

17. There is nothing in the Genesis account of Abraham’s experience or in the reference Paul makes to it to
suggest that justification that comes through faith is a once-in-a-lifetime experience that never needs to be
repeated.  Many non-Catholic Christians interpret these verses that way, but it is unwarranted.  Paul is simply
saying that Abraham’s faith made him pleasing to God, not his circumcision.  To suggest that Gen. 15 records for
us the first and only experience of justification that Abraham had creates real problems.  Why?  Because this
episode in Gen. 15 is not the first experience Abraham had of hearing a promise from God, believing it, and
acting on it.  As the Hebrews passage makes clear, Abraham had that kind of faith in Gen. 12.  We have to assume
that he was justified at that time, pleasing to God because of his faith.  So Gen. 15 records the second act of
justification for Abraham.  As we will soon see (in the next question), this wasn’t the last episode of justification,
either.  So we are forced to conclude, from the scriptural evidence, that justification happens many times in the
life of a believer, not just once.  It is a process, a life of faith and not simply one act of faith.  This is what the
Church teaches when she says that “justification includes the remission of sins, sanctification, and the renewal of
the inner man” (CCC 2019).  It is a term used to describe the whole life of faith—from baptism, where it is
graciously conferred, to death, where it must still be present for one to leave this world in God’s friendship.

18. Notice that Paul never says that Abraham (or anyone, for that matter) was justified by faith alone.  Those two
words never appear together in any of Paul’s writings or anywhere in the Scripture, except in James 2, where it is
repudiated.  When Paul thought about Abraham’s faith, what do you suppose he had in mind?  Was he thinking
about one solitary act of belief that took place in Abraham’s soul or mind?  Or was he thinking about Abraham’s
life of faith—his belief in God’s promises, his going out to receive them, his willingness to continue believing
even after ten years of seeing nothing (and not packing up to return home)?  James tells us that faith that justifies
is faith that obeys, that works.  It is quite possible that James wrote this way to intentionally correct
misunderstanding about the nature of faith.  He uses Abraham’s faith as an example of the faith that pleases
God—it is one willing to do what God asks.  We can assume that this was also what Paul had in mind about
Abraham’s faith.  Later in Galatians, Paul will be explicit about the type of faith the gospel calls for.  We will deal
with this in more detail then.

19. The primary reason Paul uses the example of Abraham in this part of his epistle is to weaken the claim of the
Judaizers that Gentile converts needed to be circumcised in order to be pleasing to God.  Not even the great
patriarch, Abraham, was circumcised when Scripture records that his faith was reckoned to him as righteousness.
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20. Answers will vary.  Abraham’s willingness to leave behind everything comfortable and familiar may
well have reminded Paul of his own radical call from Jesus out of a life as a persecutor of the Church into the life
of a preacher.  Perhaps Paul’s experience of so often being persecuted, thrown into jail, and constantly thwarted
in his missionary work by Jews who hated him and wanted him dead made him appreciate Abraham’s ability to
continue trusting God even though there was no visible evidence that He would keep all those promises He made.
Surely Abraham’s great sanctity, after twenty-five years of trusting God, in offering up his son, Isaac, on the altar
was an emblem to Paul that those who live as true sons of God will increasingly bear the family resemblance to
Him in their earthly lives.  In Abraham we are able to see what God did in offering His Beloved Son for us.  Are
we as transparent as that for the Lord?

THE LAW BRINGS A CURSE
GAL. 3:10-12

21. The law that Moses gave the people, which is exacting, requires complete obedience.  It rewards those who
keep it exactly and it curses those who don’t.  Anyone looking to the law for justification will find himself under
a curse if he has not kept it perfectly.  The intention to keep the law, which the Jews certainly had in the passage
in Deuteronomy, will not cover an infraction in a strictly legal system.  In a legal relationship, there is no
provision for intentions.  If one contracts to obtain a reward by perfect compliance to the law, the reward is lost if
the law is broken.

22. Abraham had to believe that God would keep His promises, even though there was no evidence at all of it.
Years went by, with nothing to show for them except more wrinkles and gray hair.  For Abraham, the test was
whether he would give up following the Lord or not.  On top of that, when twenty-five years had passed and
Isaac was finally born, Abraham had to endure the test of being told by God to sacrifice him on an altar.  Would a
good God do something like that?  It was a very severe test, just as Israel’s was in the time of Habakkuk, many
centuries after Abraham lived.  To pass that test, one had to remain faithful to the covenant, not losing hope, not
cursing God, not taking matters into one’s own hands, enduring the humiliation of Chaldean victory.  Those
without faith would give up on God, counting Him untrustworthy, and leaving the covenant (even though they
were circumcised).  Paul uses this quote from Habakkuk to show that God has always counted as righteous those
who keep the faith, who are faithful to the covenant, trusting His goodness no matter what.  It was not their
circumcision that made them pleasing to God but their faith.

23. Paul recognizes that the law offers life only to the one who keeps it.  If one sees the Mosaic law as the basis
of righteousness, there is no need for faith.  One simply keeps the law exactly and is rewarded by what that law
can give.  It is really a contractual relationship; if I keep my part of the contract, God is “obligated” to reward me
with life.  That’s how contracts work.  There is no need for humility on my part or of grace on God’s part.  I will
get what I deserve.  But what is the problem here?  Paul has already spoken to it in the verses above.  If I have
broken any part of the law, I am guilty of the whole thing.  All it takes is one infraction.   The law rests on
performance, on “doing.”  So that the difference between the promise God made to Abraham and the
requirements of the Law of Moses really sinks in, do this:  Read out loud Gen. 12:1-3 and then read out loud Lev.
18:1-5.  What is the difference that you hear?

24. The natural question is:  Why did God give the Law to Moses, if no one could be saved by keeping it?
What was the purpose of the Law?  Paul will address this question in the last half of this chapter.


