Lesson 8

Galatians
Responses to the Questions

?

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

CHILDREN COME OF AGE
GAL. 4:1-11
1. During the time of the custodianship of the Mosaic law, the status of Israel was like the status of a child who is
waiting to receive the full inheritance his father has for him when he comes of age (ancient people passed on
inheritances at the age of maturity of the son, not upon the death of the father). The inheritance that God
promised Abraham was not only the temporal blessing of descendants, land, and nationhood, but also the divine
blessing of being pleasing in His sight. The law kept Israel under restraint, with rules and judgment. They were
in a kind of bondage to the law, which meant that although they were destined to enjoy full divine sonship
someday, in their immaturity their status was not much better than that of slaves. The point Paul wants to make is
this: Would an heir, who has reached the age of maturity and has received his long-awaited inheritance, ever
want to return to the time when he was kept by a custodian, not able yet to exercise his full rights and privileges?
Would an heir in a household exchange his status with one of the slaves? Paul hopes the Galatians will
comprehend the foolishness of such a move.
2. As we have noted, God accomplished His redemption of man within stages of human history. Each stage has
a purpose; each stage builds upon the foundation of the ones before it. All this is marked out by human time.
God alone knows when each stage has reached its fulfillment. Jesus came at precisely the right moment, when all
that needed to happen in preparation for Him, had been accomplished. It is a profound and glorious mystery to
recognize that God works this way. It demonstrates two crucial realities about Him: (1) He loves His human
creatures beyond description, to intertwine His plan with human history this way and (2) He does have a plan,
over which He exercises complete control. History is moving towards something; it isn’t random or accidental.
3. Paul describes Jesus as one “born of woman” and “born under the law.” This is to touch upon the mystery of
the Incarnation. Jesus was a human Jew, yet He was also the Son of God, the One who redeemed all who were
under the law. The “childhood” of the Jews has now reached maturity in Jesus. Slaves no more!
4. The sonship of Israel before the Incarnation was a creaturely sonship. That is, God was their Father in the
sense that He created them, loved them, and ruled over them. However, their adoption as sons through Christ
gives them divine sonship, the exact nature of Christ’s relationship to the Father. Through faith in Christ and
baptism, the very life of Christ is given to them. This is the life of the Beloved Son, in whom God is well-pleased
(Luke 3:22). This kind of sonship is beyond what even Adam and Eve had. It is a sonship that plants men into
the fellowship of the Blessed Trinity. This is why the Church refers to the Fall with the most unusual phrase of
felix culpa—“happy fault,” which won for us something more than we would have had without it!
▲
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5. The Holy Spirit does a miraculous work in the hearts of believers. He enables us to understand in an
emotional as well as intellectual way that God is our Father, that He loves us, that we are His forever. This is not
the way a slave thinks of his master or his custodian. Paul refers to this work of the Spirit by saying that it is He
who prompts us to turn to God as children, calling out to our father—”Abba!” (which means “Daddy”). The love
that the Holy Spirit infuses into the heart of the believer makes him want to turn first to God in times of trouble.
This is exactly the same way Jesus addressed the Father in the Garden of Gethsemane (Mark 14:36). Paul wrote
earlier in this letter (see the beginning of chapter 3) about the witness of the Spirit’s work in the lives of the
Galatians, proving that their relationship with God didn’t depend on keeping the Mosaic code. He must have
been confident that his reference to the Holy Spirit in their lives would remind them of this incontrovertible
proof, supporting all that he’s been explaining to them in his letter.
6. This is a reference to the pagan idolatry practiced by the Gentile Galatians before their conversion. They
worshipped gods and goddesses, elements in nature, statues made of stone or precious metals, etc. This worship
was offered out of fear, not love, to false gods without power and without love for the worshipper.
7. Paul knows that in order for men to know God, God Himself must take the initiative. In his haste to get this
letter written, he seems to have inadvertently reversed the order, but it is noteworthy that he takes the time to
correct his phrasing. This is ever so consistent with the theme of this letter—God’s grace.
8. By no means is Paul saying that the works of the law are no better than pagan practices, but he does see them
both as being a kind of slavery to “elemental powers.” How can that be? As noted earlier, the Jewish
dependence on new moons, days, etc. for their liturgical life connected them to elements in nature (the sun,
moon, stars). Pagan idolatry was also connected to elements in nature. Paul wants the Galatians to understand
that “elemental” religions point towards something. (Read Acts 17:22-end for a wonderful speech that Paul
made in the Areopagus, in the great Greek city of Athens, which provides us with insight into why this is the
case.) Of course, the Jewish religion was a true religion, not false. Nevertheless, it pointed towards a fulfillment,
which has now come. Returning to the Mosaic code would be a step backwards. It would be like turning back to
bondage, although of a different sort from idolatry.
9. It is crucial to understand the context of this verse in order to avoid misinterpreting it. What are the “days,
and months, and seasons” to which Paul is referring? They are the features of the Mosaic liturgical calendar.
Returning to that code of feasts and sacrifices amounts to taking a step backwards. This statement, however, has
no bearing on Christian liturgical features. That is not what Paul is speaking about. He is not condemning
Catholic practices because he is not addressing them here. He isn’t saying that holy days are unnecessary or
unacceptable; he is saying that for Gentile Christians to observe Jewish holy days is unnecessary and
unacceptable. One assumes that St. Paul would rejoice over a liturgical calendar based on the life, death, and
resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ. These clearly are not “elemental spirits,” but the great historical and
spiritual realities of our redemption. Furthermore, the passage in Corinthians gives positive evidence that
Christian festivals are perfectly in keeping with new life in Christ.
10. Paul is concerned that if the Gentile Christians decide to become Jews and return to the Mosaic law through
circumcision, his work with them will have been “in vain.” This is the same phrase he used early in his epistle to
describe his work if it did not receive approval from the apostles in Jerusalem. There’s no denying the fact that
these people had been genuinely converted. They had been baptized and had enjoyed the power of the Holy
Spirit in their lives. They had experienced justification by their faith. However, Paul is concerned that they were
going to forfeit all that by departing from obedience to the gospel of Jesus he had preached to them. This
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suggests that Christians can and do face very real threats to the continuing process of justification in their
lives. Paul would not have used language like this if the danger were not real.
11. Answers will vary. If we stay focused on the fact that out of His great love for us, God did what we could
never do for ourselves, we will understand that He cherishes us as His children and wants us to be with Him for
all eternity. We are not like slaves who must work hard to earn their master’s approval. God’s love has
compensated for all our failures and weaknesses. When we really comprehend that, our joy and gratitude will be
boundless. We will have a healthy fear of displeasing our Father, but it’s the kind of fear we have of
disappointing those whom we love very much.

A TENDER APPEAL
GAL. 4:12-20
12. Paul wants to underscore the fact that the gospel has brought down the wall of separation between Jew and
Gentile. There is no difference between the way Paul gets justified and the way the Gentiles get justified—they
do not rely on Jewish law and ceremony, but by faith they receive the free gift of forgiveness and life. Paul is
urging them to imitate him. “Become as I am” makes sense because he has become like a Gentile, not looking to
his Jewish heritage for right standing with God.
13. Paul recalls his first meeting with the Galatians. It appears that he stopped in their region because of a
medical problem (perhaps a serious eye infection), and while he was there, he preached the gospel to them. They
received his message and recognized its divine origin. They apparently were quite devoted to him, sharing in the
agony his eye problem caused him. Paul wants them to remember that first meeting. He believes it will
strengthen their ability to trust what he’s telling them, even though it’s contrary to what the Judaizers have
suggested. Notice the poignancy of vs. 16. Paul feels not only anxiety over their temptation to embrace an error
but also rejection by people he loves and who once loved him.
14. It looks as though the Judaizers wanted to create a following for themselves. Paul suspects that what lay at
the root of this controversy was not a quest for the truth but human pride and self-aggrandizement.
15. Paul compares himself to a mother in labor, waiting in agony for the baby to be born. This is a most
interesting way to speak. He wants Christ to be formed in the Galatians—again, language that suggests gestation
and birth. Apparently, it was not enough for the Galatians to have had an initial experience of Christ through
faith and baptism. Paul wants to see Christ “formed” in them. It is spiritual maturity (or “formation,” as
Catholics call it) that Paul is looking for in them. It is worth asking whether this could be an early Scriptural use
of language the Church uses to describe Christian piety. As Mary bore Jesus into the world, giving flesh to God,
so we likewise bear Him in our lives and into the lives of others. Paul seems to find that kind of language most
appropriate.
16. Answers will vary. It is always a difficult thing to have to tell a friend the truth when it is not what he wants
to hear. Defenses go up, tempers can flare, and suspicion replaces trust. What is meant as a loving gesture is
seen as an attack. Paul gives evidence of having experienced the pain that comes from all these, which amounts
to being rejected by those one loves. Even those who are strong among us are not immune to this kind of
suffering.
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PAUL PULLS RANK
GAL. 4:21-31

17. Paul suggests that not only were Hagar and Sarah (not named in the passage, but implied) real people in
Abraham’s life, they are also allegorical representations of the two covenants he has been writing about
throughout his letter. Hagar, being a slave, represents a covenant which bore children for slavery. Sarah, being a
free-born woman, represents a covenant which produces free children.
18. It has been Paul’s contention all along that the law that came through Moses on Mt. Sinai brings a curse, not
a blessing. It restrained and exposed sin in Israel, making it clear that no one can expect to be justified by
keeping all of it. It served as a custodian for Israel, which meant they were no better than slaves. Paul lets
Jerusalem stand for all Israelites who are under the bondage of the law. They are not free from the curse of the
law, nor are they free from the power of their own sin.
19. If the earthly Jerusalem represents Israel under the Old Covenant, the heavenly Jerusalem must be the New
Covenant Israel, which is the Church (see Gal. 6:16, where Paul refers to Christian believers as “the Israel of
God”). This is why Catholics refer to “Mother Church’’— St. Paul instructs us that this is so. The Church is
frequently described as the “heavenly Jerusalem” or “the city of God” in the New Testament (see Heb. 12:22;
Rev. 21:2).
20. The children of the flesh, the Jews, want to pressure the children of promise, the Gentile Christians, into
obeying them and becoming like them. They may be particularly persuasive because they have a long history of
being God’s people (in other words, they are the elder brothers of the Gentiles). This amounts to persecution in
Paul’s eyes, the same kind of bullying Ishmael did to Isaac.
21. Paul extends the analogy as far as he can, continuing in his mode of rabbinic teaching. What happened to
Ishmael? He got sent away. He had no part in Isaac’s inheritance. Likewise, the implication here is that Paul
wants the Gentile Christians to send away the troublesome Judaizers, so that their inheritance through grace is
preserved.
22. Paul says that Sarah, the “free woman,” represents the Covenant of promise, the heavenly Jerusalem.
She was the historical “type” for Mary and the Church. A “type” in the Old Testament is a real person, place, or
event that had a natural significance in the life of Israel but that also serves as a foreshadow of a person, place, or
event in the New Testament that will have supernatural significance for the Church. Mary, “full of grace,” was
the spiritually “free woman,” in that she was not in the bondage of original sin. She, like Sarah, conceived a
child miraculously. The Child she bore had a destiny of greatness, just as the child promised to Sarah. As Sarah
had to endure Abraham’s three day trip to offer up his son on an altar when God commanded him to do that,
Mary stood at the foot of the Cross, watching the sacrifice of her Son, the Son she shared with God. Sarah
received her son back, as did Mary. Sarah became the mother of a nation. Mary became the Mother of the
Church, when Jesus gave her to John and John to her. As Sarah was a foreshadow of the heavenly Jerusalem,
Mary is the living reality of that new nation, being the first one Her Son has established in the heavens, body and
soul (see Rev. 12). She is an emblem of our hope, as Paul says: “So, brethren, we are not children of the slave
woman but of the free woman” (4:31).
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