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Hear the day’s lesson:

23 Now before faith came, we were imprisoned and guarded under the law until faith 
would be revealed. 24 Therefore the law was our disciplinarian until Christ came, so that 
we might be justified by faith. 25 But now that faith has come, we are no longer subject 
to a disciplinarian, 26 for in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith. 27 As 
many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. 28 There 
is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and 
female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus. 29 And if you belong to Christ, then you are 
Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to the promise (Galatians 3:23-29).

 The law in Texas tells me that if I park in a parking space marked for “persons with 

handicapping conditions,” then the law will prosecute me. Surely for me nothing too severe 

is involved, but rather a ticket and the associated fine. The parking places I refer to are a great 

temptation to many able-bodied drivers—or parkers, that is.  Handicap parking spaces are 

usually in the prime spots near entrances to the buildings in the vicinity of where people want 

to park. Perhaps, even to law breakers, it is obvious why the law situates the parking spots 

where they are. Yet the temptation still “is lurking at the door” (Genesis 4:7). Our church even has 

this problem on Sunday morning, when some able-bodied persons park in the handicap parking 

spaces as if no one will notice.

 Similar to many breaches of the law, we offer our excuses. “Well, I’ll only be a minute,” 

or “No one will park here for the next hour,” and the like. The sad part is that we do not always 

hold the people who park in the handicap parking spaces accountable. Some are caught, but 

many others violate the law with impunity! The law is not a suggestion to us. The law is a rule 

or edict from an authorized group of people enabled to make regulations that bind that particular 

community of people. Sometimes the federal or state level government enacts the laws; but often 
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laws are simply city ordinances. Sadly, unless enforced, laws are actually de facto suggestions.  

 We human beings have a funny link to the law. On one hand, we really don’t like anyone 

telling us what to do. But, on the other hand, we are also rational enough to recognize that 

living in a society of many persons, if we do not regulate our behavior in one way or another, 

then we will surely devolve into chaos. Therefore, we abide by the law that none of us fancy as 

individuals, but we also comprehend as a necessity for us to function as a community. Into this 

quandary of human perplexity steps Paul.

 The law Paul writes of is the 613 mitzvot, or divine commandments to the Jewish people. 

Paul mentions secular law in a roundabout way, but in Galatians Paul writes of Jewish ritual 

law. The Talmud states (Tractate Makkot 23b) that there are 613 Torah commandments; 248 Positive 

Commandments (do’s) and 365 Negative Commandments (do not’s). Yet, the Talmud fails to provide 

a list of these commands. Several eminent Jewish scholars have compiled a whole list of these 

commands. While they all agree on the vast majority of the commandments, they disagree 

concerning a number of them.

How do we distinguish Jewish law or faith/religious law from secular law? Indirectly Paul 

fundamentally writes obey the law of the land or secular law. Romans 13:1, 6 read “Let every 

person be subject to the governing authorities; for there is no authority except from God, and 

those authorities that exist have been instituted by God.” And “For the same reason you also 

pay taxes, for the authorities are God’s servants, busy with this very thing.” This simply means 

Christians obey the laws of the governing secular authorities, but with respect to a person’s 

relationship with God following the “ritual Jewish law” does not offer the power to save 

someone or grant salvation. Salvation is a free gift of grace, received in love.

Paul frames his argument in today’s lesson by writing that prior to faith, “we were 

imprisoned and guarded under the law until faith would be revealed.” Paul describes the law as 

our disciplinarian. One of my seminary professors, David Watson, said that the law was like a 
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“nasty nanny” (he was British) or like a “bad baby-sitter.” What this meant was that the law “watched 

over” people as if they had been hired by parents. Conversely, parents watch over children with 

the kind of loving care that can only be offered by people deeply involved with an intimate 

relationship. One who is hired does the baby watching as a hireling, while the parent who 

functions on the child’s behalf behaves as only a mother or father can.  

The book of Hebrews speaks of an analogous situation when it compares and contrasts 

Moses to Jesus. “Moses was faithful in all God’s house as a servant . . . [while] Christ, however, 

was faithful over God’s house as a son” (Hebrews 3:5-6). Thus, the law may get the job done with 

respect to monitoring human conduct, but it cannot give life any depth of relationship. One either 

follows the law; or one does not. But the achievement of the law can never bring much joy to the 

practice.

For many people “following the letter of the law” is a safe way to be obedient to God. 

The law may tell us exactly what we can and cannot do. Following the letter of the law is like 

a child who colors in a coloring book, complete with lines that guide the art, rather than to 

creatively fashioning something out of nothing that others might deem as art worthy. But Paul 

helps the Galatians see that now that faith has come, a new way to live creatively is possible. We 

become children of faith because of Christ. And in Christ we are no longer bound, as Paul writes 

elsewhere, to the “letter [of the law] but of spirit; for the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life” (2 

Corinthians 3:6). The spirit offers spontaneity for human benefit that the adherence to the law can 

never give.

 We, like Jewish people of the first century, reside in a world culture that divides people 

into legal categories. Today people argue on legal grounds as to what constitutes legal marriage 

partners or when life legally begins. Perhaps this is well and good for us to abide in a society 

without tearing each other to pieces.

 Yet, Paul believes that because of the spirit of Christ, the possibility exists that believers 
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can now abstain from these legal categories. Paul tells us that, “There is no longer Jew or 

Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are 

one in Christ Jesus.” When we live in faith, then it seems that Paul thinks all human and legal 

distinctions between human beings dissolve into our belonging to Christ. By our baptism God 

has given us a tangible symbol of what our unity might look like. In our baptism God has clothed 

us with Christ.

 Does this mean that differences between Christians disappear? No, we all retain our 

individual gifts and talents. Yet, we are not so prone to list them in some hierarchical order of 

excellence. Rather, we see them all for the unique gifts that God intended to bestow on us.

 Paul writes as he does to Galatia because evidently the differences between people had 

become points of contention. Some feel and act superior to others based on these, more or less, 

legal qualifications. The people have returned to living by rules and distinctions and apart from 

a spirit that valued each and every person and the gifts that they offered to the community. Does 

this not describe some of us and our churches as well? Amen.
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