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INTRODUCTION

How does one become a child of God?  A most simple but a most important question, and 
one which has been answered a number of different ways.  The Liberal answer to this 
question is, every human being is a child of God; that man is basically good, and therefore 
they believed in the universal fatherhood of God and the universal brotherhood of man.  
This is a view of our being children of God without taking into account the problem of sin, 
and God having to judge us for our sin, and having to provide a Saviour in Christ.  Inside 
the church we do not necessarily have one opinion on the matter, there are those who 
believe that by virtue of baptising infants one can make a child of God, either through a 
view of baptismal regeneration which makes one a child of God.  Or by seeing baptism 
conferring a legal sonship similar to how Israelites were made children of Abraham through 
circumcision.  

Paul is dealing with this question in his letter to the Galatians.  The Galatians were dealing 
with the problem of the Judaizers.  These were Jewish converts to Christianity who believed 
that faith in Jesus was not enough to be saved, but that one also had to become Jewish.  In
the OT when someone wanted to become a true worshipper of God, one had to convert to 
Judaism.  One would have to receive circumcision, and submit to the various ceremonial 
laws of the OT.  When Jesus came and died for our sins, and made open a way of salvation 
for the whole world, this changed, we were to no longer see salvation as becoming part of a
particular nation and adopting its culture, but we were given an international way of being 
the church.  We are saved by grace through faith and the OT ceremonial laws are done 
away with as fulfilled.  But these Judaizers were slow to see this; they wanted any Gentile 
convert to convert to OT Judaism if they converted to Christ, for they saw this as the only 
way to being a child of God.  
Paul writes to the Galatians to tell them that if anyone comes preaching another gospel 
besides the one they heard at first, may the person who preaches it be cursed, even if they 
are an angel or an apostle.  The first part of the letter stresses Paul’s credentials as an 
apostle so that the message he has preached to them will not be doubted.  He goes into 
some history about how the apostles had approved his message, and how he even had to 
correct Peter who acted like a hypocrite and reverted to OT style Judaism among the Gentile
believers when Judaizers from Jerusalem visited the church while he was there.  From 2:15 
Paul sets out to prove that we are saved not by returning to OT laws, but by faith in Christ.  
That we are children of God not by circumcision or law but by faith.  That we receive the 
promises given to Abraham and become true heirs of Abraham not by any OT practice but 
through faith in Christ.  It is only by faith in Christ that we become sons of God and heirs of 
the promises to Abraham.  

Today is a baptismal service where Matt is obeying the Lord by being baptised.  There is a 
single reference to baptism in Galatians in 3:27, we will be looking at 3:19-29. In this 
section Paul is contrasting the law and the promise.  He is arguing that we receive the 
promise of salvation, the promise of the Spirit not by law but by faith.  We want to jump 
into the middle of his discussion as he starts describing the purpose of the law in verse 19, 
and then to look at how over against law we are adopted through faith in Christ not law.  



Law

Paul begins v19 with a question, ‘Why then the law?’  Now remember that Paul is talking 
about how one is not saved through the law by works, but through the promise by faith.  
Those who had their confidence in the law would be astounded at this statement, and their 
next natural question would be, ‘If we are not saved by obeying the law, what purpose does
the law serve?’  This is the question Paul is going to answer.  Here Paul masterfully lays out 
the purpose of the law.  

Firstly, ‘it was added because of transgression.’  Paul’s meaning here is that the law was 
given to reveal and expose sin.  It was not given to merely restrain sin through 
punishments, nor was it given as an antidote for sin so that we could save ourselves by it.  
Romans 3:19-20 gives us the meaning, ‘Now we know that whatever the law says it speaks 
to those who are under the law, so that every mouth may be stopped, and the whole world 
may be held accountable to God. 20 For by works of the law no human being will be 
justified in his sight, since through the law comes knowledge of sin.’  The law is a mirror 
before us in which we see not our own goodness, but our moral failure.  And not just that 
we do bad things, but that our hearts delight in these bad things, that we cannot stop doing
the bad things, that we in fact at the core of who we are, are bad.  The purpose of the law 
was to aggravate the knowledge of sin, to help the Jews see how desperately they needed a
Saviour.  They needed to learn as we all do, that we can never save ourselves, that we are 
not good, that we are hopeless sinners who need God to have mercy and save us.  It is the 
job of the law to bring you to the end of yourself and your attempts to try and be the good 
person you think you are, to give up and come to God to make you good.  This was 
considered the first use of the law by the Reformers, to show you your sin and point you to 
Christ as the rememdy.  

Secondly, we see the law was temporary, ‘until the offspring should come to whom the 
promise was made.’  If you look back at 3:16 you will see what this statement is referring 
to.  A promise was given to Abraham and his seed, Paul tells us that the word seed was 
indicating an individual who was Christ.  The law was never given as the permanent way in 
which all people everywhere were to get to heaven, rather it was given for a period of time 
until Jesus, the Saviour comes.  We must be clear that no sinner ever has or ever will be 
saved by keeping the law.  Paul clearly tells us that in the OT Abraham and others were 
saved by faith not the law Romans 4:1-5.  They looked forward to the promised saviour 
where we look back.  Paul will speak more about the temporary function of the law shortly.

Thirdly, he reveals that the law came through indirect not direct mediation, ‘and it was put 
in place through angels by an intermediary.’  Deut.  33:2; Acts 7:53 and Heb. 2:2 all reveal 
the same truth; that angels were involved in the giving of the law at Sinai.  But when God 
ratified the covenant with Abraham in Gen. 15 it was directly mediated by God Himself.  
Paul is inferring that the nature of the promise covenant is superior to the law covenant.

At this point Paul anticipates an objection; ‘Is the law then contrary to the promises of God?’
it appears as if Paul is saying that the law and the promise are enemies and that the Jews 
have been serving an enemy all this time.  Paul denies this, ‘certainly not!  For if a law had 
been given that could give life, then righteousness would indeed be by the law.’   If it were 
the job of any law to be a stairway to heaven, a list of rules which we obeyed to earn our 
own salvation, then the OT law would have served very well.  However, this was never its 
intention.  



In v22-24 he lays out in picture language what the law was given to do.  

‘But the Scripture imprisoned everything under sin, so that the promise by faith in Jesus 
Christ might be given to those who believe.  Now before faith came, we were held captive 
under the law, imprisoned until the coming faith would be revealed. 24 So then, the law was
our guardian until Christ came, in order that we might be justified by faith.’

Firstly, the law imprisoned us, and held us captive.  The idea in these words is one of being 
under protective custody.  When Paul was kept under guard when assassination attempts 
were made on his life and he was escorted to Rome, that is the notion being conveyed here.
In the same way the OT saints were bound by the obligations of the law, but it was a type 
of protective custody that kept them under guard and under various restrictions, but it was 
not a march to death row but to freedom.

The second picture will make Paul’s point even clearer.  In v24 he says, ‘so then the law was
our guardian until Christ came.’  For those who remember the KJV you will remember the 
word schoolmaster.  Now Paul is using a word borrowed from the world of Roman culture 
which referred to the tutor of children in a rich home.  It was usually the case that boys in a
home were set under a slave was to act as their chaperone, their mentor, and also their 
disciplinarian.  Many ancient depictions see them holding a rod of discipline.  The translation
of a schoolmaster is putting the wrong emphasis on the word for it was not the case that 
these slaves were their teachers but more their disciplinarians.  When a boy reached his 
manhood he no longer needed a tutor, this is the picture that Paul is painting here.  Now 
that Jesus Christ has come, the disciplinary purpose of the law is no longer necessary to live
by.

This is what Paul is saying.  God made a promise that through Abraham the blessing of 
salvation would come to all nations.  The law is not the fulfilment of that promise in that we 
should make all the nations Jewish and get them to submit to OT law.  No the law serves 
the purpose of preparation, in particular of hemming the Israelite in, and every sin and 
infraction of God’s law would be highlighted by it.  Think of the various aspects of the law.  
All the laws that regulated things clean and unclean would indicate to the Israelites that 
they were constantly unclean.  Think of the sacrifices where the Israelite would be obliged 
to kill an innocent animal any time they wanted to worship God or confess sin.  Individually 
and nationally they would be constantly rebuked and held within the sight of their own 
sinfulness.  The endless repetition of sacrifices, and laws, and cleansing would feel like a 
perpetual hamster wheel of doomed repetition.  The Israelite would be longing for an 
escape, for a single sacrifice to remove all the guilt of the sin they are reminded of daily, of 
a permanent state of cleanness before God.  God wanted them to feel this way, that they 
might see their need for Christ when He came to be the lamb of God, the single sacrifice 
which can take away all our sins.  He is the only one who by what He has done can make us
irreversibly clean in God’s eyes by clothing us in His righteousness.  

Are you in tune with this purpose of the law?  The Judaizer looked at the law and said to 
himself, ‘Hey, I am good enough to do this.’  And so he deceived himself thinking himself a 
good person and not recognising that he was bad.  The law shows you, not only that you do
wrong things, but that you love wrong things, that you can’t stop doing wrong things, 
because you in who you have something deeply wrong within you.  And God must judge 
you.  It is intended to drive you to despair not a self-help project.  You too have the law in 
your life, it is written in your heart, your conscience has accused you all your life, it has 
threatened you, and reminded you that you must be punished.  Have you listened to that 
tutor or have you hardened your heart.  Will you heed it as it points out you need to be 



made clean and Jesus is your only hope?  Or you will think I am ok on my own I don’t need 
Christ.  Turn to Him now, come as you are, in your uncleanness and He will make you clean.

Faith

In contrast to working in obedience to the law, Paul talks about the empty hands of faith 
which do not give our goodness to God but receive a free gift of goodness from God.  This 
idea of being saved through faith is found throughout this letter.  2:16, ‘yet we know that a 
person is not justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ, so we also have 
believed in Christ Jesus, in order to be justified by faith in Christ and not by works of the 
law, because by works of the law no one will be justified.’ 2:20, ‘I have been crucified with 
Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me. And the life I now live in the 
flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.’  3:9, ‘So 
then, those who are of faith are blessed along with Abraham, the man of faith.’  3:14, ‘so 
that in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might come to the Gentiles, so that we might 
receive the promised Spirit through faith.’  And in our portion from v22-26 faith is mentioned
6 times.  

The object of faith is that thing we are trusting in to make us righteous.  If we think that we
can be good enough to save ourselves, then we are the object of our faith, but Paul tells us 
that our faith is in Jesus Christ (v22) not ourselves.  Saving faith is extraspective not 
introspective it looks to Christ not self.  It comes with empty hands to receive not full hands 
to offer.  

Paul tells us in v24 that when we put our faith in Jesus Christ we are justified by faith.  This 
is very important point to understand.  You see the law stood as a legal accuser, it was an 
unbendable and unrelenting witness to your constant moral failure and inability to please 
God.  Under its imprisonment every person was on a march to death row unless someone 
fulfilled justice on our behalf.  We were in a real fix, in order to not be judged on judgement
day, we needed to have a clean record, but not only had we broken every law, we couldn’t 
even keep the law properly.  In order to be qualified to be in an eternal relationship with a 
holy God dwelling in His holy presence and enjoying all His benefits, we needed to be 
righteous but could not be.  This is where justification comes in.  the word justification is a 
legal word, just as the law is a legal accuser.  It is a word that means to declare righteous, 
where it is the law’s job to declare guilty.  We are told here by Paul that we get declared 
righteous by faith not by law.  How does this work?

I can think of no better illustration than one of Luther’s early ones, the one of marriage.  In 
marriage we become one, and all that is the others becomes ours, this is a picture of what 
happens when we are justified.  He writes: ‘By this mystery, as the Apostle teaches, Christ 
and the soul become one flesh [Eph. 5:31–32]. And if they are one flesh and there is 
between them a true marriage—indeed the most perfect of all marriages, since human 
marriages are but poor examples of this one true marriage—it follows that everything they 
have they hold in common, the good as well as the evil. Accordingly the believing soul can 
boast of and glory in whatever Christ has as though it were its own, and whatever the soul 
has Christ claims as his own. Let us compare these and we shall see inestimable benefits. 
Christ is full of grace, life, and salvation. The soul is full of sins, death, and damnation. Now 
let faith come between them and sins, death, and damnation will be Christ’s, while grace, 
life, and salvation will be the soul’s; for if Christ is a bridegroom, he must take upon himself 
the things which are his bride’s and bestow upon her the things that are his. If he gives her 
his body and very self, how shall he not give her all that is his? And if he takes the body of 
the bride, how shall he not take all that is hers?....  Who then can fully appreciate what this 



royal marriage means? Who can understand the riches of the glory of this grace? Here this 
rich and divine bridegroom Christ marries this poor, wicked harlot, redeems her from all her 
evil, and adorns her with all his goodness. Her sins cannot now destroy her, since they are 
laid upon Christ and swallowed up by him. And she has that righteousness in Christ, her 
husband, of which she may boast as of her own and which she can confidently display 
alongside her sins in the face of death and hell and say, “If I have sinned, yet my Christ, in 
whom I believe, has not sinned, and all his is mine and all mine is his,” as the bride in the 
Song of Solomon [2:16] says, “My beloved is mine and I am his.” This is what Paul means 
when he says in I Cor. 15[:57], “Thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our 
Lord Jesus Christ,” that is, the victory over sin and death, as he also says there, “The sting 
of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law” [I Cor. 15:56].’  

But there is more that we receive when we believe, Paul writes in v26, ‘for in Christ Jesus 
you are all sons of God, through faith.’  Here the marriage analogy will continue to serve us 
well.  When a bride marries her husband, she also gets a new father.  She receives a part in
the husband’s estate and inheritance and all that the Father has which He confers on the 
Son comes to His bride the Church as well.  What is important to note about this adoption is
that Paul says, that we all become sons of God.  Now there are gender-neutral bible 
translations that attempt to do away with masculine languages attempting to bring it up to 
date to fit in with our present egalitarian context.  But if we do this we miss the richness.  In
ancient cultures, it was the son who received the inheritance.  The daughters would be 
given a dowry and that would be it, but a son would receive an inheritance.  When Paul says
we become sons of God, he is also saying that this comes with the certainty of an 
inheritance.  

Once again we must stress these words, ‘through faith.’  It is not in earning adoption by 
being good enough, or by receiving the initiation ceremony of circumcision, it is a gift 
received by faith.  There is no entitlement to this gift, no racial or family advantage which 
guarantees it, it is a gift by grace not race, family or works.  It is for this reason that 
Baptists have rejected the notion that the children of believers are somehow entitled to 
baptism with the certain expectation of salvation in many cases.  The practice of 
circumcision was a legal aspect added to the Abrahamic covenant in Gen. 17 that bound up 
the offspring of Abraham in anticipation of the promised one.  Upon the threat of being cut 
off from God’s people as covenant breakers one would not circumcise their children.  It was 
commanded closing in the people of God under law until Christ would appear.  In the OT 
obedience to the law gave one an entitlement to physical land as an inheritance in Israel.  
Since God is not making Jews out of us, we are not identified by external signs as part of a 
family bloodline that would eventuate in the Messiah.  No, the Messiah has come and we 
become children of God by grace through faith in Christ. 

Now we come to baptism, v27, ‘For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on
Christ.’  Paul starts by saying, ‘for as many’ because he is addressing a mixed group of Jews 
and Gentiles, and the Jews were telling the gentiles that they were not real sons of God or 
children of Abraham.  Paul is saying that everyone who has believed and been baptised is 
identified with Christ and therefore justified and adopted in Him.  
Secondly, I hope that we can allow Paul to be consistent with himself and not try and make 
this verse to say that we are somehow saved by baptism, but in keeping with the context 
that baptism is the expression of one’s faith by which one is united to Christ and puts on 
Christ.  
Thirdly, we must pay attention to the phrase, ‘put on Christ.’  It is a most interesting one.  
Some have thought that since early Christians were baptised naked and given a robe after 
baptism that this might be an allusion to a historical practice, this is unlikely.  Closer to the 



mark is the idea that this was a robe given to an adopted slave.  When a slave was formally 
adopted into a family and became a son, new clothing indicating the new status was given.  
You and I change our clothing every day and wear varied styles, but clothing made the man
back then and you spoke of your status by your clothing.  It was for this reason that things 
like head coverings were so very important at the time.  But since baptism is so closely 
associated with Christ’s death and resurrection, it is more likely that this reference has a 
future orientation, an already but not yet aspect.  Since Christ literally resurrected with a 
new body, a new glory and new and perfected humanity at His resurrection, and you when 
you received the Spirit have been plunged into that live and now live by it.  To put on Christ 
in baptism, is to show the new life you have received and will receive when the day of 
glorification comes.  Baptism looks forward by looking back, it looks back to what happened 
to Jesus and tells those who have gone through the waters and put on Christ that one day 
the same will certainly happen to you.  

Paul tells us that our identification with Christ by faith which is shown in our baptism comes 
before any other difference between us.  V28, ‘There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is 
neither slave nor free, there is no male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.’  The 
Jews used to pray thanking God that they were not Gentiles, slaves or women.  Here Paul 
going against all the racism, prejudice and sexism of the time points out that in Christ we 
are all equally sinners and receivers of grace.  We are one in Christ and can no longer abide 
things that divide nations like circumcision.  Our oneness in Christ is the first basis upon 
which we relate.  So today, the employed with the unemployed, the rich with the poor, 
people of all nations, if you are a Christian you are one with each other and have every 
reason to love and serve each other.  Paul goes further I addressing the issue of the Jewish 
Gentile divide in the last verse, v29, ‘And if you are Christ's, then you are Abraham's 
offspring, heirs according to promise.’  Please notice the order, if you belong to Christ by 
faith, then you belong to and receive the promises of Abraham, not vice versa.  

It has been pointed out by many Baptists at this point that if Paul believed that baptism had 
replaced circumcision he would have argued very differently at this point.  You see the 
Galatians were being told that the Gentile Christians needed circumcision to become heirs of
promise and children of God.  If Paul believed as many paedobaptists do that circumcision is
replaced with infant baptism.  He had no better opportunity than in this discussion to do so. 
Yet instead of speaking about how we are incorporated into the covenant community by 
baptism and then by faith, baptism is only incidentally referred to as faith is stressed as the 
means by which we become heirs of the promises.  In the OT one was an heir by birth ad 
circumcision was the seal of the promise, but in the NT we are heirs by faith not birth.  

As you observe the waters of baptism today what should you understand these things to 
mean?  You should know that Matt is being baptised not in order to be saved, but because 
he has been saved.  To see our baptism as a necessary work for salvation would be to deny 
the free gift received by faith so stressed by Paul in this text.  You should see an enactment 
of Jesus going into the grave, under the judgement waters of God, and then rising victorious
over death with a perfected humanity that can never die.  Matt goes under the water and 
puts on Christ which means he is committing himself to a life that is consistent with this new
identity and he can take this act as a promise to him that one day, just as surely as Jesus 
rose from the grace He too has risen and will rise.  Baptism should also be understood as a 
type of citizenship ceremony.  He is announcing His part in Christ’s people and identifying 
himself as a citizen of heaven in one family with them.                      
                

                  


