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Chapter 1. ἐπαγγελία: a keyword in 
Galatians  

1.1 Introduction 

Pauline Studies continues to be a vast rebuilding site, with the constant reappraisal of old 

and new perspectives. At the heart of this ongoing reconfiguration is the letter to the 

Galatians, widely regarded alongside Romans as central to the Pauline corpus and the most 

succinct expression of Paul’s theological thinking.  

At the heart of that letter and such scrutiny is Paul’s sustained argumentation of the central 

chapters of Galatians. This has long been recognised as, arguably, “the deepest, most varied 

and most comprehensive reasoning that exists in the whole compass of the great Apostle’s 

writings.”1  

A number of particular terms and concepts have been identified within this argument and, 

understood as key interpretative cruces, have been the subject of scholarly analysis; for 

example: ἔργα νόμου, πίστις Ἰησοῦ Χριστου, δίκαι-language, διαθήκη. These and others will be 

further explored in the course of this study.  

Owing to its intensive use by Paul, ἐπαγγελία – commonly translated as “promise” in 

Galatians – is another keyword; however, despite the prominence of promise-language in 

Galatians, or its important connections to other key concepts/core terminology that Paul 

uses, it has not been the object of an intensive treatment by scholars. The present research 

seeks to correct this and we begin by briefly expanding on these points.  

The prominence of promise-language 

In these central chapters of Galatians, Paul makes sustained use of the concept of promise.  

Having had no explicit recourse to it earlier or later in the latter, Paul uses the term 

ἐπαγγελία, or a variant, eleven times across Galatians 3:1-5:12, which is more than any 

 
1 Ellicott (1867), 72. 
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other book of the New Testament or LXX, except Hebrews (which has eighteen instances but 

in a text more than twice as long as Galatians). 

Indeed, it is the intensive use Paul makes of the term that is noteworthy. In particular, in 

Galatians 3:14-22 alone, Paul uses a variant of ἐπαγγελία eight times in nine verses, more 

than any other chapter of the New Testament2. It is simply the most intensive use of such 

promise-language in the Pauline corpus, let alone the rest of Old and New Testament 

writings. Such intensity is strongly suggestive of a deliberate and concentrated use of the 

concept of promise and makes it a prominent feature of Paul’s argument. 

Promise-language in relation to other key concepts in Galatians 

Not only is promise-language prominent, especially in Galatians 3:14-22; in this section, 

ἐπαγγελία sits in direct relationship with almost every other major idea and concept used in 

the argument.3  

For example, Paul sees fit to:  

• relate ἐπαγγελία to the Spirit, the reception of this promise being through faith (ἵνα τὴν 

ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος λάβωμεν διὰ τῆς πίστεως 3:14); and with a clear association 

with the key-phrase “Jesus-Christ-faith” (ἡ ἐπαγγελία ἐκ πίστεως Ἰησοῦ Χριστου 3:22);4 

• link ἐπαγγελίαι to, while making a distinction with, the conceptually close term, 

covenant (διαθήκη cf. 3:15-17);  

• invoke the account of the ἐπαγγελίαι made to Abraham (τῷ δὲ Ἀβραὰμ ἐρρέθησαν αἱ 

ἐπαγγελίαι 3:16, 18); and also to his seed (καὶ τῷ σπέρματι αὐτοῦ (sing.) 3:16, 19) which 

is Christ (3:16 and cf. 3:22). In so doing, ἐπαγγελία is at the heart of what might be 

understood to be an expression of salvation history.5 

 
2 See Hebrews 11 (x7); and Romans 4 (x5). 
3 See Moo (2013), 32ff in which he makes introductory comments about major themes in Galatians, including: 

salvation history, the gospel, the Spirit, the law, the Christian life, faith of / in Christ, justification/ 

righteousness. This study will see ἐπαγγελία touch on all of these and others. 
4 In light of the continuing debate concerning πίστεως Ἰησοῦ Χριστου (‘the faith(fullness) of Jesus Christ’ / ‘faith 

in Jesus Christ’) and for reasons developed in this study, “Jesus-Christ-faith” will be my preferred translation 

for the time being. 
5 See Beale and Carson (2007), xxvi: “some kind of historical sequence under the providence of a sovereign 

God.” 
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• assert the primacy of ἐπαγγελία over law (νόμος οὐκ ἀκυροῖ εἰς τὸ καταργῆσαι τὴν 

ἐπαγγελίαν 3:17), setting the two in contradistinction (εἰ γὰρ ἐκ νόμου ἡ κληρονομία, 

οὐκέτι ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας 3:18), yet apparently not opposition (ὁ οὖν νόμος κατὰ τῶν 

ἐπαγγελιῶν [τοῦ θεοῦ]; μὴ γένοιτο 3:21);  

• declare ἐπαγγελία the basis for receiving the inheritance (ἡ κληρονομία …τῷ δὲ Ἀβραὰμ 

δι᾽ ἐπαγγελίας κεχάρισται ὁ θεός. 3:18).  

Evidently, ἐπαγγελία is a term to which the apostle attaches significant value by giving it a 

key role in his rhetorical argument for dealing with the plight of his Galatian converts. So 

intertwined with other key concepts is promise, at the heart of Paul’s argument, that their 

full meaning and significance only emerges in relation to it. 

Relative scholarly neglect of the role of promise in Galatians 

What seems surprising, therefore, is the paucity of study on ἐπαγγελία in Galatians. There 

are a few recent studies which cover certain aspects of promise in Galatians or which give 

certain consideration to promise in as far as it intersects with their particular area of 

research. I will introduce these presently and naturally interact with them in the course of 

this study. However, there does not seem to be a more targeted and comprehensive 

appreciation of Paul’s intensive use of ἐπαγγελία in Gal. 3.6 In seeking to remedy this in the 

present study, it is appropriate to begin by identifying some issues that require clarification 

and necessary lines of inquiry. 

i. ἐπαγγελία and God’s covenant with Abraham.  

It is immediately obvious that in this section of the letter, Paul uses ἐπαγγελία in the context 

of the Abrahamic narrative, which is introduced in 3:6-9 and then repeatedly made explicit 

throughout 3:14-22 (as well as in 3:29 and 4:22ff). Furthermore, whatever else we may say 

about Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία, the one who gives the promise(s) is unequivocally God (Gal. 

3:16, 18). 

 
6 There is a tendency to highlight ἐπαγγελία in passing, but then focus on something else. For example: Moo 

(2013), 224, notes the key nature of “promise” in Gal 3:15-25 but ultimately focuses his discussion primarily on 

the law; Fee (1995), 396, remarks on promise as the “operative” word in 3:15-18, but is primarily concerned 

with the Spirit. 
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It is an intriguing fact that, in the LXX (OT), ἐπαγγελία and cognates are used only five times, 

in four texts; I have underlined it in each case: 

− ὁ δὲ Μαρδοχαῖος ὑπέδειξεν αὐτῷ τὸ γεγονὸς καὶ τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν ἣν ἐπηγγείλατο Αμαν 

τῷ βασιλεῖ εἰς τὴν γάζαν ταλάντων μυρίων ἵνα ἀπολέσῃ τοὺς Ιουδαίους (Est. 4:7 LXX)  

− τὴν ζωήν μου ἐξήγγειλά σοι ἔθου τὰ δάκρυά μου ἐνώπιόν σου ὡς καὶ ἐν τῇ ἐπαγγελίᾳ 

σου (Ps. 55:9 LXX) 

− κρείσσων ἐναρχόμενος βοηθῶν καρδίᾳ τοῦ ἐπαγγελλομένου καὶ εἰς ἐλπίδα ἄγοντος 

δένδρον γὰρ ζωῆς ἐπιθυμία ἀγαθή (Prov. 13:12 LXX) 

− ὁ οἰκοδομῶν εἰς τὸν οὐρανὸν ἀνάβασιν αὐτοῦ καὶ τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν αὐτοῦ ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς 

θεμελιῶν ὁ προσκαλούμενος τὸ ὕδωρ τῆς θαλάσσης καὶ ἐκχέων αὐτὸ ἐπὶ πρόσωπον τῆς 

γῆς κύριος ὁ θεὸς ὁ παντοκράτωρ ὄνομα αὐτῷ (Amos 9:6 LXX) 

Not only is ἐπαγγελία evidently a term with little currency in the LXX (OT) – with Paul, by 

comparison, using it twice as much in his letter to the Galatians – but of these five 

occasions, only twice (in the Psalm and in Amos) is it used of God. Moreover, it is not a term 

used at all in the Torah or in any explicit relation to Abraham. This, surely, calls for some 

account of Paul’s particular choice to use ἐπαγγελία so intensively in such a context. 

Kevin Conway’s 2014 contribution is a detailed study of this matter.7 Aware of the scarce 

use of ἐπαγγελία as noted above and developing earlier work by Sass8, Conway investigates 

the use of ἐπαγγελία as the divine pledge in classical and Hellenistic literature as far back as 

8th century BC; in LXX without MT counterparts; in OT apocrypha and pseudepigrapha; and 

the contemporaneous works of Philo and Josephus. He compares this with the use of other 

word groups: ὅρκος / ὄμνυμι and ὑπόσχεσις / ὑπισχνέομαι. From this very useful survey he 

concludes that while other authors may occasionally use the term (amongst other terms) for 

the divine pledge, Paul is unique in his exclusive use of ἐπαγγελία for the divine pledge. We 

will unpack this part of Conway’s research later in this study. But the question remains as to 

 
7 Conway, K.P., 2014. The Promises of God: The Background of Paul’s Exclusive Use of ἐπαγγελία for the Divine 

Pledge. Walter de Gruyter GmbH & Co KG.  
8 Sass, G., 1995. Leben aus den Verheißungen: Traditionsgeschichtliche und biblisch-theologische 

Untersuchungen zur Rede von Gottes Verheißungen im Frühjudentum und beim Apostel Paulus. Vandenhoeck 

& Ruprecht.  
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why Paul would choose, from a selection of pledge terms, to be so devoted to using 

ἐπαγγελία to speak of the divine promise.9 

The second part of Conway’s study seeks to give an explanation for this. Aside from the 

changing popularity of terms over time, Conway argues that the conceptual and linguistic 

connections between ἐπαγγελία and εὐαγγέλιον are key for Paul. He considers their 

association in Romans, Galatians, 2 Corinthians and other NT writings. Again, we will engage 

with this particular thesis that Conway broadly applies to Paul’s writing. However, the focus 

of this study will be to examine the role of ἐπαγγελία specifically in Galatians and to ask, 

above and beyond any suggested word-play with εὐαγγέλιον, if other factors are involved.  

Of course, as well as the pledge terms that Conway considers, it is remarkable to note that 

διαθήκη is a word with a far greater use in the LXX (OT), used some 299 times, 87 of which 

are in the Pentateuch and thirteen in Genesis 17 alone. Nevertheless, it is a word Paul 

chooses to use only three times in Galatians. Although two of those are in the particular 

passage I have highlighted, we will see how Paul chooses to speak of the Abrahamic 

covenant not primarily as a διαθήκη, but more liberally in terms of ἐπαγγελία. There is clearly 

collocation here, but also a deliberate and (given the comparable use of the two in the LXX 

(OT)) perhaps surprising choice of one over the other. 

Donald Cobb’s 2015 study will clearly provide fruitful engagement given the shared 

semantic domain between ἐπαγγελία and διαθήκη.10 Cobb’s particular approach, however, 

whilst appreciating the word, is concerned with the covenantal underscoring of Paul’s 

argument: the implicit covenantal texts and patterns that are often implicit but are present 

and contribute to Paul’s developing argument. My interest, however, is particularly in its use 

as a lexical term. 

Similarly, T. David Gordon’s thesis is that Paul’s reasoning is covenant-historical.11 He argues 

that, through Galatians, promise, law and faith represent the Abrahamic, Sinaitic and new 

 
9 I understand ἐπαγγελία in the context in which Paul uses it, as “promise”, for reasons which will be 

evidenced. Conway analyses various synonymous words, referring to them corporately as “pledge terms” 

(Conway, 2014). For further discussion, see my Chapter 2. 
10 Cobb, D., 2015. Une διαθήκη qui ne peut être ni abrogée ni modifiée: La signification et la fonction rhétorique 

de l’alliance en Galates 3-4. ThD Thesis (Université Catholique de Lyon). 
11 Gordon, T.D, 2019. Promise, Law, Faith: Covenant-historical Reasoning in Galatians. Peabody: Hendrickson. 
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covenants respectively. In providing some understanding of the role of ἐπαγγελία alongside 

νόμος and πίστις, this will provide a helpful conversation partner.  

But what is it about ἐπαγγελία and what it is doing for Paul as we see it used here in 

Galatians that makes it Paul’s choice, especially to speak of God’s covenant with Abraham, 

when that term does not feature in the LXX and in spite of the prevalence of διαθήκη? And 

how should the Abrahamic narrative, then, inform our understanding of what Paul means by 

ἐπαγγελία? These are fundamental questions behind the role of ἐπαγγελία in Galatians. 

ii. Paul’s varied and intensive use of ἐπαγγελία and its cognates   

Strictly speaking, Paul employs the word-family of ἐπαγγελία intensively across this passage. 

One of the eight instantiations is a verb. Across the seven nouns there is morphological 

variance, reflecting biblical Greek’s highly inflected nature. So, it is found in nominative, 

accusative and genitive cases; particularly notable is the use of both the singular and the 

plural; and Paul uses it with and without the article. 

Although we might speak of a word-family, one should wonder, given the variants, whether 

Paul is using the term consistently and with conceptual coherence.  

For example, a number of scholars suggest reasons why Paul might use the plural in 3:16: 

perhaps to indicate several provisions within the covenant with Abraham; or perhaps to 

indicate several reiterations of God’s covenant with Abraham?12  

This may be the case, but can we be clearer as to which? And how would that effect Paul’s 

use of ἐπαγγελία in the singular? For it could, therefore mean one provision of the several 

within the Abrahamic covenant; or one particular iteration (the first?) of God covenanting 

with Abraham; or indeed something otherwise distinguishable from “the promises”. 

Or as many scholars assert, or assume, the plural form might not function any differently 

here for Paul than the singular: to speak of “the promise” is to speak of “the promises”.13  I, 

 
12 See Moo (2013), 228; Williams (1988), 712; Fung (1988), 155; Matera (1992), 126. 
13 Williams (1988), 713: “throughout Galatians 3 and 4 when Paul speaks of the promise or promises he has in 

mind one fundamental divine pledge, the promise of the Spirit.” See also: Moo (2013), 228; Uzukwu (2015) 

who seems to take no account of this in her “Theology of Promise”; Ryken (2005), 125, who treats them as if 

they are the same; and Phillips (1947), 115-6, who translates every instantiation as “Promise”. 
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however, am not sure I find that a satisfying account of why Paul should deliberately use 

both, at least twice, in this same short stretch of text.  

To seek to clarify consistency is also to seek to clarify coherence about the concept of 

promise. For example, Gisela Nneka Uzukwu’s 2015 study has a particular focus on Galatians 

3:28c, setting this phrase in the context of what she calls Paul’s “Theology of Promise” in 

Galatians 3-4.14  Chapter 3 of her study outlines this theology of promise in Galatians 3:14-

29, with particular reference to 3:14, 16, 18 and 29. Further, she recognises the use of 

ἐπαγγελία language and thought both with Abraham (3:15-29) and Sarah (4:21-31), mapping 

with a male-female dynamic. For her, this coherent thought of a theology of promise 

underpins Galatians. 

Yon-Gyong Kwon’s 2004 contribution also dedicates a chapter to promise in Galatians.15 

Whilst arguing that promise-language evidences Paul’s future-oriented eschatology in the 

letter, Kwon also asserts that there is no coherence across the various uses of “promise” 

here. To speak of the “promised Spirit” (3:14), is different from speaking of the promises to 

Abraham (3:16); and must be distinguished from the promise that is the inheritance (3:18). 

For Kwon, there is nothing except the “mere coincidence of the word ‘promise’” to suggest 

that the promise of the Spirit (v14) has any relevance to a discussion of the Abrahamic 

promises (v15f).16  

I want to examine more closely Paul’s use of the ἐπαγγελία word-family here and appreciate 

the variance. In doing so with a focused “promise-lens” I hope to come to a considered 

conclusion about Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία in Galatians 3:14-22; one that may be more 

nuanced than to assume a straightforward theology of promise, but which acknowledges 

the potential coherence across a term used, more than coincidentally, eight times in nine 

verses. 

 
14 Uzukwu, G.N., 2015. The unity of male and female in Jesus Christ: an exegetical study of Galatians 3.28c in 

light of Paul's theology of promise. London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark.  
15 Kwon, Y., 2004. Eschatology in Galatians: rethinking Paul's response to the crisis in Galatia. Tubingen: Mohr 

Siebeck.  
16 Kwon (2004), 114. 
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iii. What Paul intends promise(s) to convey 

One thing lacking in the Galatians literature is much consideration of the nature of promise; 

or indeed, certain promise-language and a logical grammar that helps to elucidate the 

aspects of promise that Paul might be utilising.  

For example, we should appreciate that (a) promise(s) is/are made by someone; and to 

someone; and are thus between certain parties. However, others may benefit from the 

promise even if they are not those to whom the promise was originally verbalised. If we 

assume some coherency for a moment, Paul emphasises that the promises were made to 

Abraham and to his offspring, Christ (Gal 3:16-19). And yet he also wants to emphasise that 

the recipients of what was promised are many, including himself and his audience (Gal 3:14, 

22, 29). So, not only is there interest in how he holds the singular and the multiple together, 

but also in the distinction and relationship between those to whom a promise is made and 

those who receive its benefits. 

Furthermore, a promise assumes a number of factors as well as the parties involved, e.g.  

• an initial event of promising (as well as potential later reiterations);  

• some content as to what is promised;  

• a period of time between the initial pledge and the fulfilment of the promise;  

• a sense of expectation attached to this promise that was made, concerning the delivery 

of the content, and felt during the time of waiting;  

• the eventual fulfilment. 

There is, in here, a clear sequence of related events; to the point that it might be described 

as a promise-narrative. Is Paul creating a narrative framework with his use of such language? 

What effect might he intend this to have on his readers? 

Of particular interest is the content of promise. Gal. 3:14 would seem to identify the content 

of promise as the Spirit. Gen. 3:16, speaking of the promises given to Abraham, might 

suggest Gen. 12:1-7 and the blessing, great nation and land. Or should one rather 

understand the content of the Abrahamic promises to be “the blessing of Abraham” (Gal. 

3:14) which is arguably justification (3:8)? But then what of Paul’s seeming desire, in Gal. 

3:18, to use “inheritance” to define the content of the promise? It is not that these ideas 
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cannot cohere together; rather that a satisfying account of how they do so remains to be 

given.   

This is the view of Sam K. Williams in his 1988 article which gives rare, exclusive 

consideration to promise in Galatians.17 He bemoans the “tendency to examine the key 

promise passages in Galatians separately, without allowing the implications of one to affect 

the interpretation of another”, noting the lack both of consensus and proper attention to 

the matter.18  Williams’ general thrust is to understand all the references to ἐπαγγελία to 

relate to the Abrahamic promises; and that from v14 the content of this promise is 

ultimately the Spirit.19 His article proceeds to explain how the promises of land and 

descendants given to Abraham should be understood as being eschatologically fulfilled in 

the coming of the Spirit. 

As mentioned above, from his understanding that Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία refers to different 

promises, Kwon takes a different view: in v14, the Spirit is promised through the prophetic 

literature. This is not the same as the blessing of Abraham which is justification. Nor is it that 

the same as what was promised to Abraham and to his offspring, which is the inheritance – 

for Kwon the eschatological world.20 

Chee-Chiew Lee’s 2013 monograph is concerned with tying together those three elements 

from Gal. 3:14.21 Taking into account Williams, Kwon and others, she surveys how this has 

been understood, putting forward a case for understanding the blessing of Abraham as 

justification and the promised Spirit as the perpetuator of that justification. This is 

underscored with a survey of OT prophetic texts which Lee argues follow through on the 

Abrahamic covenantal theme, thus showing how the “promised” Spirit is invoked for such a 

role.  

 
17 Williams, S.K., 1988. Promise in Galatians: A reading of Paul's reading of Scripture. Journal of Biblical 

Literature, 107(4), pp. 709-720.  
18 Williams (1988), 709. 
19 Williams (1988), 712: “the apostle is stressing that what was promised was the Spirit.” As noted, the 

difference between promise / promises is here immaterial to Williams (ibid., 713). 
20 Kwon (2004), 114. 
21 Lee, C., 2013. The blessing of Abraham, the Spirit, and Justification in Galatians: their relationship and 

significance for understanding Paul's theology. Eugene, Or.: Pickwick Publications.  
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However interesting may be the various arguments of these scholars, they betray a lack of 

consensus concerning ἐπαγγελία in Galatians 3:14-22 which calls for the passage to be 

interrogated thoroughly, with a view to understanding what the content of the promises 

and/or the promise may be. 

iv. The correlation between ἐπαγγελία and other key concepts / terms. 

It is fascinating to note, as above, the relationship that the promise-language of ἐπαγγελία 

has with almost every other key term or concept in Galatians. All too often, however, such 

key terms in Pauline Studies are viewed in isolation. The study of Paul’s choice phrases 

might usually consider etymology; or grammatical construction; or survey general use across 

the diverse contexts of his letters. More rarely are they appreciated solely in the one 

context; and particularly in the way in which they shape and are shaped by the particular 

text around them.  

One wonders if there is a word anywhere in the Pauline corpus in as succinct a passage as 

this that interacts with so many key phrases as ἐπαγγελία does here. Undoubtedly, the 

understanding of ἐπαγγελία in Galatians 3:14-22 is influenced by an understanding of law, 

Abraham, Jesus Christ, covenant, the Spirit, to name but a few. Of equal, if not greater, 

significance is how Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία might be shown to influence an understanding of 

all these concepts in turn. 

There seems fresh ground to develop here, with a particularly rich specimen of the interplay 

of key concepts and ἐπαγγελία at the centre of it.  

v. The impact on readers of ἐπαγγελία’s intensive use  

Although I do not propose an investigation along the lines of reception history, it is 

interesting to reflect, given the scarcity of the term in the Old Testament, just how much 

Christians now speak of the promise(s) of God.22 It suggests that an overlooked word has 

had an underrated impact. 

 
22 The top result of a Google search of “The Promises of God” (17/01/19) returned 

https://www.biblestudytools.com/topical-verses/gods-promises-verses-in-the-bible/. No verse in this list 

contains the word “promise”, though all are clearly popularly identified as promises. A similar cursory survey 

shows how many hymns and songs contain or relate to the theme of God’s promise(s): see 

http://www.hymntime.com/tch/top/g/godpromi.htm and http://worship-songs-

resources.worshiptogether.com/music/God%27s-Promises?af=category%3asongs. 

https://www.biblestudytools.com/topical-verses/gods-promises-verses-in-the-bible/
http://www.hymntime.com/tch/top/g/godpromi.htm
http://worship-songs-resources.worshiptogether.com/music/God%27s-Promises?af=category%3asongs
http://worship-songs-resources.worshiptogether.com/music/God%27s-Promises?af=category%3asongs
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What account, however, might we give for the effect Paul intended to have on his Galatian 

readers through the use of ἐπαγγελία? It is a term unused by Paul in Galatians up until Gal 

3:14 and then just three times after 3:14-22; and those instances are all within the central 

chapters (3:1-5:12) rather than stretching into the final section. The deliberate intensity 

here in Galatians 3:14-22 suggests not only that Paul has a particular role for it but that the 

bulk of the “work” of ἐπαγγελία is achieved in this passage. 

What is that particular role? We will explore how Paul uses promise-language to serve his 

rhetorical aim of persuading the Galatians to return to him, back from a distorted gospel 

(1:7, 4:16, 5:7-8) and back to freedom, grace, truth and love (5:13f).  

Key issues in Galatians: the context of scholarship within which this 

study is pursued  

Such a study of the role of ἐπαγγελία in Galatians potentially affects, and is affected by, at 

least three substantial trends within ongoing and flourishing research into the letter: new 

perspectives on Pauline Theology, rhetorical analysis and Paul’s use of Scripture. We will 

explore the last of these later in Chapter 5, in which it has particular resonance as we 

consider Paul’s drawing on the Abrahamic narrative as a whole. The first two, however, 

merit some comment here.23 

Perspectives on “what St Paul really said”. 

The major debate affecting Galatians’ scholarship in the past decades has concerned new 

perspectives on “what St Paul really said”.24 

What was once the “New Perspective” is now a broad and influential variety of perspectives 

developed and critiqued over the last 40 years. 25 Although not uniform and no longer new, 

its coherence is perhaps best described as an attempt to read Paul within his own context, 

or perhaps more polemically “delutheranizing Paul”26, not that its detractors understand 

 
23 See Tolmie (2012) for a survey of recent scholarship and trends. 
24 Wright (1997) – italics mine. Tolmie (2012), 132-138 notes the prevalence of approaches to Galatians coming 

as a result of the “New Perspective.” 
25 See: Allman (2013); Farnell (2005); Garlington (2005); Gathercole (2007); Kok (2010); Meek (2001); Seifrid 

(2000) and (2010); Zahl (2001) for a broad selection of overviews; as well as Smith (2005) and Swanson (2005) 

for a substantial though by no means comprehensive list of contributors. 
26 Matlock (2012), 311-12. 
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themselves as wrongly beholden to Luther or any other post-Pauline context.27 But N.T. 

Wright poses the issue with specific relation to Galatians:   

“The problem Paul addresses in Galatians... is: should his ex-pagan converts be 

circumcised or not? Now this question is by no means obviously to do with the 

questions faced by Augustine and Pelagius, or by Luther and Erasmus. On anyone’s 

reading, but especially within its first-century context, it has to do quite obviously with 

the questions of how you define the people of God: are they to be defined by badges 

of Jewish race, or in some other way?”28  

Widely recognized as a “paradigm shift” in Pauline Studies,29 consequent scholarly 

discussion is often focussed on the extent to which Paul’s categories are forensic or 

participatory, covenantal or apocalyptic; whether his expressions are anthropological or 

Christological; whether his genitive constructs are subjective or objective; and how far his 

concerns are soteriological, sociological and / or missional. As Zahl highlights, terms such as 

“covenantal nomism”, “boundary markers” and “reformation spectacles” are now firmly 

part of the scholarly vocabulary.30  

Within this reappraisal of perspectives old and new, and for our study of ἐπαγγελία in 

Galatians, four particular terms or concepts that Paul locates at the heart of his argument, 

each identified as an interpretative crux and extensively analysed - ἔργα νόμου/ὁ νόμος; 

πίστις [Ἰησοῦ] Χριστοῦ; δικαι-language; and salvation history - exemplify the wide-ranging 

interpretative debates and impinge on our particular project.  

i. ἔργα νόμου / ὁ νόμος  

As Paul argues against the idea that one is justified ἐξ ἔργων νόμου, the question remains 

what, precisely, he has in his sights.31  One traditional reading of “works of the law” has 

been human endeavour, the legalistic emphasis on good works to merit salvation.32 With a 

 
27 See, for example: Kok (2010), 3 n.1; Garlington (2005), 2; Smith (2005), 17, on the variety within the new 

perspective; Longenecker B.W. (2005), 264, opining that the new perspective “increasingly appears more 

established than fresh”; Garlington (2005), 1-2, on proponents considering it an aspirational return to the 

original perspective. 
28 Wright (1997), 120 cited by Westerholm (2004), xvi. 
29 Smith (2005), 91. 
30 Zahl (2001). 
31 see Frey (2012a), 92, for a list of possible interpretations. 
32 Schreiner (1991), 218-9. 
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more sociological understanding of the issue, James Dunn has popularised the idea that this 

is “shorthand” for boundary markers, those “acid tests”33 which distinguish the Jews as 

God’s people from Gentile “sinners”: circumcision, food laws and table fellowship, Sabbath 

observance. Paul’s concern, then, is less moral performance and more “belongingness.”34 

This argument, therefore, is that “faith in Christ”, not these ethnocentric expressions of 

covenantal nomism (what is required to “stay in”, as opposed to “get in” to the covenant), is 

what marks out the people of God; thus removing the barrier between Jews and Gentiles.35  

In response, many scholars admit that ἔργα νόμου refers to works commanded in the Torah, 

as opposed to “works”, per se.36 However, some maintain that the issue is still ultimately a 

soteriological one: in the face of the belief that righteousness was attainable by Torah 

obedience, Paul held that neither Jew nor Gentile could obey it perfectly because of human 

sin.37 A subjective genitive reading, “the law’s works”, removes the emphasis on human 

effort, and highlights instead “the law’s own inability (owing to the gripping power of sin) to 

produce in people a righteousness that can survive the bar of God’s judgement”.38 

The validity of any of these interpretations for Galatians is partly determined by how one 

understands the context in which Paul is applying this term. Is his concern with the 

universal, atemporal principle that “doing” anything (from circumcision to good deeds) can 

never merit the righteousness that only faith in the Messiah can;39 or with a salvation 

historical framework that understands the significance of the law ends with the arrival of 

the Messiah?40 Further, how does this lead us to understand the view of the law that Paul is 

intending to convey? Is he positing a negative view? Some who understand Paul’s view of 

the coming of the Messiah in Galatians as apocalyptic take Paul to be insinuating that the 

 
33 Garlington (2005), 5. 
34 Dunn (1990), 216-223. 
35 Although Dunn understands that the whole of the law is in view in this phrase, it particularly relates to these 

matters which “crystalliz[e] the distinctiveness of the group” Meek (2001), 219. See also Schreiner (1991), 221. 
36 Moo (2013), 35ff; Gordon (2019), 232-8. 
37 Westerholm (2004), 314-315; Schreiner (1984) and (1991). 
38 Owen (2007), 554. 
39 Moo (2013), 23-31. 
40 See Owen (2007), 563 on Gal 3:2,5: Paul is not asking “an existential question regarding a person’s faith 

versus law-keeping” but rather “a redemptive-historical question regarding the benefits distributed to people 

in the old era and its terms versus the new era and its terms.” 
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law is not of God.41 Other perspectives have been more positive about Paul’s view of the 

law whilst still maintaining his stance against the “works of the law”.42 

Although I shall proceed with an uncommitted view on “works of the law”, I will seek to 

establish how study of ἐπαγγελία may affect an understanding of the law in Galatians. 

ii. πίστις [Ἰησοῦ] Χριστοῦ 

The genitive construct πίστις [Ἰησοῦ] Χριστοῦ is primarily understood in one of two ways:43  

1. The anthropological view, often labelled as the “objective genitive” reading, has typically 

been taken to mean “faith in Jesus Christ”, an expression of human trust in Jesus.   

2. The Christological view, often labelled grammatically as the “subjective genitive”, 

provides an “objective” sense of the “faith(fulness) of Jesus Christ”. Paul, on this reading, is 

not primarily distinguishing between human doing and human believing as in the 

anthropological view; but between human activity (works of the law) and divine initiative 

(the faithfulness of Christ).  

The Christological reading, influentially argued for by Richard Hays44 is, in Kugler’s view, 

“snowballing” in popularity.45 It offers the “liberating” view of Paul rooting justification in 

the faithful work of Christ.46 This is especially potent in an apocalyptic reading of Galatians,47 

and favours an emphasis on participatory over juristic language concerning Paul’s 

understanding of justification.48 It is often critiqued, however, for its potential to denude 

Paul’s argument of any expression of personal faith: how the believer is linked to the faithful 

Christ.49 Similarly, those who favour the anthropological view may argue that if human faith 

 
41 Cf. Hubner and Riches (1984), De Boer (2012); Martyn (1997), 352ff. 
42 See Wright (2012b). 
43 See Easter (2010) and Kugler (2016) for overviews. Both note that to refer to one view as anthropological is 

not to discredit the Christology of those who hold it.  
44 Hays (2002). 141ff. 
45 Kugler (2016), 245. 
46 Harrisville (2010), 19-20. 
47 Easter (2010), 37; Martyn (2000), 250. 
48 See Matlock (2002), 300. The emphasis on the participatory nature of being in Christ for justification is 

understood to be a facet of the new perspective; although union in Christ as the centre of Paul’s soteriology, 

underpinning “justification by faith”, is the Reformed position, also. See Gaffin Jr., R., (2013). By faith, Not by 

Sight: Paul and the Order of Salvation, 2nd edition, P&R, Philipsburg, New Jersey, 46: “Rather, both, the forensic 

and the transformative, justification and sanctification, are functions or manifestations of relational. Expressed 

concretely, both are manifestations of aspects of union with Christ.”  
49 Harrisville (2010), 19-20 and Dunn (2002), 263. 
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is properly understood to be the gift of God rather than a self-generated effort, the “need” 

for a subjective reading is eroded.50   

The wealth of linguistic arguments include consideration of the range and distinction of 

meaning of πίστις;51 the relationship between the verb and the noun;52 and the significance 

or otherwise of the presence of the article.53 Arguably, the matter is one both of semantics 

and pragmatics within Galatians and the potential of polysemy. Indeed, where Easter 

concludes that “interpreters must make a decision between the two [anthropological 

/Christological reading] or intentionally argue for some combination thereof”54, Matlock 

wonders whether talk of objective and subjective genitive constructions is even helpful.55 

Preston Sprinkle offers an intriguing “third view”, based not least on Galatians 3:23-26, that 

πίστις Χριστοῦ refers to the Christ-event proclaimed in the message of the gospel.56 

Although I shall proceed with an uncommitted view on πίστις Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ (cf. Gal. 3:22), I 

shall seek to establish through study of ἐπαγγελία that my neutral phrase “Jesus-Christ-

faith” may also be its most preferable rendering in English.57 

I note, too, that the principled and nuanced consideration of both semantics and pragmatics 

is suggestive of an approach to ἐπαγγελία. Moreover, in Gal. 3:14-22 Paul directly relates 

ἐπαγγελία to faith and indeed, the genitive construct ἐκ πίστεως Ἰησοῦ Χριστου. A better 

account of ἐπαγγελία may enlighten an understanding of this Pauline shorthand, and also 

 
50 Harrisville (2010), 20. 
51 Matlock (2000), 2, 9-10; Easter (2010), 37, cites Hays (2002, 295) on whether a semantic distinction can be 

made between faith and faithfulness; see also Choi (2005). 
52 Campbell (1997), 715-6. 
53 Easter (2010), 34, 41; Kugler (2016), 246-7. 
54 Easter (2010), 44. 
55 Matlock (2000), 16. 
56 Sprinkle (2009), 165ff. See also Silva for the view that these need to be given “careful reflection” and “taken 

seriously” in Silva, M., Review of The Faith of Jesus Christ: Exegetical, Biblical and Theological Studies: The 

Pistis Christou Debate, Themelios 35:2 (July 2010). Available: 

https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/themelios/review/the-faith-of-jesus-christ-exegetical-biblical-and-

theological-studies-the-pistis-christou-debate/ [2/8, 2021]. 
57 See: Hultgren (1980), 263 who opts for the objective translation “faith in Christ” yet prefers to understand it 

as a genitive of quality, which he calls “Christic faith” and which “affirms both the object and ground of faith”; 

Moo (2013), 161 n.7, cites Ulrichs, K.F., 2007. Christusglaube: Studien zum Syntagma Πιστις Χριστου and zum 

Paulinischen Verstandnis von Glaube and Rechtfertigung. WUNT 227, Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck, 11-23: “a faith 

defined in terms of Christ”); see also Garlington (1997), 89; Williams (1997), 69: it denotes a quality of faith, 

identifying those who are in Christ as they demonstrate the unwavering character of faith that he “actualised 

and exemplified”. 

https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/themelios/review/the-faith-of-jesus-christ-exegetical-biblical-and-theological-studies-the-pistis-christou-debate/
https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/themelios/review/the-faith-of-jesus-christ-exegetical-biblical-and-theological-studies-the-pistis-christou-debate/
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the wider but wholly relevant discussions concerning the debated phrases ἐξ ἀκοῆς πίστεως 

(Gal. 3:2) and the articular reference διὰ τῆς πίστεως (3:14 cf. 3:23-25).  

iii. δικαι-language. 

Paul’s argument in Galatians centres around δικαι-language.58 Typically, the verb δικαιόω, 

has been translated as “to justify” and the noun δικαιοσύνη as “righteousness.” A concern in 

English-language scholarship has been the lexical connection that these two renderings have 

hidden.59 Beyond this, however, is the debate about what Paul means by his use of δικαι-

language, or perhaps which metaphor he is triggering.60 

A “Lutheran” view takes it to be a forensic declaration: God pronouncing the sinner to be 

made righteous.61 The primary right relationship here is vertical – a soteriological matter of 

right relationship with God. 

Wright, however, understanding Paul’s use of it in the context of table fellowship (2:11-14), 

sees it primarily as covenantal. That is, justification is a declaration that recognises 

membership of the covenant people of God.62  Here, for Wright, participatory theology 

(being accepted as part of the covenant people of God in Christ) trumps juristic theology 

(being declared to be right with God in Christ).63  

J. Louis Martyn has pioneered an understanding of δικαι-language as cosmological 

rectification. That is, in an apocalyptic understanding, God liberates his people in Christ from 

the present evil age (1:4), rectifying what is wrong in order to bring about a new creation 

(6:15).64 

The debate concerning δικαι-language is a fascinating study in how a word may be used and 

understood.65 Once again at the forefront are matters of what is semantically inherent and 

 
58 Frey (2012b), 203-4. 
59 Wright (2014) expresses sympathy with this view, though uncertainty as to which word would be 

appropriate and satisfying; Martyn (1997) employs “rectify” and “rectification”; Westerholm (2004), 262ff, 

transliterates the Greek, to form dikaiosness and dikaiosify.  
60 Prothro (2016b), 48-9.  
61 Surburg (2013), 46: “Lutheran Confessions clearly indicate that δικαιόω is to be understood in a forensic 

sense, as God the judge pronouncing the sinner to be righteous.” 
62 Wright (2009), 116f; Smith (1999), 26: “It is not how someone becomes a Christian, but simply the 

declaration that someone is a Christian”; cf. Moo (2013), 53ff. 
63 Wright (2012b); see Campbell (2009). 
64 See: Martyn (1997) and (2000); De Boer (2012); Boakye (2017). 
65 See Gordon (2019), 239-288 – Excursus 2. 
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derived from prior usage. One scholar asserts that Paul’s use echoes the “norm” of biblical 

usage;66 but another argues that it contrasts in meaning with non-biblical use of δικαιόω.67 

At the same time, its particular use in a context, and nuanced differences even closely 

within the same text, must be appreciated.68 This surely requires a clear establishing of 

appropriate context.  

Although I shall use justification / righteousness or δικαι-language, I shall seek to establish 

how Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία impinges on this and, in particular, whether some kind of 

promise-narrative may help clarify Paul’s use of δικαι-language in Gal. 3:21-22.  

In the light of the close interrelation of ἐπαγγελία with all three cruces, in Gal. 3:14-22, this 

brief survey of perspectives old and new helps show how vital it is to clarify ἐπαγγελία.69  

In Pauline scholarship, especially Pauline Theology, the three terms or concepts just 

discussed are often considered more widely, in context of various epistles and especially 

Romans.70 There is, at times, an assumption of coherence and consistency but without an 

appreciation of contextual nuance across the texts and even within them. Since Romans is a 

distinct piece of communication, written later and for a different communicative context, I 

will tread very cautiously when making further comment as may be required below. 

A fourth significant concept should also be mentioned at this point. Moo highlights how 

“this [New Perspective] interpretation has the effect of shifting the contrast… from the 

anthropological (“doing” versus “believing”) to the salvation historical: the torah and the era 

it represents versus Christ and the new age.”71  

 
66 Surburg (2013), 72. 
67 Prothro (2016b): δικαιόω, outside the LXX, emphasised aspects of punishment and condemnation in its use 

with a personal object. 
68 Surburg (2013), 73, cites Westerholm (2004), 256-6, indicating three differing uses in 3 Kingdoms 8:32 cf. 

LXX 2 Chron. 6:23. 
69 Frey’s ((2012b), 220) conclusion on four exegetical problems existent in Galatians includes: works of the law, 

faith in / of Christ, and Paul’s view of the law.  
70 For example, Campbell’s (2009) substantial work on justification drawing predominantly from Romans and 

reading into Galatians. 
71 Moo (2013), 159-160. 
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iv. Salvation history  

Salvation history might be understood as a reading of the saving activity of God through the 

history the Old Testament and climaxing in the death and resurrection of Jesus. Beale and 

Carson understand Galatians 3 to be an exercise in salvation history.  

“In Galatians 3, for instance, Paul modifies the commonly accepted significance of the 

law by the simple expedient of locating it after the Abrahamic promise, which had 

already established the importance of justification by faith and which had already 

promised blessing to the Gentiles. Thus instead of asking an atemporal question such 

as, “How does one please God?” and replying, “By obeying the law,” Paul instead 

insists on reading the turning points of OT history in their chronological sequence and 

learning some interpretive lessons from that sequence.”72 

However, the salvation-historical nature of Galatians 3 is debated on two fronts. 

Salvation history vs. pessimistic anthropology: is the question in Galatians a temporal or an 

atemporal one? 

Moo argues that, although some kind of salvation framework is present, the bedrock of 

Paul’s argument is an underlying “pessimistic anthropology”.73 That is, the primary thrust for 

Paul is the atemporal question about pleasing God; and while his argument is characterised 

by a strong salvation historical framework, this, for Moo, does not explain why doing the 

works of the law cannot secure the promised blessing. Rather, it is because of the general 

human inability to be justified /righteous. Thus, for Moo, Paul is not ultimately telling a 

temporal story about what is wrong with Judaism such that Christ must come at the 

appointed time to remedy it; but answering the atemporal question of what is wrong with 

humanity such that even Judaism cannot remedy it.74  

Salvation history vs. apocalyptic: is Paul’s emphasis more on continuity or discontinuity? 

Martyn questions the salvation historical nature of Galatians from an apocalyptic viewpoint. 

Salvation history emphasises the continuity in the activity of God through a narrative. 

Martyn argues that Galatians speaks of discontinuity in the revealing of faith, the new 

 
72 Beale and Carson (2007), xxvi. 
73 Moo (2013), 31. 
74 Moo (2013), 31 citing Westerholm (2004), 381. 
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creation breaking into this present evil age in Christ (Gal 1:4, 6:14-15).75 Indeed, many key 

narrative factors are absent; for example, though Paul speaks of Abraham, this letter would 

give the reader no idea there were ever any Patriarchs. So, while Martyn understands there 

to be a sequence of events that Paul alludes to in Galatians 3, it is a minimal and punctiliar 

account. It serves to highlight not the continuation of the salvation historical story, but the 

radically apocalyptic nature of the Christ event.76  

For Gordon, Paul’s reasoning is covenant-historical rather than salvation-historical. Thus, 

Paul is making a temporal argument with narrative continuity, but is uniquely concerned 

with “successive covenant-administrations by which God binds himself to his people (and 

vice versa)”. The punctiliar nature of the account (as Martyn might put it) is due to the fact 

that Paul is not, here, interested in matters of salvation-history (significant as they may be, 

for example, the exodus or the incarnation) which do not, in themselves, “inaugurate any 

change in covenant administration”.77 

As with the previous issues, I shall seek to establish how Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία, or any 

potential promise-narrative, might illuminate this debate. 

Rhetorical analysis 

Intensive use of a word in a text suggests that the author has a rhetorical aim in mind – and 

rhetorical analysis has been popular for approaching Galatians.78 

From Betz to alternative approaches 

Betz’ analysis of Graeco-Roman rhetoric and epistolography led him to see Galatians 

constructed according to the contemporary rhetorical principles of the “apologetic letter” 

genre.79 This has been highly influential in ensuing debates concerning the structure of the 

letter and indeed the purpose of Paul. While scholarship in the two decades that followed 

often leaned heavily on Betz in this regard, his proposal naturally met with development 

 
75 Martyn (2000); also Martyn (1997).  
76 See Martyn (1997), 339f; also De Boer (2004) and (2012); Grindheim (2013). 
77 Gordon (2019), 3f. 
78 Tolmie (2012), 130; also Tolmie (2007). 
79 Betz (1979), 14ff. 
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and critique.80  Kern may be correct that Galatians does not conform to any genre of 

classical rhetoric, as narrowly defined, and that a broader definition of “rhetoric” is 

preferable81. In the same vein, Tolmie concludes his review of more recent scholarship with 

three observations: “the rigid application of ancient rhetorical categories seems to be on the 

decline; that there is more interest in function than in rhetorical categories as such; and that 

there is a growing interest in alternative approaches.”82 

The use of Burkean principles of rhetorical analysis 

This study will employ principles elucidated by rhetorical critic Kenneth Burke83 – somewhat 

systematised by Rueckert and championed by Foss in the teaching of rhetoric84  – and 

employed by Koptak in his reading of Galatians 1:13-2:14.85 

Koptak uses Burke’s principles of identification and consubstantiality to show how Paul, in 

this autobiographical section, creates a “rhetorical community” consisting of himself, the 

Jerusalem apostles and the wider church, with a “circumcision-free gospel” from God and 

distinct from the those who were telling the Galatians they needed to be circumcised. His 

rhetoric forces the Galatians to choose with which “community” they want to identify.86  In 

later articles concerning biblical studies in Genesis and Lamentations, Koptak continues to 

use Burke and particularly his cluster-analysis (with linkage of terms) and agon-analysis 

(with opposition between terms).87 I will return to this in Chapter 2; for not only is it crucial 

to recognise the general rhetorical nature of the letter to the Galatians in the gauging of the 

use of any term, but this specific analysis of key words used strategically over this discourse 

will give insight as to how ἐπαγγελία is being used by Paul. 

 
80 In terms of development, see Hansen (1989), Witherington (1998), in seeing it not as apologetic genre but as 

“rebuke-request” in style; also Hall (1987). In terms of critique: Bruce (1982); Longenecker (1990); Silva (1996), 

28. See also Surburg (2004); Frey (2012b), 206: “the categories of ancient rhetoric can help to explain the 

function of individual sections of a letter but do not offer a master-key to the Pauline epistles.” 
81 Kern (1998); see also Asensio (1999), 89-90. 
82 Tolmie (2012), 130; Tolmie (2007).   
83 Burke (1953) and (1957). 
84 See Rueckert (1983); Foss (2004). 
85 Koptak (1990) and republished in Nanos (2002a). 
86 Koptak (1990). 
87 Koptak (1997) and (2014); Foss (2004), 69ff. 
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The intention of this study 

Concluding his helpful overview of more recent research in Galatians, Tolmie writes:  

“…in several instances small but significant advances have been made in terms of 

detailed exegetical issues or, in a broader sense, in terms of the way in which 

theological issues in the letter should be interpreted. In our continuing endeavour to 

arrive at a better understanding of this letter, this should serve as encouragement to 

keep on trying and to investigate as many new angles as possible.”88  

The role of ἐπαγγελία in Galatians has received only piecemeal treatment from scholarship, 

despite the fact that it represents a crucial element of Paul’s argument in the letter. In this 

study I hope to investigate it fully and thereby perhaps offer a fresh contribution to the 

interpretation of the letter and of Pauline thought more generally. Where Toomie’s 

comment on “new angles” is concerned, it is my contention that an account of the role of 

ἐπαγγελία in Galatians, particularly in the promise inclusio of 3:14-22, will enhance 

understanding of other key Pauline concepts, as well as providing additional clarity 

concerning the methods, structure and rhetoric of Paul’s argument and message. 

The study will proceed as follows. Here in Chapter 1, I will first lay out the methodology that 

I will adopt and use (section 1.2), whereby insights from relevance theory and discourse 

analysis will be harnessed to enhance and direct my exegetical approach to studying the 

role of ἐπαγγελία in Galatians.  

In Chapter 2, I will then begin to apply my method, in detail, to the context and text of 

Galatians 3:14-22, with a particular focus on ἐπαγγελία. I will give an initial account of the 

“concept template” ἐπαγγελία, in line with my early determination to provide some account 

of the historical understanding of ἐπαγγελία in broad cultural context. I will provide an 

appreciation of how the situational context stimulates the reader’s anticipation as to how 

and why Paul might be using ἐπαγγελία to bring about positive cognitive effects for the 

Galatians. I will proceed to analyse the co-textual structure of the letter to the Galatians, 

outlining a broad, functional understanding of its arrangement and further highlighting 

Paul’s use of rhetorical communities, which will be shown to have implications for Paul’s 

 
88 Tolmie (2012), 139-140. 
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intentional use of ἐπαγγελία. Finally, I will consider the immediate co-text (Gal 3:1-4:11) and 

the further justification it provides for focussing on 3:14-22, as well as how 3:1-14 leads the 

reader into important relevant expectations as Paul begins the promise inclusio. 

Chapter 3 will form a substantial part of this study by investigating the role and relationships 

of ἐπαγγελία in Gal 3:14-22, or, in the terms of relevance theory, the explicatures and 

implications of ἐπαγγελία. This will involve: 

• enriching explicatures - the exegetical task of bringing clarity to what is explicitly 

being said; and  

• determining implications - seeking satisfying answers as to why Paul is saying that 

and in that way; and how the relationships he establishes between concepts may 

cause the audience to make some inference.1  

Our twofold interest will particularly be a) that which an audience would relevantly infer 

about Paul’s grammatically nuanced, but logically coherent, use of ἐπαγγελία; and b) the 

particular and developing relationships between ἐπαγγελία and other key terms and 

concepts within the co-text.  

In Chapters 4, 5 and 6, I will then examine, in turn, three significant aspects of the role of 

ἐπαγγελία in Galatians that arise out of this research:  

− the role of ἐπαγγελία in Galatians as a whole (Chapter 4), where I will contend that 

ἐπαγγελία is a key term in reading the letter, particularly through Paul’s establishing 

of a promise-narrative;  

− ἐπαγγελία and the Abrahamic narrative as a whole (Chapter 5), where I will argue 

that, in using ἐπαγγελία, Paul draws on the Abrahamic narrative as a whole, reading 

it primarily as a story of divine promise to which he can relate aspects of his Galatian 

argument; and  

− ἐπαγγελία and the Spirit (Chapter 6), where I will set out how Paul employs 

ἐπαγγελία to provide a foundation for understanding the activity of the Spirit in the 

lives of believers.  
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Finally, in Chapter 7, I will present some conclusions, summarising the role and effect that 

ἐπαγγελία has in Galatians and pointing to further potential avenues for scholarly 

exploration. 
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1.2 Methodology: an exegetical approach using Relevance 

Theory and Discourse Analysis to bring certain key 

features to light 

Approaching a lexical study 

To consider the role of ἐπαγγελία in Galatians 3:14-22 is, in essence, to commit to a lexical 

study. However, as Moises Silva has comprehensively shown, while such study appears 

“simple enough”, in fact it presents serious pitfalls. Five, in particular, deserve our 

attention:89 

1. An “exaggerated estimate of etymological studies” 

Silva contends that studies often pay too much attention to the origin of a word and the 

development of its meaning. Understanding Greek to be richly attested, he argues that 

etymology is hardly ever needed to determine the meaning of words in the New Testament. 

Rather, priority should be given to a synchronic approach – how a word is used and 

understood at the time and in the relevant communicative context. 

2. The danger of “illegitimate totality transfer”90 

What Barr noted as an exegetical fallacy was the tendency to load any instance of a word 

with all the possible meanings for that word. It would suggest, for example, that every use 

of ἐπαγγελία conveyed everything that ἐπαγγελία might possibly convey. Silva notes that “it 

is easy…to comment on the broad meanings of a word at the risk of obscuring its specific 

function in a text.”91 

3. Ignoring apparently small differences in the ways in which a word is used 

Silva also notes the likelihood of many lexical studies overlooking distinctive uses a word 

may have in particular instances/contexts. This might be how it is modified by a particular 

phrase; or a syntactical feature such as inflection of the presence of the article or a 

 
89 Silva (1994) 25ff. Silva critiques the approach in which “we come across a significant word in the New 

Testament, we see how it differs from Attic Greek, find its Hebrew equivalent (especially through the help of 

the Septuagint), study its usage in the New Testament, and then apply our findings to the original passage.” 
90 See Barr, J., 1961. The Semantics of Biblical Language, OUP. 
91 Silva (1994), 26. 
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preposition. We have, for instance, already noted the use of ἐπαγγελία in the singular and 

plural, a matter not to be ignored. 

4. Semantically related terms are seldom given important examination. 

Where a particular word in itself might be the focus of the study, Silva’s concern is that 

often terms which are related, perhaps structurally or conceptually, are not given sufficient 

concern, where they might help elucidate the meaning and use of the particular word in 

question.  

Thus a semantic domain – “an area of meaning and the words used to talk about it”92 – 

shows how words cluster together in lexical relationships. These may be paradigm forms: 

synonyms (small/little), antonyms (love/hate) and general-specific between a class and a 

particular type (animal/dog); or collocates, words often used together, beyond coincidence 

(car/drive). Proper consideration of related terms is important in clarifying the meaning of 

the term in question, as when John’s statement, “Sin is the transgression of the law” is 

much more informative for understanding sin than any word-study of ἁμαρτία.93 

5. The “fundamental danger” of confusing the word with the reality.  

Arising from 4. is the danger of confusing a particular word with the reality to which it points 

– something which, for Silva, constantly happens, in this case when ἁμαρτία as a signifier for 

the doctrine or concept of sin is confused with ἁμαρτία as a lexeme that has a range of 

meaning. 

In avoiding these pitfalls, my focus on ἐπαγγελία is not primarily concerned with a wider 

theology of promise (be it New Testament, Pauline or Galatian), although it may contribute 

towards that. I am not seeking a comprehensive analysis of the many uses of ἐπαγγελία 

across the Pauline epistles, although, once again, my study may contribute towards that. 

Rather, my particular focus is to determine the role of ἐπαγγελία as it is intensively used in 

Galatians 3:14-22. 

 

 

 
92 See www.semdom.org/description (last accessed 24/05/19). 
93 Silva (1994), 28. 

http://www.semdom.org/description
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This will necessitate some appreciation of the historical understanding of the word. 

Although this is not an etymological study, given Paul’s choice to use a term that is 

effectively absent from the Septuagint, some account is necessary.94 Such will follow in 

Chapter 2. 

However, I will primarily consider the specific function of a word - ἐπαγγελία - in a text and 

its context. I wish to avoid transferring any meanings of the term from texts that are not 

part of the context of Paul and the Galatians. Rather, I want to root the particular meaning 

and use of the term in the very text and context of the letter to the Galatians.95 This will 

involve: 

• attending to the small but significant ways in which Paul chooses to use and / or 

form a word in different instantiations; noting, for example, syntactical features.  

• examining the ways in which Paul links this word with other concepts and contexts in 

the discourse, thereby affecting how it (and indeed, they) might be understood.  

• accounting for Paul’s intention that this word may have some effect on his readers in 

the course of this communication. Paul has consciously constructed a letter with a 

particular audience and context in mind. It comes with the intention of 

“encompassing a situation”96 and thus producing an effect on his readers. For at 

least part of this communication, ἐπαγγελία is a significant motif in its execution. 

  

 
94 Silva (1994), 39, distinguishes between etymology – “that area of linguistic study that seeks to determine the 

origins of particular words” – and semantic change, “the analysis of semantic developments, beginning with a 

word’s first attested meaning.” See also Wallace: “Words that have been in circulation for a long time, 

especially common words… require primarily a synchronic analysis with supplement from diachronics”. 

https://danielbwallace.com/2014/12/08/lexical-fallacies-by-linguists/ (last accessed 17/10/18). 
95 While far from saying that a word has no meaning apart from context (see 

https://danielbwallace.com/2014/12/08/lexical-fallacies-by-linguists/ last accessed 17/10/18) yet context 

determines meaning. 
96 Burke (1957), 93 – see Chapter 2 for a development of Burke’s work. 

https://danielbwallace.com/2014/12/08/lexical-fallacies-by-linguists/
https://danielbwallace.com/2014/12/08/lexical-fallacies-by-linguists/
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Pursuing an exegesis of Galatians 3:14-22 with insight from 

Relevance Theory and Discourse Analysis 

In order to attend to these determinations, my primary approach to this study of Paul’s use 

of ἐπαγγελία in Gal 3:14-22 is exegetical. I intend to give a close reading of this particular 

promise inclusio, examining the use of the word in context and in connection with other 

terms. 

However, recognising the particular focus I have on ἐπαγγελία, I will also draw on insights 

from Relevance Theory (henceforth RT) and Discourse Analysis (henceforth DA), as 

suggested by translation scholar Robert Dooley:  

“Relevance theory focuses on the relationship between meaning and context, both 

text-external and text-internal context. Discourse analysis adds structure to this 

relationship but generally focuses on text-internal context. This means that the two 

approaches have partial overlap: neither entirely includes the other… It could be 

highly productive to use them in conjunction, for example in studying discourse 

topicality and thematicity, where over a particular stretch of discourse the 

propositional content is organized around an item of special interest or relevance to 

the speaker or writer…”97  

Dooley defines “discourse topicality and thematicity” in a way that accords strikingly with 

Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία in Gal 3:14-22: it is a “stretch of propositional content” organised, as 

we have seen, around an “item of special interest”, namely, ἐπαγγελία.  

For the reader who is less familiar with Relevance Theory, Appendix 1 provides an 

introduction which highlights principles and key terms.98 What follows is a clarification of 

 
97 Dooley (2008), 2-3. 
98 Discourse Analysis has been increasingly used as a tool in Biblical Studies in the past 50 years. See Holgate, 

D. & Starr, R., 2019. SCM Studyguide: Biblical Hermeneutics 2nd Edition: Vol. 2nd edition, SCM Press. Relevance 

Theory is much more recent, though increasingly utilised in Biblical Studies within the last 15-20 years, cf. 

Jobes (2007). 
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how the insights of RT and DA contribute to my exegetical approach and methodological 

assumptions.99 

An account of words as “concept templates” 

In this study, words (strictly morphemes100) – and in particular the key-word ἐπαγγελία – are 

understood as “concept templates”.101  

Clark gives a very helpful explanation concerning the RT approach to concepts: 

“The assumption is that a concept a kind of ‘address’ in memory which provides 

access to three kinds of ‘entry’, containing three types of information: lexical, logical 

and encyclopaedic.  

The lexical entry provides access to linguistic information about the word, e.g. word 

class and pronunciation.  

The logical entry provides access to logical information, understood as licensing 

inferences which will follow from propositions containing that concept.  

The encyclopaedic entry provides access to information about objects, events or 

properties which fall under the concept, which comes background knowledge and an 

individual’s own experience of the world. Inferences can be drawn based on 

encyclopaedic entries just as they can from logical entries. The main difference is that 

encyclopaedic information will vary individual to individual while logical entries should 

be relatively stable across speakers.”102 

What this suggests is that when a word is used, such as ἐπαγγελία, it invokes a particular 

concept. The hearer, connecting this lexical choice with the linked concept, has some logical 

 
99 Resonant with RT, Brown and Yule describe DA as an examination of “how humans use language to 

communicate and, in particular, how addressers construct linguistic messages for addressees and how 

addressees work on linguistic messages in order to interpret them.” Brown and Yule (1983), ix. Introducing the 

concept specifically to biblical scholars, Holgate and Starr (2006, 48) write: “Discourse analysis is a very useful 

tool for looking closely at the surface structure of a passage, helping us to pay close attention to the way a 

passage is `joined up' grammatically and stylistically….It enables us to explain, to ourselves and then to others, 

how we read the text: how we understand it to be organized and how this affects what we understand it to 

mean.” 
100 Clark (2013), 18. 
101 Green (2007), 806, quoting Carston, R., 2002. Thoughts and Utterances: The Pragmatics of Explicit 

Communication. Malden, Oxford: Blackwell, 360.  
102 Clark (2013), 244-5 (line breaks mine); see also Wilson and Sperber (2002); Jobes (2007); Green (2007).  
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understanding about what is essential to processing inferences concerning this concept; 

they also have a whole encyclopaedic collection of information contextually related to this 

concept in their cognitive environment with which they may draw inferences.103 This 

encyclopaedic entry of a concept is also open-ended, i.e. capable of modification or 

expansion over time. We have already recognised something of this in establishing the need 

to account for the assumptions that are made manifest in the use of ἐπαγγελία. 

However, a communicator, establishing a mutual cognitive environment, uses the word 

within context to convey a particularity to the concept. As Green writes:  

 “When we want to communicate a concept, our lexical choice only provides a bit of 

evidence, a clue, regarding that which we wish to make known. In the process of 

interpreting our words, pragmatic processes are in full play.”104 

That is to say, ἐπαγγελία, semantically speaking, encodes a link to a concept; and this is a 

“bit of evidence” about what Paul wishes to make known by using it. However, how it is 

used in a mutually cognitive environment comprising the co-text and other contexts, also 

shapes how it is to be processed and understood:  

“[the comprehension of] words with conceptual meanings involves more than simply 

accessing the concepts encoded by the words and slotting them into semantic 

representations. Comprehension also routinely involves adjusting the encoded 

concepts to reflect specific meanings intended by communicators.”105  

For Paul, ἐπαγγελία therefore functions as a “concept template”, invoking a concept whose 

essential shape remains logically consistent. Upon using or hearing the word ἐπαγγελία, Paul 

or any individual Galatian may also make many mental connections, whilst a number of 

cultural assumptions may arise for any or all of them. In choosing this particular word, Paul 

 
103 Green (2007), 801, gives this example of an encyclopaedic entry: “The concept CAT will bring to mind 

images of cats, including fur and tails and legs and claws. Anatomy and disposition, food preferences and 

hunting techniques, sounds and sleeping habits are built together in the encyclopaedic entry that, to be sure, 

will expand and modify with time and experience. An encyclopaedic entry will contain information which is 

shared culturally, such as sacred notions in the ancient Egyptian’s concept of CAT, but it may also have 

elements which cross cultures, such as the patience, stealth, and speed with which cats hunt. One’s 

encyclopaedic entry for CAT will also include idiosyncratic knowledge such as our allergies to cats or a 

disturbing childhood experience with a nasty clawed cat.”  
104 Green (2007), 806. 
105 Clark (2013), 240. 
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certainly makes something manifest; but to discover what Paul intends to make mutually 

manifest in his communication we ask: out of shared encyclopaedic knowledge, to what 

context for his hearers to process this term is he ostensively pointing? 

Thus in order to understand the particular meaning Paul gives to any specific instantiation of 

ἐπαγγελία, the following must be pragmatically processed: his range of morphological uses 

(the forms of words, involving their inflection, mood, person, number, gender etc.); the 

surrounding text; and contextual assumptions that he makes mutually manifest.106  

Further, what Brown and Yule say of a text equally applies as we enter the analysis of a 

particular lexeme or word-family in a text: “[T]he natural effect of hearers and readers alike 

is to attribute relevance and coherence… until they are forced not to.”107 We naturally 

assume relevance: a word has been particularly chosen (perhaps from a range of options) 

optimally to manifest the intention of the writer. We also assume coherence and logical 

consistency across its use – unless and until pragmatic inference may lead us to this. 

Here we should also note how ad hoc concept formation108 may occur in communication, 

perhaps resulting in broadening or, in this example from Clark, narrowing:   

(Crocodile Dundee and Sue are walking at night. A young man steps out from the 

shadows, followed by other young people.)  

Young man: You got a light, buddy?  

Dundee: Yeah, sure, kid. (He reaches for his lighter. The young man produces a 

switchblade.)  

Young man: And your wallet.  

Sue: Mick, give him your wallet.  

Dundee: What for?  

Sue: He’s got a knife.  

 
106 Clark (2013), 249: “concepts named by words are inferentially adjusted when we process utterances”.  
107 Brown and Yule (1983), 66. 
108 Green (2007), 805; Clark (2013), 246f. 
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Dundee: That’s not a knife. (He produces a huge Bowie knife.) Now THAT’S a knife! 

(Dundee slashes the youth’s jacket and looks into his eyes.)  

(Crocodile Dundee, dir. Peter Faiman, 1986)109 

As Clark explains, when Sue uses the word “knife”, she uses it in a contextually broad 

enough way to include the mugger’s switchblade. However, when Dundee uses the same 

word, “knife”, he is using it to exclude the switchblade, intending the concept only to 

include blades as large as his manifest Bowie knife. We pragmatically infer that the concept 

named by “knife” has been narrowed, and with particular cognitive effects. 

The example shows how words necessarily have relatively stable core semantic meanings, 

yet gather their precise meaning in co-text and wider contexts. 110 Thus from a semantic 

core and a logical entry inherent in a word, distinct senses might extend – and we will 

observe this phenomenon in our study not only of ἐπαγγελία but also with correlated terms 

such as διαθήκη and σπέρμα, all of which (we will pragmatically infer) Paul broadens and 

narrows through his use of co-text. 

Appreciating contexts: Text-internal and text-external. 

I determined earlier to root the particular meaning and use of ἐπαγγελία in the very text and 

context of the letter to the Galatians. In fact, several contexts may be identified within that 

mutual cognitive environment that is manifest between Paul and the Galatians. Dooley, as 

we have seen, makes an initial distinction between the text-internal context and the text-

external context.111 

A primary context of interest for this study, made manifest by the very writing of this letter 

to the Galatians, is the text-internal context, which I refer to as the co-text. It is the linguistic 

environment, or perhaps more simply, the surrounding discourse for our particular focus. In 

this study, the co-text is more narrowly Galatians 3:14-22, enclosing the intensive used of 

ἐπαγγελία; and more widely, the letter as a whole.  

Through the co-text, as Paul’s ostensive-inferential communication, contextual assumptions 

are made manifest, on which he intends his readers to draw, in order to process inferences 

 
109 Clark (2013), 246-7. 
110 Costley (2019), referring to Fewster, G.P., 2013. Creation Language in Romans 8: A study in Monosemy, Brill. 
111 See Dooley (2008), 2-3. 
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he intends them to make. In this way, Paul guides his readers to the text-external context. 

For example,  

• explicitly introducing the issue of the gospel and the potential of others preaching to 

them a contrary gospel (1:6f) is an act of making mutually manifest a context in which 

Paul wishes his following utterances to be understood; 

• ostensively referring to the occasion at which Paul first preached the gospel to them 

(4:13) indicates that the Galatians are to process what Paul is about to say with that 

mutual context in mind;  

• clearly making contextual assumptions manifest in the very use of certain words and 

phrases – notably, in speaking of ‘Christ’ – is to ostensify certain givens about who Jesus 

is, at least some of which Paul may have previously made clear to the Galatians (again 

4:13-14). Similarly, for Peter to have been μετὰ τῶν ἐθνῶν συνήσθιεν (2:12) invokes a 

number of contextual assumptions about the potential issues with this course of action. 

It is important, then, to have some appreciation of the historically developed and culturally 

shared text-external context for the word ἐπαγγελία which Paul is invoking in his ostensive 

use of the term.  

Similarly, a broad understanding of the situational context of the letter to the Galatians is 

key. Contextual assumptions can never be wholly accessible to us; but that is not to say the 

work of biblical scholarship in exploring them is not valuable. It may highlight that, for 

instance, Paul’s use of a word or phrase made something manifest that scholarship had not 

previously recognised.112 Nevertheless, a hearer is not to invoke a text-external context any 

larger than is required to arrive at a relevant interpretation.113 

 
112 Sim (2016), 117: “The rigour employed in biblical studies in researching historical context, provenance, and 

authorial or editorial identity marries well with the need for the encyclopaedic and contextual information that 

is a prerequisite for successful communication, and which is an essential part of relevance theory. The theory 

also leads an exegete to examine the reasons for the interpretative and perhaps intuitive decisions has made 

from the perspective of both the ‘original’ reader and the reader from a later time who lacks such 

information.” 
113 Brown & Yule (1983), 59: the principle of local interpretation, which “instructs the hearer not to construct a 

context any larger than he needs to arrive at an interpretation” Also (ibid., 79): “We are describing only that 

activated part which is required in the analysis of the discourse fragment under consideration.” 
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Given that manifestness is a matter of degree, considering how ostensively Paul is making 

something manifest will affect the strength of the implications that might be inferred. For 

example, if a context previously presumed by scholars proves not to be manifest, 

conclusions previously drawn may be relativised. Where certain contextual assumptions 

may be more manifest to some Galatians than others (e.g. some have a greater biblical 

literacy than others) we might also recognise the communication still to have been 

effective, but to be richer for some than others. 

This leads to a further aspect of the text-external context, namely the literary context. For 

RT, this means texts external to Galatians that Paul ostensively indicates form part of the 

cognitive environment for processing ἐπαγγελία. An important example is given in the 

opening words of 3:16, “To Abraham…”. This phrase makes make mutually manifest a set of 

assumptions concerning the Abrahamic narrative in which Paul intends the Galatians to 

process what he is about to say concerning “the promises”. This study will argue that, for all 

the potential breadth of the mutual cognitive environment between Paul and the Galatians, 

the primary literary context which Paul intends his Galatians readers to draw upon is the 

Abrahamic narrative as a whole.  

Processing re-presentation: an interest in the communicative intent  

Over against a deconstructionist approach to texts, RT holds to a notion of authorial intent, 

as both Jobes114 and Sims115 keenly point out: 

“[T]he very fact of creating a text for public view implies that the writer has an interest 

in making something manifest to someone other than himself. He is indicating his 

intention to communicate. This may seem trite, but it is a necessary presupposition to 

any attempt to interpret an utterance. If a writer has the intention to communicate, 

then the effort of interpretation is not a futile one. It may not be successful, but it is 

certainly worth the effort. Authorial intention has been regarded as an irrecoverable 

notion in recent scholarship, but given the communicator’s ‘intention to inform’ it is a 

 
114 Jobes (2007). 
115 Sim (2016), esp. 1-7, 117-120. 
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legitimate exercise to attempt to find clues to such intention in the speech or text, 

even if there is no certainty.”116  

So, there is no claim in this approach to be able to discover comprehensively and with 

certainty what Paul meant. But rather than give up on the notion or claim it as irrelevant, 

this methodology based on DA and RT holds that clues can be found and inferences can be 

made about the communicative intent of the communicator. We may yet state something 

useful about what Paul is intending to communicate, or “really saying”. 

RT’s helpful focus on communicative intent leads us to consider its account of re-

presentation for the sake of our exegesis of Gal. 3:14-22. 

RT contends that human utterances, spoken and written, are a re-presentation of our 

thoughts.117 That is, our words are not a comprehensive and exact encoding and 

reproduction of our thoughts, as if that were possible; but they resemble our thoughts, as 

utterances in a context, with a communicative intent. 

As well as re-presenting our own thoughts, however, we regularly re-present the thoughts 

of others. We take their utterances, spoken and written and re-present them. But we do this 

“interpretively”.118 That is, we attribute thoughts and intentions through our re-

presentation; simply because “[h]umans can no more refrain from attributing intentions 

than they can from batting their eyelids”119. This is why re-presentation is the preferred 

term; because humans are not simply re-producing words or ideas, but re-presenting them 

with attributed meaning. 

The significance of this for our study is that a number of re-presentations of OT texts occur 

in Galatians 3, notably in relation to the intensive use of ἐπαγγελία in Gal 3:14-22. Clarifying 

such re-presentations, which both provide co-text and make manifest the literary context of 

the mutual cognitive environment, will reveal how Paul intends his hearers to process 

ἐπαγγελία. 

 
116 Ibid., 2. 
117 Following Sim (2016), 39ff, I simply use “re-presentation” rather than the more layered RT term, 

“metarepresentation” (cf. Wilson and Sperber (2002)). 
118 Sim (2016), 29-31. 
119 Sim (2016), 32 quoting Sperber, D., 1994. Understanding Verbal Reasoning In: Khalfa, J., ed., What is 

Intelligence? Cambridge: CUP, 187. 



 

41 
 

Re-presentation and other scholarly approaches 

When categorising embedded references, scholarship has traditionally used the following 

terms, which I gloss here:120 

• Direct quotation: usually marked in English by speech marks, in Biblical Greek there is 

often an introductory formula or use of ὅτι; sometimes, a reference is detectable simply 

from the context and through close resemblance of the phrase with the form in an 

earlier text. 

• Indirect quotation: here a writer explicitly introduces an earlier text or utterance, but re-

presents it with a looser resemblance in terms of form that makes no claim necessarily 

to re-produce the exact words but seeks to communicate the meaning (s)he attributes 

to what was originally said or written. 

• Allusion: here a writer seems to make intentional use of an earlier text, but does so 

indirectly – without introduction and with a looser resemblance. 

• Echo: here a writer seems to re-present an earlier text in an “unconscious” way, with 

some indication of loose resemblance but little or no indication of intent.  

As useful as these words may be – and they are sometimes differently interpreted – it 

seems preferable and helpful to understand them all as re-presentations, and as 

representations that occur on two spectra:  

1. ostensive indication that Scripture is being re-presented; and  

2. resemblance of words and syntactical patterns. 

Examples of each in turn are given in the following two tables (fig. 1 and fig. 2) 

Fig. 1: Six re-presentations from Gal. 3 on a spectrum of ostensive indication that Scripture is 

being re-presented 

Re-presentations ranging 

from clearly intentional to 

possibly unconscious 

Galatians Source Text 

 
120 Cf. Hays (1989), 25f; Sim (2016), 29ff; Lee (2013), 12ff; Moyise (2008); Porter (2008). 
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Ostensively introduced 

“direct quotations” of 

Scripture 

ἡ γραφὴ… προευηγγελίσατο 

τῷ Ἀβραὰμ ὅτι 

ἐνευλογηθήσονται ἐν σοὶ 

πάντα τὰ ἔθνη· (Gal. 3:8) 

 

ἐνευλογηθήσονται ἐν σοὶ 

πᾶσαι αἱ φυλαὶ τῆς γῆς (Gen. 

12:3 LXX) 

ἐνευλογηθήσονται ἐν αὐτῷ 

πάντα τὰ ἔθνη τῆς γῆς (Gen. 

18:18 LXX) 

ἐνευλογηθήσονται ἐν τῷ 

σπέρματί σου πάντα τὰ ἔθνη 

τῆς γῆς  

(Gen. 22:18 LXX) 

γέγραπται γὰρ ὅτι 

ἐπικατάρατος πᾶς ὃς οὐκ 

ἐμμένει πᾶσιν τοῖς 

γεγραμμένοις ἐν τῷ βιβλίῳ 

τοῦ νόμου τοῦ ποιῆσαι αὐτά. 

(Gal. 3:10) 

ἐπικατάρατος πᾶς ἄνθρωπος 

ὃς οὐκ ἐμμενεῖ ἐν πᾶσιν τοῖς 

λόγοις τοῦ νόμου τούτου τοῦ 

ποιῆσαι αὐτούς (Deut. 27:26 

LXX) 

Ostensively introduced 

“indirect” re-presentation 

of Scripture 

ἀλλὰ συνέκλεισεν ἡ γραφὴ 

τὰ πάντα ὑπὸ ἁμαρτίαν (Gal. 

3:22) 

? 

Unintroduced “direct 

quotation” of Scripture 

Καθὼς Ἀβραὰμ ἐπίστευσεν 

τῷ θεῷ, καὶ ἐλογίσθη αὐτῷ 

εἰς δικαιοσύνην· (Gal. 3:6 ) 

καὶ ἐπίστευσεν Αβραμ τῷ 

θεῷ καὶ ἐλογίσθη αὐτῷ εἰς 

δικαιοσύνην  

(Gen. 15:6 LXX) 

Probable “allusion” 

(without introduction) 

ὁ δὲ μεσίτης ἑνὸς οὐκ ἔστιν, ὁ 

δὲ θεὸς εἷς ἐστιν (Gal. 3:20) 

ἄκουε Ισραηλ κύριος ὁ θεὸς 

ἡμῶν κύριος εἷς ἐστιν (Deut. 

6:4 LXX) 

Possible “echo” (without 

introduction) 

ἵνα εἰς τὰ ἔθνη ἡ εὐλογία τοῦ 

Ἀβραὰμ γένηται ἐν Χριστῷ 

ὅτι ἐγὼ δώσω ὕδωρ ἐν δίψει 

τοῖς πορευομένοις ἐν ἀνύδρῳ 
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Ἰησοῦ, ἵνα τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν 

τοῦ πνεύματος λάβωμεν διὰ 

τῆς πίστεως. (Gal. 3:14) 

ἐπιθήσω τὸ πνεῦμά μου ἐπὶ 

τὸ σπέρμα σου καὶ τὰς 

εὐλογίας μου ἐπὶ τὰ τέκνα 

σου  

(Isa. 44:3 LXX) 

 

Fig. 2: Six re-presentations from Gal. 3 on a spectrum of resemblance of words and 

syntactical patterns, compared with the probable source text in the Septuagint 

 

Re-presentations from 

exact to loose / no 

resemblance 

Galatians Source Text (LXX) 

Exact (save the word order 

of the first two words) 

Καθὼς Ἀβραὰμ ἐπίστευσεν 

τῷ θεῷ, καὶ ἐλογίσθη αὐτῷ 

εἰς δικαιοσύνην· (Gal. 3:6) 

καὶ ἐπίστευσεν Αβραμ τῷ 

θεῷ καὶ ἐλογίσθη αὐτῷ εἰς 

δικαιοσύνην 

(Gen. 15:6 LXX) 

Close (similar thought but 

with word changes and 

additions) 

γέγραπται γὰρ ὅτι 

ἐπικατάρατος πᾶς ὃς οὐκ 

ἐμμένει πᾶσιν τοῖς 

γεγραμμένοις ἐν τῷ βιβλίῳ 

τοῦ νόμου τοῦ ποιῆσαι αὐτά. 

(Gal. 3:10) 

ἐπικατάρατος πᾶς ἄνθρωπος 

ὃς οὐκ ἐμμενεῖ ἐν πᾶσιν τοῖς 

λόγοις τοῦ νόμου τούτου τοῦ 

ποιῆσαι αὐτούς  

(Deut. 27:26 LXX) 

Close (similar thought but 

differently expressed and 

so uncertainty about which 

verse) 

ἡ γραφὴ… προευηγγελίσατο 

τῷ Ἀβραὰμ ὅτι 

ἐνευλογηθήσονται ἐν σοὶ 

πάντα τὰ ἔθνη· (Gal. 3:8) 

 

ἐνευλογηθήσονται ἐν σοὶ 

πᾶσαι αἱ φυλαὶ τῆς γῆς (Gen. 

12:3 LXX) 

ἐνευλογηθήσονται ἐν αὐτῷ 

πάντα τὰ ἔθνη τῆς γῆς (Gen. 

18:18 LXX) 
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ἐνευλογηθήσονται ἐν τῷ 

σπέρματί σου πάντα τὰ ἔθνη 

τῆς γῆς  

(Gen. 22:18 LXX) 

Close (but brief) ὁ δὲ μεσίτης ἑνὸς οὐκ ἔστιν, ὁ 

δὲ θεὸς εἷς ἐστιν (Gal. 3:20) 

ἄκουε Ισραηλ κύριος ὁ θεὸς 

ἡμῶν κύριος εἷς ἐστιν (Deut. 

6:4 LXX) 

Loose (dependent on 

certain key words and in 

3:16) 

ἵνα εἰς τὰ ἔθνη ἡ εὐλογία τοῦ 

Ἀβραὰμ γένηται ἐν Χριστῷ 

Ἰησοῦ, ἵνα τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν 

τοῦ πνεύματος λάβωμεν διὰ 

τῆς πίστεως. (Gal. 3:14) 

 

ὅτι ἐγὼ δώσω ὕδωρ ἐν δίψει 

τοῖς πορευομένοις ἐν ἀνύδρῳ 

ἐπιθήσω τὸ πνεῦμά μου ἐπὶ 

τὸ σπέρμα σου καὶ τὰς 

εὐλογίας μου ἐπὶ τὰ τέκνα 

σου  

(Isa. 44:3 LXX) 

No particular resemblance  ἀλλὰ συνέκλεισεν ἡ γραφὴ 

τὰ πάντα ὑπὸ ἁμαρτίαν (Gal. 

3:22) 

? 

 

We will return to these re-presentations in the forthcoming exegesis of Chapter 3 and 

particularly in Chapter 5 regarding those relating to the Abrahamic narrative. At this point, 

however, we may note that what indicates how a text is being intentionally re-presented 

are ostensive clues in terms of introduction and close resemblance by which Paul makes 

manifest that he is doing this. 

In Gal. 3:8 and 3:10, there is both an ostensive introduction and a close resemblance across 

an identifiable utterance. In Gal. 3:6, there is no explicit introduction (although the mention 

of Abraham is a slight “clue”) but the exact resemblance is clearly an ostensive indication of 

an intention to communicate a re-presentation. In Gal. 3:22, while there is no resemblance 

and a question over which of any text or portion of Scripture is being specifically referenced; 

yet it is overtly introduced as a re-presentation of Scripture (in action if not in writing). 



 

45 
 

Gal. 3:20, widely cited by commentators as a quotation of (or at least allusion to) the Shema 

(Deut. 6:4) is not explicitly introduced as such.121  However, it closely resembles this text, at 

least over a short phrase, and therefore is arguably being made manifest by Paul, although 

perhaps not as strongly as previous texts. 

Gal. 3:14 is, according to some commentators, echoic or even allusive of Isaiah 44:1-5122. It 

is more than plausible that Paul knows this text, even that it is available and accessible to 

the Galatians. There is keyword resemblance in πνεῦμά and εὐλογία, as well as σπέρμα with 

3:16 and ἀκούω (Isaiah 44:1, Gal 3:2). However, when there is no ostensive clue through the 

introduction or close resemblance, the mutual manifestness of a particular literary context 

is weak at best.  

As a method, RT provides valuable help here in seeking to distinguish between the influence 

on the author of a text in his or her own cognitive environment and the intent of an author 

to communicate with this text forming part of the mutual cognitive environment. Thus in 

this case we may ask: how ostensive is an Isaianic re-presentation by Paul, conveying that he 

intends the Galatians to process this verse with the Isaianic context manifest in their own 

cognitive environment?  

To help highlight this distinction, brief interaction with the recent proposals of Hays and 

Harmon is called for. 

Hays’ Seven Criteria 

Richard Hays has profoundly shaped the debate concerning the use of the OT in the NT, 

particularly with his seven criteria designed to address the issue of, and distinction between, 

echoes and allusions - essentially a matter of influence or intent.123 The contention of my 

study is that, in all matters of the potential re-presentation of a source text – and along with 

the question of relevance itself – the seven criteria essentially boil down to three questions. 

1. Could such a source text be understood to be in the shared cognitive environment of the 

author and audience? 

 
121 See, for example, Baugh (2004); Wallace (1990); Dunn (1993b); Wright (1991), 171. 
122 As noted, Hays (2002), 182; also see Harmon (2010), 146-9. 
123 See Hays (1989) p.29ff; (2005) p.34ff; Harmon (2010), 31-33. 
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Fundamentally, this is what Hays is asking when he talks of the availability of a source to the 

author / audience and the recurrence of this source elsewhere by the author – essentially 

how obviously this seems to be in the cognitive environment of the author. A negative 

answer clearly rules out both influence and intent, but an affirmative one strengthens the 

possibility of both. 

2. Could such a source text be understood to be in the mutual cognitive environment of the 

author and audience? 

That is, is it made mutually manifest by the author? While we have seen how this may be so 

for re-presentations that are explicitly introduced, for allusions and echoes he talks of the 

volume – the degree of explicit repetition of words and syntactical patterns. RT refers to this 

as resemblance – and we have seen that close resemblance over a reasonable volume of 

text makes a re-presentation mutually manifest. 

Therefore, the less manifest a possible re-presentation may appear – largely in terms of 

explicit introduction and resemblance – the less we may judge it to be a matter of intent 

rather than influence. Where it remains unclear which it is, the question of relevance has 

particular bearing and suggests a third question: 

3. How does one process this relevantly as a re-presentation being made? 

Hays’ other criteria seem simply to be a matter of relevant processing in the co-text and 

wider context: Does this potential re-presentation have thematic coherence with the line of 

argument Paul is making? Does it have historical plausibility as something Paul might have 

intended? Does it fit with the history of interpretation – have others heard it in the same 

ways? Does it satisfy – that is, make sense? In respect of this last criterion, RT asks whether 

the readers’ particular expectation of relevance is satisfied. Clearly, matters of coherence, 

plausibility and relevant satisfaction carry weight over the history of interpretation. 

Possible re-presentation of the Shema in Gal. 3:20 nicely exemplifies Paul’s clear 

communicative intent without necessary reference to the context of Deuteronomy, but with 

a further layer of richness (in this case, irony124) where there is processing of Deuteronomy 

in that context. I will return to this in my exegetical analysis. 

 
124 Paul seems to be re-presenting a text from “the law” to question the standing of the law in the eyes of his 
readers. See later analysis of Gal. 3:19-20 and cf. 4:21. See also Wallace (1990), 244; Wright (1991), 171. 
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Moreover, to say that a source text is made mutually manifest is not to suggest that it is 

equally accessible to all those who share that context. For example, in making it manifest, 

Paul ostensively identifies the Abrahamic narrative as a context in which to understand 

ἐπαγγελία, as we shall further see and explore. However, one can well imagine that the 

“manifestness” of Genesis was variable across the membership of the Galatian church. As 

Margaret Sim writes:  

“Humans make allusions constantly, but only a subset of hearers will access the 

original… the question of readers’ or hearers’ ability to access the original context of 

an allusion or quotation has become a source of contention among some scholars. It 

seems more honest to admit that we simply do not know how many of Paul’s 

audience would have been able to do this. This does not subvert his communicative 

intention, but merely renders it less “rich” than it might have been.”125  

Harmon’s account of Isaianic influence 

Building on Hays’ work, Matthew Harmon approaches understanding the influence of 

prophetic literature in Galatians. With Gal. 3:14 and Isaiah in mind, and regarding the 

question of influence and intent, Harmon asserts that an “Isaianic influence” 126 underlies 

the whole of Galatians, not least Gal. 3-4.  

Harmon’s methodology is explicitly one of discerning “influence”, based on a similar scale 

ranging from explicit citation, through intentional allusion, to unintentional echoes and 

thematic parallels. For Harmon the issue of close resemblance in vocabulary is not as crucial:  

“Scripture formed the very framework for Paul’s conceptual world, shaping his 

understanding of himself, Jesus, the people of God, and the world. As such, 

determining OT influence within a specific text requires allowing for a relationship 

between the two texts that transcends shared vocabulary.”127  

Where I differ with Harmon is in methodological focus, in that Isaianic influence is not my 

main concern. For Harmon, “[w]e must not allow the question of intentionality to unduly 

hinder our investigation”128; and in concluding as to whether the echoes of Isaiah were 

 
125 Sim (2016), 44. 
126 Harmon (2010), 2. 
127 Ibid., 28-29. 
128 Ibid., 29. 



 

48 
 

always intended by Paul: “We believe the answer at times must be no.”129 In my case, Paul’s 

communicative intent is of prime interest. 

So, whereas Harmon argues that Isaiah 51-54 dictates Paul’s reading of the Abraham story 

as presented in Gal. 3-4130 – as may be the case – I contend that Paul does not manifestly 

present the Abrahamic story in Galatians to his readers as one that must be read through 

the lens of Isaiah. Paul certainly argues that it should be read in a particular way (which 

Isaiah 51-54 may have helped Paul to see), but ostensively re-presented from Genesis, 

rather than Isaiah.131 

Whatever the thematic parallels and echoes, or the potential richness of connections 

formed in a reader’s mind, the focus for our exegetical study remains communicative intent 

and what Paul is making manifest around his use of ἐπαγγελία. 

Leaving Gal 3:14 aside till later, my general methodological contention is that Paul has Isaiah 

in his own cognitive environment and that the language of such texts may (unconsciously) 

shape his expressions.132 One might assume, on Paul’s part, a large degree of knowledge of 

OT texts. This indeed, may influence how he expresses himself. We should not assume the 

same of the Galatians. Indeed, there may be a spectrum of biblical literacy, from those for 

whom Old Testament ideas were particularly manifest, to those for whom there were few 

such cultural assumptions in their cognitive environment.133 My contention is not that Paul 

aims for the lowest common denominator in his use of Scripture, but that he has a 

communicative intent which he makes manifest, to be differentiated from what influences 

him or what any individual reader may process in their own cognitive environment.134 

Certainly, a biblically literate reader (potentially a Galatian; especially a contemporary 

reader with Bible software) might make a connection in the processing of this verse. 

 
129 Ibid., 202-3. 
130 Ibid., 183. 
131 This is not to ignore the explicit use of Isaiah in 4:27 and the potential “echoes” at that point through Isaiah 

back to Genesis: see Hays (1989), 105-121; Jobes (1993). However, my methodological interest remains in 

what Paul makes manifest in understanding ἐπαγγελία in Galatians 3:14-22: the singularly manifest literary 

context is the Abrahamic narrative. See Chapter 5. 
132 See Hays (2005), 28. 
133 See Beale (2012), 9-11. 
134 Harmon (2010), 34: “Naturally, the familiarity each person had with the scriptures will have varied 

substantially, but there is no reason to assume that Paul aimed for the lowest common denominator in his use 

of scripture.”  
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However, there is no ostensively strong evidence that this is anything more than thematic 

parallel or echo.135 Thus, it remains evidence for Paul being influenced by the text, but not 

necessarily for his intent that it form part of the cognitive environment in which his readers 

should process inferences. As we shall see, looking to Isaiah (or any other prophetic 

literature) may not necessarily bring the greatest satisfaction regarding what the reader is 

relevantly expecting in Galatians 3:14.136  

We have distinguished between the following: what influenced Paul and his expression; 

what Galatian readers plausibly knew of other potentially echoed texts; what echoes later 

readers may hear; what Paul ostensively intended to communicate such that his first 

hearers might make inferences from it. Whatever the value of the others, this study 

focusses only on the last.137  

Expectations of resemblance 

We have seen how, when re-presenting others’ thoughts, we do not simply re-produce 

words but also attribute meaning. What, then, should we legitimately expect of a biblical 

author, like Paul, re-presenting a source text? Only one of the tabled re-presentations above 

(Fig. 2) was an exact resemblance of what we would understand the source text to be (Gal. 

3:6 / Gen. 15:6.). Others, while close enough to identify, do not offer exact replication.  

 
135 See Das (2014), 334.  
136 We will explore further in Chapter 5 how Paul’s primary focus in using ἐπαγγελία in Galatians 3:14-22 is on 

the literary context of the Abrahamic narrative. 
137 How, then, does RT sit with the notion of “intertextuality”? (“[T]he mutual relationship and interaction of 

these [source and re-presenting] texts with each other.” Lee (2013, 15)) For Beale, in its purest literary form, 

intertextuality “relates to “the synchronic study of multiple linkages among texts that are not the result of 

authorial intent but are considered often only from the readers’ viewpoint.” (2012), 39. Whereas 

intertextuality is concerned with the free interplay of two texts, out of which the reader may almost develop a 

“third text”, RT focusses instead on what the author of a re-presenting text intends concerning the 

interpretation of a source text. Within Biblical studies, Beale (2012), 39ff identifies this trait in a narrower 

understanding: “‘intertextuality’ is sometimes used merely to refer to the procedure by which a later biblical 

text refers to an earlier text, how that earlier text enhances the meaning of the later one, and how the later 

one creatively develops the earlier meaning.” This is how Beale understands Hays to be using the term (cf. 

Hays (1989) and (2005)). He acknowledges, however, that this might be understood rather as “inner-biblical 

exegesis” and differs considerably from an understanding of intertextuality in other spheres. Certainly, 

intertextuality is a widely used term that is variously understood. Confusion inevitably ensues from its use. 

Whilst it evokes the related concept of the influence of two texts on each other, I contend that the account we 

have developed through RT leads to a clear and useful approach to considering re-presentation within the role 

of ἐπαγγελία in Galatians 3:14-22. 
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RT helps us discern how, rather than re-producing words of a source text per se, Paul is re-

presenting what he understands these source texts to mean: a different thing. The 

importance of context also reminds us that an utterance, such as a text from Genesis, only 

finds its meaning in context. Since removing an utterance from its context potentially 

changes its meaning – as it is then heard out of context – by re-presenting it in a new 

context we may seek, with different words than originally, to convey the perceived meaning 

of the utterance in its source context. 

It is for this reason that Sim urges that close resemblance, as opposed to exact resemblance, 

is not unreasonable and, indeed, the most we should expect.138 The core of re-presentation 

is not a writer’s exact reproduction of wording from a source but a writer’s communicative 

intent concerning whatever meaning they attribute to a re-presented text. Therefore, we 

are reasonable in expecting close resemblance because it makes manifest the intended 

source text, but also because it re-presents the author’s communication of what they 

understand the source text to mean. 

Even without RT, many scholars agree that the priority, for apostolic exegesis of biblical 

texts, is to capture and convey their meaning rather than re-produce the texts exactly.139 

But with RT comes crucial methodological clarity in understanding re-production of an 

utterance from a source text, whereby attributed meaning for an utterance, in its source 

text – a meaning derived, by the author, from its original co-text and context – is being 

conveyed in the target text.  

An interest in how the source text is read 

What is paramount are the communicative intent of the writer – in the re-presenting text, 

where a source text or utterance is re-presented – and the relevant processing, by the 

hearer, of what the author intends to communicate. We then ask: how has Paul ostensively 

re-presented a source text, and with what positive cognitive effects in mind? What does 

 
138 Sim (2016), 31f. Indeed, she argues that a “pre-occupation with exact resemblance” is a “modern notion” 

and goes on to say “the expectation of such [exact resemblance] may obscure our understanding of the role of 

re-presentation, although in oral communication and in relaying information to others we use interpretive 

resemblance without even thinking about it.” (30-37) 
139 “Accurate reproduction of the traditional wording of the Divine oracles took second place to publication of 

what was held to be their essential meaning and immediate application.” Manson, T.W., 1945. The Argument 

from Prophecy, JTS66, Issue 183-184, 135-6; quoted by Longenecker, R.N., 1999. Biblical exegesis in the 

apostolic period. 2nd edn. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 114. 
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Paul mean by, and do with, this re-presentation? Accordingly, the re-presenting text trumps 

in importance the source text: whether the source text is well-handled or not, perhaps in 

terms of its re-production or exegesis, or whether Paul is right or wrong in asserting what he 

does from the source text, are subsidiary questions. 

Nonetheless, source texts matter because they provide the literary context in which Paul’s 

re-presentations are made manifest. Considering how Paul’s re-presentation resembles the 

source, and drawing appropriate inferences, enriches the processing of Paul’s 

communication to the Galatians. Exploring the legitimacy of Paul’s reading of the text also 

has some significance: for hearers of Paul with greater knowledge of (and access to) the 

source texts, credibility in his interpretation would add to its relevancy; how a hearer might 

understand the source text is thus related and important.140  Therefore, in considering for 

example Gal. 3:16, I will develop an interest in what part of Scripture Paul is re-presenting 

and later explore the legitimacy of his reading of it.  

As it relates to ἐπαγγελία, re-presentation for Paul serves to commend his argument to the 

Galatians and, also, to call his readers to read the re-presented source texts in a particular 

way.141 Not only does a source text play a part in the understanding of a re-presenting text 

but the re-presenting text also influences the reading of a source text, in a two-way 

relationship. 

Additionally, RT recognises how writers may seek to communicate the attributed meaning 

that they derive from the wider section of source text where the verse is situated, rather 

than necessarily re-present the meaning of a single verse only. Thus, when Gal. 3-4 

ostensively introduces a re-presentation with reference to “the Scripture” – or ostensively 

re-presents several texts from the same narrative section of Genesis – we will suggest that 

Paul is intentionally communicating how a literary context, wider than any individual verse 

itself, is to be processed: he intends his particular re-presentations to communicate 

attributed meaning in reference to a wider section of Scripture.  

  

 
140 We assume that Paul himself understood that his interpretation of such texts was justifiable. 
141 Stanley (2008), 8. For Stanley, it is not enough to ask how Paul read and interpreted any Scripture 

incorporated in his letters; rather one must go on to ask how he used it to influence his audience and gain 

acceptance for his arguments. 
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Understanding discourse as process 

Both DA and RT are concerned with utterances, but there is nevertheless a difference 

between spoken and written utterances. It is often cited that written communication has a 

greater lexical density; and that speech hearing is not processed in the same way as text-

reading. The latter, recorded on a page, enables us to move backwards and forwards more 

freely, and potentially infer from later sentences to earlier ones.  

The issue is not without its blurred lines. Textbooks on DA and RT tend to use examples 

from spoken conversations which leads to the suggestion that they are best suited to oral 

utterances.142 However, somewhat ironically, these examples are always written down on a 

page. New Testament texts such as Galatians are in written form, which presumes a 

different approach in discourse construction from a speech; and yet arguably such letters 

were written to be delivered orally and processed as such. Nevertheless, the question 

remains as to how we treat the written text in front of us that is the letter to the Galatians. 

Brown and Yule make a distinction between and text as product and discourse as process. To 

understand Galatians as text as product is to view it as a printed text on a page – something 

static. On this view, one looks at it in its entirety almost as a completed visual image; and, 

for example, the disambiguation of references is seen to be the association of one word on 

a page - a pronoun, say - with the word that is its referent. One can freely move forward and 

backward across the product, analysing the relations within the text. This view also does not 

account for the process by which this product came to be and what constrained that 

production, nor similarly for its interpretation.143  

For Brown and Yule DA is, by contrast, dynamic and conceptualises discourse as process: “an 

approach which takes the communicative function of language as its primary area of 

investigation and consequently seeks to describe linguistic form, not as a static object, but 

as a dynamic means of expressing intended meaning.”144 This means we come to the letter 

to the Galatians with a dynamic understanding of the process of the discourse. We may 

 
142 See Jobes (2007), 79; and Sim (2016), 10-11 who contends that it works well for literary works, too. Also, 

see Wilson (2011): “Relevance and the interpretation of literary works”.  
143 Brown and Yule (1983), 24. 
144 Brown and Yule (1983), 24; see also Dooley (2008), 3 n.3, who recognises the general approach of RT to 

take “discourse as process”. 
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even use nonfinite participles to emphasise Paul making and his readers processing his 

argument. Emphasis falls on the communicator’s intended meaning rather than simply the 

product that is the text; DA is concerned with what the speaker is doing through the process 

rather than what an expression is doing within the printed text.145 Further, two references in 

a text such as “John” and later “he” may be better said to refer to the same person (or 

mental representation of that person) rather than to each other.146  

This is also to recognise that the nature of such a communication is the sequencing or 

linearisation of utterances and is to be processed in such a way. Whilst the “linear 

experiential experience” of oral speech differs from writing, written communication such as 

Galatians remains linear and thus the sequential progression of an argument should be 

treated responsibly.147 Unlike speech orally processed, being able to look forward and 

backward in a written text may well set some parameters on what Paul may have intended 

when using this or that word. However, to treat seriously the dynamic and sequential 

progression of Paul’s argument requires processing properly the pragmatic inferences that 

are intended to be made and the ad hoc concept formation that arises.148 

Choice implies meaning 

Lastly, I understand that “choice implies meaning”149. Consider these five structural 

features, highlighted by Discourse Analysis, which are indicative of choices an author makes 

and whose pertinence for Gal 3.14-22 will emerge in this exegetical study: 

• Discourse markers: words and expressions which manage the flow and structure of the 

discourse; perhaps used to point backwards or forwards; to establish a topic; to 

delineate and form particular units; perhaps to identify sequence, or contrast, or cause. 

 
145 Brown and Yule (1983), 26: “the discourse analyst treats his data as the record (text) of a dynamic process 

in which language was used as an instrument of communication in a context by a speaker / writer to express 

meanings and achieve intentions (discourse). Working form this data, the analyst seeks to describe regularities 

in the linguistic realisations used by people to communicate those meanings and intentions.” 
146 Ibid., 28 and 200. 
147 Ibid., 18-19. 
148 This concern to oppose the simplistic importation of later meanings into earlier ones correlates with Barr’s 

concern about “illegitimate totality transfer” (Barr, J., 1961. The Semantics of Biblical Language, OUP). 
149 Runge (2010), 5. 
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• Framing devices: by which an author helps the reader to understand the topical, 

temporal, or spatial framework within which he wishes her to process towards 

interpretation.150  

• Metalingual comments: such comments break the flow of what is being said to speak 

more abstractly about what is about to be said.151 They give the reader “directions, in 

some cases about the type and structure of mental representation he should be 

constructing…., in some cases about the internal structure of the model… and 

sometimes comments on the reliability of what is asserted.”152  

• Markedness: the choice by a communicator not to use the default member of a set, but 

a more unusual, marked member.  Markedness is an indication of an implicated 

meaning for it adds or emphasises a unique quality that that would not have been 

signalled had the broader, unmarked default been used.153 It might be seen in: 

o Lexical selection: the choice of a particular word or word-form as opposed to the 

more expected one. We may ask of Paul, why he has chosen this particular word 

here; in this form; linked to this co-text.154 

o Information structure: the ordering of words to focus intended meaning.155 The 

structuring of sentences is more than a matter of the Paul’s style, but is 

indicative of what is being assumed as given information and background 

 
150 Runge (2010), 207f. 
151 Brown and Yule (1983), 101. 
152 Brown and Yule (1983), 132. One particular example is in the use of redundant vocatives – redundant 

because they nothing to the content of the argument. Runge (2010), 119, takes the example of Paul’s use of 

“brothers” in Galatians. It is there, he argues, not simply for the “warm, fuzzy, feeling”, but rather “[t]he usage 

and placement of “brothers” [in this context] has a specific effect, interrupting the flow of discourse to build 

up anticipation”. In more detail, he writes (ibid., 120): “In Galatians 4, Paul compares the descendants of Sarah 

with those of Hagar as an illustration of what it means to be free. The transition from the illustration back to 

the point that he wants to make is marked by the development connective δέ, in combination with the 

discontinuities created by the topical frame Ὑμεῖς and the redundant form of address ἀδελφοί.” 
153 Brown and Yule (1983), 127, quote Davidson, A., 1980. Peculiar Passives. Language 56, 42-67: “The more 

marked the constructions, the more likely that an implicated meaning will be that which the utterance is 

intended to convey.”  
154 Brown and Yule (1983), 54, quote Morgan, J.L., Some remarks on the nature of sentences. Papers from the 

Parasession on Functionalism, Chicago Linguistic Society, 442: “What can we infer about the speaker’s 

intentions that he has chosen this particular description, rather than any of the others which would call to 

mind the same referent?” 
155 As Runge (2010) describes it – “the interaction of sentences and their contexts”. Whether or not one finds 

Runge’s analysis of default word order in Biblical Greek compelling (183ff), there must surely be a recognition 

that writer’s make choices about the order of their words in order to convey information and to communicate.  
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knowledge; what is to be inferred from this; and what is new information and 

being foregrounded as the focus of the utterance.156 

• Word association. We have seen how a concept has an encyclopaedic entry and a 

related “mental network” of words and concepts within a semantic domain. As opposed 

to being semantically inherent, however, a concept’s lexical relations may well be 

pragmatically developed. Co-textual juxtaposition of words can imply synonyms, 

antonyms and collocates. Whereas, for a non-biblically literate English-speaker, the 

terms “faith” and “law” would not occur in the same semantic domain, the letter to the 

Galatians creates in the mind of the reader a strong antonymous relationship between 

the two and it is co-textual analysis that can uncover how Paul implies such conceptual 

relations. 

So, Paul makes choices about: which words to use, perhaps from various possibilities with a 

semantic domain; the particular form of those words; the surrounding co-text and the 

ordering and structuring of those words and sentences; and the concepts and cultural 

assumptions that he intends to make manifest. His choices are geared towards maximising 

the positive cognitive effects that their communication is intended to achieve and 

minimising the processing effort on the part of those they are addressing. Different choices 

would lead to different meaning, or perhaps some failure in communication. 

Since choices imply intended meaning, it is a mistake to attribute them merely to style.157 

Therefore, a significant determination of this study will be to observe and process particular 

choices Paul makes. 

 

 

 

 
156 Runge (2010), 186: “The writer’s goal is to make sure that readers build their mental representation of the 

discourse in a way that accords with the writer’s intended message”; and (ibid., 188): “Communicating new 

information is the ultimate goal of the discourse”. This is wholly complementary with RT, as Sperber and 

Wilson themselves comment: “Practitioners of RT are interested in describing the cognitive processing of new, 

foregrounded information, and thus they build on the foundational elements established within the other 

functional approached to information structure, without making revisions to it” (Sperber, D. and Wilson, D., 

2001. Relevance: Communication and Cognition, OUP, 202-16). 
157 Runge (2010), 181ff. 
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Chapter 2. Setting ἐπαγγελία and 
Galatians 3:14-22 in context 
We begin the task of setting a word and a text in context with an initial account of the 

“concept template” ἐπαγγελία, the ostensive stimulus at the heart of this study by virtue of 

its intensive use across Galatians 3:14-22. 

2.1 An account of the concept template ἐπαγγελία. 

Lexical considerations 

I use ἐπαγγελία throughout this study as the representative head-word for a set of words we 

can understand to be a word-family, in that they share the same lexical stem, i.e. the bound 

morpheme graphically represented by ἐπ-γγελ.158 

As indicated earlier, to speak of a concept template is to recognise that inherent in the 

lexical stem across that word-family is the link to a concept which has developed through 

use over time and in a linguistic culture. A concept can therefore be understood to have a 

lexical entry (the “word or phrase of natural language which expresses [it]”159), in this case 

ἐπαγγελία. It also has a logical entry (universal, consistent properties which indicate the 

logical possibilities which might extend from the use of its lexical entry as a concept 

template160) and an encyclopaedic entry (culturally developed associations). 

Understood as concept templates, words – especially common words, in circulation for a 

long time – have a stable, semantic core that carries a “bit of evidence” concerning their 

meaning.161 My intention presently is to account for what logical possibilities and 

 
158 While the noun derived from a verb, ἐπαγγελία is commonly used as a noun in Galatians and therefore the 

most helpful focus. Note also the word-form ἐπαγγέλμα – used in 2 Peter 1:4 / 3:13. 
159 Green (2007), 803, citing Sperber, D. and Wilson, D., 1995. Relevance. Communication and Cognition, 2nd 

ed. Oxford and Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 86.  
160 Green (2007), 801: properties which are “somewhat consistent across time and culture and between 

speakers or hearers.”   
161 Green (2007), 806; see also https://danielbwallace.com/2014/12/08/lexical-fallacies-by-linguists/ (last 

accessed 17/10/18). 

https://danielbwallace.com/2014/12/08/lexical-fallacies-by-linguists/
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associations may thus be inferred to be made manifest to the Galatians simply by Paul’s use 

of the word ἐπαγγελία. 

However, we have recognised that proper interpretation requires pragmatic processes.  

In every instantiation of a member of a word-family, the lexical entry includes not only this 

graphical link to a mental concept, but certain other bits of “code”, such as may be indicated 

by morphological variants, e.g. inflection that indicates number, case, tense etc. For 

instance, and in particular in Galatians 3, we shall encounter: 

• ἐπήγγελται: a word-form of the middle verb ἐπαγγέλλομαι162, demonstrating its own 

morphological determination of mood / tense / voice and number. 

• ἐπαγγελίαν, ἐπαγγελίαι, ἐπαγγελίας, ἐπαγγελιῶν, ἐπαγγελία: morphological variant 

nouns, reflecting the inflected nature of Greek. 

Of course, the processing of pragmatic inferences then stretches into the co-text. Indeed, 

whether ἐπαγγελία is marked with the article or not may be significant, potentially indicative 

of whether the concept is intended to be understood concretely or as an abstracted quality.  

In accounting for the core concept that ἐπαγγελία itself makes manifest, I reiterate that this 

study is driven by the use and function of the word ἐπαγγελία, as opposed to the concept of 

“promise” per se. Nevertheless, the use of the word ἐπαγγελία invokes a mental link with a 

concept whose developed understanding, as we will see, closely aligns with the one we 

might understand to be signified by our use of the word “promise.” Therefore ἐπαγγελία is 

also what we may legitimately refer to as promise-language, with “promise” a concept at 

the heart of it.  

A synthesis of the lexicons 

While every lexicon attests to a predominant interpretation of ἐπαγγελία as “promise”, the 

nuance of historical use across sources provides a sharper understanding of this. We may 

usefully draw together from various lexicons a brief account of what assumptions may be 

logically and culturally understood to be present through the developed use of the term 

ἐπαγγελία.  

 
162 ἐπαγγέλλομαι is taken to be the middle form of ἐπαγγέλλω; only the middle is used in the NT – see Danker 

2421, ἐπαγγέλλω, Thayer 1981, ἐπαγγέλλω 
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From the earliest uses, ἐπαγγελία carries the sense of an announcement / declaration, 

stemming from the root αγγελ (ἐπί, ἀγγέλλω).163 This develops with a particular sense of 

that declaration.164  

It is understood to be a declaration about or concerning oneself,165 with a particular 

interest in the nature of the speaker. In that regard it is sometimes used with the sense of 

profession (cf.1 Tim 2:10).166  

It carries a sense of the authority, commitment and assurance of the speaker regarding the 

announcement. This is evidenced in its occasional use in public denunciations167 and also for 

giving orders /commands and conveying approval / agreement (cf. Acts 23:21).168  

Accordingly, a sense of the verb may be expressed as: “to announce with certainty as to 

what one will do”169 (cf. Mark 14:11). The noun may also function as the thing promised. 

That is ἐπαγγελία can either refer to the announcement itself (cf. Eph 6:2) or represent the 

content of the announcement – that which has been assured by the making of the 

announcement (cf. Acts 1:4).170  

Choice implies meaning: ἐπαγγελία in the context of other possible words 

Since “choice implies meaning”, relevant pursuit of the role of ἐπαγγελία involves 

considering how ἐπαγγελία may be differentiated from other Greek terms with similar 

meanings and greater currency in the Septuagint (LXX) to which it is preferred. Then we can 

begin to infer what Paul intends by choosing this term for his argument here in Galatians. 

An overview of Conway’s research 

Kevin Conway’s foundational study is insightful at this point. Conway examines Paul’s choice 

to use ἐπαγγελία 33 times across his letters for the divine promise in the light of other 

 
163 Danker 2421 ἐπαγγέλλω; LSJ 15651 ἐπαγγέλλω. 
164 Friberg 10234 ἐπαγγελία; LSJ 15651, ἐπαγγέλλω; Thayer 1980, ἐπαγγελία; 1981, ἐπαγγέλλω; VGNT 1522, 

ἐπαγγελία; cf. Barclay (1964), 87. 
165 Esp. the middle verb cf. Thayer 1981, ἐπαγγέλλω. 
166 Friberg 10243, ἐπαγγέλλομαι; LSJ 15651, ἐπαγγέλλω; Gingrich 2426, ἐπαγγέλλομαι; cf. Barclay (1964), 88. 
167 LSJ 15650, ἐπαγγελία; 15651, ἐπαγγέλλω. 
168 Louw-Nida 33.280, ἐπαγγελία – focus on agreement / approval; LSJ 15651, ἐπαγγέλλω; Danker 2421, 

ἐπαγγέλλω – primary component of commitment. 
169 Louw-Nida 33.286, ἐπαγγέλλομαι. 
170 Friberg 10234, ἐπαγγελία; Thayer 1980, ἐπαγγελία; Danker 2420, ἐπαγγελία; Gingrich 425, ἐπαγγελία. 
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options.171 Conceptually driven, Conway proceeds to establish a set of Greek collocates172 

and analyses their use specifically in relation to a / the deity through non-Jewish and Jewish 

literature from classical / Hellenistic Greek until Josephus. This set he refers to as “divine 

pledge” terms, specifically understanding ἐπαγγελία to be “promise”.173 This paradigmatic 

analysis accords with my own methodological emphasis here: “attempting to fix words’ 

meaning by considering other words available to the speaker or author of a given sentence, 

but rejected by him or her in favour of the word that now stands in our text.”174  

In classical / Hellenistic literature, Conway uncovers ὑπόσχεσις / ὑπισχνέομαι as the prevalent 

terms for conveying the divine pledge. However there is antecedence for the use of 

ἐπαγγελία175  although Conway holds it has minimal likely influence on Paul’s use for the 

divine promise.176  

In the LXX (MT), ὑπόσχεσις / ὑπισχνέομαι are not present. Rather ὅρκος / ὄμνυμι are 

predominantly used specifically to communicate the divine pledge, especially in the 

Pentateuch where they are used to translate God’s oaths. Conway writes: 

“When the Scriptures record God pledging to do something in the future for his 

people, they generally record the matter with general speech terms, such as דבר and 

 However, when God swears with an oath (whether the oath .(λέγω and λαλέω) אמר

formula is present or implied), more specific language with that sense is attached to 

the Lord’s speech (i.e., שבוּעה- שבע  / ὅρκος-ὄμνυμι). Clearly, “oath” language is the 

language of promise in the OT. This is particularly the case with regard to the 

Abrahamic promises when legal pledge terms are employed.”177  

 
171 Conway (2014), 1. 
172 Guided in part by the LXX counterparts translated to promissio in the Vulgate – Conway (2014), 8. 
173 “Promise” has been the term predominantly used to convey best the concept that is linked to ἐπαγγελία. I 

intend to argue that ἐπαγγελία offers particular flexibility in meaning and use for Paul; which is also 

characteristic of “promise”. 
174 Conway (2014), 7, cites Clines, D.J.A., 1998. On the way to the postmodern: Old Testament essays, 1967-

1998, vol.2. Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 605. 
175 Conway (2014), 40: this is “contrary to what some have thought” but nevertheless rare. 
176 Ibid., 42: early usage of ἐπαγγελία is often without the sense of “promise”. 
177 Ibid., 72. 
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Conway’s conjecture is that the LXX translators who began with the Pentateuch preferred a 

more literal translation of oath, choosing ὄμνυμι; and this was a choice followed by those 

translating the rest of the OT. With no Hebrew word for “promise”, ὑπόσχεσις / ὑπισχνέομαι 

is completely lacking and ἐπαγγελία very rare.178 Although its two uses as the divine pledge 

are more than is sometimes acknowledged, any notion they inspired Paul is questionable.179 

In the translation of later OT books180, the writings of later Jewish Second Temple literature 

(including those LXX books without MT counterparts) and Philo and Josephus, the use of 

ὅρκος / ὄμνυμι language falls away, with greater prevalence for ὑπόσχεσις / ὑπισχνέομαι and 

ἐπαγγελία.181 This greater freedom by later translators “may be a result of greater emphasis 

being given to the interpretation of sayings, rather than just the translation of them”.182 

Although the OT Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha that pre-date Paul may have provided 

some influence, the use of ἐπαγγελία here tends to reflect on the Mosaic rather than the 

Abrahamic covenant.183 While Josephus notably disregards ὄμνυμι in re-narrating the 

Pentateuch story, his use of ἐπαγγελία showing some similarities with Paul,184 others who 

overlap with Paul indicate possible influence from Paul or other Christian writings.185 

Conway concludes that, given some prior use in classical / Hellenistic literature, it is clearly 

possible for Paul to use ἐπαγγελία for the divine pledge but it is also an unusual undertaking, 

given its minimal use in Paul’s most influential cultural and literary context.186 It may in part 

be explained by an increasing freedom for translators to use various words to interpret the 

text. 187 Paul, however, is unique in his exclusive use of the ἐπαγγελία word group for the 

divine pledge and his particular focus on the Abrahamic covenantal promises.188 

 
178 Ibid., 72. 
179 Ibid., 82-83. 
180 E.g. Psalms, Amos, Esther, in which ἐπαγγελία does briefly feature. 
181 Conway (2014), 72. 
182 Ibid., 72. 
183 Ibid., 109-110. 
184 Ibid., 138: Conway takes from this the possibility of a source in Greek-speaking Jewish usage that Josephus 

had in common with Paul. 
185 Ibid., 109-110. 
186 Ibid., 83, n.211. 
187 Ibid., 108-109. 
188 Ibid., 110, 141-142. 
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From this main thrust and other insights from Conway, we may continue to develop a 

contextual, conceptual understanding of ἐπαγγελία akin to that of promise. 

ἐπαγγελία as emphatic of a speech act, over and above a statement.  

Where general speech terms such as λέγω and λαλέω are often used to speak of God 

pledging to do something in the future for his people, the use of ἐπαγγελία implies the 

emphasis on the part of the re-presenter that this is a speech act.189  

It is helpful to appreciate the concept of promise as such: “Promising is a commissive speech 

act whose illocutionary force is that the speaker promises to do a future action to the 

benefit of a hearer by expressing its proposition (e.g., a promise) to the hearer.”190  

This is what may be understood to be the case when God speaks to Abraham. Conway 

quotes Goldingay: “When YHWH does formalize the promise…, the words constitute both a 

performative utterance, a statement that effects what it refers to, and an informative one, 

uttered for Abraham’s sake.”191 As Conway later notes: “The nature of God… should deem 

his statements to be as reliable as promises.”192 The use of ἐπαγγελία implies the author’s 

intention to underscore this.  

ἐπαγγελία as an oath in which one swears by oneself 

Noting how ὄμνυμι is used for “oath” in the Pentateuch, not least in relation to God, Conway 

observes how “promise” – the concept he understands ἐπαγγελία to invoke – does not 

correspond exactly with “oath”, pointing to the work of Cartledge who understands divine 

oaths as promises in which God swears by himself.193 

If ἐπαγγελία is a declaration about or concerning oneself, as observed above, then in 

distinction from ὄμνυμι or more general oath language, ἐπαγγελία invokes a sense of 

swearing by oneself and is not underwritten by a third party or object. 

 
189 Ibid., 12. 
190 See https://pragmatics.indiana.edu/speechacts/promises.html (last accessed 11/12/2018) 
191 Conway (2014), 11-12 and 63, citing Goldingay, J., 2003. Old Testament Theology: Israel’s Gospel. Downers 

Grove, Ill.: IVP, 197. 
192 Conway (2014), 138. 
193 Ibid., 60, citing Cartledge, T.W., 1992. Vows in the Hebrew Bible and the Ancient Near East. Sheffield: JSOT 

Press. 

https://pragmatics.indiana.edu/speechacts/promises.html
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ἐπαγγελία as distinct from διαθήκη: one party’s spoken commitment  

Conway also acknowledges a connection between ἐπαγγελία as “promise” and διαθήκη as 

“covenant”, with “promise” a constituent part of a covenant: thus divine covenants can be 

more or less promissory, depending on the obligations laid on the other party.194 Whatever 

the exact overlap of promise with covenant, to note the difference is helpful: whilst διαθήκη 

conveys how there are two parties in an agreement, with potential obligations on both (and 

perhaps a ceremonial aspect), ἐπαγγελία as a speech act conveys one party’s spoken 

commitment, laying obligations on themselves. 

ἐπαγγελία as distinct from ὑπόσχεσις: a promise freely made and given? 

Conway holds that ὑπόσχεσις is the closest synonym to the ἐπαγγελία word-family and notes 

its use characterizing the good promises of God’s oaths and covenants in Wisdom 12:21.195 

Barclay, however, suggests that in classical Greek ὑπόσχεσις conveys a promise made on 

mutual approach and mutual agreement, perhaps negotiated, conditioned or coerced. 

Rather, ἐπαγγελία he understands to convey “far more of a free offer.”196 Such a distinction 

might be manifest in the use of ἐπαγγελία, although it remains unclear. 

Logical implications 

We may therefore carry these logical implications into our analysis as being manifest in the 

use of the concept template, ἐπαγγελία. 

i. Concerning the referent 

Therefore, to use ἐπαγγελία may refer to a speech act, an utterance with communicative 

intent which expresses a commitment on the part of the speaker; it may also metonymously 

refer to the thing promised: the content to be delivered. Its use may even presume both 

while focusing only on one.   

ii. Concerning the speaker 

The use of ἐπαγγελία manifests the commitment to action on the part of the speaker.197 It 

is not clear that the future action would have been performed by the speaker before this 

 
194 Conway (2014), 13-14. 
195 Conway (2014), 15, n.65; cf. LSJ 44751, ὑπόσχεσις. 
196 Barclay (1964), 87. 
197 Danker 2421, ἐπαγγέλλω. 
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speech act. The utterance places them under an obligation to commit the promised future 

action.198 The delivery ultimately depends on the sincerity and ability of the speaker.  

iii. Concerning the addressees / beneficiaries 

As a speech act ἐπαγγελία creates in the addressee a relevant expectation and sense of 

assurance of delivery based on the nature of the one speaking. Any recipient of what is 

promised benefits as a result of the commitment and action of the speaker.  

It should also be understood that the beneficiaries may be more than those to whom the 

speaker directly expressed the utterance. Others may benefit from their relationship with 

the one to whom it was addressed. Consider the example: “I will look after your children 

when you die.” The parent is the direct addressee of this speech act; but the children are 

beneficiaries by virtue of that relationship with the one to whom the utterance was 

directed. Therefore, beneficiaries need not be the original addressee but may yet have a 

relevant sense of expectation and assurance of delivery in as far as they are appropriately 

identified with the addressee. 

iv. Concerning a narrative sequence 

The use of ἐπαγγελία assumes, at least:  

• a speaker, a speech act, addressees and potentially other beneficiaries;  

• a future delivery of content to the beneficiaries as a result of the committed action 

of the speaker;  

• a period of time between the speech act and the delivery of the content, shaped by 

an assured expectation derived from the nature of the speaker and the speech act.  

It seems further to be evident, therefore, that ἐπαγγελία assumes some basic underlying 

narrative sequence, marked by: i. a speech act; ii. a period of time in which the speaker acts 

and the addressees may wait with expectancy; and iii. the delivery of the content. 

  

 
198 Conway (2014), 9, n.7, notes this distinction between “prophecy” and “promise”: A prophecy can be an 

objective prediction but a promise is a self-obligating pledge—it requires personal commitment on the part of 

the promissor. “The person who makes a prediction which is not fulfilled has made a mistake. The person who 

breaks a promise is either untrustworthy or powerless.” 
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2.2 The situational context of the letter to the Galatians  

Time, place and the relationship with Acts and the Pauline corpus. 

The central debates of Galatians earlier in the last century concerning the destination and 

dating of the letter have since been overtaken by other concerns (see Introduction – 

Chapter 1). They remain of some interest, without consensus, but perhaps with a growing 

favour towards the South Galatia theory and an earlier date.199  

If, for sake of argument, the letter was addressed to the churches established in Acts 13-14 

in the south of Asia Minor, with 48-49AD as the earliest reasonable date (prior to the 

Jerusalem Assembly of Acts 15), 200 Galatians would conceivably be the earliest of Paul’s 

extant letters. Jewish influence and persecution are reflected in both Acts 13-14 and 

Galatians (Acts 13:43ff, 14:19f cf. Gal. 6:12), while resonances from the speech Luke records 

in Acts 13:16-41 are especially interesting for our study, notably the use of ἐπαγγελία in Acts 

13:32: 

Ἄνδρες ἀδελφοί, υἱοὶ γένους Ἀβραὰμ καὶ οἱ ἐν ὑμῖν φοβούμενοι τὸν θεόν, ἡμῖν ὁ λόγος τῆς 

σωτηρίας ταύτης ἐξαπεστάλη. (Acts 13:26; cf Gal 3:7) 

Καὶ ἡμεῖς ὑμᾶς εὐαγγελιζόμεθα τὴν πρὸς τοὺς πατέρας ἐπαγγελίαν γενομένην, ὅτι ταύτην ὁ θεὸς 

ἐκπεπλήρωκεν τοῖς τέκνοις [αὐτῶν] ἡμῖν ἀναστήσας Ἰησοῦν (Acts 13:32-3; cf. Gal 3:8, 16) 

γνωστὸν οὖν ἔστω ὑμῖν, ἄνδρες ἀδελφοί, ὅτι διὰ τούτου ὑμῖν ἄφεσις ἁμαρτιῶν καταγγέλλεται, 

[καὶ] ἀπὸ πάντων ὧν οὐκ ἠδυνήθητε ἐν νόμῳ Μωϋσέως δικαιωθῆναι, ἐν τούτῳ πᾶς ὁ πιστεύων 

δικαιοῦται (Acts 13:38; cf. Gal 2:16, 3:6-14, 3:19-22) 

 
199 Tolmie (2012), 119-120. Frey (2012b), 207-11, notes how German scholarship has typically favoured the 

north Galatia hypothesis while in the last century, Anglo-Saxon scholarship has increasingly favoured south 

Galatia. The place and date of Galatians are closely linked. A view on one does not necessary lead to a view on 

the other, but there is likely correlation. Those who tend towards a north Galatia view, date the letter later; 

south Galatia tends to lead to an earlier date. Frey (2012b), 211-14, holds it impossible to substantiate precise 

dating between 50-56AD. Whilst the question is not trivial, neither, notes Silva (1996, 139) is it at the heart of 

the fundamental teaching of the letter and perhaps, not least for this reason and its seeming intractability, has 

attracted less recent interest. 
200 Thus understanding Gal 2:1-10 to correspond with Acts 11:27-30. 
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Given the lack of consensus over location, date and other still-debated issues,201 Acts 13-14 

will not be used here as initial context for understanding Paul’s use of promise in his letter 

to the Galatians. 

Since our interest is in the letter of Galatians alone – as the contingent situation into which 

Paul wrote – the letter in any case delimits the shared cognitive environment: we assume no 

likely access for the addressees to Paul’s other letters (if any already existed) that might 

inform his understanding and use of ἐπαγγελία in Galatians.202 Later, however, when 

considering possible implications of our study, potential connections with Acts (in particular 

Acts 13-14) and other Pauline epistles can be revisited.203 

The Galatians  

Notwithstanding the particulars of place and time, there are general assumptions we do 

well to remember about the context of a Christian community, comprised of Jews and 

Gentiles living in 1st century Roman Empire; for example, they are Greek speakers, with a 

potential range of literacy and indeed biblical literacy. There are, for instance, traditions 

about table fellowship (cf. Gal 2:12)204; various legal codes potentially concerning wills and 

testaments (cf. 3:15);205 and practices with regard to pedagogues, guardians and stewards 

(Gal 3:24, 4:2).206 Some of this is important, and with RT we must be aware of such 

contextual matters and seek to understand how, if at all, Paul is intending to draw on such 

cultural assumptions. Cultural difference need not be exaggerated: as Silva admits, socio-

 
201 From the contrary stances of Baur (and the “Tubingen school”) and Lightfoot in the 19th century regarding 

the reliability of Acts as history and the relationship between Paul and the “so-called pillars”, the 

presuppositions any scholar carries are important considerations. See Bruce (1982), 23-24; Silva (1996), 113-

127. For some scholars, there remain questions over what Paul said according to Luke’s later-written account. 

He may have been influenced by Pauline language and phrases to summarise Paul’s message. 
202 Wallace (1990), 231 and 237. 
203 See Chapter 7 and Appendix 3. 
204 Nanos’ (2002a) collection gathers varying socio-historical approaches used to analyse the issue / incident of 

table-fellowship (or lack thereof) referred to in Galatians 2: Dunn (ch. 12) concerned with the limits and issues 

surrounding table-fellowship in the Judaism of the late 2nd temple period; Fredrikson (ch. 13) considering 1st 

century Judaism’s view of Gentiles; Esler (ch. 14) bringing recent research on Mediterranean culture, with 

regard to the primary value of honour and it’s acquiring through challenge and response; and Nanos himself 

(ch. 15) questioning what was at stake in the issue of table-fellowship and the challenge to identity and 

convention. 
205 See Hughes (1979); Hahn (2005a), 79 and (2005b) for an overview; see also Matera (1992), 126; Fung 

(1988), 158; Dunn (1993b), 182; Williams (1997), 95; Ryken (2005), 120-1. 
206 See Lull (1986); Tolmie (1992). 
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anthropological studies can help inform a context for interpretation;207 yet, as he also 

cautions, too rigidly distinguishing, for example, modern western culture as individualistic 

and ancient Mediterranean culture as “group-embedded” might impair a proper reading of 

Galatians.208  

We should acknowledge a prior relationship between the Galatians and Paul (cf. 4:13f), that 

was in the not-too-distant past (1:6) and that Paul understands was a close one (4:14-15) 

although there now seems to be a distance, at least as far as Paul perceives it (4:16-20). We 

take Paul to have been the one who first preached the gospel to them and disciple them 

(4:13, 4:11, 5:21) with some satisfaction that he left them in a good state (5:7). What exactly 

Paul taught them, we cannot say. There is a shared cognitive context of their previous 

relationship that we know little about. That Paul’s phrases draw on that relationship and 

previous teaching is eminently possible and that is a context to which we are simply not 

privy in order to enrich our understanding of his communicative intent. We must satisfy 

ourselves with the context that is available to us. 

Reconstructing the communicative context 

“The situation of the communication can be ascertained only from the letter itself. Its 

reconstruction takes for granted that Paul had accurate information about the 

situation and assumes that his polemical argumentation reproduces a virtually 

undistorted picture of the position of his opponents”209  

Frey’s remarks identify as important all clues, in Galatians, to the fraught situational context 

in which Paul is both opposing the agitators and supporting his converts. We have only the 

letter as proof of how well he presents his opponents’ position and can only surmise how 

successfully he may have countered it in urging his own.210 Yet, whilst we cannot say for 

sure what effect Paul’s ἐπαγγελία-argument actually had on his readers, we may still 

investigate the intended effect on the situation as Paul saw it, considering Paul’s rhetoric 

and contenting ourselves with his rhetorical world. 

 
207 See Esler (1998), 29-57. 
208 Silva (1996), 108-112. 
209 Frey (2012b), 214. 
210 Tolmie (2012), 120-1, surveys a number of different conclusions concerning the opponents of Paul in 

Galatia. 
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Even if mirror-reading so polemical a letter has limitations, as Barclay notes, seeking to 

factor in both sides of the debate remains important. We must acknowledge hearing just 

one side of a conversation, leaving us unclear as to all that opponents were perhaps saying 

or whether Paul may have focussed on just part of it.211 

With this in mind, we might begin to reconstruct the situation in Galatia as Paul sees it and 

into which Paul writes with such an intensive use of ἐπαγγελία. 

Into the prior relationship between Paul and the Galatians have come another group, who 

we will term the “agitators”.212 This has created an “eternal triangle”213, whereby the 

predominantly gentile Galatians (previously uncircumcised) have now become circumcised, 

or are seriously considering it under the influence of these “agitators”. Paul considers this to 

be a distortion of the gospel of Christ (1:7) and wishes those who are so unsettling the 

Galatians with circumcision would go further on themselves (5:12).  

The agitators in Galatia 

There are a number of assumptions we might make from the letter about the agitators, not 

simply about how they differed from Paul but the similarities also:214 

Background 

The agitators are strongly implied to be those from a Jewish background who accepted that 

the Scripture was now reaching its fulfilment in Jesus as the Messiah.215 Holding to faith in 

Jesus, they connected it with the obligations towards circumcision and the law.216 It is likely, 

 
211 Barclay (1987) and (2005), 37ff. While mirror-reading is valuable, Barclay recognises the pitfalls of undue 

selectivity, over-interpretation, mishandling polemics and latching on to particular words or phrases as direct 

echoes of the opponents vocabulary. Both he (and Silva (1996)) set forward careful criteria or considerations 

for reasonable mirror-reading and in his conclusions, Barclay uses Sanders range of categories to set forward 

what might be (virtually) certain, (highly) probable, possible, conceivable and incredible statements regarding 

Paul’s opponents; and indeed, a list of points on which Paul and his opponents would have agreed. 
212 Barclay (2005), 37; Williams (1997), 25. Rather than “judaizers” or “teachers” (cf. Martyn, 1997), I shall use 

“agitators” following Paul’s own references (Gal. 1:7, 5:10, 12). He is clearly not neutral, nor did these people 

necessarily see themselves as in opposition to Paul, let alone as agitators. Nevertheless, Paul’s text is all we 

have by which to identify them.  
213 Frey (2012b), 214. 
214 Again, Barclay (1987), 88-90 urges caution about what we might say, but we can understand strong 

implications for certain assumptions. 
215 Frey (2012b), 214; cf. Tolmie (2012), 120-121.   
216 Frey (2012b), 214. 
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given this, that they had a similar agenda to the circumcision party (2:12)217, but not 

necessarily the case that they were the same group. It is possible they deferred, for their 

authority, to the church in Jerusalem and might have understood themselves as a “judaizing 

counter-mission.”218  

Beliefs and teaching  

There is no reason to doubt that they believed salvation was now available to the Gentiles 

(quite possibly even as the fulfilment of what was said to Abraham cf. 3:8); nor that they 

doubted that the Spirit had been given to the people of God who believed in the Messiah.   

However, they expected the Galatians to be circumcised and to observe all, or at least part, 

of Torah as the hallmark of the people of God: “if the Galatians intend to share in the full 

benefits of Israel’s Messiah, they must embrace a Jewish way of life by adopting certain 

prescriptions of the Mosaic law.”219 As Frey comments,  

“Behind this lies a theology which sees an affiliation to the People of the Covenant and 

participation in the divine promises made possible exclusively through circumcision 

(i.e. to become Jewish or become a proselyte). One who is circumcised like Abraham 

will be a ‘son of Abraham’.”220  

It is possible, then, that the agitators “saw Christ as an add-on to Torah”221 and therefore 

did not understand faith in Christ as the means of justification, which they understood to 

come through “works of the law”.222 It is further possible that they made their arguments 

from Scripture, using the example of Abraham in particular, whilst also questioning Paul’s 

authority and gospel. However, the defence of Paul’s authority and his gospel (Gal. 1:10-

2:11) and the extensive use by Paul of the Abrahamic narrative (Gal. 3-4) are in themselves 

suggestive but not conclusive on these matters.223 

 
217 Or even those from James, who are not necessarily to be equated either (2:12). See Matera (2000), 237. 
218 Frey (2012b), 214, 199; Matera (2000), 237. 
219 Matera (2000), 237. e.g. demanding circumcision, connected with observance of the torah (4:21), with rules 

relating to food and purity (2:11-16) and cultic festivals (“calendar piety” 4:10) – Frey (2012b), 214. 
220 Frey (2012b), 214. 
221 Bird (2006), 113. 
222 See Owen (2007), 571-2. See also: Williams (2020), 9; Barclay (2020), ch.5 “Paul’s rivals in Galatia likely 

placed the Christ-event on a narrative line that featured the Law as the ultimate expression of God’s will, given 

through Moses, confirmed by the Messiah Jesus, and fulfilled in the Law-observance of believers, both Jews 

and gentiles.” 
223 Williams, J (2020), 95. 
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Attraction 

The very fact of the letter indicates that the teaching of the agitators was attractive and 

persuasive for the Galatian converts224, and Paul underscores this with his language and the 

experience of both Peter and Barnabas (cf. 1:6-9; 2:11-13; 3:1f; 4:17-18; 5:1-12) 

Barclay compellingly accounts for the issue in Galatia as one of identity and ethics.225 

In terms of identity, the issue is the status of the Galatians as the people of God. Here, Bird 

distinguishes both a soteriological issue (forensic declaration of a right standing before God) 

and a connected sociological issue (being part of the covenant people). Scacewater, by 

contrast, tries to distinguish the situation in Antioch (2:11-21) from the concern of Paul’s 

letter,226 suggesting that how a Gentile Christian might understand their exclusion from the 

covenant community and their standing before God are distinct issues. For Bird, “to play off 

forensic and relational models of justification” like this is to create a false dichotomy,227 

since both are involved: the assurance of the forensic declaration is also an assurance of 

identity within the people of God. Thus, “the legitimacy of gentile membership in the Israel 

of God was closely tied to the conditions of their entrance into salvation”228 and the issue of 

identity concerns whether the Galatians are part of the “community destined for 

salvation”.229 The key question is not, “how can I be saved?” but, “how can we know that we 

are part of the community who will be saved?”230 

And this question leads into ethics. Barclay’s influential contribution has demonstrated that 

5:13ff need not be considered as a “stock paraenesis”, nor an argument on “two fronts”, nor 

unoriginal to the letter, but wholly integrated into the thrust of Paul’s argument.231 Barclay’s 

argument is that, along with the assurance of identity, the Galatians are also seeking after, 

 
224 Seifrid (2010), 28: “It should not escape our notice that Judaizing was a problem in Paul’s churches precisely 

because it was attractive to his Gentile converts.” 
225 Barclay (2005); followed in this language and perspective by Matera (2000), 239-244; Kok (2010), 6; Bird 

(2006), 113: circumcision “denoted more than identity, but signified a standard of piety and ethics.” 
226 Scacewater (2013), 306: “The issue was about what Peter was suggesting the Gentiles needed to do to be 

first-class citizens in the church, not what they needed to do to be justified.” 
227 Bird (2006), 126. 
228 Ibid., 126. 
229 Ibid., 127. 
230 Cf. Smith, R (1999), 20, on ecclesiology over soteriology in the New Perspective. 
231 See Barclay (2005); and Matera (2000), 242, who argues that the best treatment of the paraenesis is 

Barclay: “whenever Galatians is interpreted as a polemic against legalism understood in terms of works 

righteousness, it is difficult to comprehend why Paul devotes nearly one third of his letter to moral behaviour.” 
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or persuaded by, a way of behaving as God’s people which the “works of the law” seemingly 

provide: “how are we to live as the community who will be saved?”  

The Galatians have been tempted away by the agitators’ presentation of the law, not least 

the demand for circumcision, the observance of food laws (2:11-14) and calendar piety 

(4:10) as the means to find this assurance of identity and ethic in the saved community.232 

At the heart of this attraction, we may note is the assurance of an identity and ethic. As 

Gaventa writes:  “What the Galatians seek in the law is a certainty that they have a firm 

place in the ekklesia of God and that they know what God requires of them.”233 Paul must 

therefore re-persuade the Gentiles that ἐκ πίστεως Χριστοῦ, they have an assured identity 

and ethic as the community destined for salvation.234  

The nature of the letter 

In response to this situation, Paul writes a pastoral letter to the Galatians which is highly 

charged centring on “the truth of the gospel”.   

The text is best understood as a pastoral letter to the Galatians. A simple but important 

observation is that the letter is addressed towards the Galatians, to persuade them back, 

rather than to the agitators, to prove them wrong.235 Interpreters may regard Paul as a 

systematic theologian, ancient Greek letter writer or even a trial lawyer;236 but the language 

of his letter is that of a pastor (“brothers” 3:1, 4:12; “children” 4:19), whose desire is to 

 
232 Bird (2006), 126; and 113: “In demanding circumcision for gentiles, the judaizers were implying that such 

obedience to constituent elements of the law in combination with faith in Christ was a pre-condition to 

eschatological vindication”; also, Martyn (2000), 248: “the teachers’ gospel is proving to be a great source of 

comfort to these Galatians… what has gone wrong is something about which human beings can do 

something.”; also Das (2014), 17-18, “the Mosaic Law offered a concrete approach to the Christian life” and 

“The Jewish rites would have reinforced their sense of identity as God’s people.” 
233 Garlington (2005), 11, quoting Gaventa, B., The singularity of the gospel: A reading of Galatians, in Bassler 

(1991), 147-159. 
234 Owen (2007), 573-4: “For the Galatians to seek justification by accepting circumcision is to say that they are 

not yet justified, as though they had not already received that benefit in Christ (cf. 2:21). Since these gentiles 

had previously claimed to have experienced grace / justification through Christ (1:9, 5:7), denying that fact 

could not but be described as falling away from grace. The question here is not whether justification is by 

grace or works, but rather whether God’s grace / justification is a present possession that is already found in 

Christ, or whether it is something that must still be sought by the Gentile converts in the law.”  
235 See Kwon (2004), 36; contra Schreiner (1991), 239: “All of Galatians 3 is directed against opponents”. Also 

Barclay (2005), 73; George (1994), 62. 
236 Hall (1985), 353, or even all three. Also: “If Galatians is best understood when Paul’s role in that epistle is 

recognised as that of a trial lawyer, important consequences follow” (335) 
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equip the Galatians to argue against their influence. Nevertheless, with pathos, logos and 

ethos it is written primarily to persuade the Galatians.237 

The language Paul uses is undeniably highly charged. The beginning and end are abrupt; 

Paul is sharp and scolding to the Galatians and about the agitators; his concern for the 

Galatians and perplexity about them is explicit (cf. 4:12-20). Barclay describes Galatians as 

Paul shouting, with a warning to take care in interpreting a letter potentially written in 

anger and haste.238 Thuren, however, argues that the use of rhetoric need not suggest 

Paul’s emotions so much as reflect Paul’s practical aim of persuasion. Rather than think Paul 

is angry or irrational, we can read his words as rhetorically charged so as to affect his 

audience. Therefore, one need not take the letter to be “ill-thought through” or lacking 

coherence because of his feelings.239 

Finally, in “encompassing the situation”240, Paul makes the gospel the critical matter. 

Although εὐαγγέλιον is not used beyond Galatians 2 (save for προευαγγελίζομαι in 3:8), as 

Martyn declares: “Paul’s singular purpose in writing is to re-preach to the Galatians ‘the 

truth of the gospel’ (2:5, 14)”241 

From Paul’s perspective, a message centred on Christ has been revealed to him by God: he 

had preached this gospel to the Galatians previously and they had accepted it;242 where the 

agitators have since distorted it, the Galatians need to (re-) appropriate and respond to it, 

recovering its assured implications in light of what has bewitched, unsettled and hindered 

them in the interim (3:1, 5:7, 12). Into this situation, Paul writes Galatians, not least with its 

intensive use of ἐπαγγελία, to persuade his converts back to the truth of the εὐαγγέλιον.243 

 
237 See: Williams (1997), 30ff. Also: Hall (1987), 281; Lemmer (1992); Loubser (1994); Russell (1993a & b); 

Malan (1992). 
238 Barclay (1987), 85. 
239 Thuren (1999). 
240 Burke (1957), 93: a phrase we will develop in the next section. 
241 Martyn (2000), 247; see also Matera (2000), 233: “one of the most powerful statements of what Paul calls 

“the truth of the gospel” (2:5, 14).”  
242 Frey (2012b), 203: εὐαγγέλιον / gospel in Gal. 1-2 is “the saving message of God’s justifying actions in the 

cross and Resurrection of Christ which was revealed and authorised by God, preached by Paul and accepted by 

the Galatians.” 
243 Note: Conway (2014), 145ff posits a connection between εὐαγγέλιον and ἐπαγγελία in their conceptual and 

linguistic correspondence, which I will further acknowledge. 
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2.3 The co-textual structure of the letter to the Galatians  

On the basis that a text’s structure is key in the analysis of its discourse, my goal in this 

section is to interrogate the co-text of Galatians in order to uncover any structures that may 

support its rhetorical argument and help us appreciate the particular role of ἐπαγγελία. This 

will involve three stages. First, establishing a broad outline of the letter’s communicative 

arrangement where the focus will be its thematic flow and how Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία 

takes its place in this.  Second, exploring Paul’s rhetorical move of addressing the Galatians 

using paired, contrasting terms – by Cluster Analysis – and locating ἐπαγγελία in relation to 

this. And third, analysing how the preposition ἐκ functions as a rhetorical identity marker, 

which also impacts this. 

Stage 1. Outlining the Letter to the Galatians 

1:1-10 Opening 

Two central themes to the letter are manifested in Paul’s opening remarks, notable as a 

terse introduction: 

1. The Christ-centred nature of Paul’s understanding of his calling (1:1, 10) and of the 

gospel message (1:3-5, 6-7) 

2. The immediate focus on the gospel244: Paul is “astonished” that the Galatians are 

turning to “another gospel” and would want to “distort the gospel of Christ”. The 

seriousness of this move is made explicit (1:8) and the malign influence of others 

upon them implicit (1:9-10) 

1:11-2:21 Autobiographical section 

Paul begins with a defence of the gospel as he has preached it. He seeks to establish the 

integrity of his gospel ministry in light of God’s revelation, his Jewish heritage, his call to 

Gentile mission, the wider church leadership and his previous fight against false brothers to 

establish the truth of the faith – not least for the Galatians themselves. 

 
244 Williams, J (2020), 6, notes 45 references to the gospel in Gal. 1-2 including relative pronouns. 
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This leads into his account of a confrontation with Cephas in Antioch (2:11-21). I take 2:14-

21 all to be a re-presentation of Paul’s words to Peter.245 In reporting to the Galatians, in the 

immediate context, what he said to Peter – about which they might have some knowledge, 

and on which he perhaps sets the record straight – Paul is unpacking the incident’s 

pertinence for the Galatians’ situation. Hence his statement of what he said to Peter (2:16) 

is key in what Paul has to say to the Galatians.246 

3:1-5:12 Theological-argumentative section 

Gal. 3:1 marks the beginning of Paul’s substantial argument as he addresses the Galatians 

directly. The flow of the letter up to this point indicates the broad concern of Paul: he 

wishes to clarify their understanding of the gospel (cf. 1:6-9) that he has justifiably preached 

(1:10-2:10) and for which he has stood against Peter and even Barnabas (2:11-21). 

My contention is that the argument extends until 5:12,247 as evidenced by the way in which 

5:1-12 returns to issues introduced in 3:1. Thus 3:1-5:12 is an argument which:  

• recognises and ultimately dismisses the malign influence Paul believes has come upon 

the Galatians. Paul begins by implying that they have been “bewitched” (3:1) such that 

they are rendered “foolish” (ἀνόητος – without understanding, stupid, not using their 

mental faculties properly.)248 In 5:7-12, he concludes again that they had been hindered 

from obeying the truth - persuaded otherwise by another than God - by some agitator 

who merits dire consequences. 

• calls the foolish to come to their senses. Paul’s attribution of foolishness is a kind of 

senseless stupidity in the face of what was clearly portrayed (3:1, 3). Rather, Paul wishes 

them to return to the truth in which they had been running well (5:7); and to take his 

own view on matters. Paul aims to persuade (πείθω is used 3 times in 5:7-10) and is 

confident (πέποιθα, 5:10) he will persuade them back from senselessness to sense. Paul’s 

 
245 That is, Paul is reporting from 2:12-21 to the Galatians what he said to Peter – which is relevant to what he 

will say and build upon in addressing the (foolish!) Galatians – see Das (2014), 238. Gal 2:15 “we ourselves are 

Jews by birth…” seems more natural as the reported words of Paul to Peter than direct words of Paul to a 

Galatian congregation. See also Fung (1988), 112; Cranford, L. (1994); Das (2000), 536; Martyn (1997), 246; 

Williams, J (2020), 63. 
246 See Dunn (1993c), 73: “Galatians is what he [Paul] should have said to Peter at Antioch had time and 

sufficient reflection allowed it”; also Moo (2013), 144. 
247 Along with Frey (2012b), 199 (whose initial captions my own section titles reflect); and see also Matera 

(1992); Dunn (1993b); Moo (2013), 63-65. 
248 Louw-Nida 32.50, ἀνόητος. 
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conclusion here implies that he believes the argument he began in 3:1 is clear, forceful 

and convincing. 

• remains Christ-centred in its focus (cf. 1:1-10; 2:15-21). Paul begins by recalling the 

portrayal they experienced of Christ crucified (3:1) and concludes with an emphatic 

focus on Christ and the cross (5:1-6, 5:11) that he understands categorically to dismiss 

the central, presenting issue of having to accept circumcision.  

The argument developed in 3:1-5:12 is usually divided into several sections, using discourse 

markers and observations on topic and theme: these may be observed in Appendix 2, where 

I provide a diagrammatic rendering of the argument of Galatians. In labelling such sections, 

scholars mark the rich logos and pathos of Paul’s rhetoric, where he employs logical 

arguments from both the experience of the Galatians (e.g. 3:1-5) and from the Scriptures, 

whether read in logical sequence (3:6-14, 15-29) or illustratively and allegorically (4:1-7, 21-

31). Moreover, Paul’s argument involves emotionally strong and highly-charged language 

throughout – most evident in 4:8-20 – as we have already noted. My diagram of his 

argument should be viewed in tandem with stages two and three, which follow shortly.  

5:13–6:10 Paraenetic section 

The conclusion of Paul’s argument from 3:1-5:12 transitions through 5:13-15 into his 

paraenetic section. Indeed, 5:5-7 contains language indicative about the appropriate ethic 

that follows from Paul’s argument about assured identity (ἐκ πίστεως ἐλπίδα δικαιοσύνης 

ἀπεκδεχόμεθα…. πίστις δι᾽ ἀγάπης ἐνεργουμένη… ἀληθείᾳ [μὴ] πείθεσθαι) 

Thus, 5:13- 6:10 should be understood to flow from Paul’s argument. Having made what he 

is confident is a convincing argument about the identity of ὁ δίκαιος, against the influence of 

those who are ἐξ ἔργων νόμου, Paul addresses how he understands such people of faith 

should walk in obedience to the truth of the gospel and according to the Spirit.249  

6:11-18 Closing 

Paul’s closing personal touch (6:11) is followed by summary lines of arguments against the 

agitators, culminating in an assertion that identity is to be found in the crucified Christ (cf. 

 
249 Moo (2013), 339, states that it marks a shift in the letter from the “question of standing before God (2:16-

5:12) to living for God (5:13-6:10).” 
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1:4,2:20, 3:1, 3:13, 4:5,5:11, 5:24), not in circumcision; and the ethic of the new creation, 

indeed the Israel of God, is to walk in light of this (6:14-16).  

Stage 1: Some interim conclusions 

At this stage it is our relevant expectation that, at the heart of Paul’s theological argument 

in Gal 3:1-5:12, ἐπαγγελία – found intensively in 3:14-22 – will be used: 

• in a persuasive manner; it is a word that we have already noted, as a speech act, 

aligned with the concept of promise, carries force and attraction. Paul uses it in an 

argument whose rhetoric draws on Scripture and experience, logos and pathos. 

• to help define the gospel as Paul understands it (1:6-10; 1:11ff). While εὐαγγέλιον is 

not a term Paul uses in 3:1-5:12 (apart from the προευαγγελίζομαι in 3:8), it is clear 

from the start of the letter that his understanding of it – or particularly, what justifies 

the Gentiles – is at the centre of the debate in which he is engaging. 

• in a Christ–centred argument (cf. 1:4,2:20, 3:1, 3:13, 4:5,5:11, 5:24, 6:14-16). Paul is 

relentless throughout the letter in centring his argument on what it means to 

understand Christ as crucified. Any significant role for ἐπαγγελία will relate it to this 

core truth of Paul’s gospel.  

• to lead to obedience of the truth as Paul portrays it (5:13-6:18). ἐπαγγελία is not 

explicitly used in Paul’s paraenetic section. However, the greater its role in effecting 

his persuasive argument, the more it shapes an understanding of what it means to 

“obey the truth” and “walk in the Spirit”. 

Stage 2. Two opposing rhetorical communities 

At stage two of my exploration of co-textual structures, Cluster Analysis (CA) will be used. 

This approach highlights how, for rhetorical effect, an author has used and associated words 

across a document. I will briefly sketch its development from the work of rhetorical critic, 

Kenneth Burke, outline the method and apply it to Paul’s letter to the Galatians. 
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Applying Burkean rhetorical analysis 

Burke understands rhetoric as “the use of words by human agents to form attitudes or to 

induce actions in other human agents”.250 It happens through identification: “You persuade 

a man only in so far as you can talk his language by speech, gesture, tonality, order, image, 

attitude, idea, identifying your ideas with his.”251 Drawing on Burke, Foss notes that one way 

in which rhetors attempt to create identification and thus to persuade is by naming / 

defining the situation for their audience: “every document bequeathed us by history must 

be treated as a strategy for encompassing a situation… the answer or rejoinder to assertions 

current in the situation in which it arose.”252 This resonates with Galatians as we understand 

it. Paul is “encompassing a situation” as he sees it. He writes into a context to define his 

understanding of the situation and to create an identification which persuades the audience 

to share his view.  

How Burkean understanding of rhetorical identification can help uncover Paul’s rhetorical 

approach in the autobiographical material in Galatians 1:13-2:14, as part of his persuasion 

and communication, has already been demonstrated by Koptak. Paul is seeking to bridge 

the division by creating an identification with his readers and also creating relational 

distance with those that do not share that “common understanding of the gospel”. Koptak 

concludes that Paul created “a rhetorical community that the Galatians were forced either 

to join or reject. Thus to reject circumcision was to identify with the community of Paul and 

the Christ who sent him.”253 

Paul uses identification and association to draw his readers toward his rhetorical 

community, and dissociation to distance them from the rhetorical community defined by 

circumcision.254 This is evident from the start (1:1-10), as Paul explicitly understands the 

issue to be the gospel and seeks to draw the Galatians back to the “gospel of Christ” that 

“we preached to you” and away from a “different” (“not that there is another one”) gospel 

which is “contrary to the one you received” and is “accursed”. 

 
250 Foss (2004), 69, quoting Burke, K., 1950. A Rhetoric of Motives, (reprint 1969), Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 41. 
251 Foss (2004), 70, quoting Burke, A Rhetoric of Motives, 55). 
252 Burke (1957), 93. 
253 Koptak (1990); see als Du Toit (1992). 
254 See Malan (1992); Vorster (1992). 
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To highlight Paul’s strategy of identification, association and dissociation, in forming two 

opposing rhetorical communities throughout the argument of Galatians, Cluster Analysis 

developed from this Burkean understanding will be employed.255  

Cluster Analysis: the method 

According to Foss, CA must begin with a long and complex enough artefact to provide 

enough data for analysis: Galatians is one such. For Burke, “the work of every writer 

contains a set of implicit equations”; these are associational clusters. In examining his work, 

we may find “what goes with what” in these clusters – that is, “what kinds of acts and 

images and personalities and situations go with his notions of heroism, villainy, consolation, 

despair, etc.” For Burke, an author may be perfectly aware of “the act of writing, conscious 

of selecting a certain kind of imagery to reinforce a certain kind of mood, etc.” However, “he 

cannot possibly be conscious of the interrelationships among all these equations” and it is 

for us, “by inspecting his work ‘statistically’, to see if by some “objective citation the 

structure of motivation operating here” can be deduced. “The interrelationships themselves 

are his motives… his situation.” Burke takes “the motivation out of which he writes” to be 

“synonymous with the structural way in which he puts events and values together when he 

writes.”256   

Following Burke, we will undertake a structural analysis of key terms and clusters, in search 

of Paul’s rhetorical strategy and the worldview that he manifests to his readers, defining the 

situation and seeking to persuade. 

Identify key terms and chart what goes with what. 

Having first identified a handful of key terms, often statistically based on frequency and 

intensity, the next task is to identify two sets of relationships: 

1. Which terms “cluster” around the key terms identified? This associational clustering may 

happen through, for example, close proximity, conjunction, or cause-and-effect 

relations. 

 
255 Developed in both Foss (2004), 72-75; and Koptak (1997), 86, concerning Genesis 38. See also Durham, T., 

11/17/13, 2013-last update [Homepage of Prezi], [Online]. Available: 

https://prezi.com/zhn7hk9mf5ys/chapter-4-cluster-criticism/ [6/16, 2016].  
256 Burke (1957), 18; see also Foss (2004), 72-75. 

https://prezi.com/zhn7hk9mf5ys/chapter-4-cluster-criticism/
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2. Which terms are “agon” - set in opposition? Fascinatingly, Burke talks about God and 

devil terms: “God terms are ultimate terms that represent the ideal for a rhetor, while 

devil terms represent the ultimate negative or evil for a rhetor.”257 

Discovering an explanation for the discourse. 

CA uncovers important patterns in regular associations and oppositions among key terms. 

For Foss, the result is a dictionary of sorts of the rhetor’s key terms in interesting and 

significant clusters with explanatory value for the text. Thus we may note words that Paul 

draws together as his “God-terms”, or groups as “devil-terms”, and which seem to form the 

core of the debate taking place.258 Koptak also notes Burke’s interest in progressions (from 

what, through what, to what) and in transformations (what is changed into something 

else).259 

It is not a new insight to Galatians’ scholarship to suggest that there are a number of often-

used, well-acknowledged key terms that bear the weight of the argument260; nor even that 

a number of these appear in contrasting pairs. For example: blessing / curse; faith / works; 

spirit / flesh; promise / law; freedom / slavery; (children of) bondwoman / (children of) 

freewoman; “now” Jerusalem / “above” Jerusalem.261 But CA provides a sharper tool that 

gives name and shape to Paul’s rhetorical strategy and the recognition that it helps 

structure the argument, both as a whole and in sections.  

A more fulsome mapping of the two opposing rhetorical communities running through the 

structured argument of Galatians may be seen in Appendix 2. Further comment and 

conclusion on this will also be made presently, after we have observed a third, related 

structure. 

Stage 3. Understanding ἐκ as a rhetorical community identity marker. 

The preposition, ἐκ, occurs 35 times in Paul’s letter to the Galatians.262 The sixteen 

occurrences in Gal. 3 make it the most intensive use of ἐκ in any NT chapter, aside from the 

 
257 Foss (2004), 73, summarising the thought of Burke. 
258 Ibid., 75. 
259 Koptak (1997), 86. 
260 See Chapter 1.  
261 See Longenecker (1990) p.cxvii-cxviii; also Neyrey (1988), 82; Martyn (1985), who see opposites as 

apocalyptic antinomies; Pelser (1992); Petronius (1992); Ciampa (2000), 312. 
262 In terms of intensity (number of occurrences / words in book), that is second behind 1 John. 
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list of tribes in Revelation 7. So Galatians 3, as well as being home to the most intensive use 

of ἐπαγγελία in the NT, also features the most intensive use of the preposition ἐκ. Paul’s 

generous use of this preposition is suggestive.  

A conventional explanation of the semantic meaning of ἐκ 

The first four occurrences of the preposition (Gal 1:1-15) appear “conventional”. That is, 

they fit with the basic uses of ἐκ in the NT as noted by Wallace, according to the “normal” 

spatial function of prepositions.263 In general, ἐκ has the force of from, out of, away from, 

of. Danker talks of “various aspects of separation or derivation.”264  

Both initial uses have the sense of being extracted out of something: 

o 1:1… the one who raised him up out of / from the dead (death) 

o 1:4… that he might deliver us out of / (away) from the present evil age 

The following two uses have more regard to source or origin: 

o 1:8… or an angel out of / from heaven should proclaim a gospel (to you)… 

o 1:15… the one who set me apart out of / from my mother’s womb 

Thereafter, however, when Paul begins to relate the incident at Antioch, occurrences of ἐκ 

merit further consideration. 265 

τοὺς ἐκ περιτομῆς and ἐξ ἐθνῶν ἁμαρτωλοί  (2:12-15) 

In 2:12, τοὺς ἐκ περιτομῆς, is typically taken to mean “those of (who belonged to) the 

circumcision (party / group / faction).”266 Several conventional understandings of the 

preposition are ruled out here. Those to whom Paul is referring are not removed from 

circumcision, nor sourced from it in anything like the same way that Paul is derived from his 

mother’s womb, or an angel is from heaven. Neither are they simply categorised by their 

circumcision – Paul does not have all Jews in his sights here.  

 
263 Wallace (1996), 372 and 358. 
264 Danker 1958, ἐκ. 
265 See Lategan (1991) and Garlington (2008) for explorations of ἐκ in Galatians. Garlington bypasses the 

phrase in 2:12, preferring the “natural starting point” of 2:15 (p570). He thereby misses out on the contrasting 

pair that Paul develops here. 
266 For example, see ESV, NRSV, NIV, NASB. 
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Instead, here, Paul uses ἐκ rhetorically to identify a particular community: a circumcision 

party or group. Paul is describing this who are “of circumcision”. It is by no means clear that 

this is the self-identification of the group themselves. That they are “of circumcision” is a 

label Paul is intentionally attaching to those who, in Paul’s eyes, are identifiable by the 

critical importance they place of being circumcised. Put another way, rather than seek to 

determine a nuanced semantic meaning for ἐκ in this phrase, we should pragmatically 

recognise how, in writing τοὺς ἐκ περιτομῆς, Paul is denoting a rhetorical community 

identity. 

Secondly, in 2:15 we might take the similarly prepositioned phrase ἐξ ἐθνῶν ἁμαρτωλοί to be 

“sinners from out of the gentiles”.267 Such would be a straightforward case of source / 

derivation: “sinners whose origin is non-Jewish”. However, some observations might lead us 

to a more nuanced understanding of Paul’s meaning. 

Taking this to be Paul re-presenting his words to Peter, the Ἡμεῖς (we) is understood to be 

inclusive of Paul and Peter – both being Jews by nature. In light of this, there is good reason 

to take ἐξ ἐθνῶν ἁμαρτωλοί as Paul re-presenting a rhetorical label used by others: “Paul is 

likely echoing the language of the people from James (2:12) in their shock over the shared 

meals with gentile ‘sinners’.”268 That he and Peter are Jews by nature is not functioning as a 

label but simply a factual acknowledgement. However, that they are not ἐξ ἐθνῶν ἁμαρτωλοί 

might be a non-pejorative observation, but, in the context, could also be understood as a re-

presentation carrying an element of irony. In relating this to the Galatians, Paul expresses 

clearly what the view of those “of circumcision” is, concerning Galatian gentile believers 

who remain uncircumcised. 

There is also arguably a marked word order in this phrase. That is, in this sentence without 

predicate, describing who “we” are, Paul does not construct the final phrase οὐκ ἁμαρτωλοί 

ἐξ ἐθνῶν. Instead, placing the genitive prepositional qualifier before the subject, thereby 

making a more integral construct following the ἐξ, one might infer that Paul effects less of a 

sense of “sinners from out of the gentiles” and more “gentile sinners”.269  

 
267 see KJV, NASB. 
268 Das (2014), 239; see Dunn (1993a). 
269 see ESV, NRSV, NJB. 
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These instances show how Paul’s use of ἐκ is less interesting as a spatial proposition, 

defining sinners’ origins (“out of”), and more significant as a marker denoting a rhetorical 

community identity: “We who are Jews by nature and not ‘gentile sinners’”. Therefore, 

while within v15 the contrast appears to be between “Jews by nature” and “gentile sinners”, 

across v12-15, the two uses of ἐκ form a clearly rhetorical contrast. With ἐκ, Paul identifies 

the two rhetorical communities at the heart of the situation as he sees it, in reference to 

both Peter and the Galatians: the “circumcision” people; and those who, as long as they 

remain uncircumcised, are understood to be “gentile sinners.” 

A discourse explanation of the pragmatic effect of ἐκ270 

In his Discourse Grammar, Runge expresses a desire to describe grammatical conventions 

“based upon the discourse functions they accomplish, not based on their translation.”271 

Pragmatically, in his discourse, Paul’s use of ἐκ – whatever its semantic meaning – marks 

two contrasting rhetorical communities. As Paul continues, this becomes even clearer: 

εἰδότες [δὲ] ὅτι οὐ δικαιοῦται ἄνθρωπος ἐξ ἔργων νόμου ἐὰν μὴ διὰ πίστεως Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ, καὶ 

ἡμεῖς εἰς Χριστὸν Ἰησοῦν ἐπιστεύσαμεν, ἵνα δικαιωθῶμεν ἐκ πίστεως Χριστοῦ καὶ οὐκ ἐξ ἔργων 

νόμου, ὅτι ἐξ ἔργων νόμου οὐ δικαιωθήσεται πᾶσα σάρξ. (Gal. 2:16) 

The argument Paul makes to the Galatians, and earlier made to Peter (2:16), centres on the 

ground of justification for two groups: the circumcision-promoters and gentile sinners. As 

clearly seen in the central underlined phrase – and achieved through the use of ἐκ – two 

contrasting rhetorical identities are marked and, simultaneously, linked to previously 

marked identities. Using ἐκ again Paul clearly dissociates the idea of justification from doing 

works of law (namely circumcision) - τοὺς ἐκ περιτομῆς / ἐξ ἔργων νόμου/“of works of law” - 

and instead associates justification with being ἐκ πίστεως Χριστοῦ / “of Christ-faith”, opening 

up such an identification even for uncircumcised “gentile sinners”.  

 
270 Garlington (2008) article makes the case for Paul’s partisan use of ἐκ, suggesting that it carries less of an 

instrumental sense and more of the participationist sense of belonging. These observations are welcomed, 

although I do not share his view that Paul’s use of ἐκ necessarily favours a New Perspective view. Lambrecht 

(2009) critiques Garlington’s approach, partly on the basis that ἐκ must, at times, indicate instrumentality. My 

contention is more with the discourse grammar of the term than its locative sense. It marks rhetorical 

identities, whatever else it may or may not be doing. Moo (2013), 197 also states that ἐκ suggests those 

“marked by” or “characterised by”; see also Gordon (2019), 111f. 
271 Runge (2010), 3. 
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The development within Gal. 3 and beyond 

In Gal. 3, Paul’s liberal use of ἐκ further identifies and develops two rhetorical communities, 

linking concepts to both (often as paired contrasts) and manifesting how Paul associates 

with one identity and dissociates with the other. There are five stages to this: 

In 3:2-5, Paul rhetorically contrasts the Galatians’ actual community experience of receiving 

the Spirit - ἐξ ἀκοῆς πίστεως - with the suggestion, rhetorically in line with the persuasion of 

those “of circumcision” and “of works of the law”, that the Spirit was received ἐξ ἔργων 

νόμου. In 3:6-9, using Abraham, Paul emphatically and repeatedly argues for the community 

identity that is ἐκ πίστεως; and in 3:10-14, contrasts this with the rhetorical identity ἐξ ἔργων 

νόμου and ultimately ἐκ τῆς κατάρας τοῦ νόμου272. In 3:15-18, Paul identifies that the identity 

of the inheritance is not ἐκ νόμου but ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας. And in concluding his argument he 

categorically points to righteousness being not ἐκ νόμου but ἐκ πίστεως (3:19-29). 

Aside from 4:4 – in the middle of an illustrative and non-contrastive part of Paul’s argument 

– ἐκ continues to be used like this beyond Gal. 3. In the allegorical illustration of 4:21-32 

contrasting identities ἐκ τῆς παιδίσκης and ἐκ τῆς ἐλευθέρας; in the conclusion of his central 

argument in 5:1-12 urging that the Galatians be ἐκ πίστεως and ἐκ τοῦ καλοῦντος ὑμᾶς (as 

opposed to the persuasion of the agitators). And in the ethical consequence of this, calling 

them in 6:8 to reap not ἐκ τῆς σαρκὸς but ἐκ τοῦ πνεύματος. 

To sum up: with this discourse grammar explanation of ἐκ in Galatians, Paul is seen to use ἐκ 

to mark two opposing rhetorical community identities. Added to what we have already 

established from CA, this allows us to infer even more strongly that Paul is employing a 

structured rhetorical strategy here. 

Implications 

We may draw some implications with particular reference to Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία 

i. The identification of two rhetorical communities over which core ground is contested. 

CA highlights, and the discourse grammar of ἐκ underlines, Paul’s rhetorical use of key 

terms.  To one side, Paul draws Spirit, faith, promise, freedom – his “God” terms that speak 

 
272 Hays (2002), 132ff suggests that ἐκ πίστεως as a phrase is taken by Paul from Hab. 2:4. Possibly Paul’s use of 

ἐκ is inspired by this. 
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of the rhetorical community back to which he wishes to persuade the Galatians.  Clearly set 

against them he clusters law, flesh, being under the law, slavery – his “devil” terms which 

identify the opposing rhetorical community away from which he wishes to draw them.273  

The rhetorical appeal of these terms should not be underestimated. Attractive terms draw 

the Galatians back to obeying the truth (faith, promise, Spirit, heirs, freedom). Unappealing 

ones repel them from the foolishness of the agitators (under the law, slavery, flesh) 

The diagram in Appendix 2 indicates that he also has a number of key terms, often linked to 

but not contrastingly paired or marked: e.g. δικαι-language, Christ, the Spirit, Abraham, 

sonship- and inheritance-language. These provide the contested core ground of the 

situation as Paul sees it. These matters are not contested in terms of their importance, but 

in terms of the understanding of the gospel: Who is “justified” and on what basis? What 

should Christ’s crucifixion have made clear to the Galatians in this situation? What does 

receiving the Spirit mean for the Galatians? What does the Abrahamic narrative teach? Who 

are sons? On what basis will they inherit what has been promised?  

At a key juncture in this argument – in both the core ground, as an expression of the 

Abrahamic covenant, and clustered in Paul’s favoured rhetorical community – ἐπαγγελία 

emerges in explicit contrast with νόμος and association with πίστις. 

ii. Mapping the argument and its progression. 

This highlights two further insights CA provides in mapping the structure of the argument. 

First, the key terms, clustered and marked, provide the essentials with which to reconstruct 

Paul’s argument. Particular paragraphs and movements are highlighted; passages of 

contrast, one against the other; passages unilaterally on the side for which he is arguing; 

and the drafting in of key concepts as Paul is concerned to use them. CA highlights the 

thematicity of the sections of the argument which commentators typically outline. Again, 

Appendix 2 highlights the particular themes and contrasts which are developed in any 

particular section. It allows us to see the particular place of ἐπαγγελία within the wider 

Galatians argument. 

 
273 Brawley (2002), 109, notes, for example, there is “one pole of the argument from 2,15 to 3,21. Over the 

same stretch, with the exception of σαρκί in 3,3, νόμος-terminology remains stable as the contrasting pole. 

Thus progressive development in the terms of the argument shows that promise and law in 3,21 are 

synonymous with διὰ πίστεως Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ and έξ έργων νόμου in 2,16.” 
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Second, the progression and transformations that Paul seeks to make in his argument are 

revealed.  

Overall, one can see a movement which seeks to draw the reader by the end of Gal. 5:12 

toward the identity ἐκ πίστεως (5:5) and Paul’s understanding of what it is to obey the truth 

that is ἐκ τοῦ καλοῦντος ὑμᾶς (5:8). Indeed, the contrasting rhetorical communities flow into 

the paraenetic section, as Paul contrasts the walking by the Spirit with the desires of the 

flesh (5:16ff), markedly so with ἐκ (6:8), a development of the contrasting pairing of 3:3. 

Indeed, the implication is that the life lived ἐξ ἔργων νόμου and ἐκ τῆς σαρκὸς results in biting 

and devouring one another (5:15), barely suppressed vice (5:19-21), conceit, provocation 

and envy (5:26); and harshness, self-interest, and lovelessness within the family of faith 

(6:1-10). Paul’s rhetoric develops an argument from experience here: that the influence ἐξ 

ἔργων νόμου is in reality leading the Galatians to a loveless life according to the desires of the 

flesh rather than a fruitful life according to the Spirit (5:22-24; cf. 3:2-5). 

More specifically, we observe intersectional connections and movements. For example, in 

3:2-5, there seems a clear parallel between “works of law” / “hearing of faith” and “flesh” / 

“Spirit”; later on, “faith” will be linked with “promise”, as will “Spirit” (3:14, 22); and 

“promise” then set against “flesh” (4:23). To illustrate another link, “of faith” will be set 

against “of works of law” (3:2-5); “sons of Abraham” will be linked with “faith” (3:6), “works 

of law” linked to the “law” which is distinguished from “faith” (3:10-12), “sons” linked to 

“heirs” and “promise” (3:29) and “sons” and “heirs” contrasted with slaves under the “law” 

(4:1-7). 

As an example of careful nuance, Paul often marks and places the law in one particular 

rhetorical community, but, as will be argued, he is at pains not to dismiss the law per se as 

being opposed to the promises (3:21); and in his later allegory (4:21f), it is core ground for 

teaching. As we will see, this is indicative of his nuanced concern to argue against a 

particular continuing approach to the law (being “under the law” and being “of works of 

law”) but not against the divine origin of the law itself. With the Spirit, we note that, in 3:2-

5, the receiving of the Spirit is common ground (3:2, 5), although the term also finds itself 

drawn into a rhetorical contrast with flesh (3:3). Both are marked with ἐκ when the contrast 

is made again in 6:8. This transformation in sides and marking helps identify that in 3:2-5, 

the Galatians’ receiving of the Spirit is a core and uncontested matter. Paul assumes that no-
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one disputes that experience. The real question here is the implication of having received 

the Spirit; and explicitly marked and opened up in 6:8, how one who has the Spirit should 

sow and reap in life: not ἐκ τῆς σαρκὸς but ἐκ τοῦ πνεύματος.   

All of this is particularly pertinent for the role of ἐπαγγελία. It is critically marked with ἐκ in 

3:18 in contrast with ἐκ νόμος - indicative of a significant thematic distinction Paul wishes to 

make. But its movement from core ground (3:16) to Paul’s preferred rhetorical community 

(3:18 – see Appendix 2) indicates that Paul is using the term with persuasive intention to 

indicate that which is acknowledged as important to all concerned but which also favours 

his understanding of the gospel. 

iii. A pragmatic understanding of terms by association. 

Finally, CA provides us with a pragmatic “dictionary of sorts”274 for Paul’s key terms. That is 

simply to say that while there is value in grappling with the semantic and logical (universal, 

historical) definition of these words, not least in their variant forms, the pragmatic 

consideration of how Paul associates and contrasts terms, and to what effect, is equally 

significant. This serves to underscore our commitment to understanding words – and in this 

case ἐπαγγελία – in the light of their co-text, and particularly structurally connected terms. 

The associational cluster of terms in Galatians is important for the interpretation of any 

particular term. Paul is creating his own “semantic domain” of words which should help us 

to understand any of them. The clustering and contrasts do not necessarily reflect 

connections inherent within the terms themselves, as if they are semantically linked or 

antonymous; ἔργα νόμου and πίστις are not, in and of themselves, conceptually opposed. In 

the interpretation of Galatians, however, neither should be understood without reference 

to the other. Similarly, serious attempts to define δικαι-language in Galatians, for example, 

should include reference at least to ἐνευλογέω (3:8); πίστις (3:11), κληρονομία (3:18), 

ζῳοποιέω (3:21), and, indeed ἐπαγγελία (3:22). Furthermore, given their position and 

proximity in the core ground, we might conclude that for terms such as ἐνευλογέω, 

κληρονομία, ζῳοποιέω, δικαι-language, and ἐπαγγελία, their semantic definition is less 

important for the interpreter of Paul’s argumentative intention than their pragmatic 

association.  

 
274 Foss (2004), 74. 
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I will therefore give considerable analysis to the interplay between ἐπαγγελία and the 

clustered, core and opposed key terms in order to develop an understanding of its role in 

Galatians 3:14-22. 

2.4 Relevant expectations from the immediate co-text  

In this last section before we proceed with and in-depth exegesis of the promise inclusio we 

will narrow the co-textual focus onto Gal. 3:1 – 4:11.  

This passage forms the substantial part of Paul’s theological argument in 3:1-5:12, which, as 

noted earlier, also includes the highly charged pathos of 4:8-20, the allegory of 4:21-31 and 

the conclusions of 5:1-12 which lead into the paraenetic section of 5:13ff. 

However, as we focus on Gal. 3:1-4:11, which has at its heart Gal. 3:14-22, there are three 

moves that are important to make: the first two brief and the third more substantial. 

The first is a recognition of the structure within 3:1-4:11, which may be understood in three 

parts, re-iterating and developing what has gone before.  

The second is an awareness of transitionary verses, whereby Paul moves from one thematic 

section to the next, both across these three parts and, at times, within them. This will 

further support our particular interest in Gal 3:14-22. 

The third, final and most substantial move at this point is to provide a reading of Gal 3:1-14, 

the first of these three sections, in anticipation of the relevant expectations it provides for 

the reader approaching the promise inclusio at 3:14 and seeking to understand the role of 

ἐπαγγελία in Galatians.   

The structure of Gal. 3:1-4:11 in three sections 

A helpful way to understand the structure of Paul’s argument in 3:1-4:11 is to see three 

sections (3:1-14, 15-29, 4:1-11), within each of which Paul, in the words of Barclay, “traces a 

narrative arc from promise to fulfilment in Christ.”275 

 
275 See Barclay (2020), ch.5; see also Cobb’s triptych (2015, 288), from which I demur in certain details of its 

analysis, but which is essentially making the same point. See also Das (2014), 68. Moo, 193, argues that “sons 

of Abraham” brackets the argument between 3:7 and 3:29. This is indicative of important language around the 

question of identity, but simply a return to key language rather than a structural inclusio. Moo, p.257, also 
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In 3:1-14, Paul begins with an introduction to his argument (v1-5) which centres on the 

Galatians experience of the Spirit. In - a transitionary verse, to which we will return 

presently - he turns to Scripture and, according to Barclay (pre-empting conclusions we are 

yet to arrive at), he opens “discussion of the Abrahamic promise (3:6-14) [looking] to the 

past, the origin of the story of God’s people because the past ‘looked forward’ to the 

present (3:8).” Here we find four significant motifs: Abraham (6-9), the Law (10-12), Christ 

and the Spirit (13-14).276 We will consider these motifs further in our reading of Gal 3:1-14. 

Gal 3:15-29 returns to the start of this narrative arc with Abraham (3:16, 18, 29), through 

the Law (17, 19-22, 23-25) to fulfilment in Christ (16, 22, 26-29), but this time intensively 

employing the term ἐπαγγελία, so recently introduced by Paul in 3:14 with regard to the 

Spirit.277  

Galatian 4:1-11 repeats this narrative arc for “a third time”278 in the illustration (4:1-7) from 

which Paul draws pained conclusions for the Galatians (v8-11) leading on to his pathos-

infused appeal (v12-20). While the illustration of 4:1-7 is explicit neither about Abraham nor 

the law, we will see in Chapter 4 how its narrative arc is informed by and reflective of a 

promise-narrative which is set up in 3:6-14 and made explicit in 3:15-29. Across the three 

sections of 3:1-4:11, we may expect a narrative arc of promise to be reiterated and 

developed. 

Transitionary verses which support a focus on Gal 3:14-22 

Another feature of 3:1-4:11 is what we might refer to as “transitionary verses” which move 

one subsection of Paul’s argument on to the next.279  

 
recognises that parallel between 4:1-7 and the preceding 3:23-29. Luhrmann (1992), 53 denotes a structure of 

3:6-14, 15-29, 4:1-7. 
276 Gordon (2019), 6ff, recognises these as three covenants in Paul’s covenantal-historical reasoning 

(Abrahamic, Sinaitic and New covenants), citing Witherington (1998), 247: “…it should become clearer all the 

time that Paul does indeed operate with a two- or perhaps even three-covenant theology (depending on 

whether one sees the new covenant as the fulfilment of the Abrahamic one and therefore part of it, or as its 

fulfilment without being part of it).” 
277 Barclay (2020), ch.5: “The next section (3:15–29) also moves from the origin of the promises to their 

present fulfillment, but now the relation between the promise and the Law is spelled out.” 
278 Barclay (2020), ch.5. 
279 Das (2014), 68, notes distinct subsections with the three sections: 3:1-14 (1-6, 7-14) 15-29 (15-22, 23-29) 

and 4:1-11 (1-7, 8-11). 
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The first and perhaps most notable of these is Gal. 3:6 καθὼς has a “double use” in linking 

the example of Abraham back to ἐξ ἀκοῆς πίστεως, as well as taking the biblical argument 

forward into v7.280 Consequently translators and commentators are divided as to whether 

they place v6 with v1-5 or v7-14. Given its introduction of Abraham, I take it in consideration 

with 3:6-9; yet its transitionary nature is evident. 

Beyond this, however, Das notes how “the subsections of the unfolding argument close with 

key words that introduce what immediately follows.”281  

i. v14 – returns to theme of the Spirit (v1-5) and Abraham (v6-9) but introduces 

promise, the dominant theme of v15-22. 

ii. v22 – returns to faith and Christ (v14) and leads on to focus of faith (and law) v23-25 

and being in Christ in v26-29 

iii. v29 – returns to recurring themes of Abraham, Christ and promise (dominant in v14-

22) and prepares for an illustration centred on being an heir (4:1-7) 

These are indicative of the thematic focus with which Paul wishes to reiterate and develop a 

narrative arc.  

This serves to highlight how v14-22, while overlapping from one section to the next (3:1-14 

and 15-29), and not indeed a completion of the second section (which returns once again to 

mention promise in v29) is yet a legitimate section on which to focus concerning promise. 

Following the in-depth exegesis of 3:14-22 in Chapter 3, Chapter 4 will consider how Gal 

3:23-29, in concluding the wider section of v15-29, further establishes the promise-narrative 

that has been set out in that promise inclusio. There, we will also return to the reiterated 

nature of Paul’s argument across three sections in 3:1 – 4:11, appreciating how this section 

informs and is reflected by the illustration of 4:1-7. But first we turn to read 3:1-14  

 
280 On the issue of whether 3:6 marks the end of a section (cf. ESV) or the beginning of one (cf. NRS), Oakes 

(2015), 104 talks of the “double use” – “The overall rhetorical effect is that, rather irregularly, the “just as” 

begins by looking backward, linking 3:2-5 with 3:6 onward, but is then reused by Paul when his point in 3:7, 

about “those who are of trust” being sons of Abraham, in turn looks back to 3:6.” 
281 Das, 68f. 
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A reading of Gal 3:1-14 

Gal. 3:1-5. Introduction to the argument 

At the start of this substantive argument, Paul takes a rhetorical moment to address his 

readers: Ὦ ἀνόητοι Γαλάται… This apparently redundant vocative is relevantly processed as 

a definitive re-focus towards the Galatians. Where 2:14-21 is Paul summarily recalling for his 

Galatian audience the argument he directed towards Peter at Antioch, now Paul returns to 

speak directly to the Galatians and their situation.282 No longer is the context the redressing 

of a fellow Jewish apostle; nor is he confronting those he opposes. Rather, Paul directs 

pastoral remonstration towards the Galatian believers.  

This intentionally changes how the readers must process upcoming pronouns. Where “you” 

and “we” have a particular context in 2:14-21 as he reports his stand against Peter, they 

now have a changed context with respect to Paul and the Galatians. This will have 

implications for enriching the explicature of 3:13-14 in the following chapter. 

The use of the word ἀνόητοι is instructive. It is descriptive of the Galatians whom Paul wants 

instead to be obeying the truth (ἀληθείᾳ Gal. 5:7). As stated earlier, the argument of 3:1-

5:12 is Paul appealing for a return to truth for those who were “running well”, but have in 

their foolishness (ἀνόητος 3:1,3), been hindered, even bewitched. Moreover, Paul repeats it 

in v3283, which not only draws in further rhetorical questions in addition to the one which he 

has already asked, but brackets two key experiences for Paul concerning the Galatians. 

First, Paul ostensively references the clear portrayal they were given of Jesus Christ 

crucified. The centrality for Paul of this event at the heart of the gospel message is evident 

(cf. 1:4, 2:20-21, 3:13). More than this, however, Paul ostensively wishes the Galatians to 

recall what they presumably can remember well. The relevance is not that they have 

forgotten that Christ was crucified, or that this message was clearly shared with them. 

Rather, they are to infer that Paul believes there is a crucial implication in the crucifixion of 

Christ that they have lost or abandoned. 

Second, Paul follows this with a rhetorical question. Introducing it with: τοῦτο μόνον θέλω 

μαθεῖν ἀφ᾽ ὑμῶν implies that Paul has a particular and precise concern and that the answer 

 
282 Barclay (2005), 76 on this event as a “theological transition” into his argument to the Galatians. 
283 Oakes (2015), 101, points out that the use in 3:3 syntactically binds these verses to 3:1. 
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to this question will unlock the drive of his whole argument.284 However, the question is 

presented in terms of their experience. In context, the question’s rhetorical force lies in 

presupposing that the Galatians know the answer from their experience: the question as to 

how the Spirit is received is thus not hypothetical – for resolving with biblical arguments – 

but experiential, inquiring into the past experience of the Galatians in which Paul 

conceivably shared. For any of the rest of Paul’s argument to stand, it logically presumes a 

clear answer of ἐξ ἀκοῆς πίστεως from the Galatians. Thus Paul’s rhetorical question is 

designed to recall a well-known experience – that the Galatians received the Spirit ἐξ ἀκοῆς 

πίστεως (and this phrase will be considered below) – and suggest that there is an implication 

to this which they have foolishly lost. 

In this first and last rhetorical questions of v2-5, Paul contrasts ἐξ ἔργων νόμου (“of works of 

the law”) with ἐξ ἀκοῆς πίστεως (my translation “of hearing of faith”, albeit rather imprecise, 

is intentionally neutral here) as the means of receiving and then seeing the ongoing work of 

the Spirit. Both “ἐκ” phrases are resonant of those already used in 2:16 and we recall our 

previous findings, recognising ἐκ as a marker contrasting rhetorical identities in Paul’s 

argument. Although ἐξ ἀκοῆς πίστεως is a more complicated construct, open to various 

interpretations, it is undeniably linked both in terms of structure and terminology with 

Paul’s major drive “ἐκ πίστεως”. 

Enriching this explicature - ἐξ ἀκοῆς πίστεως - for a precise understanding of the type and 

meaning of this genitive construct has been a matter of some devotion for scholars.285 

Whilst this debate cannot be resolved here, two relevant interpretative factors emerge 

which relate to our analysis of ἐπαγγελία.  

The first is that ἐξ ἀκοῆς πίστεως (v2) is used immediately in the context of v1, and Paul’s 

reference to the portrayal of the crucifixion of Jesus Christ. Although this need not be 

decisive in rendering the phrase “the report of the faithful one”286, it clearly is intended to 

point the reader back to the Christ-centred content of the gospel message (v1).  

 
284 Barclay (2005), 83, regards this as Paul’s question about “knock-down proof”. 
285 For example, see Campbell (2009), 855; Harmon (2010), 125-133; Fung (1988), 131ff. 
286 See Campbell (2009), 855. 
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The second is that ἐξ ἀκοῆς πίστεως (v5) leads immediately into the context of v6: Καθὼς 

Ἀβραὰμ ἐπίστευσεν τῷ θεω. So while once again not decisive in favour of “hearing 

accompanied by faith”,287 καθὼς brings the action of Abraham - the human response of faith 

- into the context of ἐξ ἀκοῆς πίστεως.  

While considerable debate surrounds ἐξ ἀκοῆς πίστεως (and, indeed ἐκ πίστεως Ἰησοῦ 

Χριστοῦ, 3:22) as to whether it is Christocentric or anthropocentric, we observe that Paul 

uses it in such a way as to communicate something of both Christ-centred content and 

human response.288  

For Paul, what led to the Galatians receiving the Spirit (v2) was: a. seeing and / or hearing 

the gospel message centred on Christ and his crucifixion and; b. responding with faith. This, 

too, is what will lead to the continuing work of the Spirit among them (v5).289   

In itself, this does not fully express what Paul is implying here. However, it is a significant 

sequence for Paul which he relates to the experience of the Galatians. For the reader, one 

must appreciate that v1 is wholly connected with v2-5 in establishing this sequence; and 

therefore, any recognition of the structure of this passage (see below), must take this into 

account.  

Although the first rhetorical question relates to the reception of the Spirit, the questions in 

v3 and v5 are concerned with the continuing work of the Spirit among them. A vital point to 

recognise, here, is often overlooked: the fact of the Galatians’ reception of the Spirit is 

never in dispute. There is no question that the Galatians received the Spirit. Nowhere in 

these questions or later on is Paul making an argument to persuade the Galatians, or 

anyone else, that they have received the Spirit, or why they should have done but have not. 

There is no suggestion, explicit or implicit, that even the agitators dispute that the Galatians 

have received the Spirit. 

Rather, Paul’s repeated rhetorical questions are intended to probe the Galatians’ existing 

knowledge about how they received the Spirit; and consider the implications for how they 

 
287 Cf. Harmon (2010), 125-133; Moo (2013), 181f. 
288 See: Keener (2018), 215: “the message that invites faith”; Oakes (2015), 103: “a message of trust”; Bruce 
(1982), 149: “hearing the gospel and believing it, or (by metonymy) the gospel itself”; and similarly, 
Longenecker (1990), 103: “believing what you heard, i.e. the gospel”;  
289 Barclay (2005), 83. 
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intend to continue and complete what has begun in them. Logically, Paul is driving at the 

fact that hearing and responding to the message of Christ crucified was necessary to receive 

the Spirit and to continue in the life of the Spirit, but the works of the law (or “being 

perfected by flesh” v3)290  were not and are not. Therefore, whatever they are hoping to 

secure by the works of the law, is already theirs through Christ crucified and by the Spirit. 

The argument for Paul is profoundly not about the fact of receiving the Spirit, nor an 

uncertainty about how; but about the continuing implications of having received the Spirit 

through the means by which they did.291  

Barclay’s analysis of the Galatian context is one in which the big questions concern identity 

and behaviour; a context in which various social factors mixed with the agitators’ serious 

theological arguments are persuading the Galatian gentiles to seek assurance in their 

identity and clarity in their ethics in “works of the law”.292 In 3:1-5, Paul begins to address 

this, centring on the presence of the Spirit among the Galatians. For the Spirit is “palpable 

evidence for their identity as members of the people of God”.293 The Spirit is also at the 

heart of Paul’s ethical understanding because identity leads to behaviour (3.3): he will have 

reason to return to this in the “ethical” section of 5:13-6:10, with its flesh/Spirit contrast. 

I wish to reiterate how Paul’s communicative intent, here, must be understood with 

precision. For, in seeking to assure the Galatian gentiles of their identity and guide them in 

their ethical behaviour, Paul is not simply making a case for the simple fact that they have 

received the Spirit. Rather, Paul is urging the Galatians to grasp what they seem to have 

foolishly been bewitched from knowing: the implications of having received the Spirit, 

through the portrayal of Christ crucified and their response of faith, for the assurance of 

their identity and clear pattern of ethical behaviour.  

The matter of the Spirit and their ethical behaviour is for Galatians 5-6. But to elucidate the 

implications of having so received the Spirit, Paul transitions from their experience to 

Scripture.  

 
290 In part an allusion to circumcision: Oakes (2015), 103; Martyn (1997), 285.   
291 Wischmeyer (2010), 127: “Die Geisterfahrung hat für Paulus theologische Implikationen: Sie ist weder nur 

Mirakel oder Zeichen der Endzeit, sondem der Modus der neuen Existenz in Christus.” 
292 Barclay (2005), 73. 
293 Barclay (2005), 85. 
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Implications for the relevant expectation and structure of Paul’s argument. 

Before we turn to closer analysis of the following verses, from the preceding observations 

we may note: 

First, in moving to argue from Scripture, the reader’s relevant expectation is that Paul will 

elucidate the implications that he intends to communicate from the Galatians’ experience of 

having received the Spirit, rather than simply giving a scriptural justification for the 

reception of the Spirit.294  

Second, Paul has indicated a consequential experience that moves from hearing the Christ-

centred gospel and responding in faith to receiving the Spirit (v1-5). We may expect a 

scriptural argument to return to such a sequence in unpacking its implications.295 

Furthermore, in recognising a structure in Paul’s argument, we appreciate 3:1 not merely as 

an introduction to the whole argument, but as intrinsic to the particular logical sequence he 

is communicating.  

With this in mind, we may acknowledge and appreciate that a number of scholars see a 

chiastic structure from 3:2-14, which begins and ends with the reception of the Spirit 

through faith (v2-5, v14b) and connects: the blessing of Abraham (v6-9, 14a); the curse of 

the law and Christ’s redemption of us from the curse (v10, v13); and the nature of 

righteousness, but not the law, as “of faith” (v11, v12).296  

Recognition of a chiasmus at work here is both insightful and illuminating and maintains the 

integrity of the whole section, 3:1-14. I would simply add to this two implications from the 

observations we have made, which should not be overlooked in acknowledging any chiastic 

structure.  

 
294 Contra Luhrmann (1992), 59, who assumes the question emanating from 3:5 is simply about how the Spirit 

was received and not about the implications of having received the Spirit in the way that they know from 

experience they did. 
295 Wischmeyer (2010), 129 on 3:1-5: “Die Erfahrung muss mit der Schrift abgeglichen werden und sich im 

Rahmen der Schriftauslegung deuten lassen. Sie stellt die Mitglieder der galatischen Christus-gläubigen 

Gemeinden in die Geschichte Gottes mit Israel und den Völkern hinein und gibt ihr dadurch einen sinnvollen 

Bezugsrahmen.” 
296 See Oakes (2015), 99; and also Campbell (2009), 856-7; Harmon (2010), 16; Cobb (2015), 304; Silva (2007), 

792; Wakefield, A., 2003. Where to Live: The Hermeneutical Significance of Paul’s Citations from Scripture in 

Galatians 3:1-14. AcBib 14. Leiden: Brill, Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 132-7; Luhrmann (1992), 59. See 

also Lee (2013), 32f, for an appreciation and critique of this, especially concerning Wakefield.  
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First, while v1 forms a general introduction, as we have noted, it may be included in Paul’s 

immediate argument here. Aside from his overall disappointment, Paul also voices a 

beginning point for his response – the clear portrayal of Christ crucified – that leads into the 

reception of the Spirit. We have observed a three-fold progression in 3:1-5 (a. the portrayal 

of Christ crucified; b. responded to in faith; c. leading to the reception and work of the 

Spirit). This is noticeably paralleled in 3:13-14 (verses which we shall come to presently). So 

while there are clearly certain mirrored ideas through this polystrophic argument, more 

straightforwardly, this indicates a sequence with which Paul begins and to which he returns 

at the end, not with reversal but repetition.  

Second, any chiastic structure must also reckon with the linear progression Paul makes 

through which implications regarding the reception of the Spirit may be developed: for 

example, from the blessing being pre-proclaimed (v8) to the blessing being received 

(v14).297 The structure of 3:6-14 follows the schema of a progressive biblical sequence – a 

reading or re-presentation of the related events in the biblical narrative: Abraham, the law, 

Christ and the Spirit - through which he intends to elucidate the implications of having heard 

and responded to the message of Christ crucified and received the Spirit. We may observe 

and indeed expect that Paul returns at the end to a more progressed conclusion of the 

matter aired at the beginning. That is, not simply the fact of the Galatians’ reception of the 

Spirit, but the implications of what it means to have received the Spirit.298 

Gal. 3:6-9. Abraham  

Paul mentions Abraham four times in these three verses, re-presenting the text of Genesis 

twice. Abraham is indisputably a primary figure in the biblical narrative, the father of the 

God’s people Israel through divine covenant. It may be that the agitators made their 

persuasive arguments not simply from Scripture but particularly from the Abrahamic 

 
297 See Lee (2013), 32; see also Moo, 195, who acknowledges that a chiastic structure has some basis, but is 

not ultimately satisfactory in identifying the correct thematic centre of the text (see also Hunn (2015b), 260; 

Silva (2001), 254.) and that a linear reading is to be preferred.  
298 Wischmeyer (2010), 121, 138, noting this text as a “parallelism” or “inclusio” also helpfully recognises how 

Paul is seeking to communicate an implication from the experience of the Spirit: “Von der Erfahrung der 

galatischen Christus-gläubigen Gemeinden gilt, dass sie mit der Gabe des Geistes erfüllt worden sind und dass 

diese Erfahrung bedeutet, dass sie - im Modus des Vorbehaltes - jetzt bereits des eschatologischen 

Lebens unter dem Segen teilhaftig sind und nicht mehr unter dem tötenden Fluch stehen, der die 

Gesetzesubertreter trifft.” 
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narrative.299 Without knowing if this is the case, we may still note the foundational use Paul 

makes of Abraham in his argument.   

Recalling our reading of Galatians which involves two rhetorical identities often marked with 

ἐκ, it is observable that in this Abraham-dominated section, Paul also uses the phrase ἐκ 

πίστεως three times. Structurally, if somewhat cursorily, it seems evident that Paul is 

immediately drawing on Abraham as supportive of his developing argument for ἐκ πίστεως 

(cf. 2:16). 

Paul re-presents Abraham by writing: ἐπίστευσεν τῷ θεω (3:6), and labels him as τῷ πιστῷ 

(Gal. 3:9). He repeatedly associates those who are ἐκ πίστεως (Gal. 3:7, 8, 9) with Abraham. 

In doing so, Paul also introduces the terminology of the “sons of Abraham”. What lies 

behind this expression may be greatly expanded upon300; yet we need not know much of its 

background to process relevantly that this is a desirable outcome for the Galatians.301 It 

might be an identity that already has currency among the Galatian Christians, possibly 

coming from the agitators. Regardless, it invokes a positive identification with the formative 

figure of Abraham which comes from the shared response of faith (ἐκ πίστεως). 

Paul introduces Abraham with a re-presentation, almost exactly resembling Genesis 15:6. 

The significance of Paul’s re-presentation of the Abrahamic narrative will be further 

examined in Chapter 5. However, from a RT perspective, one need know little about literary 

context of this quotation cognitively to process that God had previously communicated with 

Abraham; and Abraham believed (ἐπίστευσεν) God and it was credited to him as 

righteousness (δικαιοσύνην). 

Paul indicates a clear parallel between Abraham and the experiential sequence of the 

Galatians. The Galatians heard the gospel (a gospel pre-proclaimed in Abraham’s case, 

3:8302); responded, like Abraham, with faith; and received something from God as a result 

(3:1-3). For Abraham, what was credited was righteousness; for the Galatians, as Paul recalls 

 
299 Moo, (2013), 192; Das (2014), 283. Barclay (1987), 88-90: Paul must argue in such a way that upholds 

Scripture, revering Abraham and dealing with the demands of the law. See also Barclay (2005), 54. 
300 See, for example, Trick (2010), although I remain unconvinced by his claim that this refers to Jewish 

descendants of Abraham who are of faith. 
301 Dunn (1993b), 16; Pelser (1992), 397. 
302 The personification of ἡ γραφὴ as the pre-proclaimer of the gospel will be considered in the analysis of Gal. 

3:22. See Chapter 3. 
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their experience, it was the Spirit. Such a deliberate parallel does not necessarily equate the 

Spirit with righteousness; but it implies a clear connection between receiving the Spirit and 

being reckoned as righteous.   

Indeed, just as Paul uses δικαι-language to speak of the righteousness credited to Abraham 

(3:6), so he also uses such language to speak of the justifying of the Gentiles. 

Δικαι-language is at the heart of the debate in Galatians, from Paul’s recounting of the 

incident at Antioch (2:16). Whatever righteousness / justification might mean, the apparent 

issue concerns the assurance of being righteous / justified. Paul’s rooting of his argument in 

Abraham is designed to demonstrate that whatever the implication was for Abraham’s faith, 

namely receiving righteousness, so it is still for those ἐκ πίστεως; and the gospel which, as he 

believes, justifies Gentiles, is rooted in the words of blessing spoken to and the experience 

of Abraham. 

Having introduced Abraham through a re-presentation of Genesis in 3:6, Paul makes his 

claim identifying those ἐκ πίστεως as sons of Abraham. However, he introduces it with a 

logically superfluous, but communicatively highly relevant phrase: γινώσκετε ἄρα… 

With this imperative303, Paul not only wishes to communicate his conclusion, but to 

communicate assurance. As we have been anticipating, Paul is intent on conveying the 

implications for his readers of receiving the Spirit and being ἐκ πίστεως. The implication is 

that they may be assured that they are sons of Abraham (v7) and consequently that they are 

blessed like Abraham (v9), which in context means being justified (v6, 8).  

In seeking to elucidate the implications of hearing the gospel centred on Jesus Christ 

crucified, responding with faith and receiving the Spirit, Paul’s first move has been to root 

the Galatians experience in the foundational experience of Abraham. To be ἐκ πίστεως is to 

be identified with Abraham, and to be assured that they have received by faith what he 

received by faith, namely righteousness. Paul is not explicit, yet, about the link between the 

Spirit and righteousness. He will come back to this in the conclusion of the section at v14. 

 
303 If taken as an indicative it loses something of the force but not the general thrust. See Cosgrove (1988), 547; 

and Bruce (1982), 155, who holds it is “more probably imperative”. 
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However, Paul must deal with the opposing identity – ἐξ ἔργων νόμου – and now turns, 

accordingly, to the law.304  

Gal. 3:10-13. The law  

Much scholarly analysis of this section concerns Paul’s use of Scripture and how the reading 

of the re-presented texts should be understood as supportive of his assertions about the 

law.305 However, with an eye to my own particular focus concerning ἐπαγγελία in the 

passage that follows, my intention is simply to draw two implications concerning the law 

which are clearly communicated by Paul’s own comments, outside of his re-presentations. 

They are also highlighted, as previously indicated, in the rhetorical identities reading marked 

by ἐκ (see Appendix 2). 

Paul communicates one thing the law does not do and one thing it does do: 

Within the central verses (v11-12) of this section, Paul writes: ὅτι δὲ ἐν νόμῳ οὐδεὶς δικαιοῦται 

παρὰ τῷ θεῷ δῆλον and ὁ δὲ νόμος οὐκ ἔστιν ἐκ πίστεως.  

His claim here is a straightforward one, which he believes is evident. The law does not justify 

anyone before God. Implicitly, righteousness / justification is therefore not received ἐξ 

ἔργων νόμου. As Paul then makes clear, the law is not ἐκ πίστεως.306 This in itself does not 

explicitly communicate that justification / righteousness is ἐκ πίστεως; that has been a 

contention he has already made through the foundational example of Abraham. Here, 

however, Paul clearly indicates that the law, does not justify anyone, emphatically 

contrasting ἐξ ἔργων νόμου with ἐκ πίστεως and underscoring his claim that justification 

belongs to the rhetorical identity that is ἐκ πίστεως.   

 
304 The γὰρ in v10 indicates, by any reckoning, that Paul believes this particular focus on the law to be a 

contingent move in his argument. That is, it is necessary for him, in establishing that the blessing of Abraham is 

for those who are “of faith”, to deal with the issue of the works of the law. It has been the critical opposing 

factor in his argument in 2:16 and in the rhetoric of 3:2 & 5. 
305 See, for example, Bonneau (1997); Garlington (1997); Young (1998); Silva (2001); Gombis (2007); Hunn 

(2015b); Boakye (2017), 131-9; Wright (1991), 133-156. 
306 For Gordon (2019), 123f, this is a simple recognition that unlike the covenant with Abraham (depicted as ἐκ 

πίστεως in 3:6-9) and the nature of being in Christ and receiving the promise of the Spirit διὰ τῆς πίστεως (cf. 

3:14) the Sinai covenant of law demands not faith but doing the works of the law; and a covenant that incurs 

curse, rather than justifies.  
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Second, either side of this, and in terms of what the law does do, Paul writes: Ὅσοι γὰρ ἐξ 

ἔργων νόμου εἰσίν, ὑπὸ κατάραν εἰσίν and Χριστὸς ἡμᾶς ἐξηγόρασεν ἐκ τῆς κατάρας τοῦ νόμου 

(Gal 3:10, 13) 

There seems to be a thematic progression from ἐξ ἔργων νόμου, which, according to Paul, 

place one under a curse (v10); to ἐκ τῆς κατάρας τοῦ νόμου, being identified as cursed by the 

law and in need of the redemption of Christ. 

Those Paul is referring to in v10 are presumably those who – he worries – may, under the 

influence of the agitators, commit to circumcision and other works of the law and thus, for 

Paul, incur a curse. In v13, however, Paul’s referring pronoun is ἡμᾶς – “us”. Resolving the 

referent has led some scholars to assume Paul means the Jews – those under law and under 

the curse of the exile which his re-presentation of Deut. 27:26 may imply.307 However, we 

have noted Paul’s re-focus on the Galatians (3:1) and acknowledged the impact it has on his 

pronouns. Furthermore, referring to the Jews as under the curse of the law fails to include 

the Galatian gentiles who are currently turning to works of the law, which we have taken to 

be Paul’s key audience. 

Rather, it is more relevantly satisfying to process “us” as all-inclusive (Jews and Gentiles, 

Paul and all the Galatians). Whilst Deut. 27:26 is in the context of cursed and exiled Israel, 

the curse of the law as referred to by Paul, in Gal 3:13, can have wider scope, as does the 

redemption of Christ that he also mentions.308 

On this understanding, Paul’s point is that all are ἐκ τῆς κατάρας τοῦ νόμου without Christ, 

left under curse by the law in contrast with the blessing spoken to Abraham for the 

nations.309 Moreover, those who are turning to works of the law are putting themselves 

back into the curse of the law” in the face of the redemptive work of Christ. 

Gal. 3:13-14. Christ and the promise of the Spirit  

As Paul comes to v13-14, he returns to the sequential experience of 3:1-3 – the portrayal of 

the gospel centred on Jesus Christ crucified, the response of faith and the implications of 

thus receiving the Spirit. Analysis of v14 will be the focus of the beginning of the next 

 
307 See Taylor, J. (2012), 295f; Hong (1994); Wright (1991), 151; Matera (1992), 120. 
308 Further discussion of this referring pronoun is found in the analysis of 3:13-14 in Chapter 3. 
309 See Luhrmann (1992), 60; Moo (2013), 211-3. 
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chapter, so some brief observations at this stage about what Paul is implying here will 

suffice. 

The significant implication Paul wished to draw for his readers by reminding them of the 

crucifixion of Christ (3:1) is now evident. In his crucifixion, Christ became a curse – through 

his cursed death - to redeem those under the curse of the law. It also questions the whole 

endeavour of turning to works of the law and consequently to being cursed (3:10-13)  

While Paul is explicit that the law does not justify but leaves all under a curse, he also draws 

from Deuteronomy - the very source which he uses to indicate curse (3:10) – for support in 

communicating the redemptive act of Christ. Indeed, in a subtle form of his more explicitly 

ironic statement in 4:21 (“Tell me, you who desire to be under the law, do you not listen to 

the law?”), Paul quotes from the law (Deut. 21:23) to point to the redemption required for 

the curse that the law indicates is brought through the law (Deut. 27:26).  

The redemption from the curse of the law that Paul communicates in v13, achieved in 

Christ’s crucifixion, implies the removal of that which contrasted with and stood in the way 

of the blessing spoken to Abraham. As such, the result, claims Paul, is that the blessing of 

Abraham might come to the Gentiles in Christ. This is precisely what Paul communicated as 

the pre-proclamation of the gospel in 3:8, now delivered through the gospel centred on the 

crucifixion of Christ. Furthermore, in this context, the blessing of Abraham should be 

inferred to be justification / righteousness, the implication being that this is what the 

Gentiles now have in Christ.310  

Paul’s communicative intent throughout this progressive biblical sequence has been to 

convey the implication of having the Spirit, not simply the reception of the Spirit. As we 

arrive at his concluding phrase (ἵνα τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος λάβωμεν διὰ τῆς πίστεως 

v14b) which returns to the subject of the Spirit, but in the context of ἐπαγγελία, we must 

look closely at what Paul means by τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος and how it relates to the 

blessing of Abraham. To this we will return in the analysis of Chapter 3 but more 

significantly in Chapter 6 where I contend that ἐπαγγελία provides a foundation for 

understanding the activity of the Spirit in the lives of believers.  

 
310 See later analysis of Gal. 3:13-14; Kwon (2004), 62, 105; Lee (2013), 18-60, 182; Moo (2013), 215. 
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Conclusion 

From 3:1-14, readers bring to the promise inclusio an awareness of Paul’s communicative 

intent: to communicate the assured implications concerning the identity and status of his 

Galatians readers which they have as a result of hearing and responding to the gospel 

centred on Jesus Christ crucified and receiving the Spirit, not by means of the works of the 

law. He does so by progressing through a chronological biblical sequence of four motifs: 

Abraham, the law, Christ and the Spirit.  

Paul argues that the blessing promised to Abraham for the Gentiles - righteousness - is 

theirs in Christ, through the faith that Abraham exemplified, and not through the law, which 

only brings a curse from which Christ has redeemed them. The significant conclusion of this 

argument, the implication of having received the Spirit, is expressed in the, as yet 

undetermined phrase, τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος. 

Outside of the disambiguation of this phrase, this leaves the reader with a number of 

potential questions which we would hope a reiteration of the argument might clarify. For 

example: How can Paul clearly connect the pre-proclaimed gospel of blessing spoken to 

Abraham with the experience of the Spirit the Gentiles have now? What and where is the 

assurance for Paul’s readers in this? How does the coming of Christ more properly relate to 

the words spoken to Abraham? How does the law, seemingly negatively portrayed by Paul 

here, but of such import to the agitators and those they have persuaded, fit in with that? 

The reader will look to the Paul’s reprise of the narrative arc, from v15, to bring these 

matters together. 
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Chapter 3. Galatians 3:14-22. Enriching 
the explicatures and determining the 

implications concerning ἐπαγγελία 
Galatians, we have remarked, is a highly charged pastoral letter in which Paul is seeking to 

re-persuade the Galatians of the truth of the gospel; it is not ἐξ ἔργων νόμου but ἐκ πίστεως 

Χριστοῦ, that they have an assured identity and ethic as the community destined for 

salvation. Paul seeks to define the gospel and urge obedience to it in a way that is centred 

on Christ. His rhetoric also turns to the use and clustering of several key words and 

concepts.  

Within, 3:1–4:11, therefore, at the heart of the argument which Paul is making to 

“encompass the situation” in Galatia, Paul a. has the very definition of the gospel in mind 

(1:6-10, 3:8); b. develops his summary argument to Peter at Antioch, expressed in 2:16; c. 

uses marked opposing rhetorical identities, particularly through the preposition ἐκ, (notably 

marking ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας in opposition to ἐκ νόμου (v18); and d. will move to outline the ethic 

of living πνεύματι ἐκ πίστεως (Gal. 5:5ff). 

Through closer analysis of 3:1-14, we observed Paul leading his readers from their 

experience of “seeing” Christ crucified and receiving the Spirit (3:1-5), through reference to 

both Abraham and the law (3:6-13), to the implication of what these experiences mean: 

redeemed by Christ from the curse of the law, they have the blessing of Abraham in Christ 

and the promise (ἐπαγγελία) of the Spirit through faith (3:14).  

We noted the narrative arc of Abraham, law, Christ and Spirit with a foundation laid in the 

Abrahamic blessing and example; and we anticipate the assured implications concerning the 

identity and status of his Galatian readers that is theirs through the reception of the Spirit.  

At 3:14, ἐπαγγελία is the ostensive marker of transition to a promise inclusio (3:14-22). We 

take this section to be a justifiable focus within the next reiteration of Paul’s argument 

(3:15-29), aware of how, transitioning through 3:14, 3:15-22 develops and amplifies 3:1-14, 

strongly invoking promise-language in the course of this. 
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Gal 3:14-22 initiates intensive and ostensive use of the ἐπαγγελία word-family in its variant 

forms. We have seen that it may be a speech act signifying commitment to action on the 

part of the speaker, but may also metonymously speak of the thing promised. For those 

addressed and who benefit (and they may be distinguished) ἐπαγγελία creates a relevant 

expectation and sense of assurance of delivery. It thus may assume some basic, underlying 

narrative sequence, for example of past speech act, present expectation and assurance, and 

future fulfilment. 

It is no exaggeration to say that such marked use of ἐπαγγελία in this central passage signals 

the significant function it must have at the heart of Paul’s letter to the Galatians. We turn, 

now, to a close examination of the role of ἐπαγγελία in this text. 
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Galatians 3:14-22: The promise inclusio 

Since the first use of ἐπαγγελία in 3:14 occurs as part of a sentence beginning in 3:13, the 

Greek Text as set out below (with my translation and relevant notes) features 3:13-22. The 

text is that of Nestle-Aland 28 (NA28), with just one slight amendment where Stephen 

Carlson’s critical text differs from it.311 

13  Χριστὸς ἡμᾶς ἐξηγόρασεν ἐκ τῆς κατάρας τοῦ νόμου γενόμενος ὑπὲρ ἡμῶν κατάρα, ὅτι 

γέγραπται· ἐπικατάρατος πᾶς ὁ κρεμάμενος ἐπὶ ξύλου, 

14  ἵνα εἰς τὰ ἔθνη ἡ εὐλογία τοῦ Ἀβραὰμ γένηται ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ, ἵνα τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ 

πνεύματος λάβωμεν διὰ τῆς πίστεως. 

15  Ἀδελφοί, κατὰ ἄνθρωπον λέγω· ὅμως ἀνθρώπου κεκυρωμένην διαθήκην οὐδεὶς ἀθετεῖ ἢ 

ἐπιδιατάσσεται. 

 16  τῷ δὲ Ἀβραὰμ ἐρρέθησαν αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι καὶ τῷ σπέρματι αὐτοῦ. οὐ λέγει· καὶ τοῖς 

σπέρμασιν, ὡς ἐπὶ πολλῶν ἀλλ᾽ ὡς ἐφ᾽ ἑνός· καὶ τῷ σπέρματί σου, ὅς ἐστιν Χριστός. 

 17  τοῦτο δὲ λέγω· διαθήκην προκεκυρωμένην ὑπὸ τοῦ θεοῦ ὁ μετὰ τετρακόσια καὶ τριάκοντα 

ἔτη γεγονὼς νόμος οὐκ ἀκυροῖ εἰς τὸ καταργῆσαι τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν. 

 18  εἰ γὰρ ἐκ νόμου ἡ κληρονομία, οὐκέτι ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας· τῷ δὲ Ἀβραὰμ δι᾽ ἐπαγγελίας 

κεχάρισται ὁ θεός. 

 19  Τί οὖν ὁ νόμος; τῶν παραβάσεων χάριν προσετέθη, ἄχρις οὗ ἔλθῃ τὸ σπέρμα ᾧ ἐπήγγελται, 

διαταγεὶς δι᾽ ἀγγέλων ἐν χειρὶ μεσίτου. 

 20  ὁ δὲ μεσίτης ἑνὸς οὐκ ἔστιν, ὁ δὲ θεὸς εἷς ἐστιν. 

 21  ὁ οὖν νόμος κατὰ τῶν ἐπαγγελιῶν τοῦ θεοῦ; μὴ γένοιτο. εἰ γὰρ ἐδόθη νόμος ὁ δυνάμενος 

ζῳοποιῆσαι, ὄντως ἐκ νόμου ἂν ἦν ἡ δικαιοσύνη· 

 22  ἀλλὰ συνέκλεισεν ἡ γραφὴ τὰ πάντα ὑπὸ ἁμαρτίαν, ἵνα ἡ ἐπαγγελία ἐκ πίστεως Ἰησοῦ 

Χριστοῦ δοθῇ τοῖς πιστεύουσιν. 

 
311 Carlson (2012), 231-6; cf. τοῦ θεοῦ (v21) 
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Notes on the Greek Text 

Witherington observes that while everything else in Galatians is “in dispute” there are very 

few serious textual issues.312 Indeed, within this passage there is nothing of significant 

debate. However, certain minor variations, possibly where later scribes have sought to 

smooth the reading by changing word order or amending the lexical choice, prove 

interesting in analysing Paul’s own choice of words and order. These will arise in the course 

of discussion. In addition, however, there are three particular variants that Carlson marks in 

his own apparatus which are noted here: 

1. v14: ἐπαγγελίαν. Some later manuscripts have in its place εὐλογίαν.313 While 

unlikely that Paul intended blessing, rather than promise, it is certainly an interesting 

substitution by later readers of Paul. Carlson comments: “The unexpected 

appearance of ‘promise’ probably induced scribes to assimilate it to εὐλογίαν in the 

immediately preceding clause”.314 Whilst at one level it is simply an occurrence of 

what Carlson calls “harmonization to local context”, it indicates how easily a reader 

of Paul might cognitively correlate blessing and promise.  

2. v21: τῶν ἐπαγγελιῶν τοῦ θεοῦ. NA28 brackets [τοῦ θεοῦ] on the basis of its omission 

by P46 and B. Carlson’s philosophy, however, is that “it is an editor’s duty to decide 

what the text says based on the evidence and the editor’s expertise, and thus 

brackets should be used sparingly, if at all”.315 Consequently, in this case he argues 

for the longer reading, based on “the strong intrinsic probabilities for [it] and the 

weak transcriptional probabilities against it”.316 In line with this, and with additional 

support from theological factors considered later, I am content to read the text with 

τοῦ θεοῦ and without the brackets. 

3. v21: ἐκ νόμου. Carlson notes: “P46 and B read the phrase ἐν νόμῳ (“by the law”) 

against every other witness.” He attributes this to scribal harmonization with 3:11, 

but notes the ἐκ νόμου in 3:18, which strengthens ἐκ νόμου as the primary reading in 

 
312 Witherington (1998), 1. 
313 Carlson (2012), 175 notes: Marc. D* F G d b; P46; see also NA28 apparatus. 
314 Ibid., 176. See also Moo (2013), 223. 
315 Ibid., 332. 
316 Ibid., 147-150. 
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v21. This helps underpin the antagonistic rhetorical identities evidenced in 3:21-22 

between ἐκ νόμου and ἐκ πίστεως Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ.  

Translation 

(Letters in superscript correspond to the note “4. Notable choices in translation” which will follow) 

v13-14 Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us - for it is 

written: ‘Cursed is everyone who is hung on a tree’; that the blessing of Abraham might 

come into the nations in Christ Jesus; that we might receive the promise of the Spirit 

through this faith.a  

v15-16 Brothers and sisters, I speak in terms of human relationsb: no-one rejects or adds a 

condition to even a human covenant once it has been ratified. The promises were spoken to 

Abraham and to his seed. It does not say ‘and to seeds’ as in many, but as in one ‘and to 

your seed’—which is Christ.  

v17-18 I am saying this: the law, which came 430 years afterwards, does not invalidate a 

covenant already ratified by God, so as to nullify the promise. For if the inheritance is of law 

then it is no longer of promise. But God gifted Abraham through promise.  

v19-20 What of the law, then?c It was added on account of transgressions, until the seed and 

promiseed should come; it was ordained through angels in the hand of a mediator. But the 

mediator is not of one — however God is one.  

v21-22 Then, is the law opposed to the promises of God? May it never be! For if the law had 

been given such that it could make alive, righteousness would indeed have been of law. But 

the Scripture has confined all things under sin, that the promise of Jesus-Christ-faithe might 

be given to those who have faith.  

Notes on the translation 

1. Promise(s) marked in bold. 

I have marked every use of the ἐπαγγελία word-family in bold. Each occurrence with the 

article is translated with the definite article in English; each anarthrous occurrence is 

without the article in English. Further discussion of this will emerge in the following analysis. 

What is involved in translating the verb ἐπήγγελται in v19 is discussed below. 
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2. ἐκ identity marker underlined. 

Following the observations of Chapter 2, the occurrences of ἐκ, marking the contrasting 

rhetorical identities, are underlined. This demonstrates not least the marking of this section 

as an argument that first pits ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας against ἐκ νόμου, only to conclude by opposing ἐκ 

νόμου and ἐκ πίστεως Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ.317 Paul’s use of ἐκ is reflected here simply with of / 

from whilst recognising the identity mark that carries. 

3. Re-presentations of close resemblance: ‘italicised in quotation marks’. 

Although re-presentation by Paul in the text is not limited to such occurrences, in line with 

convention, those re-presentations that closely resemble a recognised source text are in 

quotation marks and italicised: 

Gal. 3:13 - ‘Cursed is everyone who is hung on a tree’ (cf. Deuteronomy 21:23) 

Gal. 3:16 - ‘and to seeds’ … ‘and to your seed’ (cf. Gen 12:7; 13:15; 15:18; 17:8; 17:19; 22:18, 

24:7. For discussion on this broad range of possibilities, see the analysis of v15-16 but 

primarily Chapter 5: “ἐπαγγελία and the Abrahamic narrative as a whole”). 

4. Notable choices in translation 

a. “this faith” (v14). Paul makes a marked use of the article after a preposition. This 

definitizes faith and is most likely anaphoric, referring back either to the faith exemplified in 

Abraham (v6-9) and / or to being “in Christ Jesus” in the previous clause.318 As the analysis 

will show, this will also connect with Paul’s phrase ἐκ πίστεως Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ (v22).  

b. “in terms of human relations” (v15). I follow the NASB translation in using a phrase which 

seems best to capture and convey the essence of general human practice which I think Paul 

is intending.319 Translations such as “human logic / thinking” seem too cerebral, given it is 

covenant practice Paul is alluding to. Phrases such as “human manners / customs” seem too 

culture-bound when, as I will argue, Paul’s intended context is more universal. 

c. “What of the law, then?” (v19). The context determines that Paul is not rhetorically asking 

 
317 See Appendix 2; and on the translation of ἐκ πίστεως Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ, see point 4e following. 
318 See Bruce (1982), 168 on the article pointing back to ἐκ πίστεως in v7, 9, 11f. Das (2014), 335, notes the 
article, but only reckons on the alternative possibility of relating to the faithfulness of Christ for those who 

make such an argument. Moo (2013), 215, oddly overlooks the article, analysing it simply as διὰ πίστεως. 
319 Moo (2013), 227 agrees with Longenecker (1990), 127 that this might be paraphrased best as “Let me take 
an example from everyday life.” So, Matera (1992), 126; Martyn (1997), 336-7; NIV. 
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what the law is (“What is the law?”), or even wishing to give a substantial treatise as to why 

the law exists (though why is implicit in this question)320; but simply seeking to give a 

justifiable account for the law when he has made so much of the promises over and above 

the law. See the analysis of v19-20 for further discussion of this. 

d. “promisee” (v19). Paul’s phrase here uses a passive verb, where emphasis falls on what is 

predicated concerning the recipient rather than on either the promise itself (and its content) 

or on the one who promised. The best way to render this, I contend, is by “promisee”: a 

person to whom a promise is made. Again, the analysis of v19-20 will provide further 

discussion of this.321 

e. “of Jesus-Christ-faith” (v22). I translate ἐκ πίστεως Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ in this way for two 

reasons: i. in order deliberately, contra most English versions, to decline to decide between 

a subjective and an objective genitive;322 ii. because ultimately, I will also contend (though 

this is not the substance of my thesis) that “Jesus-Christ-faith” is the best rendering of this 

phrase in Galatians.323 

Methodological approach  

As I begin to analyse more closely this intensive use of ἐπαγγελία from 3:14 onwards, I start 

with a relevant assumption of coherence across the various instances of the word-family. 

This is far from a cursory conflation of meaning across each use. Neither, however, is this an 

unwarranted disjunction as though the intensive prevalence of the word group across these 

few verses were merely a coincidence in Paul’s writing.  

My primary focus will be on ἐπαγγελία and its role. As stated, the co-text and wider context 

of its use is crucial in understanding this. Therefore, consideration of the meaning of other 

 
320 I concur that the question is “why…?” rather than “what…?” (so, Moo (2013), 232; Bruce (1982), 175; Das 
(2014), 351; Witherington (1998), 253.) Longenecker (1990), 137 phrases it more fully (and with less 
“crispness”) as “What is the significance of the law?”. This is the essence of “What of…?” in the context. See 
NIV: “What, then, was the purpose of the law?” 
321 I understand it as “to whom” (so Bruce (1982), 176; Longenecker (1990), 138; Oakes (2015), 123; Matera 
(1992), 128; Witherington (1998), 249; and contra Keener (2018), 278: “concerning whom”; and Das (2014), 
361, “for whom”) – but many translations (and all the above in support of “to whom”) lose something of the 
emphasis on the recipient in nominalizing the promise: “to whom the promise was made / given”. See further 
analysis of Gal 3:19-20.  
322 For “faith in Jesus Christ”, see NIV, ESV, NRSV, NASB; Moo (2013), 240; Bruce (1982), 181; Oakes (2015), 
125: “trust in Jesus Christ”. For “faith(fulness) of Jesus Christ”, see KJV; Longenecker (1990), 145; Matera 
(1992), 135; Witherington (1998), 249. 
323 See Sprinkle (2009), 166f on a “third way”. 
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terms and their bearing on ἐπαγγελία is necessarily part of the analysis. However, for the 

scope of this study, such discussion (e.g. concerning the role of the law) must be limited to 

what is pertinent to the role of ἐπαγγελία. 

We will progress through the text linearly, recognising “discourse as process” and the 

dynamic way in which Paul builds his argument.324 In doing so, the discussion will focus on 

two verses at a time. Such pairs are naturally formed in the discourse, as my translation 

reflects. Gal. 3:13-14 presents the final transitionary sentence of the previous section 

(though my focus will be predominantly on the clauses of v14); the following four pairs each 

begin with discourse-marking phrases: v15-16 and v17-18 each start with a metacomment; 

v19-20 and v21-22 with a rhetorical question. This approach provides substantial units of 

text for analysis and the formation of interim conclusions.325 

With each pair, two complementary moves will be made: 

a. Enriching the explicatures   

The initial task is to enrich the elements of the verses, bringing clarity to what is explicitly 

being said. This, of course, is not merely the semantic decoding of the meaning of words, 

but is also a pragmatic task, paying careful attention to the co-text and its structure and to 

the mutually manifest context.326  This, then, will involve trying to clarify what seems 

underdetermined in the verses: disambiguating multiple senses of words and assigning 

referents. In anticipation, I will precede this section with an annotated explication of my 

translation. 

 
324 Jobes (2007), 789 on linear discourse: “Each subsequent statement affects the mental context by activating 

of shutting down neural networks in which meaning is being produced and thereby providing confirmation, 

contradiction or a strengthening of implicated premises that have become part of the psychological context in 

which the new information is processed.” 
325 Of course, the human mind progresses towards the satisfaction of relevance, processing such tasks as 

enrichment, disambiguation and determination in a complex and concurrent fashion. For such a study as this, 

however, a more ordered sequential approach is required. This enables a reader to follow better and allows 

sufficient opportunity for the development and refinement of conclusions as exegesis progresses. See Wilson 

and Sperber (2002), 261-2. An addressee will work in order of what is most accessible to them and follow a 

path of least effort (Clark (2013), 366). In doing so (s)he will disambiguate and enrich what is explicit and form 

tentative conclusions about what is implicit, but this is a refining process by which both may be adjusted in the 

light of the other with a view to satisfying relevance. RT talks about this as a process of mutual parallel 

adjustment (Clark (2013), 145). 
326 Green (2007), 811: “our emphasis in lexical studies should not be upon encoded concepts but on 

pragmatically inferred concepts. Such an approach calls to the field of play our keenest observations about the 

discourse…”. 
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b. Determining the implications concerning ἐπαγγελία 

In this section I will build on my observations of the text. I will be particularly interested to 

lay bare the impact of lexical and grammatical choices that Paul makes – why he is saying 

that and in that way, what relationships he establishes between concepts and how 

implicated premises and contextual assumptions may cause the audience to make some 

inference and derive meaning.  

I will set this section out in terms of interim conclusions concerning: 

i. what may be inferred about Paul’s nuanced use of ἐπαγγελία, especially the way in which 

he uses it to develop a promise-narrative. 

ii. the particular and developing relationships between ἐπαγγελία and the other key terms 

and concepts within the text. 

Following this, Chapters 4-6 will draw together and further these conclusions with wider 

reference to Galatians and Genesis concerning the promise-narrative that Paul establishes 

and the relationships between ἐπαγγελία and the other key terms and concepts.  
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Gal. 3:13-14 

Χριστὸς ἡμᾶς ἐξηγόρασεν… 

ἵνα εἰς τὰ ἔθνη ἡ εὐλογία τοῦ Ἀβραὰμ γένηται ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ,  

ἵνα τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος λάβωμεν διὰ τῆς πίστεως. 

 

An annotated translation 

Christ redeemed us… {both Paul and any of his readers}, 

…that {Paul’s conclusion of the argument made from 3:6-13} 

the blessing of Abraham {the justification intended from the beginning for the nations 

v8}  

might come to the nations {not exclusively the Gentiles, but emphatic of their 

involvement in the fulfilment of this pre-proclamation}  

in Christ Jesus {Paul’s emphatic and particular instrument of receiving this blessing} 

that {with more immediate application to his readers, making relevant his discussion of the 

Spirit in 3:2-5} 

we might receive {inclusive of Paul and his readers} 

the promise of the Spirit { conveying the immediacy and assurance of the blessing of 

Abraham, through the Spirit} 

by this faith {relating to how one is in Christ, the instrument of blessing} 
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Enriching the explicature 

Paul states “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us…” 

(v13) and follows this with two ἵνα clauses, parallel, at least in form, which conclude this 

iteration of Paul’s argument (v1-14). 

These two resultant clauses may be assumed to have a parallel conceptual relation. 

In the relevant pursuit of maximal relevance with minimal processing, the structure leads to 

the provisional conclusion that these clauses, a. are resultant clauses, stemming from the 

redemptive work of Christ; and b. may be understood to be parallel not only in form but in 

thought. 

While other possibilities may pertain as to their relationship, the formal parallel strongly 

suggests a relationship resonant of a Hebraic parallelism.327 We begin with the assumption 

that these two clauses have a synonymous (two different ways of expressing the same 

thought) or synthetic (the second advances the thought of the first in some way) 

relationship.328 

Key to understanding this relationship are the two genitive constructs, ἡ εὐλογία τοῦ 

Ἀβραὰμ (the blessing of Abraham) and τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος (the promise of the 

Spirit). What Paul intends by paralleling these two constructs – and especially what he 

means by the latter, concerning promise – is at the heart of understanding these clauses 

and will presently form the substance and core of this discussion. 

Before examining the genitive constructs, however, some consideration of the other 

paralleled elements of these clauses evidences the relationship. 

The second ἵνα clause brings immediacy to the first. 

The two verbs, γένηται and λάβωμεν, indicate the receipt of their respective genitive 

constructs, λάβωμεν repeating Paul’s choice of verb for the receiving of the Spirit in 3:2.329 

 
327 See Fee (1995), 393; Fung (1988), 151; Hansen (1994), 96; Uzukwu (2015), 55, 66f; Oakes (2015), 114; 

Williams (2020), 109-110. 
328 See https://www.biblegateway.com/resources/asbury-bible-commentary/Major-Characteristics-Hebrew 

(last accessed 10/5/19). 
329 Oakes (2015), 114. Also, in the subjunctive mood, they express potentiality rather than actuality and the 

possibility of receipt over and above the timing of it. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/resources/asbury-bible-commentary/Major-Characteristics-Hebrew
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What differs is the immediacy for Paul’s readers; from the third person “it might come” to 

the first person “we might receive”. 

We note also the two recipients: εἰς τὰ ἔθνη (following Paul’s use in 3:8330) and λάβωμεν (as 

above, 1st person plural). τὰ ἔθνη here should be understood as “the nations”, inclusive of 

Jews and Gentiles.331 While signifying “the Gentiles” when in contrast with the Jews (cf. 

2:12-15, and implicitly in 3:8a), in the context of words spoken to Abraham (3:8b; and here 

in 3:14a) it is anachronistic to infer this as “the Gentiles”, exclusive of “the Jews”. This is an 

evident example of how manifest context shapes the narrowing or widening of the 

conceptual understanding of a term. In the context of Paul’s developing argument in 

Galatians, markedly front-ending “the nations” here naturally emphasises the fulfilment of 

what Paul asserted in 3:8, namely, Gentile inclusion in receiving the blessing of Abraham – in 

Christ, through his act of redemption - yet without thereby implying the exclusion of the 

Jews. 

Similarly, against the view that “ἡμᾶς / us” in 3:13 excludes the Gentiles on the basis they 

are only referenced in 14a, reading “us” in v13 and “we” in v14 as inclusive of Paul and the 

Galatians fits the context of 3:1 and sees 3:14a as fulfilling 3:8, as an outworking of their 

inclusion in – not exclusion from – participation in the redemption of 3:13. To process “we” 

as exclusive of the Galatian Gentiles makes no sense, when the argument began with the 

very matter of their receiving the Spirit (3:2).332 

Therefore, we may relevantly read both “the nations” and “we” as predominantly inclusive 

terms (although Paul’s other explicit stipulations in the clauses pertain). Again, it is the 

immediacy of the latter for Paul’s readers which develops from the former – a result for “the 

nations” leads into a result for “us”. 

The prepositional content, ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ and διὰ τῆς πίστεως express the two means of 

reception for their respective genitive constructs. The addition of ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ makes it 

 
330 This phrase is not from Gen 12:3 (LXX), although it is in Gen 22:18 (LXX). For further discussion, see Chapter 

5. 
331 See Luhrmann (1992), 60 – “the promise of the blessing is for the Gentiles, that is, for all (Jewish and 

Gentile Christians) who are of faith.” 
332 For this inclusive reading see Brawley (2002), 102, n.12; Lull (1986), 481; George (1994), 243; Dunn (1993b), 

176; Bonneau (1997), 79; Oakes (2015), 113-4; Moo (2013), 211-3. Contra Gordon (2019), 130-1. 
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an explicit development from what Paul has already said in 3:8. Paul is arguing that the 

blessing to the nations which was pre-proclaimed to Abraham (3:8) has now, through the 

redeeming work of Christ (3:13) found its means of delivery in Christ Jesus. 

Of particular interest in διὰ τῆς πίστεως is the presence of the definite article after the 

preposition.333 A reader may infer that Paul is not referring to some quality, such as faith or 

faithfulness, but more definitively to an entity, the faith.334 As Paul has been discussing faith, 

it may read as an anaphoric reference. This might be to such faith as Abraham 

demonstrated (3:6-9).335 If, however, this second clause brings immediacy to the first, it 

more naturally reads as a reference to the faith that relates to being in Christ. Such faith 

may be understood as the human response (viz. this faith we express in Christ); or to the 

faithfulness of Christ in his redeeming work (viz. this faithfulness of Christ which brings us 

into Christ); or, as a reference to the message of faith (viz. this faith we hold, which brings us 

into in Christ).336 We will return for further determination on this, but two comments are in 

order here: 

1. When the article is present after the preposition, it is not sufficient merely to render this 

as the general human quality of faith.337 Rather, and based on my previous observations, I 

suggest tentatively that διὰ τῆς πίστεως should be understood anaphorically, with “through 

this faith” expressing more immediately how one might be “in Christ”. 

2. This discussion brings us into the territory of ἐκ πίστεως Ἰησοῦ Χριστου – a phrase which 

unites these two terms. Further consideration of “this faith” may wait until Paul uses it at 

the end of this promise inclusio (v22; cf. 2:16); as well as discussion of Paul’s three uses of 

“articular” faith in 3:23-25. 

 
333 Moo (2013), 215, crucially and strangely misses the article in διὰ τῆς πίστεως. 
334 Wallace (1996), 247: “when a noun is the object of a preposition, it does not require the article to be 

definite: if it has the article, it must be definite; if it lacks the article, it may be definite. The reason for the arti-

cle, then, is usually for other purposes (such as anaphora or as a function marker)”. It is more than a quality, 

but a concept. 
335 Bruce (1982), 168. 
336 This reflects the discussion in scholarship (see Chapter 1). 
337 Matera (1992), 124: “This awkward expression indicates that Paul has more in mind than the act of 
believing.” Contra Moo (2013), 215; Das (2014), 335. 
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An initial understanding of “the blessing of Abraham” and “the promise of the Spirit”. 

As we turn our attention to the two genitive constructs, paralleled in their placement before 

their respective verbs, we do so with the provisional but strong assumption that, for Paul’s 

readers, the second brings immediacy to the thought of the first. 

ἡ εὐλογία τοῦ Ἀβραὰμ not only contrasts “blessing” with the use of “curse” (κατάρα) in 3:10-

13, but as noted, has a natural context in 3:8. Accordingly, it seems relevant to process this 

phrase as shorthand whereby Paul refers to the pre-proclamation of the gospel, described in 

3:8, intending thereby to convey the idea of justification – which is how Paul explicitly 

understands God’s declaration to Abraham of blessing to the nations.338  

τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος is rendered literally as “the promise of the Spirit”. 

Commentators attempting to disambiguate this phrase predominantly read it as an 

epexegetical, material genitive: the promise of (which the content is) the Spirit. As Williams 

puts it, Paul is “defining promise for his hearers: what was promised was the Spirit; the 

fulfilment of the promise is the outpouring of the Spirit.”339 Hence. For many commentators 

and even explicitly in a number of bible translations – “the promised Spirit”.340  

Other possibilities are sometimes put forward. Harrisville, for example, follows Calvin in 

proposing that this is a descriptive genitive – “the spiritual promise” – arguing, in part, that 

nowhere else does Paul indicate that the Spirit is the content of promise.341 Routinely, such 

possibilities are dismissed in favour of the clear consensus that the phrase is a material 

genitive. Hays represents the contextual argument that is frequently made in support: 

“Galatians 3:14 must be read within the framework provided by 3:2-5 and 4:6, in which the 

gift of the Spirit is unmistakably under discussion.”342 

 
338 Kwon (2004), 62, 105; Lee (2013), 18-60, 182; Moo (2013), 215. 
339 Williams (1997), 94. 
340 e.g. ESV, NJB, NLT and see, for example, Betz (1979), 28, 31; Dunn (1993b), 179ff; Fung (1988), 151ff; 

Williams (1997), 94; Barclay (2005), 85f; Ryken (2005), 118; Silva (2007), 794; Uzukwu (2015), 55, 66. 
341 Lee (2013), 9, citing Harrisville, R.A., 1992. The Figure of Abraham in the Epistles of St. Paul: In the Footsteps 

of Abraham. San Francisco: Mellen Research University Press, 11; although cf. Eph. 1:13-14. See Calvin (1996), 

56. 
342 Hays (2002), 182. See also Lee (2013), 9f. 
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Whilst the gift of the Spirit is doubtless under discussion – hence the relevance of Paul 

referring to the Spirit at this point – yet three questions remain to be answered: 

1. Given our understanding of Paul’s argument so far, namely that Paul’s focus is on the 

implication (over and above the simple fact) of the reception of the Spirit, what is the 

implication of having received the Spirit that “the promised Spirit” conveys? 

2. If the “the blessing of Abraham” is justification and the “the promise of the Spirit” is the 

promised Spirit, how should the reader understand the two to relate? 

3. If Paul intends his readers to infer, from τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος that the Spirit was 

promised, how and where exactly are they to locate this promise? 

We will return to a full discussion of these questions in Chapter 6: “ἐπαγγελία and the 

Spirit”. However, in brief terms now, my contention is that the answer to the second 

question also provides an answer to the first. On this matter, Che-Chiew Lee in her major 

work on this verse comes to the most satisfying answer: 

“[T]he promise of the Spirit is not the content of the blessing of Abraham in Gal 3:14. 

Rather, the blessing of Abraham is identified with justification, and the Spirit functions 

as the evidence of receiving the blessing [present justification] and the means of 

perpetuating the blessing [future justification].”343  

It also provides an answer to our expectation concerning the implication of having received 

the Spirit. To paraphrase Lee, the Spirit they have received assures the Galatian believers of 

their justification both now and into the future. In relation to question 3, I suggest that, 

however one translates τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος, Paul’s intention is less toward 

encouraging his readers to locate Old Testament scriptural promises concerning the Spirit; 

and more toward the promising implications of their having received the Spirit.344  

  

 
343 Lee (2013), 210. 
344 In exploring answers for these questions in Chapter 6, I will engage particularly with three scholars 

mentioned in Chapter 1 who have particularly examined these verses with a promise-lens: Williams (1988), 

Kwon (2004) and Lee (2013). 
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Determining the implications concerning ἐπαγγελία 

We may draw some initial and interim conclusions about Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία in v14. 

As we established earlier, ἐπαγγελία may be used to refer to an historical speech act. This 

may be the case in 3:14 in so far as Paul is intending to communicate the fact that the Spirit 

was promised. This is certainly the way in which the majority of scholarship has read τὴν 

ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος. However, in as much as Paul and his readers understand the 

Spirit to have been promised, the phrase τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος in context, also 

conveys the immediacy and assurance of justification that the Spirit brings. 

We also recognised in that ἐπαγγελία can be metonymously used to speak about the 

content of a promise. Again, we may read 3:14 and infer that the Spirit is something that 

was promised. However, we should be careful not to equate or identify the Spirit as the 

blessing of Abraham, in as far as we will come to understand that the blessing of Abraham is 

at the heart of the Abrahamic promises Paul will talk about (v16ff). We should be careful to 

recognise at this point that the blessing of Abraham is cast by Paul in terms of gospel rather 

than promise (3:8)345. Given that the blessing of Abraham is the content perpetuated by the 

promise of the Spirit, however, it seems a matter of relevant, contextual processing to 

anticipate a connection with the Abrahamic promises about to be invoked (v15-16).346 I 

cannot conclude that the discussion of one must be irrelevant to the other. How the 

blessing of Abraham and the promises come to relate will be a matter to which we return 

later in the passage. 

What we should note here in v14, is that ἐπαγγελία, is being used here in a construct that 

indicates assurance and immediacy concerning the blessing of Abraham through the Spirit. 

The blessing of Abraham is justification, and the promise of the Spirit communicates that 

the Spirit makes this immediate and assured for believers. 

The Spirit may have been promised and the content of some promises – and this is not 

without consequence for Paul’s readers. But, in the context of 3:14, the Spirit also evidences 

 
345 Williams (1988), 710; although we will observe a correlation between the two. 
346 Bruce (1982), 149, 168: conflates both justification and the Spirit into the blessing of Abraham, as “two 
sides of the one coin.” But we must take care, while seeing a link, not necessarily to equate the two. Keener 
(2018), 258, too quicky equates promise with the Spirit. 
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and perpetuates the very promise of God to them – the blessing of Abraham come in Jesus 

Christ to the nations. This is the implication of having received the Spirit. 

Our understanding of ἐπαγγελία as promise recognised the authority, commitment and 

certainty that it conveyed from the speaker. What we may understand Paul intending to 

communicate through the context and richness of this construct, τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ 

πνεύματος, is that the Spirit – undoubtedly divinely promised – continues also to convey with 

such assurance, the immediacy of the blessing of Abraham to the Galatians.347 

I propose to continue reading ἐπαγγελία in the coming verses with the firm understanding 

that something fundamentally coherent is in play. This counters Kwon’s approach, who 

argues that the proximity of the promise-language should not muddle the distinct moves 

that Paul is making, such that, the promise of the Spirit is irrelevant to the discussion of the 

Abrahamic promise.348 Rather, we must allow for a variety of nuances in the use ἐπαγγελία 

whilst appreciating what Paul is seeking to communicate through such uses. 

Promise and the Spirit 

The contention has been that with τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος, Paul intends his readers to 

understand something of what the reception of the Spirit makes immediate and assured, for 

believers. This reading of ἐπαγγελία has implications for understanding the Spirit in 

Galatians. While the focus of 3:2-5 is on the reception of the Spirit, Paul’s continued 

references focus on what the Spirit then produces: affirmation of sonship (4:6-7); children of 

the promise (4:29); hope of righteousness (5:5); fruit that is love, joy, peace etc. (5:22); 

eternal life (6:8). The use of ἐπαγγελία begins Paul’s outworking of the various productive 

implications of what it means for believers to have received the Spirit. This will be explored 

in Chapter 6. 

 
347 Martyn’s conclusion on this verse (1997, 323), while unhelpfully equating the “blessing of Abraham” with 

the “promise of the Spirit” does helpfully capture the promissory implications of receiving the Spirit: 

“Substituting “promise”… for “blessing of Abraham” and equating that promise with the Spirit, Paul assures 

the Galatians that they have been recipients of that promise for some time, having received the Spirit when 

they were grasped by the gospel of the crucified Christ (3:2). Coming as the Spirit, God’s promise institutes and 

constitutes a new state of affairs. As Paul makes clear elsewhere, however, this state of affairs is itself 

promissory of yet more (5:5)” 
348 Kwon (2004), 114-115 
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Promise and Abraham 

Although – as we will discuss in Chapter 6 – the promise of the Spirit is located by some 

scholarship in the prophetic literature, I concur with Williams that the dominant literary 

context for Paul at this point is the Abrahamic narrative.349 Using ἡ εὐλογία τοῦ Ἀβραὰμ it is 

clear that Paul intentionally draws from Genesis and assumes some familiarity of his readers 

with this text. This will be of continuing interest and ultimately a matter of further 

significance concerning the role of ἐπαγγελία in Galatians. In Chapter 5 we will look more 

closely at the Genesis text and the way Paul uses it. 

Promise and Christ 

The implications from our reading of the two ἵνα clauses is that the promise of the Spirit, as 

the immediacy of the blessing of Abraham, results from the redeeming act of Christ and is 

found in Christ, through this faith. This maintains the centrality of Christ in Paul’s narrative 

arc, not least as the one who enables the promise of the Spirit to be received.350 

Promise and faith 

The notion that the Spirit’s promise comes διὰ τῆς πίστεως clearly links promise and faith, 

which have already been shown to be more widely linked through the marking of ἐκ. 

However, we have seen that διὰ τῆς πίστεως may not simply be read as the human response 

of faith. This relationship may wait to be further explored at v22. 

  

 
349 Williams (1998), 714. 
350 Kwon (2004), 102, 107 cites Beker (1980), 47-53. See Uzukwu (2015), 68. 
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Gal. 3:15-16 

Ἀδελφοί, κατὰ ἄνθρωπον λέγω· ὅμως ἀνθρώπου κεκυρωμένην διαθήκην οὐδεὶς ἀθετεῖ ἢ 

ἐπιδιατάσσεται. τῷ δὲ Ἀβραὰμ ἐρρέθησαν αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι καὶ τῷ σπέρματι αὐτοῦ. οὐ λέγει· καὶ 

τοῖς σπέρμασιν, ὡς ἐπὶ πολλῶν ἀλλ᾽ ὡς ἐφ᾽ ἑνός· καὶ τῷ σπέρματί σου, ὅς ἐστιν Χριστός. 

 

An annotated translation 

Brothers and sisters, {Paul readdresses the Galatians pastorally} 

I speak in terms of human relations: {that is, according to human logic and universal human 

understanding of the way things work} 

no-one rejects or adds a condition to even a human covenant once it has been ratified. 

{this is the general concept of a covenant that Paul particularly intends to define} 

The promises were spoken to Abraham {that is, the historical speech act of God to 

Abraham} 

and to his seed. {the promises were also spoken to Abraham’s seed, which remains an 

underdetermined word at this point} 

It does not say ‘and to seeds’ as in many, {Paul evokes a stark hypothetical contrast of 

many seeds} 

but as in one ‘and to your seed’ — who is Christ. {Paul implies “seed” is to be read in this 

Scripture as the single, individual – Christ}  
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Enriching the explicature 

Ἀδελφοί : “Brothers and sisters.” The referent of this redundant vocative is Paul’s Galatian 

readers (1:2, 3:1). Notably, it serves to refocus those who he has just called foolish (twice 

3:1, 3:3). Recalling that this is primarily a letter of pastoral restoration rather than 

condemnation, the Ἀδελφοί are temporarily paused and called to attend to this next 

iteration of Paul’s argument for them. 

κατὰ ἄνθρωπον λέγω : This metacomment continues to reframe the argument Paul is 

about to make. The reader may infer two things from Paul’s reference to speaking “κατὰ 

ἄνθρωπον”: 

First, Paul may be signalling his intent to employ a method of human reasoning. Although he 

will go on to re-present Scripture in v15-22, Paul may be preparing his readers for - even 

conceding - the fact that this argument will stem from a logical analogy (v15-18) in contrast 

to the preceding section which strung together a number of overt biblical re-

presentations.351  

Second, Paul manifestly sets a context of human relations for his imminent example. In the 

illustration he is about to make, he desires that his readers infer with an understanding of 

the way things work in the realm of human experience. Given other potential descriptors: 

e.g. I speak according to Scripture / as a Jew / a Greek, Paul’s choice is significant, as I 

expand upon below. 

ὅμως : With the fronted use of ὅμως, Paul explicitly opens up this “just as… so also” 

comparative analogy. Such an argument moves from an established understanding among 

readers to a situation that is seemingly less established in their understanding but is put 

forward as comparable. Formally speaking, Paul moves from a source domain (statements 

about a set of objects and their relationship / functions) to a target domain (inductively 

argued statements about a similar set of objects). 

ἀνθρώπου κεκυρωμένην διαθήκην οὐδεὶς ἀθετεῖ ἢ ἐπιδιατάσσεται. : Substantial scholarly 

discussion has centred on the underdetermined nature of διαθήκην and exactly what sort of 

 
351 See Longenecker (1990), 127 – although human this is not a “devalued argument”. 
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human covenant Paul has in mind: a legal agreement, will or testament? And according to 

which legal code: Roman, Greek, Jewish…?352  

The possibility of a particular cultural-historical instance of a covenant, implicitly shared by 

Paul and his readers, cannot be denied, however inaccessible and unknown it may be to 

later readers. However, I contend that, without requiring his audience to identify any 

specific legal context, Paul conveys all that he intends concerning διαθήκη through this 

sufficiently marked explicature. From a relevance-theoretical perspective we know already 

how words not merely grant access to what they encode but, in terms of their pragmatics, 

contribute to the formation of concepts, ad hoc, in context. Through the co-text Paul uses, 

the concept of διαθήκη that he intends his readers to grasp is formed ostensively, in two 

marked ways: 

First, Paul’s double reference to κατὰ ἄνθρωπον / ἀνθρώπου is significant. The effect of the 

repetition is to encourage a wide, human context in which to process the term διαθήκη. 

Understanding that διαθήκη as a concept-template could be contextually or pragmatically 

narrowed to a scriptural concept, or a particular cultural one (e.g. Greek / Roman / Jewish), 

Paul instead deliberately broadens the understanding with the two uses of ἄνθρωπος.  

The intended implication is for his reader to process διαθήκη in a more general sense. The 

concept which is invoked, therefore, embraces covenant in its broadest human 

understanding. Paul is deliberately avoiding identifying a particular Roman, Greek or Jewish 

style of covenant with their specific legal, cultural and historical distinctions; and simply 

intending to convey the universally recognised notion of a binding agreement.353 

Second, Paul is markedly emphatic in defining διαθήκη using the exact terms with which he 

wants his readers to process it.  Having avoided invoking anything but the broadest concept 

of a covenant, Paul specifically determines the concept he intends to communicate in two 

subsidiary ways:  

i. it is a ratified covenant… (κεκυρωμένην διαθήκην)  

 
352 see Baugh (2004), 54-56; Hughes (1979); Hahn (2005a) and (2005b). 
353 see Baugh (2004), 56; Williams, J (2020), 113-114. 
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The emphasis on ratification communicates a covenant that has already been confirmed and 

therefore cannot be altered. There is no specificity as to how the covenant has been 

ratified. No speculation is necessary as to what particular covenant is involved and whether, 

for instance, a death needs to have occurred to seal it as with a will. Paul simply 

communicates the concept of a covenant that has been ratified. 

ii. …which consequently no one can annul or add a condition to (οὐδεὶς ἀθετεῖ ἢ 

ἐπιδιατάσσεται) 

It being ratified, Paul explicitly outlines the significance: no-one can change the covenant. In 

Paul’s particular definition of covenant here, it is this non-liability to annulment or 

modification that matters; ostensively these features form the focus and mapping-point for 

the analogy which he is establishing. 

From a relevance-theoretical perspective, we may say that it is not necessary to have an 

understanding of any of the various types of contemporaneous cultural covenants to 

process this phrase satisfactorily.354 What matters is not that the type of covenant Paul 

speaks of is historically identifiable so much as logically plausible and satisfying to his 

readers. Without identifying διαθήκη here as a particular cultural manifestation, Paul 

ostensively communicates all he assumes he needs to in order to enable his readers to hold 

to the concept of διαθήκη as a covenant that is confirmed and unalterable. This is all that he 

requires them to grasp in this source domain.  

τῷ δὲ Ἀβραὰμ ἐρρέθησαν αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι: Paul introduces the target domain, with δὲ marking 

the logical development of the analogy that began with ὅμως. The target domain has a 

specific frame of reference - τῷ Ἀβραὰμ - in contrast to the universal ἀνθρώπου of v15, since 

Paul now intends to map onto the general understanding of covenant, just depicted, specific 

similarities with the particular covenant-receiving of Abraham. The following words - 

ἐρρέθησαν αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι - establish the parallel that Paul is making. For the διαθήκη of the 

source domain (v15) now becomes the referent αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι in the target domain (v16), 

both structurally and conceptually, and the analogy is ready to be exploited.  

 
354 Das (2001), 73: “The precise legal instrument that Paul has in mind has proven elusive. Paul’s point, though, 

remains clear. The legal διαθήκη cannot be altered or amended.” See also Fung (1988), 155. 
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αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι: Paul has already used the word ἐπαγγελία (v14) and he uses it now a second 

time. It is nominative, plural and the subject of the passive verb. Pragmatically, we may infer 

three initial matters as we disambiguate and resolve its referent: 

First, αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι are manifestly described as that which were divinely spoken to Abraham, 

thus referencing and relating to a divine, historical speech act.  Second, αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι 

represents a διαθήκη of the type which Paul has just defined. It is arthrous, which implies a 

particular covenant. We infer, then, that by αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι in this context, Paul means the 

covenant promises spoken by God to Abraham. With this, a third possible inference 

emerges: Paul may be using the plural form, at least in part, to delineate this particular 

function of ἐπαγγελία, which relates to the covenantal speech act of God to Abraham. 

Further consideration of this follows in the implications below. 

καὶ τῷ σπέρματι αὐτοῦ : Having established the analogy, Paul continues with additional 

information: the promises were also spoken to Abraham’s seed (σπέρματι αὐτοῦ). 

The term σπέρματι remains underdetermined at this point. Its reference may be to a single 

individual or, as a collective noun, to a multiplicity (cf. 3:29). We will need to appreciate 

what Paul intends to convey by it in the following sentence. Later (cf. 3:19, 3:29), we will 

need to consider its further use and appreciate its wider context.355 

Having already indicated that the promises were spoken τῷ Ἀβραὰμ, Paul now adds that 

they are also spoken τῷ σπέρματι αὐτοῦ. Whoever Abraham’s seed may yet be determined 

to be, Paul’s meaning seems straightforward: the promises were spoken to the seed as well 

as to Abraham. 

οὐ λέγει· καὶ τοῖς σπέρμασιν, ὡς ἐπὶ πολλῶν ἀλλ᾽ ὡς ἐφ᾽ ἑνός· καὶ τῷ σπέρματί σου, ὅς 

ἐστιν Χριστός. Through the phrase οὐ λέγει Paul implies the re-presentation of a text. From 

the context of Paul’s argument so far (cf. 3:6-14), the referent may be assumed to be 

Scripture, even for a hearer unaware of any specific resonance. καὶ τοῖς σπέρμασιν – “and to 

seeds” – is therefore the false-construct of what Scripture does not say. Paul explicitly points 

to what would be the key interpretation of such a phrase – ὡς ἐπὶ πολλῶν – “as in many 

(seeds)”. Rather, the correct reading of Scripture, Paul argues, is ὡς ἐφ᾽ ἑνός – “as in one 

 
355 See particularly Chapter 5. 
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(seed)” evidenced in the phrase καὶ τῷ σπέρματί σου – by implication, what Scripture does 

say. Paul’s re-presentation of this text καὶ τῷ σπέρματί σου - “and to your seed” - has a 

number of possible sources from the Abrahamic narrative: Gen 12:7, 13:15, 15:18, 17:8, 

22:18, 24:7. Which alleged source text may have the best claim will be explored further in 

Chapter 5. 

Paul’s argument is evidently against reading the Scripture as stating that the promises were 

spoken to many “seeds” of Abraham and for the idea that they were spoken to one “seed”. 

This, however, still does not clarify whether “seed” should be taken as a referent to an 

individual or a collective. The reading which takes σπέρματί as a reference to an individual, 

contrasts that one particular offspring of Abraham with the multitude of Abraham’s 

offspring, namely the Jews. The reading which understands it to be a collective noun 

contrasts the one family of Abraham (including Jews and Gentiles of faith, cf. 3:7-9) with 

diverse and divided families of nations. The matter is not immediately solved with the 

addition of ὅς ἐστιν Χριστός – “who is Christ”. For, those who understand σπέρματί as a 

collective noun argue that both σπέρμα and Χριστός are understood in a collective sense in 

3:26-29.356 

Additional reasons will emerge later in support of processing σπέρματί as a referent to 

Christ, as a single individual. For the moment, four reasons for this - benefitting from RT - 

may be outlined here, as we enrich this explicature: 

First, we may infer that Paul intends Χριστός to be understood as a single individual, not in a 

collective sense. Again, our appreciation of ad hoc concept formation demonstrates how 

Paul can narrow and broaden the concept of Χριστός to convey at one point, the particular 

individual, and at another, the multiplicity of all who are in Christ. Galatians 3:1-14 

exemplifies this, whereby Ἰησοῦς Χριστὸς is the individual who was crucified (v1) and Χριστός 

is the individual who redeemed “us” (v13), the collective making no sense with those 

referents. However, ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ (v14) then becomes the location in which the Gentiles 

might receive the blessing of Abraham, Paul implying the more collective sense of Christ 

that he again exploits in 3:26-29.  

 
356 Wright (1991), 157-174. 
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However, that does not mean that in this reiteration of his argument from 3:15-29, Χριστός 

(v16) should be interpreted as a collective expression. We have appreciated the move from 

the single individual to the collective Christ in 3:1-14, and we must again in 3:15-29.   By the 

end of this argument Paul will use Χριστός with prepositions or the genitive case to express 

the collective sense (v26-29). But to be in Christ (ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ v26, 28), into Christ (εἰς 

Χριστὸν ἐβαπτίσθητε v27) and of Christ (ὑμεῖς Χριστοῦ v29) is ostensively different from 

being identified as Christ (ὅς ἐστιν Χριστός v16). Here nothing is prepositioned, simply 

predicated. Χριστός, identified as the σπέρματί here and implicitly referenced as such again 

in a way that makes little sense as a collective noun (v19), should be inferred as an 

individual at this point, however that concept may be broadened as the argument develops.  

Second, it follows in a logical and relevant reading that as Paul broadens the concept 

invoked by his use of Χριστός, so the same movement happens with the paralleled use of 

σπέρμα. Thus, where the referent of the single individual seed of Abraham is Christ (v16), 

the many who are in and of Christ (v26-29), may be referred to as the collective seed of 

Abraham (εἰ δὲ ὑμεῖς Χριστοῦ, ἄρα τοῦ Ἀβραὰμ σπέρμα ἐστέ v29). Rather than illegitimately 

transfer the totality of the concept that Paul intends to convey by σπέρμα (v29) back into 

σπέρματί (v16), we follow the natural logic of the argument denoted by Paul’s clear concept 

formation, beginning with σπέρματί as a single individual. 

Third, σπέρμασιν serves here as a stark lexical expression contrasting a plurality with an 

individual seed. Paul’s manifest way to imply to his reader that the underdetermined 

σπέρματί, should be taken as an individual rather than a collective of many, is to set it 

against this false-construct, expressive above all of the multiplicity he wishes to deny. Thus 

σπέρμασιν need not be processed in such a way as to indicate σπέρματί as a collective, but as 

Paul’s blunt communicative method of indicating that he means an individual.357  

Fourth, we should acknowledge that “σπέρματί σου” compared with possessive-less 

“σπέρμασιν” may be argued to imply that Paul is referring to Abraham’s many offspring in 

contrast to the many families of separate nations. However, if not his “particular seed”, 

σπέρμασιν in context still implies derivation from Abraham, out of whom some nations other 

than Israel may have come, but by no means all the nations Paul seems to intend (3:8, 14). 

 
357 Lightfoot (1981), 142. 
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Understood in this way, it makes Paul’s argument unclear. Rather, we can simply accept that 

the false construct needs no possessive pronoun. There is no true source text from which to 

derive it and, as above, the force of its function is in the inherent multiplicity of σπέρμασιν. 

Furthermore, consideration of the literary context of the emphatic “καὶ τῷ σπέρματί σου” 

may help to process further any significance Paul intended his readers to grasp.358 

 

Determining the implications concerning ἐπαγγελία 

As he begins this section (v15-22), Paul constructs an analogy which moves from a general 

understanding of a covenant, pointedly described as unalterable, once confirmed, to the 

particular covenant given by God to Abraham – referred to as “the promises”. 

Whereas Paul’s first use of ἐπαγγελία (v14), we have seen, was in relation to the Spirit and 

the immediacy and assurance of justification through the Spirit, here Paul indisputably uses 

αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι to refer to a divine, historical speech act made to Abraham. Once again, this is 

not to suggest the two uses are not related. Rather, the fact that one relates to the blessing 

of Abraham and the other to words spoken to Abraham encourages the reader to presume 

some connection. However, we should carefully distinguish between what Paul is intending 

to convey in his use of the term. Paul has introduced the singular term, ἐπαγγελία, and with 

it effected a sense of present immediacy and future expectation based on the reception of 

the Spirit. Here, with the marked plural, Paul very definitely turns the readers’ attention to a 

historical speech act of the past – God’s covenant with Abraham.  

To make little of the difference between Paul’s use of the singular and the plural seems 

remiss on the part of the exegete.359 We might rather ask if there is a particular reason why 

Paul would use the plural to refer to this divine covenant?  

Given the manifest Abrahamic context, we may discount any suggestion that αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι 

encapsulates a panoply of divine promises throughout Scripture and restrict our focus 

 
358 Again, see Chapter 5. 
359 One might picture Paul, engaged in the urgent nature of writing a letter to the Galatians in their pastoral 

crisis, entirely carefree about whether he pluralises the promise of which he speaks. However, this accords 

neither with the precision of Paul’s writing, even in Galatians, nor with scholars’ corresponding interest in his 

every stroke of the pen. 
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accordingly to the Abrahamic narrative. Nevertheless, several possibilities remain for 

understanding a plurality of promises360:  

• Paul is referring to several distinct promises made to Abraham 

• Paul is referring to several reiterations of the same essential promise made to Abraham 

• Paul is referring to several aspects of a divisible covenant made to Abraham (e.g. that he 

would become a great nation / that he would be blessed / that his offspring would 

receive the land) 

Avoiding choosing between these options (which need not be mutually exclusive) for the 

moment, we will wait to investigate further instantiations of ἐπαγγελία in 3:14-22 and also 

consider the literary context of the Abrahamic narrative (see Chapter 5).  

As Paul relates “the promises” to a divine, historical speech act, he is particularly interested 

in who the promises are being spoken to. This is not only to recognise the explicit references 

to Abraham and his seed, Christ, in contrast to the absence of a reference to the speaker, 

God, who is only implied by the divine passive. It is also to note the ostensive, repeated use 

of the article in dative case: τῷ δὲ Ἀβραὰμ / καὶ τῷ σπέρματι αὐτοῦ / καὶ τοῖς σπέρμασιν / καὶ 

τῷ σπέρματί σου. In particular, Paul is marked in including καὶ τοῖς / καὶ τῷ as part of his re-

presentation (v16b). If Paul’s argument was solely focused on the issue of the individual 

versus multiple reading of σπέρματί then he might well have more simply written:  οὐ λέγει· 

σπέρμασιν, ὡς ἐπὶ πολλῶν ἀλλ᾽ ὡς ἐφ᾽ ἑνός· σπέρματί σου, ὅς ἐστιν Χριστός. Instead, he 

purposefully does include καὶ τοῖς / καὶ τῷ in addition to τῷ δὲ Ἀβραὰμ and the prior καὶ τῷ 

σπέρματί σου.  Paul’s communicative intention is to convey who the promises were made to. 

Paul’s point, therefore, does not concern the referent of the promises but their recipients. A 

superficial reading of this text might assume that, while the promises were made to 

Abraham, Paul is arguing that those promises refer to or concern the one, ultimate seed of 

Abraham, Christ. As the one whom they are about, Christ would therefore be the fulfilment 

of the promises.361  

 
360 See Das (2014), 350. 
361 This seems to be the argument of Moo (2013), 228ff, in espousing the NIV translation of v19: “to whom the 

promises referred.” 
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However, Paul’s explicit argument here is not that Christ is the fulfilment of the promises, 

per se. In fact, there is no suggestion in the letter that the agitators did not themselves 

share such a view. Presuming them, as we have, to be Jewish Christians who accept the 

identity of Jesus, they may well have understood him as pre-eminent among the multiple 

offspring of Abraham and the fulfilment of God’s promises. Nothing about this in itself need 

have stopped them understanding the continuing importance of relying on works of the law. 

Rather, Paul’s argument is that Christ, along with Abraham and as his singular offspring, was 

a co-recipient of the promises – the divine historical speech act: God spoke the promises to 

Abraham and to Christ.362 

Paul’s emphasis on Christ as Abraham’s singular offspring to whom the promises were made 

raises questions: How, and with what implications, were the promises spoken to Christ? Is 

Paul implying that Abraham’s multiple offspring, viz. the Jews, were not the intended 

recipients of the promises made to Abraham? 

Later discussion will seek to determine answers to these questions, not least how Paul 

might justify his assertion from the Abrahamic narrative. Notable, too, is language that Paul 

has already used: referring to Christ as the Son of God in such a way as to indicate a 

particular relationship; and in 3:1-14, understanding the key issue as being “sons of 

Abraham” (3:7) whilst asserting that the blessing of Abraham comes “in Christ Jesus” (3:14). 

We may at this point find it helpful to differentiate between those to whom the speech act 

was addressed and those who later participated in its benefits. Paul is manifestly talking 

about those to whom the promises were made – Abraham and Christ. However, they may 

be distinguished from those who will later benefit from the promise. For Paul to say that 

Christ was the singular offspring of Abraham to whom the promises were spoken is not for 

him to deny that the promises spoken to Abraham benefitted a multitude of Abraham’s 

descendants. In using this language, Paul is not necessarily denying that many Jews 

participated in the benefits of the promises made to Abraham through being Abraham’s 

descendants. He is simply saying that the promises were not spoken to a multitude of 

offspring, simply to Abraham and to his one offspring, Christ. 

 
362 Kwon (2004), 122-4; Martyn (1997), 340. 
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Similarly, in having spoken of the blessing of Abraham coming “in Christ” Paul captures a 

participatory notion, by which many from the nations may benefit from what was promised 

to Abraham and Christ in and through the singular offspring, Christ. In doing so, those of 

faith are the sons of Abraham (3:7). 

Paul, we may discern, is constructing a promise-narrative centred on those whom we might 

call promisees and beneficiaries. The promisees are Abraham and Christ, as those to whom 

the promises were spoken. The beneficiaries are those who benefit from participation “in” 

the promisee, but are distinct from those key figures to whom the promises were spoken. 

Already we may take a foundation of Paul’s argument to be that, to be a son of Abraham 

and receive – or perhaps in anticipation, inherit - the blessing of Abraham, one must be “of 

faith” in Jesus Christ – the singular offspring of Abraham to whom the promises were made 

Promise and Abraham 

Paul’s return “to Abraham” indicates how fundamentally Paul regards the Abrahamic 

narrative to be at the heart of what he is trying to convey. Abraham has already been a 

point of reference and will be again (3:6-9, 14; 3:18, 29; 4:21-31). The rooting of Paul’s 

argument(s) in the same person and narrative causes the audience to infer coherence and 

continuity. Cumulatively, the entire Abrahamic narrative is serving as a frame of reference, 

rather than simply this or that word or action involving Abraham. 

Whether this is in response to agitators who have already invoked Abraham or not is 

debatable and is, in a sense, a moot point. We have only Paul’s letter and Paul treats the 

Abrahamic example and narrative as foundational and implicitly expects his readers to do 

so.  

Promise and covenant 

We earlier acknowledged the Old Testament heritage possessed by διαθήκη especially 

compared with ἐπαγγελία. Yet in v15 Paul is at pains to describe διαθήκη not in anthropic 

rather than biblical terms. And in v16, he chooses to refer to such a scripturally-attested 

διαθήκη not as διαθήκη (although we anticipate use in v17) but as αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι.  

We may infer that Paul appreciates a certain benefit from using αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι as opposed to 

διαθήκη. Potentially it conveys an aspect of the Abrahamic covenant that Paul wishes to 

emphasise. We may also infer that Paul senses a danger for his argument in using διαθήκη. 



 

130 
 

There are potential contextual assumptions that come for a reader shaped by its biblical 

heritage. For example, there is heavy use of the term in association with Abraham and 

circumcision in Genesis 17, which might present a reason for Paul to wish to avoid it.363 

That Paul can have access to διαθήκη and use it (albeit in a carefully contextualised manner), 

yet prefer – here and, largely, throughout this passage – to use ἐπαγγελία much more 

intensively with regard to Abraham, is of continuing interest. 

We may already anticipate that, when it comes to the further exploitation of Paul’s analogy, 

“the promises” spoken by God to Abraham and his seed are presented as a ratified covenant 

that no one can annul or add to. In choosing to use οὐδεὶς and place it before the two verbs, 

Paul is emphatic: no-one can alter such a covenant. Implicitly, this is because such a 

covenant has been ratified. 

It might occur to us to ask if this ‘no-one’ can include God himself. Certainly neither those to 

whom the promises have been given, nor a third party can change or annul such a covenant. 

But what about God the promise-giver?364 At the moment, we simply process the fact that 

Paul has emphatically said “no-one”, and this seems to be on the basis of the covenant 

being ratified. A further question remains concerning the ratification of the promises to 

Abraham: how does Paul intend his readers to understand how and when this ratification 

took place? Coming verses, and consideration of the Abrahamic narrative, will offer a 

context for exploring this. 

Promise and seed 

Paul evidently intends the reader to understand that the relationship between the promises 

and the seed is key in his developing argument. Having set up his analogy (v15), Paul’s 

argument seems to work perfectly well if one finishes the sentence after αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι and 

picks it up again at the beginning of v17. There, Paul makes clear how he is further applying 

the analogy. This can make the rest of v16 seem almost parenthetical, but it does not 

appear that Paul intends it that way. Rather, in the ordering of the sentence, he follows the 

pattern of beginning with established knowledge and moving to new, focal information. 

Paul therefore asserts first what he takes his readers to know – to Abraham were given the 

 
363 Thirteen times in Genesis 17. See also Das (2014), 345f on διαθήκη. 
364 Cf. Nordgaard (2014), 68, and discussion in Baugh (2004), 54-58. 
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promises – and then adds, climactically and as that on which he wishes to dwell, and to his 

seed. We should therefore read v16b not as tangential, but as key. The assertion that Christ 

is the singular seed of Abraham to whom the promises were given forms an important 

relationship between the seed and the promises to which Paul will return to in his 

developing argument.  

Further, Paul’s assertion of what Scripture does not say concerning seeds suggests his 

countering of a prevailing reading. We acknowledge again that we cannot know if the 

agitators have originally invoked Abraham; but we understand Paul’s use of the Abrahamic 

narrative to be foundational to his argument at this point and that he assumes his readers 

to have some cognisance of this narrative. 

The introduction formula οὐ λέγει, ostensively carries a greater sense of immediacy and 

polemical strength than earlier examples.365 Along with the positing of a wrong re-

presentation καὶ τοῖς σπέρμασιν we may tentatively infer that Paul takes this to encapsulate 

a prevalent view which he opposes: a view which holds that the seed of Abraham to whom 

the promises were given are a plurality (ὡς ἐπὶ πολλῶν). With polemical urgency, Paul’s 

intention is to assert his reading of the text: that it is singular, namely Christ (ἀλλ᾽ ὡς ἐφ᾽ 

ἑνός, ὅς ἐστιν Χριστός). 

Due caution about mirror-reading notwithstanding, Paul does appear to be opposing his 

argument to an alternative which has currency in the Galatian church, namely, that “the 

promises” made to Abraham were made to multiple seeds, the Jews.366 As discussed above, 

this need not mean that Paul is denying that the many descendants of Abraham benefitted 

from the promises made to Abraham, but it still appears as a challenge to a prevalent view. 

We may understand Paul to be at the beginning of outlining a promise-narrative, involving 

the seed of Abraham in a way that differs considerably from the understanding of the 

agitators.  

 
365 Cf. γέγραπται γὰρ (Gal 3:10, 13), a perfect passive. Here he uses, a present active, set negatively. 
366 Watson (2004), 219 understands Paul’s reading as against the interpretation of some other readers of 

Genesis in the Galatia situation. See also Barclay (2020), ch.5 “Paul’s rivals in Galatia likely placed the Christ-

event on a narrative line that featured the Law as the ultimate expression of God’s will, given through Moses, 

confirmed by the Messiah Jesus, and fulfilled in the Law-observance of believers, both Jews and gentiles.” 
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As we have understood in the methodology, when it comes to re-presentation, RT is less 

interested in how Paul legitimizes this re-presentation; that is, his exegetical method. 

Instead, Relevance Theory is primarily interested in why Paul makes this re-presentation. 

That is, what is the communicative intent in re-presenting this text in the way he does? 

What does Paul want his readers to infer from this? 

However, hearers who expect methodological soundness will be persuaded only by a sound 

methodology: to be successful in his communicative intent, a legitimate exegetical method 

must underscore Paul’s argument. For those readers who have greater access to the source 

texts Paul re-presents and for the task of equipping Galatian readers in debate with the 

agitators, we might assume that Paul assumes he has a justifiable reading. Therefore, it will 

be of importance to reflect further on how Paul might read this from Scripture and we will 

examine this in considering how Paul draws in the Abrahamic narrative as a whole (see 

Chapter 5). 

Promise and Christ 

Here we might simply affirm in terms of promise and Christ what we have already begun to 

determine: Paul intends his readers to infer that Christ is the individual seed of Abraham 

referred to in the Abrahamic narrative and to whom the promises to Abraham were also 

spoken. The question is: why? 

Paul’s argument here is not about Christ as the subject or fulfilment of the promises to 

Abraham. The acceptance of Christ’s identity per se (cf. 1:1-4) is not in dispute such that 

Paul needs to appeal to scriptural authority simply to justify Christ’s fulfilment of Old 

Testament expectation.  

Rather, it is the understanding of the gospel of Christ and the basis of justification that is at 

stake (1:6-9, 2:11f). In seeming contrast to a view which places the multiple descendants of 

Abraham as those to whom the promises were directly made, Paul’s readers may begin to 

infer that this gospel is understood by an entirely different frame of reference in which “the 

promises” made to Abraham were made to Christ, as his singular seed; a narrative, as we 

shall see, that centres on participation in Christ in order to be the seed of Abraham (cf. 

3:29).  
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Gal. 3:17-18 

τοῦτο δὲ λέγω· διαθήκην προκεκυρωμένην ὑπὸ τοῦ θεοῦ ὁ μετὰ τετρακόσια καὶ τριάκοντα ἔτη 

γεγονὼς νόμος οὐκ ἀκυροῖ εἰς τὸ καταργῆσαι τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν. εἰ γὰρ ἐκ νόμου ἡ κληρονομία, 

οὐκέτι ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας· τῷ δὲ Ἀβραὰμ δι᾽ ἐπαγγελίας κεχάρισται ὁ θεός.  

 

An annotated translation 

I am saying this: {Paul clarifies his argument} 

the law, which came 430 years afterwards, {a reference to the historical giving of the law} 

does not invalidate a covenant already ratified by God, {Paul’s reference to the historical 

promises spoken to Abraham} 

so as to nullify the promise. {the emptying of the immediacy and assurance of the blessing 

of Abraham for the Galatians} 

For if the inheritance {clearly an important matter of contention, but underdetermined here} 

is “of law” then it is no longer “of promise”. {Paul contrasts the competing identifications 

concerning how the inheritance comes} 

But God gifted Abraham through promise. {the nature and means of God’s gifting to 

Abraham} 
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Enriching the explicature 

τοῦτο δὲ λέγω· : Once again, Paul employs a metacomment. Its effect is to signal a coming 

clarification of the argument he has been developing. Given the extended development of 

his assertion that Christ is Abraham’s singular seed, Paul draws the reader back into the 

main thrust of the analogy. The sentence is heavily front-loaded before the verb. We 

anticipate potential references to previously understood information here, before the 

conveying of the focal point of the sentence following the verb.367  

διαθήκην προκεκυρωμένην ὑπὸ τοῦ θεοῦ : Paul’s theologized use of διαθήκη368 confirms the 

analogical connection between the ratified διαθήκη that cannot be altered (v15) and “the 

promises” spoken to Abraham and his seed (v16). Paul begins with an explicit link to the 

διαθήκη (v15) of the source domain which no-one can add to or annul. However, this use of 

διαθήκη (v17) has been conceptually narrowed in line with the target domain. Paul’s use of 

the phrase προκεκυρωμένην ὑπὸ τοῦ θεοῦ pragmatically theologizes the concept of διαθήκη 

such that the reader, while drawing from the prior use of the term as a broad, universal 

concept, processes a narrower and particular understanding of a divine covenant. This has 

just been clarified (v.16) as involving “the promises” spoken to Abraham. 

The use of προκεκυρωμένην not only marks the fact that this divine covenant has already 

been ratified, but underscores this covenant as one which, in keeping with Paul’s earlier 

definition, cannot be altered. The inference Paul evidently wants the reader to draw is that 

“the promises” spoken to Abraham, are a divinely ratified covenant; and in keeping with the 

general nature of ratified covenants, cannot be annulled or supplemented.  

The concept of ratification remains present but the particular referent remains 

underdetermined. Two elements, however, bring greater determination to the referent of 

this ratification. First, the prefix indicates that the ratification happened previously, and not 

just before the time of writing but before any potential instance of annulment or addition. 

Second, Paul informs the reader that the ratification was by God. Nevertheless, how and 

where Paul intends his readers to infer this took place remains unclear. We will need to seek 

greater determination later. 

 
367 Runge (2010), 185ff. 
368 Martyn (1997), 341. 
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ὁ μετὰ τετρακόσια καὶ τριάκοντα ἔτη γεγονὼς νόμος : The second piece of early 

information in the sentence relates to ὁ νόμος, already a crucial matter in Paul’s argument so 

far (2:16-21; 3:2-5; 3:10-13). Here, Paul places it as the subject of the verb – that which does 

not invalidate the διαθήκη - again clearly referencing it to the source domain as a potential 

post-ratification annulment or alteration. Paul also makes the process of identifying the 

referent straightforward with the description he places between the article and noun; in 

effect, labelled as “the ‘after-430-years-coming’ law”.369 This is often read as Paul’s 

intention to emphasise the large amount of time between the covenant that is the promises 

to Abraham and its apparent codicil, the coming of the law. This may be the case, but more 

simply, and in broad accordance with Exodus, it identifies ὁ νόμος with the giving of the law 

through Moses at Mount Sinai. Paul manifestly assumes his readers can and will access 

sufficient contextual assumptions about events in biblical history. Thus, whereas αἱ 

ἐπαγγελίαι relates to the historical speech act of God to Abraham, ὁ νόμος here is rooted by 

Paul in the (later) historical events at Mount Sinai.370  

οὐκ ἀκυροῖ : The analogical parallel of this negated verb - ἀκυρόω (to invalidate371) - is with 

the verbs of the source domain: ἀθετεῖ ἢ ἐπιδιατάσσεται. Therefore, invalidation should be 

understood in terms of annulment and addition to the ratified original. For Paul to say that 

the law does not invalidate is therefore to say that the coming of the law cannot and does 

not annul or alter the ratified covenant made with Abraham and his offspring.  

Notably, Paul’s use of ἀκυρόω in the present tense. Despite the historical context he sets of 

the promises and the law, Paul does not use a verb form which suggests a completed action, 

but a current one. The effect of this choice by Paul is not to convey to his readers simply 

that the coming of the law afterwards did not invalidate the Abrahamic covenant, but that it 

does not – that is, the effect is one that is current for them.  

εἰς τὸ καταργῆσαι τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν: Having completed the correspondence between the 

source and target domains, Paul concludes with what he sees as the outcome. 

 
369 Carlson (2012), 128: “Paul places the number before the noun ἔτη to emphasize the amount  

of time.” 
370 Gordon (2019), 11 (also 204f): “for Paul in Galatians, ‘law’ is ordinarily, if not regularly, a synecdoche for the 

Sinai covenant-administration, an administration characterised by law-giving.” This certainly seems to be the 

case here. 
371 Friberg 1027, ἀκυρόω - a “legal technical term”. 



 

136 
 

Grammatically-speaking, it is the object of the sentence – διαθήκην προκεκυρωμένην ὑπὸ τοῦ 

θεοῦ – that is not invalidated by the law. Paul, however, has deliberately constructed the 

sentence such that the focus of the negation, and indeed of the sentence, is on the 

concluding phrase – εἰς τὸ καταργῆσαι τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν. 

If the later coming of the law were to cause invalidation, what would be the result (εἰς τὸ)? 

Paul uses a further term of annulment: καταργέω, carrying the sense of “causing to be idle / 

ineffective”372. Such invalidation would apply, not in respect of διαθήκη or even αἱ 

ἐπαγγελίαι, but rather τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν. 

Once again, while the use of τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν draws clear links with αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι (v16), the 

referent of the διαθήκη being in mind, its singular use is intriguing. There is resonance with 

the use of the same form in v14 where, as we noted, it conveyed a sense of present 

immediacy and assurance as much as historical speech act. Alongside Paul’s choice earlier to 

use οὐκ ἀκυροῖ - in that the law does not (note present tense) invalidate the promises - we 

may understand that Paul is seeking to communicate, once again, more than simply the 

cancellation of a historical covenant.373 Rather, he is conveying the potential, consequential 

nullification for the Galatians of the immediacy and assurance of the blessing of Abraham. 

Paul’s nuanced and varied use of ἐπαγγελία helps to connect the historical speech act of the 

Abrahamic covenant with the very present implication and experience of justification – 

which he believes the Galatians are putting at risk. 

εἰ γὰρ ἐκ νόμου ἡ κληρονομία, οὐκέτι ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας· τῷ δὲ Ἀβραὰμ δι᾽ ἐπαγγελίας 

κεχάρισται ὁ θεός. : Paul then presents a conclusion for this argument he is making. A 

conditional construction (εἰ γὰρ … οὐκέτι … δὲ…) frames this verse. An opening εἰ anticipates 

an immediate protasis and corresponding apodosis following the οὐκέτι, with δὲ providing a 

further developmental marker of the argument. γὰρ tells the hearer that this argument is 

intended to “support previous information or comments”374 underpinning what Paul has 

 
372 Friberg 15296, καταργέω; Danker 3492, καταργέω. 
373 Here I note Gordon (2019), 10-11, commenting on this verse, who states that “promise” in Galatians is 

“ordinarily a synecdoche for the Abrahamic covenant-administration, a covenant characterized by promise-

giving.” While this has merit, Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία, as I explore, is more nuanced than this suggests.  
374 Sim (2016), 88. 
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already argued in v17. Here, Paul’s argument takes the form ‘if x, then no longer y; but y, 

therefore not x’ - as follows: 

If {εἰ} x {ἐκ νόμου ἡ κληρονομία}  

then no longer {οὐκέτι} y {ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας [ἡ κληρονομία]}; 

but {δὲ} y {τῷ Ἀβραὰμ δι᾽ ἐπαγγελίας κεχάρισται ὁ θεός}  

therefore (unstated but implicit and intentionally communicated) not x {ἐκ νόμου ἡ 

κληρονομία} 

ἡ κληρονομία : Strikingly, a keyword – new at this point – remains underdetermined: ἡ 

κληρονομία. It is cast as the matter in hand, that which is either ἐκ νόμου or ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας; 

and which God gifted Abraham δι᾽ ἐπαγγελίας. Paul will use forms of this lexeme later in 

Galatians (3:29, 4:1, 4:17, 4:30, 5:21), but its lack of an explicit definition here suggests that 

readers have three options for processing it: a. by some prior awareness of what it means; 

b. by connecting it with what has previously been argued; or c. by expecting its meaning to 

be supplied by Paul shortly. We will consider it in relation to ἐπαγγελία in more depth 

below.  

ἐκ νόμου and ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας : I contend that these two prepositional phrases should be 

understood in the context of the historical and chronological argument Paul has made, but 

more widely as abstracted qualities “of law” and “of promise”. In seeking to disambiguate 

the sense of these terms in the most relevant way for the reader, a number of implicated 

factors must be borne in mind: 

1. Logically, the protasis and apodosis set these two anarthrous prepositional phrases in 

direct competition with reference to the inheritance. This strongly suggests that, however 

they are best taken - as indefinite entities (a law / a promise), definite concepts (the law / 

the promise), or abstracted qualities (law / promise) - both should be taken in the same 

way.  

2. Grammatically, a noun which is the object of a preposition need not be arthrous 

(accompanied by an article) to be definite. But then it need not be definite or indefinite. 

Indeed, it may often be qualitative. Wallace states: “It is our impression that most 

anarthrous nouns after prepositions seem to be qualitative unless they are monadic, proper 
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names, in a genitive construction, or have a qualifying adjective.”375 We might also recall the 

observation from v14, in which Paul does employ the article following a preposition (διὰ τῆς 

πίστεως), proving that he can choose to do so on occasion. 

3. Rhetorically, we should process these terms in the wider context of Paul’s argument in 

Galatians in which, as we have already seen, ἐκ marks rhetorical identities. Here, in the 

larger discussion concerning justification and the law, but where ‘promise’ is the particular 

focus, Paul contrasts the identity of being ἐκ νόμου with that of being ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας. This 

again suggests that the phrases imply something about the nature or quality of those 

identities which, according to Paul, do or do not possess the inheritance. 

4. Co-textually, the phrase δι᾽ ἐπαγγελίας is used in support of the contention that the 

inheritance is ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας (as seen above). There is clearly a connection between the two, 

although they need not necessarily be taken in the same way. We will need to appreciate 

the effect of and on δι᾽ ἐπαγγελίας, but also treat it separately. 

5. The immediately previous context has established the notions of the historical promises 

spoken to Abraham (αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι) and the later giving of the law (ὁ μετὰ τετρακόσια καὶ 

τριάκοντα ἔτη γεγονὼς νόμος). This must shape some understanding of ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας and ἐκ 

νόμου here, such that processing them as indefinite entities seems unsatisfying. Paul does 

not have in mind a law and a promise but has been focused on particular historical 

actualities – the promises and the law. 

6. Paul also ties in this argument with the chronology of the previous verse: οὐκέτι – “no 

longer” – cognitively connects it with the hypothetical and false notion whereby the earlier 

ratified covenant could somehow be altered by the later law-giving. If what was once ἐξ 

ἐπαγγελίας later becomes ἐκ νόμου then it can no longer be ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας. This is confirmed 

by Paul’s historical reference to Abraham being gifted δι᾽ ἐπαγγελίας – an event 

chronologically prior to the coming of the law.  

We have posited nuances in the use of ἐπαγγελία so far: in reference to the historical 

covenant with Abraham – but also conveying the immediacy and assurance of the blessing 

of Abraham to the Galatians. In processing ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας here, readers will recognise a 

 
375 Wallace (1996), 247, n.80. 
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contextual and chronological link to the historical promises, but also observe how: a. Paul 

has not chosen to use the plural form; and b. the reference moves beyond the historical 

event with Paul’s implication that the inheritance continues to be ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας. The reader 

may most easily process ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας to be qualitative in a way that links the historical with 

the immediate. Inheritance is through promise – the historical promises made to Abraham 

and his offspring and their perpetuated validity and assurance in Christ and through the 

reception of the Spirit. Inheritance is not through the later-given Sinaitic covenant of the law 

or its continuing practice through works of the law. The phrases communicate the rhetorical 

identity and qualitative nature of the inheritance – that if it were of law, then it would no 

longer be of promise.376 Yet, 

τῷ δὲ Ἀβραὰμ δι᾽ ἐπαγγελίας κεχάρισται ὁ θεός : A related question now, is how the 

phrase δι᾽ ἐπαγγελίας is to be disambiguated, since it might also be taken as definite, 

indefinite or qualitative. 

My contention is that it is most preferable to continue the qualitative focus on the means of 

giving the inheritance, thus “through promise”. 

The definite (“through the promise”377) and indefinite (“through a promise” 378)  readings 

are, of course, grammatically possible. Paul is seeking to prove the implication of his 

argument by referring to the historical instance of God’s gifting to Abraham τῷ δὲ Ἀβραὰμ… 

κεχάρισται ὁ θεός, which either certainly makes particular. That God gave to Abraham 

through a / the promise underpins his contention that the inheritance is of promise. 

However, neither reading seems to sit easily with the deliberate choice Paul has made to 

use the plural to convey the historical promises to Abraham (cf. v16). Why not simply and 

more coherently say δια τῶν ἐπαγγελιῶν (cf. Gal. 3:21)?  In addition, nothing from the co-

text indicates ostensively that Paul intends a breakdown of the plurality of elements in the 

Abrahamic promises and a singular focus on one part (i.e. “a promise” from among “the 

promises”).  

 
376 See ESV; KJV; Oakes (2015), 121; Bruce (1982), 174; Gordon (2018), 131; Longenecker (1990), 125; Matera 
(1992), 126, for qualitative “through / by / of / based on promise.” Contra NASB, NIV, NRSV; Witherington 
(1998), 245, who observes in agreement with Lightfoot that law and promise are used without the article “as 
describing two opposing principles”, yet translates both with the definite article. 
377 Cf. NRSV; Witherington (1998), 198. 
378 Cf. ESV, NASB, NIV; Gordon (2018), 131; Das (2014), 354; Keener (2018), 277. 
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A qualitative reading - “through promise”379 - still captures the particularity of God’s 

historical interaction with Abraham. In addition, however, it tallies with three of Paul’s 

choices that imply what his intended focus is, namely, the foundational nature of this 

interaction: 

First, we note the particular word Paul chooses to express this interaction - χαρίζομαι – 

which seems deliberately used to convey a sense of gracious gifting;380 hence my choice to 

translate as “gifted”, rather than “gave”. This has implications concerning the connection 

between promise and the gospel (see below and Chapter 4). 

Second, in v16, Paul dealt with the speaking of the promises to Abraham using a divine 

passive. Now, however, ὁ θεός is specified at the end of the sentence, as the subject of the 

verb. Far from superfluous, this choice ostensively communicates how the gifting to 

Abraham δι᾽ ἐπαγγελίας is divinely ordained. 

Third, there is a lack of any explicit reference to an object of the gifting. Paul makes clear 

that it is τῷ Ἀβραὰμ, thereby making the context manifest; and δι᾽ ἐπαγγελίας, expressive of 

the means. However, Paul makes no reference to what was gifted. While the reader might 

infer that it is the inheritance, the lack of any pronominal referent (usually supplied by 

translations) strongly suggests that Paul’s interest is primarily to communicate the nature of 

the means of the gifting. Indeed, the focus here is not on the content of the inheritance, nor 

limited to referencing a more immediate or particular gift given to Abraham, such as the 

birth of Isaac, but the fact that the gifting of God was “through promise”.381 

Paul does not repeat the preposition of the former sentence (ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας), a formula 

which, as previously argued, centres on rhetorical identity. Rather, in δι᾽ ἐπαγγελίας, Paul 

chooses to emphasise the means of the gifting to Abraham – through ἐπαγγελίας. Paul is 

evidencing how the foundational nature of the God’s gifting to Abraham “through promise” 

underpins the priority of understanding the inheritance as being “of promise”. 

  

 
379 Cf. KJV; Oakes (2015), 121; Longenecker (1990), 125; Matera (1992), 126. 
380 Oakes (2015), 121 sees a subtle lexical link with the χάρις of the gospel (1:3, 6, 15; 2:9, 21; 5:4, 6:18); see 

also Jervis (1999), 95. 
381 See Kwon (2004), 120f. 
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Determining the implications for ἐπαγγελία 

The analysis of these verses further underlines Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία to develop a 

promise-narrative in setting forward his argument to the Galatians.  

We have already noted his of αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι, understood as the historical promises spoken to 

Abraham (v16), and presented here as a covenant already ratified by God and therefore 

unalterable (v17. cf. v15). 

We have also seen how Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία helps Paul to convey the immediacy and 

assurance of the blessing of Abraham that the Spirit gives (v14) and which would be nullified 

if the law were able to alter or annul the ratified promises (v17). 

Paul establishes that the covenantal promises made to Abraham and his singular offspring 

continue with assurance for the Galatian believers in Christ and through the Spirit, 

notwithstanding the law.  

While we can appreciate the nuances within ἐπαγγελία that point both to a historical speech 

act and the present sense of assurance and expectation, they are manifestly linked through 

Paul’s deliberate choice of this term. Paul clearly implies that the immediacy of the blessing 

of Abraham results from the unalterable nature of the historical and divinely ratified 

covenant made with Abraham. We may more securely infer that, the blessing of Abraham 

(v8, v14) – justification, which is evidenced and perpetuated for believers through the 

promise of the Spirit – emanates from “the promises” spoken to Abraham (v16). That is, in 

accordance with what Paul says earlier (v8), what God historically spoke in “the promises” 

to Abraham and his seed (v16) leads (in Christ and by the Spirit, v14) to the immediacy and 

assurance of the blessing of Abraham (v8, v14, v17) for Paul’s readers. But this is true only 

as far as “the promises” are understood to remain unaltered by the giving of the law; and 

therefore, only as far as God’s historical interaction with Abraham and his seed and what 

emanates from it is to be understood as unalterably and foundationally “of promise”.   

Therefore, what we find in 3:18, is Paul’s qualitative use of ἐπαγγελία: ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας / δι᾽ 

ἐπαγγελίας. Here Paul expresses the very nature of how the inheritance comes evidenced by 

how God gifted Abraham – “of promise” and “through promise”. 
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This abstract, qualitative use deliberately links the historical promises given to Abraham 

with the immediacy and assurance of justification that Paul intends the Galatians to 

appreciate and the inheritance they may thus await.  

This demonstrates the flexible, nuanced and yet coherent use Paul contrives to make of 

ἐπαγγελία, affording it something of the consideration that is given to other terms in 

Galatians. It also highlights the role it has in expressing Paul’s promise-narrative of past 

event, present assurance and expectation of future fulfilment, centred in Christ. 

A promise-narrative 

Through his analogy, Paul clearly puts in place a three-part chronological framework which 

references, in turn: i. the Abrahamic covenant; ii. the coming of the law; and iii. the promise 

currently available to his readers. This framework is marked by a comprehensive element of 

identity: being “of promise”. 

In 3:1-14, we observed the framework depicting Abraham, the law, Christ, and the Spirit. 

What we might anticipate in v15-22 is evident if not fully developed. Cobb labels such 

readings as involving “une trame historique” – an historical frame / plot.382  

That Paul is arguing sequentially is widely accepted. The more contentious issue is whether 

this is a framework that expresses narrative continuity, for example, an account of salvation 

history; or whether this is a framework expressive of discontinuity, a punctiliar account of 

how the apocalyptic coming of Christ brought fulfilment of the promises, but with “radical 

newness” rather than “redemptive continuity” in relation to the story and law of Israel.383 

Martyn’s critique of this as salvation history – that it seems devoid of so many momentous 

points of a scriptural redemptive plot – has merit.384 However, that need not stop it having 

narrative continuity. Gordon, for example, makes a point of this being covenant-historical, 

rather than salvation-historical. Paul charts covenants made with Abraham, at Sinai and in 

Christ.385  Paul’s use of covenant language here certainly supports this. Moreover, his use of 

ἐπαγγελία, as we have seen, creates an overarching sense of a promise-narrative, beginning 

 
382 Cobb (2015), 75. 
383 Martyn (1997), 347, n.184 makes a distinction between recognising a sequential framework (which he does) 

and calling this a history of “redemptive continuity” (which he does not). 
384 Martyn (1997), 339. 
385 Gordon (2019), 7ff. 
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with God’s covenantal interaction with Abraham; taking in the coming of the law; and 

furthered in the coming of Christ and the expectation of inheritance. 

A view of the narrative continuity or discontinuity at work here has often depended largely 

on how one reads Paul’s presentation of the law: as part of a continuing story flowing to 

Christ; or as an interruption to the purpose of the promises which must be overcome. As we 

have begun to see and will do so increasingly, especially turning to v19f, Paul’s presentation 

of the law is intentionally communicated within a framework – indeed a narrative – 

established by promise-language: a promise-narrative. 

Promise and God 

Paul’s language inevitably causes the reader to conceive of God in these verses primarily as 

one who promises. First, Paul’s implicit reference of God through a divine passive (v16) 

develops into two explicit references to God here (v17-18). Not only is the covenant with 

Abraham labelled as the promises but, by implication, God is the one who speaks and 

ratifies “the promises” and whose very interaction of gifting Abraham is through promise.  

Promise and Abraham 

Further explicit reference to Abraham in the context of Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία highlights 

the need for an understanding of the Abrahamic narrative which Paul makes so manifest for 

his readers. The implication is that, irrespective of whether the agitators themselves began 

with Abrahamic arguments, Abraham is foundational for Paul and, he implies, should be for 

his readers. In asserting that Abraham was graciously given to, through promise, Paul makes 

this a critical issue for understanding how his readers are justification. The implicit 

assumption Paul makes but also intends his readers to infer, is that the promise-nature of 

God’s interaction and promises-covenant with Abraham and his seed is wholly formative for 

their understanding of the gospel. 

Promise and covenant 

This is a particularly important instance of Paul’s ad hoc concept formation. Here we should 

note how, in his theologising, Paul narrows his use of covenant from a designation with a 

broad reference (v.15) to something that refers, specifically, to divinely-ratified promises 

spoken to Abraham (v.17). It then remains for the relationship between ἐπαγγελία and 

διαθήκη to be determined. 
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Paul does seem to prefer promise (ἐπαγγελία) to covenant (διαθήκη) as a way both of 

limiting conceptual confusion over circumcision and law and of emphasising the particular 

nature of God’s gifting to Abraham and the Galatians. Evidently, Paul does not seem afraid 

here to refer to the Abrahamic promises as a covenant. Nevertheless, and indeed, more 

than ever, his choice not to use διαθήκη but rather αἱ ἐπαγγελίαί in v16 stands out. Now, he 

describes the very nature and means of this covenant giving as being “through promise” 

(v18b). Paul’s very identification of this ongoing divine interaction is that it is ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας - 

“of promise” - as opposed to the possibility of saying it is “covenantal”, e.g. ἐκ διαθήκης. 

Paul’s use of διαθήκη is limited, but his use of ἐπαγγελία here is becoming more prolific. 

Concerning their relation and continuing the inferences of v15-16, we might hypothesise 

that, whereas διαθήκη is a possible word for Paul in referring to God’s particular interaction 

with Abraham, ἐπαγγελία is a preferable one. Why?  

From a relevance-theoretical standpoint, ἐπαγγελία is preferable for two reasons. First, the 

emphasis it conveys in terms of divine gifting: where διαθήκη implies a two-way interaction, 

Paul uses ἐπαγγελία here with the communicative intent that the Abrahamic covenant 

should be understood primarily in terms of promise, as unalterable promises unilaterally 

spoken and gifted by God and emanating in immediate promise for his readers. Second, as 

tentatively concluded above and illustrated in the previous sentence, using ἐπαγγελία offers 

Paul both flexibility and coherence of meaning. 

From the limited use of διαθήκη, however, another distinct relevancy can be inferred. Not 

only is the likely encyclopaedic entry of διαθήκη for Paul’s Galatian audience – and 

particularly the agitators – connected with Genesis 17 and circumcision; similarly it may well 

be a term understood in conjunction with the giving of the law – namely, the Sinaitic 

covenant (cf. 4:24). It is notable that he does not use διαθήκη to refer to this event here 

(v17). It is possible that Paul wishes to use it sparingly and with careful definition, 

deliberately to avoid conceptual confusion for those whose encyclopaedic entry of διαθήκη 

may involve associating it with the law and circumcision.  

However, Paul strongly links the terms διαθήκη and αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι to the point of a degree of 

synonymity. Scholars have suggested various ways to mark this. Uzukwu takes to speaking 

of a “covenant of promise” in what might be regarded as a contrast the “covenant of 
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law.”386 However, this does not yet determine why particularly Paul uses the plural of 

ἐπαγγελία; nor indeed, given the prevalence and priority of ἐπαγγελία in this section, 

whether Paul believes, as Kaiser does, that the concept of covenant is subordinate to 

promise.387 For the time being, recognising the clear link Paul makes and until 

underdetermined aspects may be clarified, I will refer to the historical promises spoken to 

Abraham as the “promises-covenant”. 

Paul explicitly informs his readers that the promises-covenant was ratified in advance and 

by God. This further affirmation of the importance of ratification actually serves to pre-empt 

the discussion of whether God can change the covenant he has given.388 Although, as Baugh 

argues, Paul’s analogy is only meant to illustrate a third party alteration and should not be 

over-stretched389, Paul says explicitly, not only that the promises were divinely spoken but 

that this promises-covenant was divinely ratified. Debate about whether God can change 

the covenant ignores how Paul’s words simply convey that God has ratified the promises-

covenant and it is not open for alteration by any party. 

How God has pre-ratified the promises-covenant remains underdetermined, however. The 

reader may infer it has something to do with Christ, to whom the promises were made. But 

the death of Christ, while a key focus for Paul (3:1), does not seem to be an obvious referent 

for that which Paul has implied was a ratification prior to the coming of the law. To press 

further how readers might process this ‘pre-ratification’ we will need to continue exploring 

both Paul’s argument and the underlying Abrahamic narrative. 

Promise and law 

From the chronological narrative he has established, Paul construes a hierarchical 

understanding. As he re-introduces the law into this second iteration of his argument, he 

places it in a subsidiary role beneath the promises-covenant. The law is secondary to the 

promises not only in time, coming 430 years afterwards, but ultimately in nature, for the 

 
386 Uzukwu (2015), 53ff. I reiterate, however, that while the giving of the law is referenced here in v17, the 

term διαθήκη is not used. 
387 See Kaiser (1973). 
388 Cf. Nordgaard (2014). 
389 Baugh (2004), 56-58. 
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promises form the foundational, ratified covenant in relation to which the later law is, 

according to the analogy, not even an effective codicil.  

By setting ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας and ἐκ νόμου against each other, without accompanying verbs, Paul 

presents a stark binary choice that points to promise and not law, while in v19 and v21 this 

assertion provokes two questions of relevance to readers on how the law relates to the 

promises: what of the law, then? So, is the law contrary to the promises of God? Before we 

come to these we may consider two particular implications concerning the law.  

First, what sounds superficially like an ontological argument in v18 is actually the making of 

a chronological argument. One potential reading of v.18a sees the contrast between law 

and promise as, fundamentally, ontological: based on the nature of these two ideas, 

inheritance is either “of law” or “of promise” – either earned through obedience to law or 

gifted by promise – and cannot be both earned and gifted. That inheritance is gifted, not 

earned, then rests on the presupposition that an inheritance has to be gifted, as in God’s 

gifting to Abraham, and cannot be earned through obeying the law. Logically and 

theologically coherent, this argument is also the traditional reading of Paul. However, the 

apostle appears to intend a different foundational argument here.  

Rather than an argument grounded on the nature of promise and law per se, Paul signals a 

chronological argument via the key word οὐκέτι, as noted above. Whilst a law could have 

been given that would lead to righteousness (v21) – as Paul implies and we will consider 

shortly – the reason the law cannot lead to inheritance, or effect anything in that regard, 

rests on two premises, chronologically understood: 

1. That a prior covenant was in force, the nature of which was promise. This Paul establishes 

with his explicit chronology (v17) and reference not merely to the example of Abraham but 

the nature of this Abrahamic promises-covenant (v18b). 

2. That the nature of this prior covenant excluded the potential for future additional 

conditions. This Paul established with his ostensive reference to the pre-ratification of the 

covenant by God. As discussed, we may not yet be clear how it was ratified, but the reader 

can be left in no doubt of the fact and significance that it was.   

Thus, we may tentatively conclude that Paul’s promise-based argument intends his readers 

to understand a chronological underpinning. This is no mere atemporal expression of Paul’s 
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“pessimistic anthropology”, whereby only promise can give humans what they cannot by 

their nature earn through law: for this argument, timing, and the very nature of the ratified 

promises-covenant, is everything. 

Second, Paul’s use of ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας and ἐκ νόμου intends to communicate a connection but 

also a distinction between historical realities and the competing identities within the 

Galatian church. 

Verse 17 clearly refers to historical realities: the promises-covenant and the giving of the 

law. Paul’s assertion is that the second does not and cannot invalidate the first. Connected 

with these historical realities are the competing identities which Paul understands within 

the church in Galatia: being “of promise” and “of law” (v18). Consequently, because the 

giving of the law does not change the promises-covenant (v17), being “of law” is not the 

way of the inheritance; rather that pathway is “of promise” (v18). 

Conversely, being “of law” would, by implication, empty the Galatians of the immediacy and 

assurance of the blessing of Abraham. That is, the historical giving of the law does not 

invalidate the promises-covenant; but being “of law” would nullify the promise for the 

Galatians.  

Paul’s argument then, is not simply about the objectivity of the historical covenants. He is 

clear that the promises-covenant is not (and by implication, will not) be invalidated by the 

giving of the law, or for that matter, by anyone being “of law”. Paul’s greater concern is the 

subjective participation of any of the Galatians in the promised inheritance. For those whose 

identity is “of law”, who rely on (works of) the law, the consequence will be the emptying of 

the immediacy and assurance of the blessing of Abraham, indeed their hope of inheritance.  

Promise and inheritance  

Our analysis so far of the explicatures above noted the underdeterminancy of Paul’s first use 

of κληρονόμ- stem language in Galatians. However, it is possible to make some further 

ground in the cognitive processing of this term in relation to ἐπαγγελία. 

First, the inheritance is strongly implied to be the content of “the promises” and therefore 

linked with the blessing of Abraham – justification. 
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The prior discussion of v14 indicated that a number of scholars understand the inheritance 

to be the content of the general idea of the promise(s).390 Whilst a more nuanced 

understanding of the uses of ἐπαγγελία may be lacking, nevertheless, Paul’s language that 

the inheritance is of and through promise is clearly suggestive of such a relationship. Where 

the content of what was gifted to Abraham through promise is not made explicit, the 

implication is, as noted earlier, that what is meant is not limited to Abraham (e.g. Isaac) but 

relates also to those to whom Paul is writing. Thus, we may infer that the inheritance which 

is “of promise” is both what was gifted “through promise” to Abraham in the promises-

covenant and made immediate and assured for Paul’s readers. This inextricably links the 

inheritance not only with the Abrahamic narrative, but with the blessing of Abraham (v8, 

v14) and therefore with justification.  

Second, Paul’s inheritance-language suggests a gift to be fully realised in the future which 

heirs now look forward to through the Spirit. 

κληρονομία is in the semantic domain of ἐπαγγελία. We might say that inheritance is 

promise-language, which speaks of a future gift to be received. Reading Galatians with a 

realized-eschatology framework, this might be understood as having been received now, as 

implying the Spirit. However, I have already argued that Paul’s interest does not end in the 

reception of the Spirit but the implication of having the Spirit now and in the future; and 

that the eschatology of Galatians is best understood with at least some future-orientation.  

Two considerations of Paul’s use of κληρονόμ-language in Galatians help to clarify this:  

1. Paul’s use of such language is largely connected with sonship (4:1, 7, 30 and cf. 3:29 with 

offspring). Although Paul uses the concept of “son” in differently nuanced ways in these 

verses, common across them all is the idea of inheritance that comes with being a son. 

But while the status of son, and consequently “heir”, are both immediately affirmed and 

assured, the implication across all of them is that there is still a future realization of the 

inheritance to come. Paul’s use of ὁ κληρονόμος in 4:1 expressly relies on the logic that 

while a son may be an heir and possess everything, yet there is still a time yet to come 

when the inheritance is fully realised. Further, the inheritance language of 5:21 is 

expressly cast in future terms (κληρονομήσουσιν). Therefore, while one might interpret 

 
390 see Williams (1988), 709, n.2 



 

149 
 

κληρονόμ- language as possession in fully-realised terms, the language of inheritance / 

heir with a future dimension is a more relevant processing. 

2. Where κληρονόμ- language is connected with the gift of the Spirit, it is not that the Spirit 

is the inheritance but that through the Spirit comes the assurance of the inheritance. It is 

the Spirit who testifies to the status of son and heir (4:6-7); and it is the child born 

according to the Spirit who will inherit (4:28-30). This is also in keeping with the clear 

future sense of Paul’s assertion that “by the Spirit, being “of faith” we eagerly await the 

hope of righteousness” (ἡμεῖς γὰρ πνεύματι ἐκ πίστεως ἐλπίδα δικαιοσύνης ἀπεκδεχόμεθα 

Gal. 5:5). 

Third, Paul’s inheritance-language suggests an eschatological realm yet to be fully realized, 

but such language remains underdetermined.  

Paul’s final use of κληρονόμ-language in Galatians is instructive: προλέγω ὑμῖν, καθὼς 

προεῖπον ὅτι οἱ τὰ τοιαῦτα πράσσοντες βασιλείαν θεοῦ οὐ κληρονομήσουσιν. (5:21) – “I warn 

you, as I warned you before, that those who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of 

God.”(ESV)  

Evidently, Paul has spoken before to the Galatians in terms of what they will or will not 

inherit and explicitly makes this prior teaching mutually manifest. Having no access to this 

prior instruction, we cannot infer from that context. However, we may infer that in this 

communication, Paul’s interest is less in the exact nature of the inheritance and more in 

how it is assuredly (not) received. We may have to be satisfied with a less than fully 

determined understanding of inheritance, accepting that the primary matter of contention, 

for Paul and the Galatians, is not its content but rather the means of receiving it. 

However, we may also infer that what the believers will inherit has a clear and established 

connection with the kingdom of God. Paul gives little indication as to how this is to be 

understood but the implication of the language is, at least, of a future realm.391 

We have also noted how Kwon understands the inheritance to be the “eschatological land”, 

given the particular association between land and inheritance in the OT but most notably in 

 
391 Vlach (2015), notes the sparseness of Paul’s references to the “kingdom of God” and how undefined it 

remains in Pauline literature; and yet its indication of a future realization yet with present implications. 
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the Abrahamic narrative, especially Genesis 15.  Consideration of inheritance in the context 

of the Abrahamic narrative will add further determinations in this regard (see Chapter 5).  

Promise and the gospel 

We have already observed, in general terms, how Paul’s promise-inclusio is located at the 

heart of his letter concerning the gospel (1:6f). Specifically, however, we may go on to say 

that, for any reader who understands how the blessing of Abraham (v8, 14) is tied to the 

“the promises”, it is logical to infer a correlation between ‘promise’ and the gospel itself, 

since Paul understands the words of blessing given to Abraham - προευηγγελίσατο τῷ 

Ἀβραὰμ , 3:8 – in gospel terms. Or to put it succinctly, to connect the two concepts ‘gospel’ 

and ‘promise’ is to make “the promises” an early expression of gospel to Abraham.  

In addition, Paul describes the gospel in terms of grace (χάρις 1:6); grace which he is not 

rejecting (2:21) but from which those who would be justified by the law are falling away 

(5:4). That he then uses χαρίζομαι to describe the gifting to Abraham through promise 

further connects the concepts of gospel and promise.  
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Gal. 3:19-20 

Τί οὖν ὁ νόμος; τῶν παραβάσεων χάριν προσετέθη, ἄχρις οὗ ἔλθῃ τὸ σπέρμα ᾧ ἐπήγγελται, 

διαταγεὶς δι᾽ ἀγγέλων ἐν χειρὶ μεσίτου. ὁ δὲ μεσίτης ἑνὸς οὐκ ἔστιν, ὁ δὲ θεὸς εἷς ἐστιν. 

These phrases come with a reputation. Tolmie refers to the translation of v19 as 

“notoriously difficult”392 and Wallace labels v20 “arguably the most diversely interpreted 

verse in the NT”.393 In general, scholarship is agreed on one thing here: while the meaning of 

each word in its own right may be fairly straightforward, their meaning together in this 

context is much more complicated. 

I will continue applying my two-fold method. In a search for clarity I will first enrich the 

explicature, looking to disambiguate words and resolve referents; then I will give detailed 

consideration to implications for ἐπαγγελία and its connections. 

An annotated translation: 

What of the law, then? {Paul’s relevant question following the argument of v15-18} 

It was added on account of transgressions, {Paul attributes to the law a purposeful but 

underdetermined function}  

until the seed and promisee should come; {Paul casts the law in a chronological promise-

narrative referencing the coming of Christ as the one to whom the promises were made 

(v16)}  

it was ordained through angels in the hand of a mediator. {Paul refers to traditions that the 

Galatians may have known to indicate the mediated nature of the law} 

But the mediator is not of one — however God is one. {Paul moves to contrast the plurality 

of involvement in a mediated covenant with the oneness of God inherent in the promises-

covenant} 

 

 
392 Tolmie (2009), 187. 
393 Wallace (1990), 229. 
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Enriching the explicature 

Τί οὖν ὁ νόμος; : As noted in my translation at the beginning of this chapter, although this 

could be taken as “What, then, is the law?” such a general question is ill-befitting of the 

context.394 Following on from his previous assertions, Paul is not rhetorically asking what the 

law is or even wishing to give a substantial treatise as to why the law exists (though why is 

implicit in this question).  

Rather, Paul ostensively frames a question indicating his intention to account sufficiently for 

the law, having thus far made so much of promise: what of the law if its addition does not 

alter the promises-covenant? What of the law if inheritance is ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας? What, then, of 

the law?395  

τῶν παραβάσεων χάριν προσετέθη : As Paul begins to answer that question, the verb 

(προσετέθη) functions on one level simply to attribute a function to the law: “it was 

added…”. Yet in this, a link is made to two things: i. to the law’s coming, 430 years later, and 

ii. to the possibility that the promises-covenant be given an added codicil. Notably, Paul uses 

a different verb here in v19 from that of v15 (προστίθημι cf. ἐπιδιατάσσομαι Gal. 3:15). 

Although the verb might still be taken as a legal amendment396 yet there is clearly an 

“intentional linguistic shift”397 which avoids contradicting the language of v.15 or explicitly 

labelling the law as the codicil which, he has argued, it cannot be. In any case, Paul is 

arguing not that the law was not added but that its addition in no way affects the promise of 

the promises-covenant. 

This function that Paul attributes to the law relates to τῶν παραβάσεων, which may be taken 

to be “transgressions”, the “violation of a known law”.398 But what the law does for 

transgressions is less clear. The preposition χάριν can be used to present a reason (on 

account of / because of) or a goal (for the purpose of / to bring about).399 With the first, 

Paul would appear to be indicating a retrospective function for the law – “because of” / “to 

 
394 Wallace (1990), 229. 
395 See Longenecker (1990), 137: “What is the significance of the law?” and NIV: “What, then, was the purpose 
of the law?” 
396 Nordgaard (2014), 68; Wallace (1990), 234. Wallace concludes that Paul may not have “thought through his 

lexical options”. 
397 Wallace (1990), 234. 
398 See: Wallace (1990), 237; Hunn (2013), 361; Baugh (2004), 62. 
399 See Danker 6836, χάριν. 
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deal with” transgressions already committed. In terms of the second, Paul would be 

implying a prospective function for the law – “to provoke” or “to identify” transgressions to 

come. Taking παραβάσεων to be specifically about violating a known law, a relevant 

conclusion would be that law’s function was with respect to transgressions to come, be it 

provoking, producing or identifying them.400 What remain underdetermined here are the 

phrase itself and, in particular, the exact role of the law, whether in dealing with 

transgressions or in provoking them.401  

ἄχρις οὗ ἔλθῃ τὸ σπέρμα ᾧ ἐπήγγελται, : The second phrase of Paul’s answer is explicit 

about the temporal nature of the law. The language of ἄχρις οὗ ἔλθῃ invokes the notion of a 

chronological narrative which we have already inferred from Paul’s argument. 

Paul then manifestly identifies that which should come as τὸ σπέρμα, a clear reference to the 

seed of v16, the singular offspring, Jesus Christ. While the pronoun is neuter, agreeing with 

τὸ σπέρμα, the coming concerns a person, not a thing. This fits into the established 

chronology: Abraham and the promises spoken to him and to his singular seed (v15-16, 18); 

the coming of the law (v17, 19); the coming of the seed of Abraham - Jesus Christ (v19, 

cf.v16); and implicitly, the promise of the Spirit (v14) (cf. 3:6-14).  

However, for clear disambiguation concerning τὸ σπέρμα, two important grammatical points 

should be considered in the predicating phrase ᾧ ἐπήγγελται. 

First, the dative pronoun ᾧ should be taken as “to whom”.402 Sometimes this is understood 

by commentators and translators to be “about whom” or “to whom the promise 

referred”403. However, the context of v16 in which the preposition is repeatedly “to”( τῷ... 

τῷ... τοῖς... τῷ…) demands that we read the same here. Paul’s emphatic point is not that 

Jesus is Christ the content, referent or fulfilment of the promises but the one to whom they 

were made: the promisee. 

 
400 Wallace (1990), 237. 
401 See: Tolmie (2009), 187; Wallace (1990), 236ff; Hunn (2013), 361; Baugh (2004), 63ff; Lull (1986), 481ff; 

Cosgrove (1978), 157-8; Dunn (1993b), 188f; Fung (1988), 159; Ryken (2005), 131f; Das (2014), 358-361; Esler 

(1998), 194. 
402 See, for example, Williams J, (2020), 122; Brice (1982), 176; Oakes (2015), 123; Matera (1992), 128; 

Witherington (1998), 249. 
403 Cf. NIV cited supportively by Moo (2013), 233; and Keener (2018), 278 – “concerning whom”. 
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Second, the verb ἐπήγγελται is best understood as “had been promised”. Where translators 

add a separate verb (to make) and nominalise promise – e.g. “to whom the promise was 

made” – Paul’s meaning is likely obfuscated, in three ways404: 

i. Nominalising “promise” forces the translator to decide if it is singular or plural; and yet as 

we have seen, Paul himself has used ἐπαγγελία in both forms and with nuanced intent. 

Indeed, whereas v16 specifies that the promises (αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι) were made to Abraham’s 

seed, many translators who nominalise here seem to opt for “the seed was the one to 

whom the promise (sing.) was made.”405  

ii. Further, whereas Paul’s interest is in the promisee, nominalising “promise” shifts the 

focus away from “the one to whom (literally) had been promised” (where the verbal form 

has a predicating function) and onto “the promise(s)”. 

iii. With ἐπήγγελται in the passive perfect tense, Baugh argues that the focus is on the 

“pending status and validity of the promise rather than on its historical issuance” as would 

be the case with the aorist (cf. Gal 3:16).406 To capture this, Baugh translates the phrase as 

“for whom the promise was reserved”, presumably because “was made” places too much 

emphasis on the completed event to the detriment of the continuing status. I appreciate the 

ongoing currency he perceives in the use of ἐπαγγελία, but still find his translation overly 

complicated, not least for the first two reasons above, and because, as I am arguing, Paul 

actually achieves this dynamic through his carefully varied and nuanced use of ἐπαγγελία. I 

am content to subsume “had been promised”, with its reference to the past historical event 

(cf. v16) and its potentiality for continuing “promise”, in the term promisee. 

διαταγεὶς δι᾽ ἀγγέλων ἐν χειρὶ μεσίτου : Paul’s third phrase returns to the matter of how 

the law was added, and he explicitly states that its implementation was “through angels” (δι᾽ 

ἀγγέλων) and “by the hand of a mediator” (ἐν χειρὶ μεσίτου). 

 
404 Both Das (2014), 361 (“for whom it had been promised”) and Moo (2013), 226 (“to whom it was promised”) 
retain the verb in translation, but neither provide clarity as to what “it” refers to. Most naturally read, it would 
seem to be the law, but that does not seem to be Paul’s point. 
405 Cf. ESV, KJV, NASB, NRSV; Longenecker (1990), 138; Matera (1992), 128; Oakes (2015), 123; Keener (2018), 

278. 
406 Baugh (2004), 59. 
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Paul’s words, here, are not for debate or to convey surprising information (cf. v16) but refer 

simply to uncontentious cultural assumptions. As such, many scholars note the Jewish 

tradition, echoed in biblical texts (cf. Acts 7:38, 53; Heb. 2:2) of angelic involvement in the 

giving of God’s commands.407  Similarly, Moses may be understood to be the historical 

referent of μεσίτου in the clear context of the giving of the law (v17, v19b).408 To what 

extent Paul’s Galatian readers possessed this encyclopaedic knowledge is unknown, 

although the agitators (as traditionally understood) might be assumed to have it. 

The relevant question is why Paul should choose to invoke angelic and mediatorial 

participation with the origin of the law. This will be the focus of more substantial discussion 

in the implications below, but in enriching the explicature, we note here that Paul does not 

write Μωυσῆ, but μεσίτου, which implies that his communicative intent concerns the general 

notion of mediation more than particular knowledge of Moses. Thus, where some see ἐν 

χειρὶ literally picturing Moses carrying two stone tablets and discussion ensues as to 

whether a plurality of angels were involved at this point, the relevance is missed.409 If Paul 

had intended his readers to think specifically about the character or particular actions of 

Moses per se, he would surely have named him. However, his intention is to convey the 

mediating aspect of the giving of the law, of which Moses is the historical referent but not 

the communicative focus. 

ὁ δὲ μεσίτης ἑνὸς οὐκ ἔστιν ὁ δὲ θεὸς εἷς ἐστιν : Structurally, we note the double use of δὲ 

first as a development marker and second signifying a contrast. Following his three-claused 

answer to “What, then, of the law?” Paul introduces a linked, but developed idea in the 

form of “Not this… but that”, with the contrast highlighted in the paralleled ἑνὸς οὐκ ἔστιν / 

εἷς ἐστιν. 

The first clause - ὁ δὲ μεσίτης - relates to the immediate context of the end of v19. There are 

two viable ways to take the presence of the article here. One is that it is anaphoric, relating 

to the mediator just mentioned – this mediator – and potentially linking back to Moses. The 

other is to understand it as a generic article – “the mediator” as the representative of the 

 
407 See: Callan (1980), 550ff; Baugh (1990), 64; Silva (2007), 805; Ryken (2005), 134; Cosgrove (1978), 158. 
408 Wallace (1990), 241. 
409 Cf. Callan (1980), 561f. 
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class of mediators.410 As Baugh argues, it matters little which way it may be taken;411 for 

what Paul will state to be true for this mediator is arguably true for mediators in general, 

and by definition, what is true for all mediators in general is true for this mediator. 

Nevertheless, given Paul’s choice not to name Moses, which places emphasis on the general 

mediating aspect of law-giving, it may seem preferable to understand it as generic.412 On 

this reading, it seems relevant also to incorporate the involvement of the angels. Thus the 

explicit mention of the angels and the mediator, simply serves to underscore Paul’s basic 

communicative intent which is to convey the mediated nature of the giving of the law. As 

noted, his readers’ knowledge of this background may enrich relevant processing. However, 

in the brief and general way in which Paul refers to them, we infer that any ignorance of 

such need not prevent a relevant processing of what he intends to communicate – the 

mediation of the law. 

Following on, and in the context of covenant talk (v15f), Paul states that the mediator ἑνὸς 

οὐκ ἔστιν. Such a stark and apparently ambiguous phrase has led to countless efforts at 

disambiguation and determination.413 However, conscious that Paul has already sought to 

speak of διαθήκη in broad generic terms (v15), we might resist the temptation to make the 

manifest context any more involved than it need be, and process this phrase about a generic 

mediator in the most relevant way. As such, we may infer that Paul’s point is that a 

mediator means that more than one party is involved. That plurality will include at least two 

parties making a covenant, and may possibly include the mediator as well. But, we may 

tentatively hold that to say ὁ δὲ μεσίτης ἑνὸς οὐκ ἔστιν is simply to imply the plurality of 

parties involved in any διαθήκη such as the giving of the law. 

In contrast, Paul states ὁ δὲ θεὸς εἷς ἐστιν – “but God is one”. There is a plausible echo from 

Deuteronomy 6:4 here – the “Shema”: ὁ θεὸς ἡμῶν κύριος εἷς ἐστιν /   אֱלֹהֵינוּ יְהוָה אֶחָד . Again, 

whether the Galatians were able to identify this we may not know, although knowledge of it 

may make the implications richer. We will consider this, and how the assertion that God is 

 
410 Wallace (1990), 244; Baugh (2004), 64. 
411 Baugh (2004), 64, though he prefers the generic. 
412 See Wright (1991), 169. 
413 Wallace (1990), 229, cites the figure of 430 interpretations. 
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one relates to the notion that the mediated law involved a plurality of parties, as we process 

and determine the relevant implications of this explicature. 

 

Determining the implications concerning ἐπαγγελία 

We have already developed a sense of the nuance of flexibility of ἐπαγγελία which provides 

such utility for Paul as he establishes a promise-narrative. We observe how this continues 

with further connections in v19 - τὸ σπέρμα ᾧ ἐπήγγελται:  

• invokes the historical speech act spoken to Abraham and his seed and uses it to 

describe the significance of the seed who would later come in Paul’s chronological 

framework.  

• implies that the historical promises have continuing currency in the coming of the 

promisee.  

• reiterates an implied but intended focus of Paul on the promiser, God, and the 

promisee, the singular seed of Abraham, Jesus Christ.  

Having inferred Paul’s establishment of a promise-narrative, we have already identified the 

bookends: the historical Abrahamic promises-covenant (spoken to Abraham and to his seed 

v15-16, 18); and the present immediacy for Paul’s readers through the Spirit (v14, 17) 

hinting towards a future inheritance (v18). These are joined together by Paul’s framework 

“of promise” (v18). 

Within this, Paul has placed: the coming of the law, 430 years after the promises-covenant 

(v17); and now the end of the functional period of the law, effected by the coming of the 

seed and promisee – Jesus Christ (v19 cf.v16). 

In effect, Paul has replicated the same narrative framework as evidenced in 3:6-14: 

Abraham, v6-9; the law, v10-13; Christ, v13-14; the promise of the Spirit, v14. However, this 

time he has expressed it most explicitly in promise-language, and with an intention of 

understanding the law within this large promise-narrative. 

Once again, the formative use of ἐπαγγελία in shaping this may guide the reader to 

appreciate a narrative of continuity over and above an apocalyptic sequencing which 
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highlights the disruptive effect both of the law on the promises and ultimately of the coming 

of the seed on the law.  

Undeniably, Paul’s framework consists of only a few selected chronological markers, sparse 

in comparison with what might be regarded as a narrative reading of the OT. Similarly, 

promises may only comprise two or three significant and pointed moments: the speech act 

which initiated the promise; a partial fulfilment, which, after a long period, may come as a 

disruptive shock to the recipient; and a future delivery. 

Nevertheless, connecting the punctiliar moments of promise, past-present-future, Paul has 

intimated that there has been at least a latent continuity of promise from Abraham and 

even through the time of the law (between its giving and its abrogation). Further, Paul’s 

language (…προσετέθη, ἄχρις…) implies divine planning.414  

What Paul presents may be profoundly disruptive to those who are under law and have not 

grasped the full consequences of the coming of Christ as Paul understands them. However, 

Paul’s persuasive intent is to show that his understanding of the promises, the law and the 

coming of Christ is held within a coherent narrative of continuity which moves from the 

past, through to the present and into the future and is expressed in promise-language. 

Promise and seed 

Christ retains centrality in Paul’s narrative and argument (v19, cf. 3:1, v13-14, v16), but is 

referred to using the language of ἐπαγγελία and σπέρμα. Paul returns to the motif he 

initiated in v16 and repeats the emphasis that it is the seed and promisee. The context in 

which he does so, intimating the coming of Jesus Christ, reinforces his assertion that the 

offspring is singular. In fact, as Baugh observes, in v19 Abraham drops from the scene and 

the only promisee in view is the seed, Jesus Christ.  

This seed motif is clearly important for Paul. Its use here not only capitalises on the prior use 

of the motif, but adds to the relevant reader’s anticipation that there is something more to 

be made of such a deliberate way of referring to Jesus Christ. Certainly, the seed motif 

seems to be a way in which Paul links Jesus with both the historic promises-covenant and 

the present in a way which frames, overrides and ultimately abrogates the law. 

Nevertheless, emphasis on Christ as the promisee – to whom promise is made – makes him 

 
414 See the following section “Promise and law” for consideration of the law and the divine passive. 
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more than simply the referent, content or particular beneficiary of the promises and implies 

that Paul intends to exploit this dynamic further.   

Promise and law  

We may appreciate that Paul affirms a purposeful, yet temporally limited and 

underdetermined function for the law. He does this by setting it within a Christocentric 

promise-narrative.  

Paul’s answer to the question: Τί οὖν ὁ νόμος; begins with a marked phrase before the verb. 

The overall effect is to emphasise that the law does have a particular function: τῶν 

παραβάσεων χάριν, with the implication being that Paul cannot be dismissing the law but 

rather, must be affirming it with a purpose in regard to transgressions.  

However, the phrase προσετέθη, ἄχρις clearly implies that the law was a temporary addition. 

It was added 430 years after the promises-covenant and its role τῶν παραβάσεων χάριν is 

effective only until “that which would come”.415 This temporally limited function is in 

keeping with its inferred subordination to the prior promises-covenant.  

That it is affirmed and purposeful might be all we may relevantly infer from Paul’s initial 

response to this question. For, although Paul will go on to say more about the role of the 

law in v23-25, as far as we see here, Paul’s exact intention about the role of the law is 

underdetermined and might well remain that way. Indeed, for Baugh, Paul’s answer here 

“contains a certain amount of ambiguity, which must characterize quick, general answers to 

complex questions.”416; for Hunn, “it is possible that the original readers, like readers today, 

did not understand v19b until they read further”417; and for Wallace, this is an “enigmatic” 

phrase for which Paul may not have tied down an exact meaning.418  

Methodologically, we are in a good position to explain what Paul did and did not mean to 

say. For we can infer that Paul’s communicative intention was not to spell out here the 

precise function of the law (that may or may not be gleaned elsewhere), but more simply to 

affirm that it had a meaningful one. Thus, whether his view of the law’s function is 

technically negative or positive concerning the reduction or provocation of transgressions, 

 
415 See Lull (1986), 482ff. 
416 Baugh (2004), 63. 
417 Hunn (2013), 362. 
418 In fact, Wallace (1990), 238, doubts the Galatians had any better feel for what it meant! 



 

160 
 

his appraisal of the law, per se, is not necessarily negative, for he identifies it as purposeful. 

Brawley is correct: “attributing a specific function to law because of transgressions hardly 

means a negative appraisal”419. Therefore, the tone of Paul up until this point need not be 

considered as negative towards the law. While his critique has concerned the rhetorical 

identity “ἐκ νόμου” he has not disparaged the law per se. Rather, he assigns the law a 

purposeful role, effective for a particular period within a larger, chronological, promise-

narrative. 

To draw together here what I have already intimated in previous sections, we note that: 

a. Paul sets the law in a Christocentric framework. The law was added 430 years after the 

promises were spoken to Abraham and his seed, Jesus Christ; it is operative until the coming 

of Jesus Christ, the seed and promisee. This is also open to the implication that the law has a 

role in “looking forward” to Christ; though such an understanding might only be further 

determined in what Paul will go on to say (e.g. 3:23-25, 4:1-7).420  

b. Paul casts this Christocentric framework using promise-language. That is, rather than say 

“until the one who would come, Jesus Christ” he chooses to refer to Jesus as “the seed and 

promisee” in reference to v16 and the prior promises-covenant. 

As a result, we infer that Paul is consciously using ἐπαγγελία-language to set the greater 

narrative context for an understanding of the law. Significantly, at this point in Galatians, 

with his emphasis on the significance of Christ (cf. 3:1) and wishing to place law in what he 

understands to be its rightful place, Paul uses ἐπαγγελία. The particular, time-limited role of 

the law is confined within a time-frame bounded by the prior historical promises and the 

coming of the promisee. 

However, whilst the law is subordinate to promise, we need not infer that its divine origin is 

in question. Paul evidently implies a subordination of the law in the light of ἐπαγγελία. The 

promises-covenant stands supreme and unalterable by the coming of the law; the nature of 

the inheritance is not ἐκ νόμου, but rather comes ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας; the temporary nature of the 

law fits into the overarching and continuing nature of a promise-framework. Further, in 19d-

 
419 Brawley (2002), 107. For example, see Gordon (2019), 38, understands (and suggests Paul understands) the 

law to be “Israel-segregating, Gentile-excluding, obedience-demanding, curse-threatening”, which surely 

sounds negative, and yet is a purposeful role which Paul does not dismiss. 
420 See: Baugh (2004), 63f; Brawley (2002), 106; Lull (1986); Hunn (2015a).  
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20, Paul seems to imply an inferiority in terms of the origin of the law vis-à-vis the promises-

covenant. 

Whilst the exact interpretation of these verses appears to many to be “strikingly 

inscrutable”421, the essence, as Tolmie describes it is that Paul “wishes to contrast the way 

in which the law was given… with the way in which the promise was given… thereby 

indicating the superiority of the promise.”422 In general terms, scholarship may be said 

mainly to have construed the “features of the giving of the law” as intended to “disparage” 

it.423  While there are “literally hundreds of different interpretations” 424, commentators fall 

into three broad categories: 

• Those who understand Paul intending to separate God from the authorship of the law, 

which was in fact the product of angels and / or humans.425 

• Those who understand Paul to be distancing God from the authorship of the law, e.g. 

suggesting that the law was commissioned by God, but he was not directly responsible 

for it.426  

• Those who understand Paul to be distancing God not from the authorship of the law but 

in respect to how it was given; that is, Paul is expressing “the view that mediation as 

such is inferior to direct dealing.”427  

I intend briefly to refute the first two approaches, building on our conclusion so far that we 

have no cause to infer that Paul intends to disparage the law or cast any doubt on its divine 

origin, though he does subordinate it to the promises-covenant. In doing so I will counter 

three objections to the position of divine authorship of the law, namely that: 1. if God were 

 
421 Callan (1980), 549. 
422 Tolmie (2009), 187. 
423 Callan (1980), 549. 
424 Wallace (1990), 229. 
425 Cf. Hubner and Riches (1984); Martyn (1997), 364ff; De Boer (2012), 111: “the law is depicted as a third 

party that illegitimately tried to tamper with God’s promise to Abraham 430 years after the promise had been 

made.” See also De Boer, M.C., 2011. Galatians: a commentary. Louisville: Westminster John Knox Pr., 227-8. 
426 See Nordgaard (2014); and seemingly Luhrmann (1992), 70 – “the law cannot actually have come from God 

himself at all, as Paul also soon indicates in vv. 19-20.” 
427 Callan (1980), 555; this is the view of many, e.g. Betz (1979), 171; Wallace (1990), 243; Tolmie (2009), 188: 

“The use of a mediator as such implies that more than one party is involved in the giving — a factor which 

contrasts with the fact that God is one, with the implication that such a procedure is inferior to one in which 

God acts directly.” 
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the author of the law, the promises-covenant could be altered; 2. Paul never mentions God 

as the author of the law, despite the promises being manifestly linked with God; and 3. 

Paul’s explicit reference to the involvement of angels and a mediator is intended to indicate 

God’s non-authorship, or at least, distance God from the authorship of the law. 

I will then address the position that mediation is inferior to God’s “direct dealing” with 

Abraham, suggesting that it ignores the argument Paul has established in v15-19: it is not 

simply a matter of direct-dealing with Abraham but with Christ, within the oneness of God. I 

will then conclude that Paul intends not to disparage the law but communicate a 

heightened understanding of the promises-covenant. 

Objection 1: If God were the author of the law, why could the promises covenant not be 

altered? 

Surely the testator, the initiator of a διαθήκη, can change it, as was the possibility for any last 

will and testament no matter the legal code? The “additional codicil” argument that Paul 

makes must only apply to a third person; and if it applies to the law, then the giver of the 

law cannot be God.428  

We have already noted and partially dealt with this objection. In part, Baugh counters it by 

arguing that the law is presented by Paul as “a sort of foreign principle to the promissory 

arrangement, and, hence, as not having legal grounding to annul, alter, or to add different 

provisions to the terms of the original disposition. Paul is calling up a human analogy only 

for that one point; he is not giving an allegory where each element in the story corresponds 

to reality point for point.”429  

However, neither the objection, nor Baugh’s answer give enough account of Paul’s explicit 

double reference to the ratification of the promises-covenant (κεκυρωμένην διαθήκην 3:15; 

διαθήκην προκεκυρωμένην ὑπὸ τοῦ θεου 3:17). A scholarly fixation on the idea of διαθήκη as a 

will or a testament which may be changed by the testator up until the point of death 

obscures Paul’s manifest description of a generic διαθήκη between parties which, when 

ratified, is binding and unalterable. Paul’s focus is clearly on the divinely ratified nature of 

this covenant, such that God has committed himself to its unalterable endurance. Thus, the 

 
428 Nordgaard (2014), 68; see also Baugh (2004), 54-58.  
429 Baugh (2004), 57. 
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giving of the law may indeed be a covenant of divine origin, yet of a nature that does not 

and cannot affect the promises-covenant. 

Objection 2: Paul never mentions God as the author of the law, despite the promises being 

manifestly linked with God… 

Those who hold that Paul is casting doubt on the law’s divine origin observe that, unlike the 

promises, Paul never associates the law with God. This is interpreted as an intentional, 

rhetorical move by Paul to disassociate the Mosaic law from God.430  

We might begin to respond to this by noting that it is not evident, even in this promise 

inclusio, that ἐπαγγελία is explicitly associated with God at every instantiation. We have 

observed divine passives in v15 (the promises “were spoken”) and v19c (literally “to whom 

had been promised”) that imply rather than make relentlessly explicit God’s action. This 

leads one to infer that Paul need not explicitly associate ἐπαγγελία with God, but may 

manifestly mention God for a further express purpose. In particular, “pre-ratified by God” 

(v17) ostensively communicates the divinely-ratified and therefore divinely-unalterable 

nature of the promises-covenant as we earlier concluded. Similarly “gifted by God” 

emphasizes the very nature “of promise” of the divinely-given inheritance and the 

framework he is asserting. Explicit mention of God in association with ἐπαγγελία does not 

make “the promises” divine per se. There is already a contextual assumption of this 

manifested in relation to the Abrahamic narrative.  

In a similar vein, the giving of the law is relevantly processed with the cultural assumption 

(which, we noted, Paul makes manifest in referring to the coming of the law 430 years 

afterwards) that it originated with God. The associated verbs (ὁ… γεγονὼς νόμος Gal. 3:17; 

προσετέθη… διαταγεὶς Gal. 3:19) are all naturally read in the context of divine action and the 

divine passives associated with ἐπαγγελία, as above. 431 If we assume – as is reasonable – 

 
430 De Boer (2012), 109: “Paul’s question is not, as Longenecker and many others assume ‘Is the law of God 

against the promises of God?’ but simply ‘Is the law against the promises of God?’ God is explicitly named only 

in connection with the promises—and expressly omitted in connection with the law. Paul continues here a 

process begun in 2:15–16, the rhetorical association of God exclusively with the promise(s) to Abraham and 

the rhetorical dissociation of God from the Mosaic law (cf. 2:19: ‘I . . . died to the law so that I might live to 

God’!).” 
431 The participle διαταγεὶς is most naturally understood as subordinate to the main verb, προσετέθη. Assuming 

a divine passive, the angels may be inferred to be promulgating a task logically subordinate to God’s giving of 

the law. See Callan (1980), 554. 
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that Paul’s readers and especially, the agitators, would take God to be the author of the law, 

then Paul need hardly be explicit about something that all take for granted.432 

Ultimately, the issue for those who take Paul as reluctant to associate God with the law is 

the lack of any an explicit argument from Paul that claims God did not author the law. 

Appreciating the context into which he is writing, such a claim would be hugely significant 

and Paul would be aware of the obligation to make a clear and convincing argument. 

Instead, the suggestion is that, merely through lack of explicit association and an allegedly 

derogatory mention of angels and a mediator (an issue which we deal with presently), Paul 

is intentionally communicating that God had little to no part in the ordaining of the law. 

Moreover, if it is really is the case that Paul wished to communicate that the giving of the 

law was not of God, that alone would surely clinch Paul’s argument over and above anything 

else he has said. If he believed and could prove this assertion, he would undoubtedly come 

out and say it first, to demonstrate irrefutably the superiority of the promises and the alien 

interpolation of the law. This is why it makes no sense to argue, as Nordgaard does, that 

v15-18 picture the law as a foreign third party which cannot have God as its author.433 Not 

only have we shown against the previous objection that the law need not be viewed in this 

way, but Paul simply cannot assume such a premise and must explicitly make the case. He 

does not.  

Objection 3: Paul’s explicit reference to the involvement of angels and a mediator is intended 

to indicate God’s non-authorship, or at least distance from the authorship of the law.  

The first two approaches listed above take Paul’s reference either to suggest that the law 

was, in fact, the product of (malign) angels and / or humans; or at least, while commissioned 

by God, was actually the responsibility and work of angels and / or humans. Thus, it is 

argued, it stands in disreputable contrast with the promises-covenant, which is clearly of 

divine origin. 

Nevertheless, the references to angelic involvement and Moses’ mediation do not 

necessitate a negative appraisal. Scholarly research points to the fact that these were 

traditions that endorsed the law rather than disparaged it. Its angelic ordaining and Mosaic 

 
432 Das (2014), 357. 
433 Nordgaard (2014), 68, writes: “Paul’s reasoning in 3:15-18 presumes that God was not the donor of the 

law.”  
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mediation, culturally understood, are factors in its esteem and glory, not its lack of divine 

authority.434 Callan suggests that Paul has shown an understanding of the giving of the law 

that is shared with such contemporary exegetical traditions, but “in a way characteristic of 

him” turned it against the law.435 However, this conclusion is based on the presumption that 

Paul wishes to disparage the law, a premise which singularly lacks evidence. Although Paul 

has cast the law in an inferior light compared with the promises, he has not indicated any 

desire to disparage the law itself (as opposed an identity based on the law). Having 

presented his Galatian readers with a view of the law that locates it within a promise-

framework, why would Paul now risk antagonising them with so cursory and negative a 

dismissal of the law? This is counter-intuitive. 

Instead, Paul is intent not on disparaging the law to show its inferiority, but on 

communicating the superior nature of the origin of the promises-covenant. Three 

provisional conclusions may now be drawn:  

• Paul explicitly mentions the angelic and mediatorial involvement in the giving of the law 

to support his argument (v20) that the nature of the giving of the law is inferior to the 

origin of the promises-covenant.  

• Paul cannot be understood to be making an argument based simply on the disparaged 

origins of the law. This would both ignore the context and negate the point of his 

assertions concerning Christ as the singular seed and the chronology of the giving of the 

law.  

• Paul does not wish to disparage the law at all in the making of this statement. 

This allows for the conclusion – the third general approach of scholarship – that Paul, while 

not questioning the divine origin of the law, is expressing the view that a mediated covenant 

is inferior to one that is given by “direct dealing”, such as God’s promises-covenant with 

Abraham. 

However, this still remains an unsatisfactory conclusion. First, it requires “God is one”, to be 

a declaration that God dealt directly with Abraham, which is not an immediately obvious 

 
434 Hunn (2013), 370: “angelic commanding of the law added law added weight to the accountability of the 

Jews to keep them”. See also Frey (2012a), 81-4. 
435 Callan (1980), 564. 
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reading. We might well ask why Paul did not simply say: “The promises were given without a 

mediator”. Second, it continues to ignore the context of v15-19, suggesting that Paul is 

making a wholly independent argument based on the origins of both covenants.436 As such, 

it focuses on God’s supposed direct-dealing with Abraham, without taking into account 

Paul’s repeated and marked assertion that the promises were made to his seed, Christ. 

In light of all this evidence, the most relevant reading of Paul’s words here is that rather 

than disparaging the law in order to show its inferiority, Paul is upholding the origins of the 

law, but indicating a greater superiority in the giving of the promises-covenant. To this we 

now turn. 

Promise and God 

Paul’s intention is to show that the promises-covenant is ultimate, because it is made from 

God to Christ within the oneness of God.  

Structurally, Paul’s assertion of v20 suggests that while the giving of the law was through 

angels by the hand of a mediator, the promises-covenant is somehow predicated on the 

premise that God is one. 

We have noted the reasons that it remains unsatisfactory to read this even as an expression 

of direct dealing from God. In fact, Paul’s argument so far has not been particularly focused 

on who made the covenants: the prevailing cultural assumption that both the promises and 

the law came from God is never countered. Paul has, however, been clearly interested in 

communicating to whom the covenants were made. 

The reference to mediation – through angels and the hand of a mediator – while upholding 

the divine origin of the law, implicitly recognises that this covenant (although Paul avoids 

such a term) was made with the people of Israel: hence the need for mediation between 

God and Israel.  

In contrast, however, Paul asserts that the promises-covenant does not need mediation 

because “God is one”. We may consider the two marked ideas that Paul has so far put 

forward in v15-19b, namely that: 

 
436 See Baugh (2004), 53. 
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a. the promises-covenant is a divinely ratified covenant which cannot be added to or 

annulled by the (later-given) law, seemingly even by God; and  

b. that Jesus Christ is the singular (as opposed to multiple) seed of Abraham to whom the 

promises-covenant was spoken before the coming of the law; and whose coming now (with 

the focus in v19 singularly on him as the recipient of the promises) has heralded the 

abrogation of the law. 

His intended point, more than an expression of direct dealing, becomes strikingly clear: the 

promises were made from God to Christ; that is, within the oneness of the Godhead.437 

Whatever may be the contextual assumptions concerning the divinity of Christ, Paul has 

made the particular relationship between God and Christ manifest from the beginning of his 

letter (cf. 1:1, 1:3, 1:16, 2:20, 4:4). The promises spoken by God to Christ may be logically 

understood, at the very least, to be from “God the Father” to the “Son of God”. 

How is it, then, that the law, authored by God and in no way disparaged here by Paul, is yet 

not even an effective codicil to the promises-covenant? Because the law covenant is of a 

different order of covenant. As established above, authored by God, it was ordained 

through mediation to the people of Israel and for a temporary period and function. The 

promises-covenant, however was ultimately made within the unity of the Godhead, without 

mediation of any kind. What God covenanted within his oneness, as a matter of promise, is 

not divinely alterable – not even by what God later covenanted to the people in mediation, 

through angels and Moses. 

Paul does not, and does not need to, disparage the law to subordinate it to the promises-

covenant. Rather, he deliberately communicates the superiority of the promises-covenant, 

made from God to Christ, within the oneness of God.438  

This implication will be further developed in considering the Abrahamic narrative (Chapter 

5), but is also enriched by two references which the Galatians may be in a position to 

process. First, in his apparent re-presentation of the Shema, Paul uses a foundational truth 

at the very heart of the law (Torah) to make his emphatic point to those ἐκ νόμου concerning 

 
437 See Baugh (2004), esp. 54ff; also Gordon (2019), 151n73. 
438 Ridderbos (1953), 140. 
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the superiority of the promises-covenant. As others have noted, the irony is rich:439 Paul 

produces an implicit version of his later explicature: “Tell me, you who desire to be under 

the law, do you now listen to the law?!” (4:21). Second, Paul’s second reference to angels in 

this letter explicates his first (1:8). While angels ordained the law under God, not even an 

angel from heaven can alter the gospel which is forged by promise within the oneness of 

God.  

  

 
439 Wallace (1990), 244; Wright (1991), 171. 
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Gal. 3:21-22 

ὁ οὖν νόμος κατὰ τῶν ἐπαγγελιῶν τοῦ θεοῦ; μὴ γένοιτο. εἰ γὰρ ἐδόθη νόμος ὁ δυνάμενος 

ζῳοποιῆσαι, ὄντως ἐκ νόμου ἂν ἦν ἡ δικαιοσύνη· ἀλλὰ συνέκλεισεν ἡ γραφὴ τὰ πάντα ὑπὸ 

ἁμαρτίαν, ἵνα ἡ ἐπαγγελία ἐκ πίστεως Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ δοθῇ τοῖς πιστεύουσιν. 

 

An annotated translation 

Then, is the law opposed to the promises of God? {rhetorically positing the law against the 

historical promises made within the oneness of God} 

May it never be! {the logical potential is theologically abhorrent to Paul} 

For if the law had been given such that it could make alive, righteousness would indeed 

have been “of law”.  {the law could have been given with power to impart life, in which case 

the pathway to righteousness and correct rhetorical identity would be “of law”} 

But {rather it has another, limited, purposeful role} 

the Scripture {the law that is Scripture as part of the greater scriptural narrative}  

confined all things {universally including Jews and Gentiles}  

under sin {a universal factor in this present evil age and a curse in need of redemption},  

so that {and this happened for and pointed towards this purpose}  

the promise {the content of what was promised, tied up with the concept of life, inheritance, 

righteousness; and to be identified with what is understood by…}  

“of Jesus-Christ-faith” {the message of faith centred on Jesus Christ} 

might be given {through the divinely ordained promise-narrative}  

to those who believe {those who respond with an act of believing, irrespective of Jewish / 

Gentile identity, from among all confined under sin} 
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Enriching the explicature 

ὁ οὖν νόμος κατὰ τῶν ἐπαγγελιῶν [τοῦ θεοῦ]; : Once again Paul posits a rhetorical 

question, indicative of what he understands might have been processed as a result of his 

argument up to this point and his explicit desire to address this issue.  

Paul’s subject here is “the law” - ὁ νόμος, articular and nominative - a definite reference to 

that which came 430 years after that which the question sets it against - τῶν ἐπαγγελιῶν, 

articular and plural – “the promises”. Since “the promises” earlier referred to the historical 

speech act to Abraham and his offspring, what we have labelled the “promises-covenant”, 

we may assume that Paul means the same thing here. Finally, τοῦ θεοῦ adds a further 

definition of “the promises”. Omitted by P46 but strongly supported elsewhere, it explicitly 

labels the promises as “of God”.440 We will further consider the implications of this below in 

relation to the context of Paul’s immediately previous assertion that “God is one”.  

So far, Paul has argued that the law is both subsequent and subordinate to the promises 

(3.15-17) and set ἐκ νόμου in opposition to ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας, with only the latter constituting 

the way of inheritance (v18). In answering his first rhetorical question, “What of the law, 

then?” (v19) Paul has assigned the law a limited purpose, associated with transgressions, 

but reinforced how the promises-covenant trumps the law, on the basis of their relationship 

to the God who is one (v19-20). Paul clearly communicates here his appreciation that his 

readers may need further clarification on his view of the law in relation to the purpose of 

the promises-covenant - “is he suggesting that the law was meant to work against the 

promises-covenant?!” - and offers a relevant answer.441 

μὴ γένοιτο. : Paul’s immediate answer is a short, emphatic sentence, literally, “May it never 

be!”442 In the wider context of language-use, Wallace surveys Paul’s fourteen uses of μὴ 

γένοιτο in his letters443, holding it to be a stereotyped formula carried over from Attic Greek 

whose force usually conveys abhorrence.444 Wallace takes this to mean a strongly negative 

 
440 As noted in the introduction to this chapter, based on “the strong intrinsic probabilities for [it] and the weak 

transcriptional probabilities against it”, Carlson (2012, 147-150) favours its inclusion. 
441 Hunn (2015a), 247-8. 
442 See Longenecker (1990), 143. 
443 Paul’s 14 uses of the 15 in total in the NT. 
444 Wallace (1996), 480-82 n.87: In 12 of Paul’s 14 uses “it expresses the apostle’s abhorrence of an inference 

which he fears may be (falsely) drawn from his argument.” 
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expression. Notably, however its mood is optative. While Wallace argues that the optative 

was being eroded by the subjunctive at this point in classical Greek usage, the choice of the 

optative suggests possibility. That is, while Paul is forcefully signalling his abhorrence at the 

idea of the law being contrary to the promises-covenant, implicit in the statement (as 

opposed to a simple negation) is the possibility that, theoretically, the law could be 

understood in just this way as being set in opposition to the promises-covenant, even where 

Paul emphatically expresses his prayer against such a thought. 

Since our communicative context is Galatians, the expression’s other two uses in the letter 

require scrutiny: 

• In Gal. 2:17, Paul responds to the idea that Christ should be a minister of sin. This 

certainly conveys Paul’s abhorrence of such a notion. However, in countering a 

perceived critique of his position, he is reducing what appears to be a logical possibility 

to a theologically abhorrent absurdity.  

• Gal. 6:14 concerns Paul boasting in anything except the cross of the Lord Jesus Christ. 

Once again, Paul’s response leaves open the logical possibility that he might, while 

primarily communicating his hatred of the idea.  

We may certainly infer Paul’s express abhorrence of the idea that the law could be opposed 

to the promises.445 However, within the context in which Paul argues for the rhetorical 

identity of ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας and against that of ἐκ νόμου, we might also more tentatively infer 

something more subtle: Paul is communicating that those who are ἐκ νόμου may themselves 

be setting the law in opposition to the promises-covenant; to which he responds: “May it 

never be!” 

εἰ γὰρ … ἂν … ἀλλὰ … ἵνα … : We may initially observe two communicatively significant 

things about the structure of Paul’s response:  

1. The conditional εἰ … ἂν … ἀλλὰ … ἵνα … framework is logically progressive, ostensively 

directing the reader towards Paul’s conclusion (“if… then… but… so that…”);  

 
445 See Witherington (1998), 186, 259. 
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2. γὰρ indicates that a subsidiary argument is being advanced, to underscore Paul’s 

assertion that the law ought never to be seen as contrary to the promises-covenant, but as 

subordinate to it in a limited but purposeful way. 

In the rest of v21, Paul uses a counterfactual protasis and apodosis which we may analyse as 

follows: 

Protasis: εἰ γὰρ ἐδόθη νόμος ὁ δυνάμενος ζῳοποιῆσαι 

Here, νόμος is anarthrous, posing the issue of how to disambiguate it with the missing 

article. Lack of an article does not necessarily entail indefiniteness and in the preceding 

context, Paul has clearly had the law given through Moses in view. The lack of definiteness 

may be processed as appropriate to the hypothetical scenario: it refers to theoretical law 

that was never actually given with this power, but calls the reader to have the law given 

through Moses as manifest in their cognition.446  

In line with my understanding of how Paul speaks of law, I continue to take ἐδόθη as a divine 

passive and to dispute that lack of explicit reference to God calls his authorship of the law 

into question.447  

However, ὁ δυνάμενος ζῳοποιῆσαι does indicate an interesting use of language on Paul’s part. 

ζῳ-language is prominent in Paul’s argument in 2:16-21, 3:11-12 (and later in 5:25; 6:8); and 

in both is linked with δικαι-language, which we note is the case here in v21.448 Life-giving 

power is at stake in Paul’s argument at this point.  

Apodosis: ὄντως ἐκ νόμου ἂν ἦν ἡ δικαιοσύνη· 

Δικαι-language has been a core matter in Paul’s argument (2:16f, and 3:8, 14, implied 

through the “blessing of Abraham”) and is now once again connected by Paul with life (2:16-

22, 3:11-12 as above). The implicated premise of Paul’s argument is that righteousness 

 
446 So, Gordon (2018), 151 n74: “Paul is not speaking hypothetically about some other law in the first clause; 
he is still continuing the reasoning he began earlier, contrasting the Sinai covenant to the Abrahamic covenant. 
It would be just as well to render it in such a manner that this is clear, such as: “If the law that was given was 
able to make alive, then righteousness would be by the law.” 
447 See Witherington (1998), 259; Das (2014), 366. 
448 See RSV; Gordon (2018), 151 n75, in support of ζῳοποιῆσαι as “make alive”; Das (2014), 366: “For if the Law 
had been given that is able to make alive…” 
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(δικαιοσύνη) proceeds from the power to make alive, with the explicit argument being that if 

the law had the power to make alive, then righteousness would be ἐκ νόμου. 

Again, Paul uses this rhetorical identity marker, ἐκ νόμου. We take this to be his designation 

for the rhetorical community against whom he is arguing – those who identify with the law 

and put themselves under it. Righteousness, Paul is saying, really (ὄντως) would be this way, 

if the law had such power; Paul’s choice of word order, placing ὄντως ἐκ νόμου before the 

contingency marker and verb - ἂν ἦν - is emphatic on this point.449 

Paul’s use of a conditional frame, of course, intends a strong implicature which we should 

acknowledge before continuing to enrich the rest of this explicature: the law does not have 

the power to give life;450 if it did, then righteousness would be ἐκ νόμου and Paul’s whole 

argument, by inference, negated.  

Three further implications, to be considered below, are these: 

a. Paul communicates no disparagement about the law, only its limited function in that it 

does not have this power to make alive;  

b. the promises do have such power, such that righteousness is “of promise”; and  

c. there is a significant structural and conceptual connection between promise, 

righteousness, life and even inheritance  

ἀλλὰ συνέκλεισεν ἡ γραφὴ τὰ πάντα ὑπὸ ἁμαρτίαν, : At this point, Paul moves on from a 

hypothetical false reality (εἰ… ἂν…) to the true thesis he wishes to communicate (ἀλλὰ …, 

ἵνα …). Processing the implications of v.21b, the reader may expect something more explicit 

to be said about the limited but purposeful function of the law in the light of the promises-

covenant. Surprisingly, Paul’s subject is ἡ γραφὴ. While it is clear enough on a general level 

that this might be understood as “the Scripture”, what seems less immediate is the 

particular referent to which Paul is referring or the reason for this apparent change of 

subject. It is from the co-text that readers are able to infer Paul’s communicative intent in 

choosing this terminology. 

 
449 Carlson (2012), 215. 
450 Contrary to any view that the “law promises life to those who obey it” – see Williams, J (2020), 125; 

Luhrmann (1992), 48. 
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i. ἡ γραφὴ conveys a dynamic re-presentation of a scriptural text from within a larger 

scriptural narrative sequence. 

First, we note that, as well as the associated verb (γέγραπται 3:10, 3:13, 4:22, 4:27), Paul 

uses ἡ γραφὴ (here, 3:8 and 4:30) in his argument to introduce a re-presentation of OT 

Scriptures. On each occasion, apart from 3:22, what follows this lead-in is a close 

resemblance of a particular text, making 3:22 an exception which we will need to explain. 

Nevertheless, in relevance-theoretical terms, whilst there may be no close resemblance of a 

source text, the ostensive introduction of ἡ γραφὴ intends the reader to process this as a re-

presentation.  

Second, it is noticeable that across Paul’s three specific uses of ἡ γραφὴ in Galatians there is 

a degree of personification: in 3:8 Paul credits the Scripture with foreknowledge and the 

ability to preach the gospel in advance; in 3:22, the Scripture confines; and in 4:30, the 

Scripture speaks to cast out.451 Thus Paul, in using the term, conveys dynamic re-

presentation: this is what Paul understands Scripture to do or achieve.  

Third, there is a narrative sequence running through these three re-presentations:  

The Scripture: 

• first, “declared the gospel beforehand” (Gal. 3:8, re-presenting to Gen. 12:3, or 18:18, 

22:18);  

• then “confined everything under sin” (Gal. 3:22, possibly re-presenting Deut. 27:26, but 

for discussion of this, see below) so that the promise of Jesus-Christ-faith might be given 

to those who believe.  

• will next speak (Gal. 4:30, re-presenting Gen. 21:10) to order the expulsion of “those 

who would confuse the Galatians on these matters.” 452   

Seen in the wider context of Paul’s argument, ἡ γραφὴ re-presents not merely a particular 

Scripture but, more dynamically, the larger narrative sweep of Scripture within which it 

occurs. This does not make ἡ γραφὴ merely a metonym for God, personifying God in an 

 
451 Matlock (2007), 191-2. 
452 Matlock (2007), 192. 
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oblique reference to Scripture’s divine authorship.453 Instead, ἡ γραφὴ usually refers to a 

particular text, not by appealing narrowly to a proof text, nor referring only generally to the 

whole of the OT Scriptures in their broader witness, but by re-presenting particular texts on 

the understanding that they fit within a larger scriptural narrative.454 

ii. Where Paul uses ἡ γραφὴ in v22, the co-text implies a strong connection with the law 

What I have yet to account for is the particular reference Paul has in mind here in v22 in his 

use of ἡ γραφὴ. Again, the co-text helps us to infer that Paul must intend ἡ γραφὴ here to 

convey a strong connection with the law.  

We have argued that 3:14-22 is a coherent promise inclusio. However, whereas the 

vocabulary of v15-18 is dominated by ἐπαγγελία in its various forms, it is noticeable that the 

questions of v19 and v21 have foregrounded the law, as Paul seeks to communicate how 

the Galatians should process the law in his established context of ἐπαγγελία. Accordingly, 

initially surprising though ἡ γραφὴ (rather than ὁ νόμος) may be, the law remains the 

dominant co-textual subject to which ἡ γραφὴ refers.455 

Furthermore, the function Paul ascribes to ἡ γραφὴ, namely that συνέκλεισεν… τὰ πάντα ὑπὸ 

ἁμαρτίαν, links conceptually with the limited but purposeful role of the law in v19b; this is 

only strengthened by considering the language and concepts concerning the law in v23-

25.456 Functionally, ἡ γραφὴ is processed here as ὁ νόμος.   

iii. The referent of ἡ γραφὴ is the law (over and above any specific verse) understood as 

dynamic Scripture within the larger scriptural narrative. 

Cognisant of this context and the apparent need for ἡ γραφὴ to refer to an explicitly 

resembled text, both Matlock and Hunn identify that text to be Deut. 27:26, cited in Gal 

 
453 Cf. Lull (1986), 486; Matera (1992), 135. Ryken (2005), 101: on the notion that God and Scripture are 

‘univocal’ with ‘no distinction’. But this blurs the edge of Paul’s communicative intent: why use ἡ γραφὴ? 
454 See Hunn (2015a). 
455 See Williams, J (2020), 126. 
456 ὑπὸ νόμον ἐφρουρούμεθα συγκλειόμενοι εἰς τὴν μέλλουσαν πίστιν ἀποκαλυφθῆναι (3:23); ὁ νόμος παιδαγωγὸς 

ἡμῶν γέγονεν εἰς Χριστόν (3:24). See Chapter 4 for further discussion. 
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3:10.457 Hunn argues that, in v22, ἡ γραφὴ, is an anaphoric reference.458 In terms of theme 

and language (linking πᾶσιν in Deut. 27:26 with τὰ πάντα in 3:22), she identifies Deut. 27:26 

to be the most relevant text to process here. Her conclusion of the explicature of 22a, is 

thus: “To say then, in v22a that ‘the Scripture locked up all things under sin’ is to say that 

Deut. 27:26 declared breaking the commandments in the law sinful and therefore 

punishable”.459  

While I find this answer broadly satisfying I disagree with the implication that ἡ γραφὴ must 

refer to one particular verse. For example, in the work of Matlock, and scholarship 

generally, the exact referent of Gal. 3.8 is acknowledged to be unclear.460 With several 

possibilities being proffered, none of which exactly resembles an LXX source-text, the claim 

that Paul references one verse falls and we will explore later whether several verses, or 

indeed the thrust of a much broader text, may be in his mind (see Chapter 5). Similarly, if 

the use of texts in 3:6-22 suggests a consideration of the wider Abrahamic narrative, 4:21-31 

underscores this. Indeed, the re-presentation of ἡ γραφὴ of Genesis 21:10 in 4:30 is not 

simply a text in isolation, but the part of the re-presentation of the Sarah-Hagar narrative 

explicitly introduced in 4:22; and itself, within the wider “Abrahamic narrative”. Once again, 

a selected phrase may be presented, but a wider text or tradition is being re-presented. 

This leads us to reconsider the use of ἡ γραφὴ in Gal. 3:22. On one hand, the evidence is not 

strong for inferring that Paul intends ἡ γραφὴ to refer specifically to Deut. 27:26. That 

referent is co-textually distant, when contrasted with the referents elsewhere for ἡ γραφὴ; 

and with other scriptural quotations in between, the ostensive link is not obvious. The only 

linguistic connection is with πᾶσιν / τὰ πάντα, which, in and of itself, is not overwhelming. 

Nevertheless, there is a clear thematic link between v21b-22a and the argument of v10-13 

in which the re-presentation of Deut. 27:26 plays a significant role; namely that the law does 

not bring about righteousness, but effects a curse that is in need of redemption. This is the 

reason Hunn identifies Deut. 27:26 as the anaphoric reference.  

 
457 Matlock (2007), 192; Hunn (2015a). Gordon (2018), 153 and Witherington (1998), 260 both suggest Genesis 

3 with respect to the curse of creation, but that Paul does not seem to be concerned to specify which 

particular scripture. 
458 Hunn (2015a), 250ff; see also Longenecker (1990) 144. 
459 Hunn (2015a), 254; see also Hansen (1994), 105. 
460 Matlock (2007), 191. 
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What is ultimately at stake, here, is a scriptural understanding of the role of the law. 

However, as we have established, while Paul has twice re-presented a text that closely 

resembles a source in association with ἡ γραφὴ, his intention is to invoke more than the 

particular text itself. My contention, then, is that the more relevant, immediate anaphoric 

reference for ἡ γραφὴ is ὁ νόμος in v21.461 This is simply to understand Paul’s referent as “the 

particular scripture that is the law”, which forms part of the larger narrative sequence of 

Scripture.462 Deut. 27:26 is certainly an expression of it, but need not be the sole referent of 

what Paul intends by ἡ γραφὴ.463 Rather, identifying the law as dynamic Scripture, Paul 

speaks of how it confines all things under sin, and yet how this is part of a larger scriptural 

narrative sequence.464 

συνέκλεισεν… τὰ πάντα ὑπὸ ἁμαρτίαν : Paul develops, here, his earlier assertions about 

the law to communicate that the law (as Scripture) has a purposeful but limited role in 

confining all things under sin 

Reading ἡ γραφὴ as the law and making the thematic link with v10-13 as well as v19b helps 

us to enrich the rest of this part of Paul’s explicature.  

We may infer that συνέκλεισεν is a slight development of Paul’s description of the limited 

but purposeful role of the law (v19b). Added on account of transgressions, its purpose was 

to confine τὰ πάντα.  

τὰ πάντα carries the same universal tone as v10-13. There we understood the role of the law 

to leave “us” in need of redemption, where “us” drew in both Jew and Gentile. Here, τὰ 

πάντα, conveys the same point – that universally, all is συνέκλεισεν… ὑπὸ ἁμαρτίαν.465  

ὑπὸ ἁμαρτίαν not only conceptually links with transgressions (v19b) but also picks up on 

language used earlier by Paul in Galatians. From 1:4, Paul has understood sin to be a 

universal issue (ἁμαρτιῶν ἡμῶν) in τοῦ ἐνεστῶτος αἰῶνος πονηροῦ; and in contrast to the 

 
461 See Oakes (2015), 126: “That Paul is… using graphē (“Scripture”) to refer to the law, is hard to deny, 
especially given that each of these “imprisons” (synkleiō) in successive verses (3:22, 23). 
462 See Das (2014), 367-8; contra Cosgrove (1978), 160. 
463 Bruce (1982), 180, writes that ἡ γραφὴ here is “tantamount to the written law, concentrated in such an 
uncompromising form as Dt 27:26”. 
464 See Ryken (2005), 137. Moo (2013), 239: “Paul… has in view the testimony of Scripture in general, with a 

focus perhaps on how the OT functions, via the law…” 
465 Moo (2013), 239, suggests that while τὰ πάντα could mean “all humans”, Paul may be using this form 

deliberately here to “intimate a broad reference to the whole cosmos” cf. 1:4; 6:15. 
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rhetorical epithet “ἐξ ἐθνῶν ἁμαρτωλοί” (2:15ff), Paul’s argument of 3:10-13, reiterated here 

in v22, is that the effect of the law is that all (not just Gentiles) are confined under sin, and, 

by implication in need of the promised redemption. 

ἵνα ἡ ἐπαγγελία ἐκ πίστεως Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ δοθῇ τοῖς πιστεύουσιν. : Structurally, we have 

analysed Paul’s argument between 3:1 and 4:11 as reiterated and developing argument. 

While v22 is not the end of this second iteration (Paul will return to themes of law, faith  

and being in Christ before concluding in v29 with another reference to ἐπαγγελία), yet we 

may note, as Paul draws an interim conclusion in this promise inclusio, the connections with 

3:10-14. We have observed the thematic links between v10-13 and v21b-22a. Similarly, we 

may  appreciate how 3:14 may enriching the explicature of 3:22b and help determine 

implications concerning ἐπαγγελία. 

To begin with, we may note that, through the particle ἵνα, both 3:14 (with its two clauses) 

and 3:22b purposefully link to their respective preceding passages, each of which is 

concerned with the law and its universal effect. In 3:14, we understood ἵνα to be purposive: 

“Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law… in order that…”. Similarly, while a resultant 

understanding might be possible here (“the Scripture confined all things under sin with the 

result that the promise of Jesus-Christ-faith might be given…”), Paul’s proactive language 

depicting a larger scriptural narrative sequence, especially utilising ἡ γραφὴ (3:8, 22) 

suggests a more purposive understanding: “the Scripture confined all things under sin so 

that the promise of Jesus-Christ-faith might be given…”. Even more than a resultant reading 

might, a purposive one deems Paul explicitly to communicate how the law leads on to 

promise and Jesus-Christ-faith. 

In addition, the subjunctive verb of this ἵνα clause, δοθῇ (v22b) parallels the verbs of 

reception in v14 (γένηται… λάβωμεν…). With ἡ ἐπαγγελία now as the subject, Paul 

communicates the same action through a different perspective: “The blessing of Abraham 

might come…” (v14a) / “We might receive the promise of the Spirit…”(v14b) / “The promise 

might be given…” (v22b) 

In v14, we were careful not to identify the content of the blessing of Abraham as the Spirit, 

but that the Spirit evidenced and perpetuated what God promised in the blessing of 
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Abraham. Here, ἐπαγγελία, for all it might speak of the promised nature of the Spirit, also 

helps to convey the immediacy and assurance the Spirit brings of justification. 

In v22 - having appreciated, since v14, the varied and nuanced use of ἐπαγγελία as Paul 

develops his promise-narrative - we may understand ἡ ἐπαγγελία to be the content of “the 

promises”, the “blessing of Abraham”. In that sense, it is indeed “what was promised” (cf. 

NIV, NRS) although the translation into verbal form overly focuses on the historical issuing. 

That is, while Paul is referring to what was promised, he actually talks of the promise as a 

present and immediate gift. It is notable that he should use ἐπαγγελία, in connection with 

various other concepts that Paul has used over the course of this argument with significant 

overlap in referring to what was promised, namely, the blessing of Abraham (v14), 

justification / righteousness (v8, 14, 21) inheritance (v18) and being made alive (v21). We 

will consider this further in the implications below.  

ἐκ πίστεως Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ : An ongoing debate within Pauline studies centres on πίστις 

Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ, as outlined in Chapter 1, with scholarship divided as to whether an objective 

genitive (i.e. faith in Jesus Christ) or a subjective genitive (the faith / faithfulness of Jesus 

Christ) is meant. Without engaging this alternative directly, my brief methodological 

considerations here, for the relevant processing and disambiguation of this phrase in 

Galatians 3:22, nonetheless impinge somewhat on the debate.  

i. ἐκ πίστεως Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ is a rhetorical identity, marked by ἐκ 

The rhetorical-structural reading of ἐκ in Galatians shows that this phrase functions for Paul 

as a rhetorical identity marker. Whatever may be the type of genitive involved, Paul here 

uses this phrase to communicate to the Galatians the “side” of the argument to which he is 

calling them and also that from which he wishes them to withdraw (ἐξ ἔργων νόμου, cf. Gal. 

2:16). 

ii. ἐκ πίστεως Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ conjoins ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ and διὰ τῆς πίστεως (v14a & b) 

As Paul reiterates his argument, we have already seen evidence for the clear and deliberate 

parallel between 3:14 and 3:22b: the prior context concerned with the law (3:10-13 / 3:21-

22a); the commencement of the clause with ἵνα; the encapsulation of the blessing of 

Abraham (v14a) and the promise of the Spirit (v14b) in the simple referent, ἡ ἐπαγγελία 
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(v22b). Now we note that the two instrumental phrases are conjoined to form one: ἐν 

Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ and διὰ τῆς πίστεως (v14a & b) become ἐκ πίστεως Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ. 

iii. As such πίστεως Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ implies an entity synonymous with τὸ εὐαγγέλιον:            

the faith, centred on Jesus Christ. 

As observed in v14, τῆς πίστεως is articular (and ostensively so, after the preposition). 

Further, in the verses immediately after v22, πίστις takes the article in three of its four 

occurrences (and the other is marked by ἐκ). Given that v22b parallels v14, and that the 

immediate co-text offers strong guidance as to how a word might be taken, this reasonably 

implies that πίστεως here should be understood in the same vein and be treated with the 

same effect as if it had been given the article: an entity rather than a quality.466 This, indeed, 

is how it is naturally read in 3:23-25 where πίστις takes the article – as an entity that comes 

with Christ as opposed to a quality of human response.467 

Significantly, Paul’s first use of πίστις is in Galatians 1:23: μόνον δὲ ἀκούοντες ἦσαν ὅτι ὁ 

διώκων ἡμᾶς ποτε νῦν εὐαγγελίζεται τὴν πίστιν ἥν ποτε ἐπόρθει is quite explicitly intended to 

be an entity: “the faith” which Paul proclaims. Indeed, the explicit use of the verb 

εὐαγγελίζεται indicates that Paul means τὴν πίστιν here to be virtually synonymous with τὸ 

εὐαγγέλιον: “the faith” is “the gospel”.468  

In Chapter 2, we understood use of similar language, ἐξ ἀκοῆς πίστεως (3:2, 5), as a phrase 

which related structurally and linguistically with the portrayal of Christ crucified (3:1, i.e. the 

gospel message) and the appropriate response.  

In 3:14, Paul intimates that receiving the promise of the Spirit is διὰ τῆς πίστεως: 

appropriation of the gospel. Here in v22, the ostensive use of Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ replaces the 

function of the article in the identification of faith as an entity – it is now not “the faith” but, 

more explicitly, “Jesus-Christ-faith”. Thus, what Paul refers to in v22b as “Jesus-Christ-faith” 

 
466 Wallace (1996), 209-210. 
467 Referring to 3:23-25, Gordon (2018), 154, writes: “Here, for Paul, ἡ πίστις is not some existential human 
capacity”. Longenecker (1990), 145 on v22 and v23: “both refer to the Christian gospel as the culmination of 
the purposes of the law, with the expression “the faithfulness of Jesus Christ” in v22 and the term “the faith” 
in v23 used in parallel fashion to signal that gospel.” See also Matera (1992), 135. 
468 See Sprinkle (2009), 178. 



 

181 
 

he already meant by “the faith” in v.14, in relation to the gospel message: what has been 

done in and by Christ (v13-14a). 

From these points concerning what hearers would relevantly process, I draw the tentative 

conclusion that they would likely infer from πίστεως Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ a reference to Paul’s 

gospel message – the faith, centred on Jesus Christ. This would be rather than 

understanding it simply as a particular expression of the faithfulness of Christ or as the 

exercise of faith in Christ, though it is suggestive of both.469 

Rhetorically speaking, the relevance of Paul wishing to communicate the gospel in such 

terms may be understood as his intention from 2:16 onwards to resist an identification of 

the gospel with works of the law (ἐξ ἔργων νόμου), which would (not even) equate to 

another gospel (1:6-9).  Instead, Paul identifies the gospel in terms of πίστις (faith / 

faithfulness) and Jesus Christ. We will explore this further in the implications – Promise and 

faith. Nevertheless, I understand “the (message of) faith centred on Jesus Christ” as an 

entity and hold “Jesus-Christ-faith” to be the most relevant and apposite way to process the 

phrase here in 3:22. 

τοῖς πιστεύουσιν  : There are a number of co-textual elements that help us to process the last 

part of this explicature with relevant clarity. 

First, whoever τοῖς πιστεύουσιν are, they are the receivers of ἡ ἐπαγγελία, which has been at 

the heart of 3:14-22. 

Second, the participle here recalls the verb’s earlier uses in 2:6 and 3:6. This is important for 

a number of reasons: 

• These are key points in Paul’s argument. 2:16 is the crux of Paul’s report of his words to 

Peter at Antioch, words which as has been argued, the following argument is seeking to 

unpack. 3:6 is the transition by which Paul moves from recalling the experience of the 

Galatians vis-à-vis the Spirit and begins his biblical argument, based on Abraham. The 

use in 3:22 can thus be seen as drawing a conclusion from both starting points. 

 
469 Witherington (1998), 261: “faith in the faithful one Jesus Christ”. 
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• Paul uses the verb in 2:16 (of himself and Peter, at least) and in 3:6 (of Abraham) to 

promote a response of faith. Whatever else the word-family of πίστις may mean in 

context, on these occasions, it indicates a human act of believing. 

• In both 2:16 and 3:6, this act of believing is connected with justification / receiving 

righteousness: καὶ ἡμεῖς εἰς Χριστὸν Ἰησοῦν ἐπιστεύσαμεν, ἵνα δικαιωθῶμεν ἐκ πίστεως 

Χριστου (2:16); Αβραὰμ ἐπίστευσεν τῷ θεῷ, καὶ ἐλογίσθη αὐτῷ εἰς δικαιοσύνην (3:6). Here 

in 3:22, the believing ones receive ἡ ἐπαγγελία, which as we have noted, is closely linked 

with δικαι-language here in v21b as well as implicitly in the blessing of Abraham (3:8, 

14). 

Third, in context of v22a those who believe must emerge from universal confinement under 

sin. Significantly, Paul’s explicature is not explicit about Jewish or Gentile identity but 

highlights any who believe (cf. 3:28), to whom the promise is given – confined though they 

are under sin, like everyone else. 

Fourth, in a clause where Paul has already used πίστεως, the additional use of πιστεύουσιν 

requires proper explanation.470 Against an objective genitive interpretation of ἐκ πίστεως 

Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ (“faith in Jesus Christ”), the charge is made that this makes πιστεύουσιν 

linguistically redundant – i.e. “the promises given by faith in Christ to those who have 

faith”.471 However, RT assumes Paul to be a relevant communicator, carefully choosing his 

words to maximise relevance in a fraught context and achieve a positive cognitive effect. 

Rather than posit unnecessary duplication, RT assumes that requirements for relevance are 

not yet satisfied. It takes what appears to be linguistic redundancy, instead, as satisfactory 

evidence of Paul’s intention to communicate more than he has said already or, at least, 

relevantly to strengthen what has been said. This does not in itself negate an objective 

reading of ἐκ πίστεως Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ, but it does recognise that τοῖς πιστεύουσιν is not 

unnecessary duplication but must be an intentional addition, by Paul, to what he says in ἐκ 

πίστεως Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ which therefore constitutes something distinctive. Of course, in 

contending that “the message of faith centred on Jesus Christ” is the most appropriate 

 
470 Cf. Bruce (1982), 181: “…the promise based on faith in Jesus Christ might be given to those exercising such 

faith.”. This seems to read too much out of τοῖς πιστεύουσιν. 
471 See Matera (1992), 135. 
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understanding of ἐκ πίστεως Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ, and by emphasising human response, τοῖς 

πιστεύουσιν clearly and intentionally communicates something more. 

Determining the implications concerning ἐπαγγελία 

Through this promise inclusion we have identified a coherent yet nuanced use of ἐπαγγελία 

by Paul. 

He uses it in a way that refers to a historical speech act – the promises-covenant spoken to 

Abraham and his singular seed, Christ, whose central role is emphasised in v19 as the seed 

and promisee. The promises-covenant is particularly marked by the plural αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι, 

which Paul uses in v16 and again in v21, as he questions whether the law – the Sinaitic 

covenant - is opposed to the promises covenant; and also emphasises the nature of the 

promises-covenant, made within the oneness of God.  

But Paul’s interest is not simply in the historical nature of the promises, but in the present 

immediacy and assured future of what is promised. He thus uses ἐπαγγελία, as we discerned 

in v14 and again in v22 to express the immediacy and assurance of the content of what was 

promised, in Christ and by the Spirit to believers. 

In so doing, and through to v21-22, Paul establishes a chronology: 

• promises made by God to Abraham and to his seed, Christ;  

• the coming of the law 430 years afterwards, with limited and functional purpose until 

the coming of Christ but without effect on the promises-covenant;  

• the coming of the seed and promisee, Christ;  

• the resultant implication of how the Galatians should respond with regard to 

understanding the inheritance (v17) / righteousness (v21) that had been promised – it is 

not ἐκ νόμου but rather ἡ ἐπαγγελία ἐκ πίστεως Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ δοθῇ τοῖς πιστεύουσιν (v21-

22). Therefore, in Christ, the nations might receive the blessing of Abraham, and know 

its immediacy and assured perpetuation into the future in receiving the Spirit (v14) 

Paul marks the qualitative nature of this overarching framework as ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας and δι᾽ 

ἐπαγγελίας (Gal. 3:18) – a promise-narrative. 

Paul’s establishment of such a promise-narrative is further supported by his invocation of a 
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scriptural narrative with ἡ γραφὴ. I have argued, following Matlock,472 that a reasonable 

implication we can take from Paul’s use of ἡ γραφὴ in context is that Paul intends to convey 

a larger narrative sequence of Scripture. Through ἡ γραφὴ Paul depicts a similar structure to 

the promise-narrative we have outlined: 

• the pre-proclamation of the gospel to Abraham (3:8); 

• the role of the law in imprisoning all things under sin (3:22); 

• leading to the promise of Jesus Christ faith being given to those who believe (3:22); 

• the resultant implication that the Galatians should cast out those who confuse the issue 

of inheritance (4:30). 

It seems all the more evident that through his use of ἐπαγγελία alongside his use of ἡ γραφὴ, 

Paul is seeking to communicate a larger narrative that encompasses the witness of various 

texts and scripturally-attested events over a period of time– an overarching framework that 

is rooted in Abraham, centres on Christ and faith, and encapsulates how the role of the law 

is to be understood.  

The objective and subjective nature of ἐπαγγελία: historical event and appropriated gift 

The two particular nuanced uses of ἐπαγγελία in v21-22 once again highlight the flexibility 

and utility of this word-family for Paul. 

Here it is helpful to recall our understanding of ἐπαγγελία from the point of view of a 

beneficiary. 

On the one hand, a promise is delivered by the promiser. This is based on the speech act 

made and pursuant action taken by the promiser. In that sense it lies objectively outside the 

domain of any beneficiary, relying on the commitment and faithfulness of the promiser 

alone.  

However, on the basis of those words and actions, a person may come to the understanding 

that they are a beneficiary of this promise and may therefore subjectively appropriate 

assurance and expectation with regard to the delivery of that promise.  

 
472 Matlock (2007). 
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Similarly, on the one hand, Paul uses αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι to refer to the historical events of the 

promises-covenant spoken to Abraham and to the coming of the promisee - vital objective 

realities in the greater narrative he is recalling. Yet alongside this, ἐπαγγελία communicates 

the immediacy and assurance of righteousness for believers – the subjective appropriation 

of what was promised. 

Indeed, in this promise inclusio, historical realities – “the promises were made to Abraham 

and his offspring” and “ the coming of the seed and promisee” – are shown by Paul to 

possess a vitality such that, unaltered by the law, but operative through it, these lead, for 

those who believe, to personal realisation and reception of the promise. 

This further highlights the complementary perspective that this promise inclusio brings to 

3:1-14.  

• In 3:8 words are spoken to Abraham, the pre-proclamation of the gospel. Through the 

law and the coming of Christ (10-14a) Paul then presents the implication of what it 

means for the Galatians (and himself) to have received the Spirit – “we might receive 

the promise.” (v14b) 

• In 3:15-16, promises are made to Abraham and to his singular offspring. Through Paul’s 

promise-narrative, in which he sets the law and the coming of Christ in their rightful 

places, Paul concludes with the implication for his Galatian readers and all who believe: 

“the promise might be given…” (v22) 

Promise and God 

We have already refuted the suggestion that Paul’s explicit linkage of the promises with 

God, but not with the law, implies his reticence to state that God gave the law. Instead of 

Paul’s disparagement of the law, we have explained the relevance of his occasional 

ostensive reference to God with respect to the promises: Paul intends to communicate 

something particular about the promises-covenant. 

Therefore, if τοῦ θεοῦ is textually safe, its striking inclusion may extend what is implied about 

the promises-covenant. In the context of our conclusion concerning v20 - that Paul is 

conveying the notion that the promises were made between God and Christ within the 

oneness of the Godhead - τοῦ θεοῦ is straightforwardly processed as a reiteration of this 

idea. With τῶν ἐπαγγελιῶν τοῦ θεοῦ Paul underscores more than that God authored the 



 

186 
 

promises, but that they are promises fundamentally within God; and, although less clear as 

an intentional communication, this may also be inferred to be the basis of the implied life-

giving power of the promises.  

Promise and law  

In a several ways, Paul continues to uphold the purposeful but limited role of the law rather 

than manifesting any disparagement 

i. May it never be considered contrary to the promises-covenant!  

Paul strongly rejects the notion that he is suggesting conflict between the law and the 

promises-covenant; neither does he disparage the law, although he critiques what it is to be 

ἐκ νόμου. Paul’s marked rejoinder emphatically communicates that a positive and 

complementary role for the law in light of the promises should be envisaged. The faintly 

implied suggestion in his optative phrase, however, is that it is possible to set the law 

against the promises-covenant; and if there is anyone who does it – it is those who are ἐκ 

νόμου. 

ii. If it were so ordained, the law could have been what led to righteousness 

As noted in the analysis of the explicature, the use of the adverb and its marked placing with 

ἐκ νόμου seem to affect the tone of the sentence positively in such a way that if the premise 

holds good, the hypothetical conclusion emphatically follows: “if the law had been given 

such that it could make alive, then righteousness really would be ‘of law’”. Again, the 

implication is that Paul sees nothing wrong with the law per se, not least in its divine origin. 

It simply was not the chosen instrument in which life-giving power was invested and 

through which righteousness would come. 

iii. Paul regards the law as Scripture which positively attests to its purposeful and necessary 

role.  

I have argued that the reader would infer Paul’s use of ἡ γραφὴ to speak of the law (v22). In 

doing so, Paul demonstrates a clear communicative intent to convey the law as Scripture, 

within a larger scriptural framework.  

Far from being disparaging, this is a positive statement by Paul concerning the law, affirming 

its divine authorship and function. It further maintains that the law has a particular and 



 

187 
 

necessary role: paralleling τῶν παραβάσεων χάριν προσετέθη (Gal. 3:19) we now hear that, as 

Scripture, it συνέκλεισεν... τὰ πάντα ὑπὸ ἁμαρτίαν (Gal. 3:22).473 This might well be 

understood as a technically negative function; and the reader of Galatians who anticipates 

more of an explanation about the law’s role here will have to wait until v23-25. 

Nevertheless, Paul positively maintains a purposeful, scriptural function for the law. 

From all that we have inferred about Paul’s clear communicative intent, suggestions that 

Paul disparages the law may be safely rejected. Paul’s choice of divine passives concerning 

the law implies nothing that denigrates it and his explicit attribution of the promises to God 

makes no such insinuation. There is simply no evidence of Paul’s deliberate avoidance of 

reference to God in the passive verbs or through the use of ἡ γραφὴ instead. 

That being understood, what is further made manifest in v21-22 is Paul’s intention to place 

the role of the law within a larger scriptural framework. The clear implication is that while 

the law has a role as part of the larger narrative that relates to righteousness, it is not the 

dominant theme, which – in this part of his argument – comes to expression in ἐπαγγελία. 

Thus, the scriptural role of the law (3:22) is set within the broader context of the Scripture 

pre-proclaiming the gospel of justification for the nations in advance to Abraham (3:8). As 

Matlock says, “the law subserves the promise”.474 

The law has its God-given particular function; and if God had so chosen, he could have given 

the law with the power to make alive. But the law is not given life-giving power and cannot 

bring about righteousness; that is not its ordained function. This power and function was, by 

implication, invested in his promises to Abraham and his seed.  

The two are not opposed because, in the context of justification, the law fulfils a God-given, 

non-life-giving and time-limited role within the unalterable, overarching, live-giving function 

of the promises-covenant. The law confines all things under sin with the purpose that the 

promise might be given. The law indicates that the promised righteousness is needed but 

does not, itself, have the life-giving power to bring about the promise. The law, and 

 
473 Hunn (2015a), 253: “The purpose of God in giving the law must have been that the law would perform 

some function that no other event or entity in existence at the time performed.” 

 
474 Matlock (2007), 192. See also Fung (1988), 166. 
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therefore being ἐκ νόμου, does not itself lead to righteousness; but being ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας, and 

the promises themselves, do. 

Promise and δικαι-language 

It has emerged, by repeated implication, how closely ἐπαγγελία and δικαιοσύνη are linked 

together, with “promise” a key-word in Paul’s argument concerning what leads to 

justification or righteousness.475 

In v14, we saw the connection between the promise and the blessing of Abraham, 

understood from v8 to be justification. Here in v21-22 we see the connection between the 

promises-covenant made to Abraham which implicitly leads to righteousness, and the 

receiving of the promise. 

In a context in which Paul identifies the assurance of justification/righteousness as critical 

(2:16ff), he has now communicated that for the Galatians to know the immediacy and 

assurance of righteousness they must appreciate the fundamental supremacy of “the 

promises”, made to Abraham and to his seed, Christ, in which the justification of the nations 

was pre-proclaimed. The life-giving power that leads to righteousness is invested in the 

promises and comes through the promisee, but not in or by the law. 

What becomes increasingly clear is that key elements for Paul’s wider argument coalesce 

around ἐπαγγελία. Structurally and conceptually, promise-language associates closely with 

ideas of righteousness / justification, life and, drawing from v18, inheritance.476 Merely to 

equate these terms would be too simplistic and superficial, given all that each conveys; yet 

across them all significant overlap may be observed. 

Promise and faith 

I highlighted above Paul’s effective use of the objective and subjective nature of ἐπαγγελία. 

A similar dynamic is at stake in considering how to read πίστεως Ἰησοῦ χριστοῦ (v22) The 

Christological view - “the faithfulness of Jesus Christ” - produces an objective focus for the 

reader: a faithfulness outside of oneself; the anthropological view - “faith in Jesus Christ” - 

produces a subjective focus: the response of faith within oneself. However, to understand 

this more broadly as “Jesus-Christ-faith” (“the message of faith centred on Jesus Christ”) 

 
475 Williams, J (2020), 119. 
476 Moo (2013), 238. 
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informed by our nuanced understanding of ἐπαγγελία, allows the incorporation of the 

perspectives of both readings of the genitive-construct.  

“Jesus-Christ-faith” marks the objective entity of “the faith” that is underscored by a 

framework of ἐπαγγελία. Paul is clear that the gospel message is centred on Christ (cf.3:1). 

Indeed, this is Paul’s central contention, that the rhetorical community he is arguing for is 

defined by the faith centred on Christ (ἐκ πίστεως Χριστοῦ) as the gospel and opposed to a 

community identity that understands the gospel to be ἐξ ἔργων νόμου (cf. 2:16).  

What dominates Paul’s construction of a chronological framework underpinning this gospel 

that is ἐκ πίστεως Ἰησοῦ χριστοῦ is ἐπαγγελία-language. It begins with αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι made to 

Abraham and to Jesus Christ (v16) and culminates in the coming of ᾧ ἐπήγγελται, Jesus 

Christ (v19). The Spirit-given immediacy and assurance of ἡ ἐπαγγελία is received through 

this message of Jesus-Christ-faith (cf. 3:1-5, 3:13-14, 3:22). So Paul uses ἐπαγγελία-language 

to describe the objective foundation and result of this gospel message – the faith centred on 

Jesus Christ. 

However, the subjective nature of human faith is also evident in v22b. The addition of τοῖς 

πιστεύουσιν emphasises the response that is made to the message of faith (cf. 2:16: καὶ ἡμεῖς 

εἰς Χριστὸν Ἰησοῦν ἐπιστεύσαμεν).  

Not only is what is promised given through the objective message of the faith centred on 

Christ and what he has done, but it comes through the subjective human response of 

believing. Not only is ἐπαγγελία tied up with defining what is the faith, through history and 

centred on Jesus, but also with is the immediacy and assurance received by the human 

response of faith, that is, subjectively appropriated and realised. 

Just as Paul’s use of promise-language intentionally conveys both a historically based, 

objective entity and a subjective appropriation and realisation, so it informs his use of faith-

language with which it is so closely linked here. With his phrase ἐκ πίστεως Ἰησοῦ χριστοῦ, 

Paul’s communicative or rhetorical intent is to identify the gospel message as the faith 

centred on Jesus Christ. This expresses two things: first, the “faithfulness of Jesus Christ”, 

the promisee, who was crucified and became a curse under the law to bring about 

redemption; and second, how “faith in Jesus Christ” is the proper and sufficient response, 

enabling participation and assurance in him. 



 

190 
 

Conclusion 

We have engaged in substantial exegesis and in doing so, carefully observed Paul’s use of 

ἐπαγγελία at the heart of his argument. It has become evident that Paul uses the capacity 

and flexibility of this term to establish a chronological promise-narrative at the heart of his 

argument that affirms the primacy of the promises-covenant – made to the promisee, Christ 

– and the immediacy and assurance of what was promised to Galatian believers.  

In addition, our investigation has identified eleven key terms/concepts, used by Paul in 

Galatians, with which ἐπαγγελία has a co-textual relationship. Concerning these pragmatic 

collocations, I have sought to determine the developing implications of understanding the 

role of ἐπαγγελία:  

• as a foundation to the gospel and with a bearing on law, faith and δικαι-language; 

• in drawing on Abraham and particular terms within the Abrahamic narrative: seed, 

covenant and inheritance; 

• relating to God, the promiser; Christ, the promisee; and the promise of the Spirit. 

Chapters 4, 5 & 6 present three significant aspects of the role of ἐπαγγελία in Galatians that 

arise out of this analysis. 
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Chapter 4. ἐπαγγελία in Galatians as a 
whole 

4.1 Introduction 

Here in Chapter 4, I aim to situate the role of ἐπαγγελία in the wider letter to the Galatians, 

demonstrating that it is a key term not merely for Gal 3:14-22 but for reading Galatians as a 

whole. Analysis of 3:14-22 has demonstrated how Paul uses ἐπαγγελία in a nuanced yet 

coherent way to establish a promise-narrative whose outline we will address presently. 

First, we recall that the 3:1-4:11 may be read in three sections that state, reiterate and 

develop Paul’s argument. Second, the narrative outline seen in 3:1-14 – Abraham, the law, 

Jesus Christ and the Spirit – is developed by Paul in the promise inclusio as a promise-

narrative:  reiteration reaches beyond v22 to v29, and we will examine how brings the 

integrated section 3:15-29 to a close with a further instantiation of ἐπαγγελία. Third, we will 

consider how 4:1-11 illustrates and affirms Paul’s promise-narrative. Following these 

studies, we will then be in a position to outline conclusions pertinent to the promise-

narrative. All this will be the concern of the following section 4.2, “ἐπαγγελία and Paul’s 

establishing of a promise-narrative (3:1-4:11)”. 

Having elucidated how the promise-narrative is developed within that larger section of 

Galatians where Paul uses it ostensively and intensively, we will turn to the contribution this 

makes to Galatians as a whole. 

In Chapter 2, we considered the situational context and structural outline of the letter to the 

Galatians. This led to an understanding of two matters at the heart of the issue which Paul 

was addressing in Galatia: the assurance of Christian identity: “how can we know that we 

are part of the community who will be saved?” and the related ethic: “how are we to live as 

the community who will be saved?” 

In seeking to address these questions, Paul begins with a defence of his Christ-centred 

gospel (Gal. 1-2) and the pertinence of the confrontation in Antioch for the situation in 

Galatia. The theological argument of Gal. 3:1-5:12, within which we have taken particular 

cognisance of the promise-narrative of 3:14-29, seeks to (re)persuade the Galatians of the 
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truth of the gospel. Paul then moves on to how he understands such people of faith should 

walk in obedience to this truth (5:7, 13f) and according to the Spirit (5:16-6:10).  

From 2:12 onwards, where Paul explains the incident from Antioch, key terms in his 

argument, clustered and marked by ἐκ, are essentials for articulating how Paul’s argument 

proceeds and for recognising thematic linkages across sections, contrasts, links, movements 

and progressions through Paul’s argument, as he establishes the rhetorical identity ἐκ 

πίστεως (5:5) and sets out what it is to obey the truth that is ἐκ τοῦ καλοῦντος ὑμᾶς (5:8). 

Within that structural understanding we highlighted the place of ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας (3:18) as part 

of the developing argument and of an holistic reading of Galatians. 

We should expect, then, that within the flow of Galatians as a whole, this promise-narrative 

aids significantly in grounding the assurance of identity and a corresponding ethic that are 

thoroughly central to what Paul wishes to communicate.  

Therefore, in the section 4.3. “ἐπαγγελία and key concepts (Gal. 1-2)” we turn to see how 

Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία to develop a promise-narrative stems from Paul’s desire, from Gal. 

1-2, to establish the truth of the gospel and address the evidently contested places of law, 

faith and the assurance of justification - the very issue of identity. We consider how these 

four significant terms for reading Galatians – which we recognised as such early on in this 

study – are impacted by promise. 

We then may begin to appreciate in the last section, 4.4, “Living as ἐπαγγελίας τέκνα (Gal. 

4:12-5:12)”, how this promise-narrative helps Paul to apply the truth of the gospel to the 

understanding of the Galatians as he anticipates his ethical paraenesis. Further treatment of 

5:13ff, heavily shaped by Paul’s reference to the Spirit, will wait until Chapter 6. However, 

we may already start to see how Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία underlies his addressing of how the 

Galatians believers are to live – as ἐπαγγελίας τέκνα (4:28). 
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4.2 ἐπαγγελία and Paul’s establishing of a promise-

narrative (3:1-4:11) 

Galatians 3:23-4:11 

We have appreciated the “narrative arc” of 3:1-14 and how it has been developed in the 

promise-inclusio (3:14-22), but we turn now to examine how, in v23-29, Paul concludes the 

second, integral section of 3:15-29, before considering the third reiteration, the narrative 

illustration of Gal 4:1-11. 

Galatians 3:23-29 

In Gal 3:23-29, Paul revisits the argument of v10-14 and v19-22, elucidating the limited role 

of the law in the light of the coming of the faith (v23-25) and the assurance of being in Christ 

(v26-29).  

v23-25 

Paul speaks of “the faith” in seeming reference to the gospel of Jesus Christ, and the law as 

an imprisoning pedagogue until or even into the revelation of that coming faith.477  

We have already seen that in 3:14 Paul posits that the promise of the Spirit is received διὰ 

τῆς πίστεως, an assurance of the blessing of Abraham that comes in Jesus Christ. Further, in 

v22, combining the two instruments of v14 (ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ and διὰ τῆς πίστεως), Paul 

understands promise being given by Jesus-Christ-faith (ἐκ πίστεως Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ), which we 

have taken to be an entity: the message of faith centred in Jesus Christ. 

Notably, in v23-25, Paul uses a variant of πίστις four times. One is with ἐκ, and we recall the 

rhetorical identity marker, with which Paul here asserts that ἐκ πίστεως δικαιωθῶμεν. The 

other three uses of πίστις are articular, marking πίστις clearly as an entity, as we have 

 
477 Hunn (2015a), 256ff suggests Paul’s language concerning the law - συγκλειόμενοι εἰς τὴν μέλλουσαν πίστιν 

ἀποκαλυφθῆναι (v23) - may be taken more positively as leading towards faith in Christ: “[W]ithout forcing them 

to believe the promise, the law yet constrained them to remember it so that there would be a people, even if 

only a remnant, who would believe the promise when the time for fulfilment arrived.” (p.261.) 
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understood it in v22; and also in v26 (διὰ τῆς πίστεως).478 Indeed, Paul speaks about the 

coming of the faith (Πρὸ τοῦ δὲ ἐλθεῖν τὴν πίστιν, v23; ἐλθούσης δὲ τῆς πίστεως, v25) and the 

revelation of the coming faith (εἰς τὴν μέλλουσαν πίστιν ἀποκαλυφθῆναι, v23) in much the 

same way that he has spoken about the coming of the seed and promisee, Christ (ἄχρις οὗ 

ἔλθῃ τὸ σπέρμα ᾧ ἐπήγγελται, 3:19; cf. also δι᾽ ἀποκαλύψεως Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ, 1:12). Paul 

seems to intend to convey the faith here as an entity, closely related to Christ that has come 

and been revealed, more than a human response. For, by Paul’s own logic, the human 

response of faith was present and possible before the coming of Christ, exemplified in 

(3:6).479 

This coheres with and underscores our understanding of “the faith”, and Jesus-Christ-faith 

as expressive of the gospel message centred on Christ.480 In the promise-narrative, the faith 

came in the coming of Christ, the historical outworking of the promises-covenant that was 

made to Abraham and his offspring, Christ. Once again, within this promise-narrative and 

using πίστις, Paul expresses both the historical and objective nature of the promises made 

and the coming of Christ and the subjectivity of the appropriate response to the gospel 

message – faith. 

Similarly, within this chronological promise-narrative, Paul again recognises the temporal, 

limited, God-ordained but non-justifying role of the law. Repeating the language of v22, Paul 

speaks of the confining role of the law (ὑπὸ νόμον ἐφρουρούμεθα συγκλειόμενοι, v23) and of 

its role as a παιδαγωγός (v24-25).481 However, once again, in keeping with the promise-

narrative framework he has developed, Paul is clear that this role is temporal and limited 

(εἰς τὴν μέλλουσαν πίστιν ἀποκαλυφθῆναι, v23; ὁ νόμος παιδαγωγὸς ἡμῶν γέγονεν εἰς Χριστόν, 

v24; ἐλθούσης δὲ τῆς πίστεως οὐκέτι ὑπὸ παιδαγωγόν ἐσμεν, v25). Whatever the particular 

 
478 Sprinkle (2009), 175ff recognizes this as anaphoric, pointing back to ἐκ πίστεως Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ (v22) which 

he also takes to be an “eschatological event” or objective entity. Gordon (2019), 155, also sees this as marking 

not simply “existential human capacity” but an “historical reality”. 
479 Longenecker (1990), 145-6; Witherington (1998), 268; contra Keener (2018), 289. 
480 See Sprinkle (2009), 175ff. 
481 See Lull (1986); Tolmie (1992). Das (2014), 374f argues that, contrary to a “schoolmaster” who is “to bring 

us to Christ” (KJV), the law did not have a “positive educational function in leading to Christ.” It is, however, 

not so the interest of this study to ascertain particularly the role of the law as to recognise its place in the 

promise-narrative. 
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role of the law, the time of confinement under the law, within the greater promise-narrative 

is over, and if the law does point further, it is to justification that is of faith (v24). 

v26-29 

Given that time of the law and doing the works of law has passed with the coming of Christ 

and the faith, Paul urges the Galatians to understand that they are in Christ, through the 

faith (v26). Paul’s language in these verses is conspicuously Christ-centred and participatory.  

Paul tells his readers that they are sons of God διὰ τῆς πίστεως ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησου (v26), 

speaking to all those who were εἰς Χριστὸν ἐβαπτίσθητε (v27), and that they all εἷς ἐστε ἐν 

Χριστῷ Ἰησου (v28) and belong to Christ (Χριστοῦ, v29). 

This is a strong affirmation of the centrality of Christ at the heart of Paul’s promise-

narrative: the seed of Abraham and promisee (v16, 19) and in whom the blessing of 

Abraham might come (v14, 22). The participatory language emphasis the notion that in 

Christ, the promisee, those of faith may benefit from what had been promised to him, 

though they were not those to whom the promises were addressed. But all those in Christ – 

the singular seed – may participate in the promise by faith.482 

The outworkings of this participation are brought to bear by Paul throughout these verses. 

Galatian believers may understand that they are sons of God, by nature of the fact that the 

participate by faith in the son of God (cf. 2:20).483 Their baptism into Christ and being 

clothed in him speaks of their righteousness.484 Their oneness in Christ expresses the unity 

of all believers together in the single seed that is Christ.485 The resultant climax of his 

 
482 Moo (2013), 194 - “This participationist focus is fully compatible with the traditional interpretation of the 

‘faith’ language… For it is by believing in Christ that one is joined with him and thus receives all the benefits of 

that union.” 
483 See Matera (1992), 144, on “sons of God” as an epithet for belonging to the people of Israel – “particularly 

applicable to the ideal Israel of the end-time” (citing Byrne, B., 1979. ‘Sons of God’ – ‘Seed of Abraham’: A 

Study of the Idea of the Sonship of God of All Christians in Paul against the Jewish Background. AnBib 83. 

Rome: Biblical Institute Press). 
484 See Matera (1992), 145, “The concept of being clothed is found in several OT texts, some of which speak of 

being clothed with righteousness and salvation…Here Paul views baptism as the moment when Christ, like a 

garment, envelops the believer. Although he does not employ the term, Paul is describing the righteousness 

which is conferred upon believers.” 
485 Wiiliams, J (2020), 154. Luhrmann (1992), 78; Gordon (2019), 161f. 
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argument is that: εἰ δὲ ὑμεῖς Χριστοῦ, ἄρα τοῦ Ἀβραὰμ σπέρμα ἐστέ, κατ᾽ ἐπαγγελίαν 

κληρονόμοι. (v29) 

To be in and, thus, of Christ assures the Galatians that they are: 

a. Abraham’s seed: an affirmation of the righteous identity so contested in Galatia. We may 

note how Paul again uses the technique of broadening the concept, such that from a 

reference to the singular seed, Christ, in v16 and 19, he may employ σπέρμα as a reference 

to the multiplicity who, through faith, participate in Christ.486 Believers are Abraham’s seed, 

but only by virtue of their participation in the single seed and promisee. 

b. heirs according to promise: Believers are, therefore, in Christ, heirs according to promise. 

Paul’s use of inheritance language here and again in 5:21 not only connects with its use in 

the Abrahamic narrative but suggests a future realisation of salvation in the kingdom of 

God, assured but yet to be delivered.487 This is κατ᾽ ἐπαγγελίαν, another anarthrous post-

prepositional instantiation of ἐπαγγελία. Here Paul’s emphasis is on the promise-narrative 

that has brought the Galatians assured justification from the promises of Abraham, in Christ 

and by the Spirit; and assures them of the inheritance to come. 

The narrative illustration of 4:1-11 

Structurally, we have seen how the argument that Paul develops in 3:1-14 transitions, 

through promise-language, into the argument of 3:15-29, throughout which a promise-

narrative is established. 

That narrative is both foundational to and underscored by Paul’s narrative illustration in 4:1-

7 with the consequent application of 4:8ff, in which Paul effectively asks the Galatians why 

they would reject the assured sonship and inheritance that has been given to them by God 

in Christ to seek assurance instead in the slavery of “works of the law”.  

 
486 Matera (2000), 238: “they have been baptised into Abraham’s singular descendant, the one destined to 

inherit the promise, Christ (3:16, 26-29).” Williams, J (2020), 131: “Paul redefines the offspring of Abraham in 

3:29, suggesting that only those in Christ (regardless of social distinctions) are transformed into God’s offspring 

and that only they are heirs of his promises to Abraham.” 
487 This will be further considered in Chapter 5. 
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Although Paul does not use ἐπαγγελία-language here, this conceptual narrative-framework 

is now manifest in his readers’ minds.488 We may appreciate the illustration Paul brings to 

the sequence of Abraham, the law, Christ and the Spirit:489 

While Abraham and the promises may not be mentioned explicitly, the foundational 

impetus of the promises-covenant in shaping the narrative to come is captured implicitly in 

the act of the Father - and the Father here is unquestionably taken to be God (3:26, 4:4-7, 

cf. 1:1, 3) - setting a date (4:2) and delivering on that promise (4:4).  

Similarly, the law is not mentioned. Yet, Paul’s description of an heir still under ἐπιτρόπους… 

καὶ οἰκονόμους (Gal. 4:2) recalls the παιδαγωγὸς (Gal. 3:24) that is the law. Beginning v3 οὕτως 

καὶ ἡμεῖς, Paul is communicating that Jews, like himself, may be heirs but were under the 

guardianship of the law, indistinguishable from being a slave (δοῦλος cf. v1). As such, they 

were enslaved (δεδουλωμένοι ὑπὸ τὰ στοιχεῖα τοῦ κόσμου 4:3) in terms he will use in parallel 

with the pagan religion of those enslaved to non-gods now wishing to be under law (4:8-9 - 

ἐδουλεύσατε v8; τὰ (ἀσθενῆ καὶ πτωχὰ) στοιχεῖα v9).490  

As was the case with the law (cf. 3:19-22), guardianship need not be seen negatively but 

may be viewed as having a temporally limited role, operative until the fullness of time had 

come (4:4 cf. 3:19, 3:23-25) and understood within the larger framework of promised 

inheritance (cf. 3:17-18).491 

With the arrival of God’s Son, however – who we infer to be Christ (cf. 1:1, 3; 2:20) - sent 

when the fullness of time had come (4:4 cf. 3:19, 22-25), there came redemption (cf. 3:13) 

and adoption (4:5 cf. 3:7, 26, 29): full sonship not just for Jews under guardianship but for 

enslaved Galatian gentiles, too (4:5, 8-9a cf. 3:14, 26-28). 

 
488 Cf. Uzukwu (2015), 40-41. 
489 Cobb (2015), 288. 
490 Moo (2013), 262 on τὰ στοιχεῖα, writes that it is “not far off the mark” to understand this as “a general way 

of describing the situation of humans before and outside of Christ.” See also ibid. p.277. 
491 Wilson (2005), 377: “In the Greco-Roman milieu, not only was a pedagogue’s role over the life of a child 

temporary, the very presence of a pedagogue was indicative of the child’s inability to access his inheritance.” 
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The sending and receiving of the Spirit of his Son (4:6) brings the immediacy and assurance 

(3:14) of this status. The Spirit is sent to assure the believers that they are sons and 

consequently heirs (4:7 cf. 3:7, 29) and no longer slaves.492  

From all this Paul concludes that, for a fully-recognised son, known by God thanks to what 

Christ has done, any return now to the ways of childhood – through works of the law and 

being under the law – would be akin to being under the elementary principles of the world 

(4:3) and, in fact, mean returning to slavery (4:8-10; cf. 5:1-4).   

We see, then, that Paul’s promise-narrative (expressed in 3:15-29) is built on the reasoning 

of 3:1-14 and subsequently illustrated and affirmed in 4:1-11, creating together the beating 

heart of Paul’s theological argument. This further confirms how Paul is working with an 

underlying narrative. Although the framework may be sparse and punctiliar, there is a 

narrative continuity flowing from the promises-covenant to its ultimate fulfilment. Paul’s 

communicative intent is not to provide a detailed salvation-historical overview. His concern, 

arguably, is to outline for the Galatians a different story of Abraham, the law, Christ and the 

Spirit than the one that has emanated from the agitators.493  

Paul reads the story of Israel as one which unveils God’s promises to the world: promises of 

blessing, made in context of a cursed world (cf. Gen. 11-12; and Gal. 4:8), and indeed a 

present evil age (Gal 1:4), now deliver the promise of justification to the nations (Gal. 3:8; cf. 

4:9a).494 His underlying narrative understanding radically challenges those who, interpreting 

the Scriptures differently, have understood justification to be centred on works of the law, 

not on Christ (cf. 4:9b-11).495  

Nevertheless, however punctiliar, unexpected and revelatory Paul’s reading of Scripture is 

for his readers, using ἐπαγγελία he roots it in a promise-narrative beginning in Genesis: 

 
492 See Luhrmann (1992), 81. At this point, Cobb’s (2015, 288) triptych representation makes the reception of 

the Spirit and the status as sons and heirs too distinct, whereas the first makes immediate and assured the 

second. 
493 See DiMattei (2008), 92-93. 
494 Harrington (1965), 135. 
495 See Martyn (1997), 124 on the “Teachers” who “view God’s Christ in the light of God’s law, rather than the 

law in the light of Christ.” 
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promises to which Paul understands God has been faithful in Christ.496 This is affirmed by 

the illustrative story in 4:1-7. As Wright has captured well: 

“When Paul speaks of the time having fully come (Gal. 4.4), there is every indication 

that he is thinking of this long historical story which, in true ‘apocalyptic’ style, had 

had such an unexpected and cataclysmic conclusion…Here is the paradox of 

apocalyptic, ignored by many who claim that word today in favour of non-narratival 

novelty: God acts suddenly and surprisingly, as he always said he would, and as the 

actual though unanticipated climax of Israel’s (and the world’s) history.”497 

ἐπαγγελία and the promise-narrative 

Through ἐπαγγελία in Gal 3:14-22 and on to the end of the section in 3:29, Paul has given his 

readers a chronological promise-narrative, paralleling the framework of Abraham, law, 

Christ and the Spirit that he introduced in 3:1-14 and he illustrates in 4:1-11. 

Paul seeks to “encompass the situation” in Galatia by using ἐπαγγελία to present a reading 

of the Scriptures, drawing from the Abrahamic narrative (and in keeping with Paul’s use of ἡ 

γραφὴ (3:8, 22, 4:30)), in a brief, pointed, covenant-historical overview of promise-

continuity, concentrated in several acts, incorporating significant past, present and future 

events. We may summarise:  

i. God makes promises to Abraham and to his singular offspring, Christ. Through him 

the nations will be justified. (3:16, cf. vs7-9, 13-14, 22, 24; 4:2, 4) 

ii. The law is subsumed – as a covenant of an inferior order, coming 430 years later – 

and is operative only until the coming of the promisee. (3:17-19, 21, 23-25; 4:3, 9-10) 

iii. Christ comes – the Son of God and promisee, within the oneness of God – to redeem 

us from the curse of the law. (3:19, 20, 24, cf. v13; 4:4-5) 

iv. The Spirit is received through the hearing of the message of Christ and the response 

of faith; and through the Spirit, the immediacy and assurance of justification is given 

to all those in Christ, the promisee. (3:14, cf. vs 1-6, 9, 19, 26; 4:6) 

 
496 See Barclay (2005), 96-102, on holding the tension between apocalyptic and “elements of continuity and 

purposeful history”. 
497 Wright (2012a), 324. 
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v. Those in Christ may therefore be assured, through promise, that they are sons of 

God and heirs; and of the inheritance to come in the future realisation of salvation in 

the kingdom of God. (3:26-29, cf. v18; 4:6-7) 

Into this promise-framed, Abraham-based, Christocentric sequence, Paul puts the law in its 

rightful time and place. The point he makes about the law is not merely ontological: rather, 

the chronology Paul outlines is important for his case. However, it is his ostensive and 

intensive use of ἐπαγγελία, through which Paul primarily demonstrates a narrative 

continuity which subsumes the law as part of the larger promise-driven intention of God. 

The capacity and flexibility of ἐπαγγελία as a concept template 

In developing and presenting this promise-narrative, Paul utilises the capacity and flexibility 

of ἐπαγγελία.  Rarely used in the LXX, ἐπαγγελία nevertheless has potential to speak of the 

divine pledge. Paul’s particular choice makes use of this capacity and exploits its distinction 

from other terms such as ὄμνυμι and διαθήκη with differing logical and encyclopaedic 

entries, as well as its connection with εὐαγγέλιον.  

Alongside this, ἐπαγγελία offered Paul the flexibility of a concept template which could be 

adjusted to enable various necessarily nuanced uses of the word to cohere within the 

conceptual framework of the narrative. Thus, the immediacy and assurance of justification 

which Paul desired to communicate to the Galatians is both expressed and connected to the 

historical Abrahamic covenant (αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι) which Paul understands as foundational to 

the gospel through Christ, the seed of Abraham (τὸ σπέρμα ᾧ ἐπήγγελται), all within an 

established promise-framed narrative (ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας / δι᾽ ἐπαγγελίας). We will outline the 

nuanced uses and effects that ἐπαγγελία provides within the promise-narrative: 

The Abrahamic promises-covenant  

Paul uses the plural, articular noun form - αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι - to refer to the historical speech act 

of the covenant spoken and ratified by God to Abraham and his singular seed, Christ (3:16, 

3:21 and implicitly referenced in 3:19). This understanding relates to the sense of ἐπαγγελία 

we noted earlier as a verbal announcement carrying illocutionary force. The choice of a 

plural noun remains instructive and suggestive. The promises might imply: 
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• A set of promises given on one occasion: e.g. concerning land, offspring and blessing, 

cf. Gen 12:3-7 

• A number of promises made to Abraham and his offspring in the course of the 

Abrahamic narrative, whether discrete promises or reiterations of a single core 

promise.  

Further consideration will be given to this in Chapter 5. 

God as promiser 

God is understood to be the speaker of the promises and the source of promise. This is 

evidenced implicitly (cf. divine passives of 3:16, 3:19) and explicitly (3:17, 18, 21). It is also 

implicit in the understanding of τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος (3:14) as indicative of the 

Spirit as the assurer and perpetuator of the promised blessing of Abraham.  

Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία strongly implies an understanding that the promises-covenant was, 

ultimately, made within the oneness of God (v16, 19-21): God swearing by himself as he 

makes and keeps the promises. This origin of the promises-covenant is made in contrast 

with the law-covenant. Paul communicates that God is, by nature, a God of promise.  

The promisees: Abraham and Jesus Christ 

This emphasis is evidenced in the specific and ostensive references Paul makes: 

− τῷ δὲ Ἀβραὰμ ἐρρέθησαν αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι καὶ τῷ σπέρματι αὐτοῦ. οὐ λέγει· καὶ τοῖς 

σπέρμασιν, ὡς ἐπὶ πολλῶν ἀλλ᾽ ὡς ἐφ᾽ ἑνός· καὶ τῷ σπέρματί σου, ὅς ἐστιν Χριστός. 

(3:16);  

− τῷ δὲ Ἀβραὰμ δι᾽ ἐπαγγελίας κεχάρισται ὁ θεός (3:18);  

− τὸ σπέρμα ᾧ ἐπήγγελται (3:19).  

Here Paul explicitly singles out Christ as the one seed of Abraham to whom the promises 

were made. Focusing the Galatians on the central figure of his gospel, Paul does not present 

Jesus Christ as the fulfilment of the promises. They are not made about him. Rather, as 

promisee, they are made to him.  

Many others may be, in Christ, regarded as the offspring of Abraham and heirs of the 

promises (v29, see below) but Paul manifestly states that Abraham and Christ were the two 

promisees: those to who the promises were made. Rather than a multiplicity of promisees, 
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the promise-narrative centres on the single seed and promisee, Jesus Christ, and what it 

means to be in him. 

Those who, in Christ, are heirs according to promise 

Paul is clearly interested in communicating to the Galatians that they are Abraham’s 

offspring and heirs according to promise (v29): beneficiaries in Christ of the blessing of 

Abraham, through the faith, by the Spirit (v14). However, he does so by carefully delineating 

those who were the promisees - Abraham and significantly Christ - and believers. Believers 

are not promisees in the sense that Abraham and Christ were –those to whom the promises 

were made (v16). Rather they are assured beneficiaries of promise by virtue of their being in 

Christ, the singular offspring of Abraham, through Jesus-Christ-faith (v22).498  

Significantly, this understanding of ἐπαγγελία favours a Christocentric and participatory 

interpretation of Paul’s argument, where multiple offspring and heirs of the promises are 

those who identify with and participate in Christ (v14, 26-29), the singular seed and 

promisee (v16, 19).499 

The fundamental promise-nature of the narrative 

More broadly, we can say that Paul establishes promise as the fundamental quality or 

nature of this narrative framework: it is a promise-narrative, particularly evidenced in his 

use of two anarthrous nouns following prepositions:  

− εἰ γὰρ ἐκ νόμου ἡ κληρονομία, οὐκέτι ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας (3:18a);  

− τῷ δὲ Ἀβραὰμ δι᾽ ἐπαγγελίας κεχάρισται ὁ θεός (3:18b).500  

 
498 Making this distinction I respectfully question an “observation” Williams (1988, 711) believes is overlooked 

and, in part, drives his interpretation of promise in Galatians: “Paul names three recipients of the promise: 

Abraham (3:16, 18); Abraham's single offspring, Christ (3:16, 19c); and Christians (3:22; cf. 3:29; 4:7). Thus, any 

adequate interpretation of promise in Galatians must be able to answer the question: What is it that God has 

promised to Abraham and Christ, as well as to Christians?” While the promise, for Christians, relates to the 

promises spoken to Abraham and Christ, it blurs Paul’s argument to conflate the two, given that he is less 

interested in defining the content of the promise (which is perhaps a given in the argument) and more in how 

the promise is received and assured. 
499 Williams, J (2020), 116, cites Hays (2000), 264: “Christ is the one true heir of Abraham, and Christ’s people 

share in this inheritance only by becoming incorporated into his life.” 
500 And also in the anarthrous noun following a preposition in Gal 3:29: εἰ δὲ ὑμεῖς Χριστοῦ, ἄρα τοῦ Ἀβραὰμ 

σπέρμα ἐστέ, κατ᾽ ἐπαγγελίαν κληρονόμοι. “If you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s seed, heirs according to 

promise.”  
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ἐπαγγελία is descriptive of the whole process that begins with God’s promises to Abraham 

and his offspring and leads to the promise for Paul’s readers, coming through the promisee, 

Christ, and accounting for the role of the law.  

From our early investigation of ἐπαγγελία we noted that its use assumed a basic narrative 

sequence and indeed Paul conveys more than a simple sequence but a story of past event, 

present reality and future expectation. 

The immediacy and assurance of the content of what was promised 

While Paul uses ἐπαγγελία as a primary and flexible term by which to communicate the 

promise-narrative, the further utility of ἐπαγγελία is in terms of the immediacy and 

assurance, for the Galatians, of what was promised. 

We may understand the content of the promises-covenant to be expressed in the blessing 

of Abraham, understood by Paul here as justification (3:8, 14), related to but not to be 

identified with τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος (3:14).501 Also, as noted under promise-

language and δικαι-language below, several overlapping terms are used by Paul to express 

something of what is promised, including ἡ κληρονομία (3:18) and ἡ δικαιοσύνη (3:21).502 

However, Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία conveys the immediacy and assurance of the content for 

Paul’s readers of what God has promised through “the promises”. Beyond describing an 

historical speech act, Paul conveys the promise that is real and immediate for the Galatians 

now, in Christ, by faith, through the activity of the Spirit (3:14, 17, 22). This emphasises the 

sense of assurance of identity that they may have ἐκ πίστεως Χριστου, but that is not theirs 

ἐξ ἔργων νόμου. It conveys a gift given freely from the promiser, with both immediacy and 

expectation for the future, focusing on the favourable nature of the giver rather than on any 

legal obligation on the part of the receiver. They are children and heirs according to promise 

(3:29) and recipients of what was promised – the blessing of Abraham (3:14). 

 
501 Against the idea that the content of the Abrahamic promises is to be identified as the Spirit – Williams, S.K., 

(1997), 709ff; see also Williams, J (2020), 120. 
502 Also see Williams, J (2020), 119 – “[Paul] synonymously interprets the inheritance and the promise as 

realized by faith in Christ…” 
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Objective and subjective aspects of ἐπαγγελία  

We may further recognise that Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία brings together that which is 

objective and that which is subjective. Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία constructs a framework of 

historical events expressing the objective action and faithfulness of God in Christ: the 

speaking of promises and the coming of the seed and promisee, as well as the intimated 

future delivery of the inheritance. In tandem, through ἐπαγγελία Paul communicates a 

hoped-for gift for the beneficiaries, subjectively appropriated with immediacy and 

assurance by those of faith.  

  



 

205 
 

4.3 ἐπαγγελία and key concepts (Gal. 1-2) 

We have clearly recognised how Paul establishes a promise-narrative through ἐπαγγελία at 

the heart of his argument. We may now appreciate further how that helps with his agenda 

from the outset of establishing the truth of the gospel to assure his readers of their identity 

and status in Christ; and how it informs the use of other key concepts that emerge in 

Galatians 1-2: νόμος, πίστις and δικαι-language 

Establishing the truth of the gospel  

Paul is intent on persuading the Galatians back to the truth of the gospel (cf. 1:6-9, 11ff, 2:5, 

3:1, 5:7-10). However, while he begins by defending his understanding of it, Paul does not 

explicitly establish in Galatians 1-2 what that understanding is. Galatians 3, however, not 

least the promise-narrative, is central to Paul’s clarification of what he understands the 

gospel to be.  

Paul’s use of εὐαγγελίζω / εὐαγγέλιον is frequent in Gal. 1-2 (Gal. 1:6, 7, 8, 9, 11, 16, 23, 2:2, 

5, 7, 14) but falls away by Gal. 3 onwards (only Gal. 3:8, 4:13), where Paul turns to ostensive 

and intensive use of ἐπαγγελία instead.503 

Paul connects his use of προευαγγελίζομαι (3:8) with the blessing of Abraham as the assured 

promise which emanates from the promises spoken to Abraham and Christ (3:14, 16). He 

connects the gospel of grace (μετατίθεσθε ἀπὸ τοῦ καλέσαντος ὑμᾶς ἐν χάριτι [Χριστοῦ] εἰς 

ἕτερον εὐαγγέλιον 1:6 cf. 2:21) with God's gifting by grace through promise (δι᾽ ἐπαγγελίας 

κεχάρισται ὁ θεός 3:18). In doing so, Paul underscores his gospel with a solid promise-

framework: this is the message of faith centred on Jesus Christ, the promisee in whom the 

promise is graciously given to all who believe.   

In communicating this ἐπαγγελία-narrative to underpin and define the gospel of Jesus Christ, 

Paul deploys a word that corresponds to εὐαγγέλιον in two ways: conceptually, through the 

 
503 Conway (2014), 207: “Paul appears to go to great lengths to identify the close association of God’s 

ἐπαγγελία to Abraham with Paul’s εὐαγγέλιον. He does so with the structure of Galatians, where the εὐαγγέλιον 

dominates chs. 1, 2, and the beginning of 3 before it is “replaced” by the use of ἐπαγγελία in the rest of ch. 3 

and the end of ch. 4. It appears that Paul does this to emphasize the interchangeable nature of the two terms.” 

I clearly recognise the close association and the transition from gospel language to promise language but resist 

the notion that the two terms are interchangeable. 
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Abrahamic narrative (especially drawing on Galatians 3:8, 14, 16); and linguistically, through 

the shared αγγελ- stem.504 Whilst Paul has additional reasons for using ἐπαγγελία - we have 

noted its capacity and flexibility as a concept template - Conway is correct that it affords him 

a beneficial correlation:505 thus Paul’s announcement  (εὐαγγέλιον) is based on an 

announcement of what God himself will do (ἐπαγγελία). The gospel is explained through 

promise. 

Moreover, characteristics of the gospel upon which Paul has laid such emphasis in Gal. 1-2 

are further illustrated and rooted in the promise-narrative of Gal. 3-4 in four ways: 

First, Paul’s assertions that the true gospel he preaches is not from any man but is God-

given (cf. 1:1, 9, 11-12, 15-16, 2:2, 2:14), is underscored in the explicit God-given nature of 

ἐπαγγελία (cf. διαθήκην προκεκυρωμένην ὑπὸ τοῦ θεου (3:17), δι᾽ ἐπαγγελίας κεχάρισται ὁ θεός. 

(3:18); τῶν ἐπαγγελιῶν τοῦ θεοῦ (3:21)). We noted that such references do not deny the 

God-given nature of the law; nevertheless, they heighten that divine authority behind Paul’s 

promise-understanding of the gospel. 

Second, Paul’s recognition of his own Jewish heritage and careful concern to show his 

gospel is not out of line with “Jerusalem” or with the Scriptures (1:11-20, 2:1-2, 2:6-10; 2:14-

19), is accentuated in his rooting of the promise-nature of the gospel in Abraham. From his 

introduction of Abraham in 3:6, and his understanding that the gospel was pre-proclaimed 

to him (προευηγγελίσατο τῷ Ἀβραὰμ, 3:8) Paul roots his promise framework in the father of 

Israel (τῷ δὲ Ἀβραὰμ ἐρρέθησαν αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι (3:16); τῷ δὲ Ἀβραὰμ δι᾽ ἐπαγγελίας κεχάρισται 

ὁ θεός. (3:18); ἄρα τοῦ Ἀβραὰμ σπέρμα ἐστέ, κατ᾽ ἐπαγγελίαν κληρονόμοι. (3:29).506 

Third, Paul has, as noted, been overt about the centrality of Christ to his understanding of 

the gospel, indeed τὸ εὐαγγέλιον τοῦ Χριστου (1:7; cf. 1:1, 3-4, 12, 16, 2:4, 15-21). This 

centrality is underscored in his promise account of the gospel, Paul identifying Christ as the 

 
504 Conway (2014), 168: “Paul makes exclusive use of the ἐπαγγελία word group for the divine promise because 

it shares the same stem with εὐαγγέλιον... Paul has a penchant for -αγγέλ terms in comparison to other NT 

writers, particularly those terms associated with the gospel. Paul is able to draw attention to the 

correspondence that exists between the two concepts by employing a term that exhibits linguistic association 

with εὐαγγέλιον.” 
505 Conway (2014), 196-207 with particular application to Galatians. 
506 Wischmeyer (2010), 163: “…stellt er die galatischen Gemeinden in die Kontinuität des Heilshandelns Gottes 

an die Menschen hinein und gibt ihnen dadurch eine wahre Geschichte.” 
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singular seed and promisee (cf. 3:16, 19); and the one in whom what is promised may be 

assured (3:22, 26-29 - εἰ δὲ ὑμεῖς Χριστοῦ, ἄρα τοῦ Ἀβραὰμ σπέρμα ἐστέ, κατ᾽ ἐπαγγελίαν 

κληρονόμοι.) 

Fourth, Paul recognises that others distort the gospel (1:6-9, 2:4-5; 2:11-14) as they seek 

assurance through the law. He establishes that assurance, instead, through the promise-

narrative, it being available through the Spirit – the Spirit of God’s Son – by faith (τὴν 

ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος λάβωμεν διὰ τῆς πίστεως. (3:14, cf. 3:22, 4:6-7). 

Paul’s defence of his gospel, the gospel he understands in terms of promise, also brings 

contested issues to the fore. 

Three key motifs - νόμος, πίστις and δικαι-language - arise in the Antioch confrontation and 

are then given a place in Galatians 3 in relation to the promise framework. As we noted 

earlier, all three are hotly debated in current Galatians’ scholarship. Given its importance, 

full account should be taken of ἐπαγγελία in discussion of these other key concepts. 

We will first comment on how each term arises in Gal. 2, before drawing implications for 

these interpretative cruces in Galatians from their correlation with Paul’s ἐπαγγελία-

narrative. 

ἐπαγγελία and νόμος  

In Gal 2:3-5, Paul pinpoints, from his experience in Jerusalem, the potential compulsion to 

be circumcised as a matter which he understands would compromise the freedom they had 

in Christ and instead make them slaves. This is language to which he forcefully returns in the 

narrative of 4:1-7; the allegory of 4:21-31; the exhortation of 5:1ff in regard to circumcision 

in particular; and relating to being “under law” (4:5) and of the covenant of Mount Sinai 

(4:24f) in general. In Gal 2:11-14, the presenting issue of table fellowship in Antioch is 

related to the circumcision party (2:12). In order to counter persuasive arguments being 

made in favour of the necessary practice of such Jewish customs, and given his evident 

feeling about the matter, Paul must lay out his understanding of the place of the law. 

Paul asserts that justification is not through the law (2:16, 21; cf. 3:10-12), unpacking this 

from his response to Peter in 2:15-21. Moreover, Paul understands that: ἐγὼ γὰρ διὰ νόμου 

νόμῳ ἀπέθανον (v19). We may understand Paul alluding to the view that the law had a 
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purposive role (διὰ νόμου), but that it no longer determines how he should live (νόμῳ 

ἀπέθανον).507  

However, it is in the promise-narrative of 3:15-29 that Paul expands on the view that the 

law, emanating from the Sinai-covenant, while ordained by God, yet has a limited, temporal 

function through its subservience to the promises. 

Through the promise framework, Paul establishes that the pathway to righteousness is ἐξ 

ἐπαγγελίας, coming through the gift of God (in Christ and through the Spirit – see Gal. 5:5) 

and not achieved ἐξ ἔργων νόμου / ἐκ νόμου.  

Paul undermines the identity defined as ἐκ νόμου by placing the law in this wider, Abraham-

based, Christocentric promise-narrative and asserting the primacy of the promises-covenant 

over the law to the extent that the law is not even an effective codicil. Promise is associated 

with the language of grace-gifting, leading to identity as sons, to inheritance and ultimately 

freedom. The law is associated with a return to slavery.   

Within this framework the law is not set in opposition to the promises or disparaged but 

upheld by Paul as a divinely ordained covenant, mediated through angels and a mediator; 

he affirms its necessary, purposeful and temporally limited function in relation to trespasses 

and sin, whilst leaving its role somewhat underdetermined. He implies it looks forward to 

the giving of the promise, though in itself, the law does not have the life-giving ability to 

bring about righteousness or the inheritance. Thus, whereas to be ἐκ νόμου is to exclude a 

person from the divine path of promise and prevent the immediacy and assurance of the 

blessing of Abraham from coming about, the law itself is part of the greater promise-

narrative, governed by the promises and not in competition with them.  

The implication, for Galatian scholarship, is that when Paul sets limits on how the law 

functions in relation to righteousness, he does this through ἐπαγγελία and the narrative 

framework.  

Specifically, this means that the law, as seen through the promise-narrative, is by design 

unable to bring about righteousness / justification. Paul may hint at the human inability to 

 
507 So, Gordon (2018), 101, on 2:19: “it is merely Paul’s introduction of what is about to follow: Paul’s doctrine 
that the law is a temporary covenant; a covenant to which the people of God would one day “die” is a doctrine 
he derives from his reading of the OT law itself.” So, also Longenecker (1992), 91-2. 
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keep the law (e.g. 3:10, 5:3, 6:13)508, but his main argument here in Galatians 3 against the 

law as the way to righteousness is not the inadequacy of humans to fulfil it. More simply 

and profoundly, it is the inherent inadequacy of the law (and consequently the works of the 

law) for that purpose of bringing the life of righteousness.509 Paul intimates in Gal. 3:21 that 

righteousness could have been through the law had God so intended and designed it to be. 

However, in this central passage of Galatians dealing with the law, Paul shows how, in the 

light of promise, the law is not to be seen as God’s pathway to life (3:18). Rather, through 

promise, righteousness is given through Jesus-Christ-faith to those who believe (3:22). Even 

if the works of the law could be wholly kept (cf. 5:3), this would not be effective. Paul puts 

the weight of his argument on the divinely ordained nature and purpose of promise over 

law, not on human inability to keep that law.510  

ἐπαγγελία and δικαι-language 

In Galatians, Paul first uses δικαι-language in 2:16. It is assumed in his response to Peter in 

Antioch (2:15-21) that what is at stake is justification. What it is to be justified or to gain 

righteousness is not explained. It is simply taken to be the goal to be sought (εἰ δὲ ζητοῦντες 

δικαιωθῆναι (2:17) and attained (cf. 2:21, 3:3) and of which to be assured (cf. 3:6-7). As Paul 

understands the argument, the presented options for this are either ἐξ ἔργων νόμου (2:16) or 

ἐκ πίστεως Χριστοῦ (Gal. 2:16). His assertion is that it is not the former: εἰ γὰρ διὰ νόμου 

δικαιοσύνη, ἄρα Χριστὸς δωρεὰν ἀπέθανεν. (2:21 cf. 3:11) 

As noted in the analysis, Paul’s promise-framework portrays righteousness / justification as: 

the blessing of Abraham (3:8,14); the inheritance which the promises-covenant leads to 

 
508 Although may each be arguable: in 3:10-13, the implied premise is potentially one of human inability, but 

could also be one of historical covenant failure; 5:3 is a reminder that those who opt for circumcision are 

obligated to observe the whole law, but it is only possibly implied that they cannot keep it (and more strongly 

implied that it is a burden); 6:13 is an observation that those who promote circumcision do not keep the law, 

not an assertion that humans cannot. None of this is to dispute the notion that Paul thinks that humans cannot 

keep the whole law, or out of kilter with Paul having a pessimistic anthropology when it comes to human 

effort. See Schreiner (1984) and Cranford (1994) for discussion of 3:10 and 5:3; also Gordon (2019), 184, on 

the notion that Paul is speaking  in 3:10 and 5:3 of “comprehensive” but not necessarily “perfect” obedience. 
509 See Gordon (2019), 209ff – “The Problem of the Law is Intrinsic, Not Extrinsic.” 
510 Cf. Ryken (2005), 113: “If we could keep the law, we would be justified by the law; but we can’t, so we 

won’t… the problem with the law is that we cannot live up to it.” But this is not Paul’s argument in Gal. 3:18 

and 21, in which the “problem” with the law is that it is not designed to bring about righteousness, life and 

inheritance. See also Fung (1988), 164. 
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(3:21-22); and the content of the promise, where his use of ἐπαγγελία conveys the 

immediacy and assurance of that righteousness / justification.  

Paul’s laying forth of the promise-narrative serves to assure his readers that their identity 

and inheritance as justified sons of Abraham is rooted in the Abrahamic narrative of the 

promises and appropriated through the Spirit, by faith in the promisee, Christ. Three 

conclusions may be drawn about the use of δικαι-language; these concern the nature of 

what justification is, its timing, and the assurance that accompanies it. 

First, within this crucial promise-narrative, Paul appears uninterested in a precise definition 

of δικαι-terms, preferring to assume his readers already appreciate what is important 

concerning their content. 

Of course, certain matters concerning δικαι-language in Galatians have been further 

determined. We may observe that: 

a. Justification / righteousness is what is promised - made immediate and assured through 

the Spirit. 

b. Justification is through incorporation into Christ. It is promised to, and centred on, the 

single seed in whom believers are heirs by faith. 

c. Paul connects δικαι-language with many other terms as epithets of final salvation: 

sonship, life, inheritance, promise, kingdom of God, the blessing of Abraham.511 These 

arguably carry semantic elements of forensic, covenantal and apocalyptic concepts.  

However, while these may be spelt out, the essential “what” of justification, as Kwon has 

argued, is merely assumed in respect of Paul’s audience.512 Any study which seeks to clarify 

the meaning of δικαι-language in Galatians may labour with both matters of semantics and 

pragmatics, taking in the various contexts that inform Paul’s use. While such an exercise 

may bring greater determination, it is not evident that a clear understanding of exactly what 

 
511 See: Kwon (2004), 153-4; Campbell (2009), 860; Fung (1988), 166; Oakes (2015), 114. 
512 Kwon (2004), 145. 
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Paul understands by this word group, or what metaphor(s) he intends to invoke will be 

forthcoming.513  

Second, Paul is equally broad in his communication concerning the timing of justification. In 

the connection of δικαι-language with the concepts of promise and inheritance, it seems 

that there is immediacy and assurance of this gift of justification, but also a future 

inheritance to come (cf. 5:5). ἐπαγγελία enables talk of a past, present and future dynamic 

connected with justification: it was promised to and revealed in Christ; it remains, by the 

Spirit, a promise to all those in Christ; and it will be delivered in the future when all those 

who are sons and heirs inherit.514  

Third – and this is Paul’s greatest concern – there is the question of the assuring his Galatian 

readers of their justification, despite the malign influence they are under. 

Justification is that which Paul understands everyone in the churches of Galatia is seeking 

but that only his gospel, rooted in promise, will deliver. He is therefore broad in his 

descriptive terms of what and when it is; but when it comes to how justification happens, or 

who will benefit, his comments are much more pointed: it was promised to Abraham and 

his offspring (3:15-16); it is not the gift of the law (3:17-18) but comes in Christ, the 

promisee (3:19), and who was crucified for our redemption and adoption (3:1, 14, 4:5); and 

it is assured by the Spirit (3:14, 4:6-7, 5:5), through Jesus-Christ-faith to those who believe 

(3:22).  

As this third conclusion shows, Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία underscores that his greatest 

communicative concern as regards justification / righteousness in Galatians is neither its 

content nor its timing but its assurance by faith in Christ, the promisee. 

ἐπαγγελία and πίστις 

Gal 2:16 asserts the path to righteousness as διὰ or ἐκ πίστεως [Ἰησοῦ] Χριστοῦ and that εἰς 

Χριστὸν Ἰησοῦν ἐπιστεύσαμεν (2:16). So far, the former phrase has been translated as Jesus-

Christ-faith whilst also recognising how the verb may signify personal appropriation of the 

 
513 See Bird (2006) on holding together forensic and covenantal aspects. Many varied views may or may not 

add something to the debate, but might also be straining to grasp what Paul does not seem to intend to 

communicate. 
514 See Moo (2013), 60-62; Williams, J (2020), 153. 
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promises (cf. 3:22). Paul reiterates the importance of faith when he declares: ἐν πίστει ζῶ τῇ 

τοῦ υἱοῦ τοῦ θεου (2:20). 

With regard to faith, the promise-narrative underpins two things:  

a. an objective historical reality of the faith (cf. 3:14, 3:23-26). Paul points back to actions in 

history – the Abrahamic promises-covenant and the faithfulness of God in Christ in 

delivering on them – to account for the promise framework, the basis of the faith which he 

preaches (1:23). 

b. the accompanying subjective appropriation of what is promised; namely the assurance of 

identity and inheritance that ἐπαγγελία underscores and which Paul wishes to communicate 

belongs to the Galatians when they respond to the promises in Christ through faith by the 

Spirit (2:20; 3:14; 3:22; 3:26-29. Faith, as modelled by Abraham in his faithfulness to God’s 

words (3:6-9), is the sole means for appropriating all that God has promised and continues 

to promise through Jesus-Christ-faith and by the Spirit. 

As with ἐπαγγελία, so also in his use of πίστις does Paul create a nuanced dynamic made up 

of both objective and subjective aspects. In conjunction with Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία, the 

reader may infer the faith to be the message of the gospel, centred on Jesus Christ and 

based on historical realities (c.f. 3:1, 13-14, 22). At the same time, Paul intimates that, just 

as the promise is a matter of immediacy and assurance for the believer, so faith is a matter 

of human response and appropriation with respect to this gospel message. Thus πίστις, 

alongside ἐπαγγελία, communicates both a Christocentric and an anthropocentric 

application. 

Hays notes that πίστις is “not a univocal concept for Paul”, each use needing to be 

“determined in view of a whole range of considerations”, and at times “ambiguous by 

design.”515 Hays is surely correct that πίστις has several nuances even within one text. We 

have seen how ἐπαγγελία carries nuance in its particular instantiations: so also does πίστις, 

 
515 Hays (2002), 161: “His use of it is extensive and flexible and meaning in any particular sentence must be 

determined in view of a whole range of considerations… We should be willing to recognise that Paul’s 

language may sometimes be ambiguous by design, allowing him in one breath to speak of Christ’s faith and 

our faith.” He gives the example: “πίστις in Gal 1:23 (εὐαγγελίζεται τὴν πίστιν) demands a different 

interpretation from πίστις in 3:11 (ὁ δίκαιος ἐκ πίστεως ζήσεται).” 
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where at least three concepts underlie it, within Paul’s argument, and require to be factored 

in when reading πίστις in Galatians as a whole516: 

i. The faithfulness of God in Christ: in spoken promises to Abraham but within himself and in 

Christ’s coming and redemptive work as the promisee; 

ii. The faithfulness of the believer: appropriating the promise in Christ, with Abraham as 

exemplar (Gal 3:6);  

iii. The faith: the gospel message centred on Christ that appreciates the faithfulness of God 

in Christ and anticipates the faithful response of the believer. For Paul in Galatians, πίστεως 

Ἰησοῦ χριστοῦ (Jesus-Christ-faith), may be the optimal way of expressing this, as he 

pointedly defines the gospel, particularly through the promise-framework.517 As such, we 

may see Paul both communicating an understanding of the gospel centred on promises 

made to and appropriated in Jesus Christ and warning about how a gospel (1:6-9) allegedly 

ἐξ ἔργων νόμου is a false gospel that negates the promise of righteousness which comes 

through God’s faithfulness in Christ and the response of faith by the believer. 

 

  

 
516 Longenecker (1990), 145 recognises two of these elements of πίστις associated with ἐπαγγελία as he writes 

of “…the promises of God, which have always called for a response of faith and are now focused in the 

faithfulness or obedience of Jesus Christ.” See Campbell (2009), 869ff for discussion of the correlation of πίστις 

and ἐπαγγελία in Galatians. 
517 See Sprinkle (2009), 175ff. 
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4.4 Living as ἐπαγγελίας τέκνα (Gal. 4:12-5:12) 

With the above understanding of how Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία and the promise-narrative are 

to be located at the heart of his argument in the opening chapters of Galatians, we may now 

consider how it serves Paul’s objective in what follows. After pausing, in 4:12-20, to express 

his angst that – thanks to those who are zealous, but for no good – the Galatians may have 

lost their understanding of the truth of the gospel he preached, or the joy they shared with 

him in it, he now goes on to bring a conclusion to his main argument and lead into the 

integral paraenesis.  

From 4:21 Paul begins to apply the promise-based understanding of the gospel and the 

assurance it brings to the Galatians, in a desire to encourage them to live in the freedom he 

believes should be theirs in Christ and the consequent Spirit-led lifestyle. 

We may reasonably argue that the question of the Galatians’ assured identity – “how can 

we know that we are part of the community who will be saved?” – has been clearly 

answered in Gal. 3:29 as being κατ᾽ ἐπαγγελίαν. The related ethic - “how are we to live as 

the community who will be saved?” - is set forth from this next section: as ἐπαγγελίας τέκνα 

(4:28). 

Gal. 4:21-32518 

In 4:21-32 Paul returns to a biblical argument that prepares for the upcoming paraenesis: οἱ 

ὑπὸ νόμον θέλοντες εἶναι, τὸν νόμον οὐκ ἀκούετε; (Gal 4:21) οὐκ ἐσμὲν παιδίσκης τέκνα, ἀλλὰ 

τῆς ἐλευθέρας. (Gal. 4:31), through an allegory founded on Paul’s ἐπαγγελία-driven narrative. 

Four relevant points may be made:  

First, Paul’s use of this particular example underscores his foundational, promise-driven 

invocation of the Abrahamic narrative, with a focus on a single seed.  

Drawing on Gen. 16 and 21, Paul returns to the Abrahamic narrative which from 3:6 has 

been formative for his argument.519 Notwithstanding his allegorical use of this account, Paul 

yet again expresses the Abrahamic narrative in terms of ἐπαγγελία. In 4:23 and 28 he uses 

 
518 For a consideration of these 4:21-32 alongside 3:15-29, see Uzukwu (2015), esp. 104f. 
519 This will be further explored in Chapter 5. 
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the singular, anarthrous post-prepositional form that expresses the overarching nature of 

divine interaction with Abraham and his offspring, encapsulating the Abrahamic narrative as 

one of promise, resulting in children of promise (4:28). Paul’s focus is on the seed who is 

born through promise (Isaac), not according to flesh (Ishmael). Instead of identifying with 

Ishmael, who represents a recourse to law and flesh, Paul’s readers are urged to identify 

with Isaac, as the line of the single seed and promisee, and thus with Christ and the promise 

that comes to and in him, not through works of the law.520  

Second, having already, in the promise-narrative, established the Abrahamic promises-

covenant as predominant, Paul now prioritises it over that of Sinai, critiquing the idea that 

one would ground one’s identity in the latter.  

Paul thus contrasts two covenants (δύο διαθῆκαι v24): the covenant of Sinai, and the older, 

Abrahamic covenant.521 This strongly suggests that while Gordon helpfully talks of Paul’s 

covenant-historical approach, which the promise-narrative underscores and supports, Paul 

is not thinking of three covenants.522  Rather, “the faith”, which Gordon takes to be the 

“new covenant” centred on Jesus Christ, is the outworking and fulfilment of the Abrahamic 

promises-covenant. Through the promise-narrative, which charts the coming of “the seed 

and promisee” (v19) – or, as Paul also writes, τὴν μέλλουσαν πίστιν ἀποκαλυφθῆναι (v23) – 

the Sinaitic covenant is put into proper perspective.523 

Two things are notable in the way he emphasises the promise nature of the Abrahamic 

covenant and its lasting priority over the Sinaitic covenant: 

i. He explicitly connects the term (διαθήκη) with the giving of the law at Sinai (v24, cf. 

3:17) but makes no explicit connection with the Abrahamic promises-covenant, for 

which he has earlier preferred αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι (Gal. 3:16).524 The implication is that 

 
520 See Martin (1995), 456. Williams, J (2020), 141, notes Thiessen (2016), 73-100 in stating that “Gentiles in 

Galatia who received the mark of circumcision would have been more akin to Ishmael, who was not 

circumcised on the eighth day and was not the promised child…” 
521 Hays (1989), 114: “[T]he contrast is drawn between the old covenant at Sinai and the older covenant with 

Abraham, which turns out in Paul’s rereading to find its true meaning in Christ. In Paul’s scheme, the freedom 

and inheritance rights of the Gentile Christian communities are not novelties but older truths that were always 

implicit in Isaac, in the promise to Abraham.” 
522 See Gordon (2019), 6ff. However systematic theologians may classify various distinct covenants, it is not 

clear that, here in Galatians, Paul is thinking in those terms.  
523 See Witherington (1998), 247. 
524 Jobes (1993), 316. 
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while Paul may understand the promises-covenant to be a διαθήκη, he would rather 

emphasise its over-riding promise-nature. 

ii. There is no reference to either Abraham or Sarah by name. Where an explicit 

correspondence with Hagar is made (v25), the contrasting element is left blank.525 

Paul simply says: ἡ δὲ ἄνω Ἰερουσαλὴμ ἐλευθέρα ἐστίν, ἥτις ἐστὶν μήτηρ ἡμῶν (4:26). 

This non-completion of Sarah’s side is intentional. Following our analysis, we suggest 

that “Jerusalem above” alludes to the promising of the Abrahamic covenant within 

the oneness of the Godhead in contrast with the mediated Sinaitic covenant, 

earthed in Hagar and Ishmael. Paul is rooting the Galatian Christians in the eternal 

nature of the Abrahamic promises-covenant, but not in the temporal functioning of 

the Sinaitic law.526   

Paul need not be interpreted as intending a critique of the Sinaitic covenant per se, or any 

purposeful role it may have had. His argument is with those seeking the assurance of their 

identity in it: to be ἐκ νόμου / ἐξ ἔργων νόμου is, in effect, to be born of the law and thus into 

slavery, not inheritance.   

Third, Paul is still pursuing his two rhetorical communities approach, persuading the 

Galatians that they are children not of slavery but of promise. 

Paul continues to contrast rhetorical identities throughout this allegory527, urging the 

Galatians to understand themselves on the side of promise (as opposed to σάρξ v23) and of 

the Spirit (v29) and freedom (v31). Paul makes a direct connection between Abraham’s 

offspring Isaac and the Galatians, in claiming that they, like he, are the children of promise 

(v28) and Abraham’s true heir (v30), as opposed to the children of slavery, whose identity is 

in the covenant of Mount Sinai (v24-25). The pathway of their inheritance lies through 

promise, not law (cf. 3:18).  

Furthermore, their identity as children of promise builds on the conclusion of the promise-

narrative (cf. 3:22, 29) and once again affirms the identity as children with full rights as sons 

to inheritance (4:28-31, cf. 3:29, 4:5-7).528  

 
525 Cosgrove (1987), 226. 
526 Jobes (1993), 317.  
527 See Appendix 2. 
528 See Luhrmann (1992), 92. 
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Fourth, Paul’s identification of the Galatians as children of promise, born according to the 

Spirit, affirms the Spirit as assurer of justification and identity.  

The Spirit is portrayed by Paul as the one whose power gives birth to the ἐπαγγελίας τέκνα 

(4:28-29). The Spirit, therefore, is cast in the role of source and propagator of promise. This 

is in keeping with our understanding of the Spirit as much promise-giver as promised gift, 

bringing immediacy and assurance (cf. 3:14, 4:6-7). We will return to this in Chapter 6. 

Paul’s allegory, then, seeks, on the basis of the Galatians identifying as children of promise 

(v28), for them to “cast out” (4:30) any identification with slavery to the covenant of Mount 

Sinai and not to let themselves be burdened again by such a yoke (5:1).  

Gal. 5:1-12 

Instead, as those born by the power of the Spirit and destined, through promise (4:23), to 

inherit as children of the free woman - a freedom for which Christ has set us free – they are 

to stand firm in this assured identity (5:1) 

As he concludes, Paul’s argument is transitioning from the theological to the ethical and 

hortatory. And this is grounded on the foundational promise-narrative, which enables Paul 

to develop the notion of being free children of promise; and thus to argue in 5:2-4 that to 

accept circumcision and keep the whole law is in effect to subvert the way of promise, 

negating what Christ has said and done and falling away from grace (cf. 1:6, 2:21. 3:18). It is 

not the pathway to righteousness (cf. 3:21). 

Instead, Paul makes the key statement of 5:5 which, couched in clear promise-language 

rooted in the past, present and future, affirms assured identity as the basis of a lived ethic.  

Here, Gal 5:5 is key and merits close attention. 

ἡμεῖς γὰρ πνεύματι - “For we, through the Spirit…” 

Paul re-asserts that it is through the Spirit (and that is, τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος (Gal 

3:14)) that believers are to find assured identity, hope and, consequently, a basis for living. 

While the relationship between promise and Spirit will be discussed briefly below, we will 

pick it up more fully in Chapter 6: “ἐπαγγελία and the Spirit”.529 

 
529 See also Williams, J (2020), 152 picking up a similar theme of the Spirit in discussion of Gal. 5:5. 
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ἐκ πίστεως – “by faith” 

That identity, hope and ethic are marked by faith. As we have seen, faith may be richly 

understood as pointing towards the objective historical realities in which God has promised 

to Abraham and to his offspring and shown faithfulness in Christ. It may also point towards 

the subjective response to such realities which gives an assured identity in Christ - a 

response set in contrast to seeking identity ἐκ νόμου / ἐξ ἔργων νόμου.  

ἐλπίδα δικαιοσύνης – “the hope of righteousness”.  

Paul denotes the ultimate goal and content of what is promised – that which is hoped for: 

righteousness. (2:15-21, 3:21). Such language makes it concomitant with the expectation of 

a future promised inheritance (cf. 3:18, 29, 4:7, 4:30).  

ἀπεκδεχόμεθα – “we eagerly await.”  

The future inheritance of promised righteousness based on the faith of promises in the past 

which are realised in Christ and made immediate by the Spirit is underscored to children of 

promise (4:28) by the language of present waiting for what has been promised.530  

Such language introduces an ethic of this “eager awaiting” – how the Galatians are to live 

appropriately, obeying the truth of this gospel (cf. 5:7f) (as opposed to ἡ πεισμονὴ οὐκ ἐκ τοῦ 

καλοῦντος ὑμᾶς. (Gal. 5:8), looking forward to the fulfilment of their hope of righteousness. 

Since circumcision counts for nothing towards the inheritance, Paul dismisses it and 

establishes an ethic of living as those of assured identity should live, by faith working 

through love (5:6, 13ff). 

  

 
530 Moo (2013), 327, affirms the future element of righteousness and the “eschatological anticipation” evident 

here. Further, p.329: “It is by appropriating and living out of the power of the Spirit that believers confidently 

wait for the ultimate confirmation of their righteous statues before God.” 
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Conclusion 

We have demonstrated how key is ἐπαγγελία for Paul’s aims, with the scope and flexibility 

he requires for establishing a promise-narrative at the heart of his letter and argument to 

the Galatians. This narrative underpins his understanding of the gospel while also reframing 

contested issues that have come to the fore in Galatia.  

Whether or not the Abrahamic narrative was a source used by the agitators, it is 

foundational for both their understanding and for his own, which he sets forth in a promise-

reading that we will explore in Chapter 5. Paul uses ἐπαγγελία both to declare the assured 

identity, in Christ the promisee, enjoyed by those who are part of the community who will 

be saved, and to set the context in which they are to live: as children of promise, not under 

law but by faith and through the Spirit as “we eagerly await the righteousness for which we 

hope”.  

In Chapter 6 we will return to a fuller consideration of the role of the Spirit in light of 

ἐπαγγελία, in giving believers assurance, ethical direction and life in community.  
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Chapter 5. ἐπαγγελία and the Abrahamic 
narrative as a whole 

5.1 Introduction 

Paul roots his use of ἐπαγγελία in the Abrahamic narrative. The following four terms, with 

which ἐπαγγελία closely interacts, as we have seen, are indicative of this: 

Manifest in Galatians 3:6-9, 14, 16 & 18, the figure of Abraham and the wider narrative 

surrounding him are foundational and formative for Paul's understanding and use of 

ἐπαγγελία and for the underscoring of his gospel. Not only does Paul ostensively reference 

Abraham, but he clearly indicates how he wishes the Abrahamic narrative to be understood 

by re-presenting Abraham. Whether or not the agitators brought Abraham into the debate, 

as a critical figure he was presumably a key component of their identity and certainly is for 

Paul’s understanding of ἐκ πίστεως (3:6-9) and ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας (3:18). It remains for us to 

clarify precisely what source texts Paul may be referencing and to scrutinise the way he 

reads these. 

One particular matter is Paul’s reading of a singular seed which is critical to his promise-

based framework. He ostensively defines Christ in such terms, keeping the Abrahamic 

narrative in the frame even where the focus is not on Abraham but his seed. This, we have 

suggested, may counter a prevailing reading (whether or not that argument has been put 

forward by the agitators). While our first interest is in what Paul is relevantly 

communicating, the assumed significance of the Abrahamic narrative for the agitators 

means that how he might justify such an assertion is also important.  

We have also seen how Paul employs διαθήκη, shaping the concept of covenant that he 

wishes to communicate as unalterable by anyone once ratified, but also narrowing down 

the concept to speak particularly of the covenant God made with Abraham and his 

offspring, referred to as “the promises”. However rich may be the use of διαθήκη in the LXX, 

significantly Paul chooses to replace it with the rarely employed term ἐπαγγελία. I have 

already suggested two reasons why: it might a) express something of the nature of God’s 

covenantal commitment, and b) avoid conceptual confusion with circumcision and the law 
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(cf. Gen 17; Ex 19:5).531 We will consider διαθήκη further within the manifest context of the 

Abrahamic narrative. 

Similarly, Paul implies that inheritance is the content of what is promised, tying it closely 

with righteousness. We have also inferred from Galatians how use of inheritance language 

implies both a gift and an eschatological realm (cf. kingdom of God, 5:21), to be fully 

realized only in the future.532 This, too, is language from the Abrahamic narrative (v18), 

manifestly contextualized within it, and thus requires further study here.  

In Chapter 5, I will have three related aims: 

First, to establish that the Genesis Abrahamic narrative is the primary literary context for 

Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία and the development of his promise-narrative (section 5.3). 

Second, to argue from this, that Paul presents, in Galatians, a promise-reading of the 

Abrahamic narrative as a whole, which is foundational to his gospel (section 5.4).533  This 

will involve an appreciation of how Paul might read justifiably understand a singular seed 

from the narrative. 

Third, to demonstrate, as a result, how further key elements of Paul’s argument (διαθήκη, 

κληρονομία, and indeed, πίστις) are better processed in relation to Paul’s promise-reading of 

the Abrahamic narrative as a whole (section 5.5). 

Before this, however, I return to survey a third trend in the recent study of Galatians: Paul’s 

use of Scripture (section 5.2). 

 

  

 
531 See Das (2014), 391-2. 
532 See Williams, J (2020), 119-120. 
533 This is to go further than, for example, Luhrmann (1992), 66-7, who states that Gal 3:15-4:7 is “held 

together by a series of themes from the Abrahamic tradition” but that Paul is arguing “with the Abraham 

tradition as a whole.” Rather, I hold that Abraham is genuinely reading and interpreting the Abrahamic 

narrative as a whole. 
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5.2 Paul's use of Scripture 

We have noted that Paul sets his use of ἐπαγγελία in the context of the Abraham tradition 

(3:16, 18).534 Some areas of debate concerning Paul’s use of Scripture impinge on our 

study.535 In particular, the issues of Paul’s exegesis, the context he invokes, the competency 

of the audience and the intended rhetorical effect are necessarily addressed as we examine 

the role of ἐπαγγελία and consider Paul's use of the Abrahamic narrative. But first we will 

briefly survey these four matters. 

Paul’s exegesis of Scriptural quotations 

Where Paul seems to assert, quoting Genesis, that the promises were given to Abraham’s 

singular seed, Christ, his exegesis of σπέρμα has been called “an artificial interpretation” and 

“in contradiction to the meaning of the word [seed/offspring] and to Biblical linguistic 

usage”.536 For some, Paul uses Scripture without a concern for its original context.537  

On the other hand, Dodd has long since articulated the view that Paul’s quotations invoke 

the wider context from which they are drawn.538 More recently, Hays has built on the notion 

of metalepsis, whereby the use of a “fragment” of a text “places the reader within a field of 

whispered or unstated correspondences”.539 Paul often, it is argued, is not merely citing a 

verse as a proof-text but actually has the much wider context of the passage in mind when 

he quotes Scripture.540 As I explore this matter further in the context of Paul’s use of 

Abraham in Galatians I will argue that, through his re-presentations and in the case of his 

interpretation of σπέρμα, Paul, has the context of the whole Abrahamic narrative in view, 

even as it finds its place in the wider schema of Genesis. 

 
534 See: Tolmie (2012), 123f; Lincicum (2013); Wright (2013b), 571ff. 
535 See Beale (2012) and Stanley (2008) for a collection of issues regarding the NT use of the OT. 
536 Cited in Collins (2003), 75-76. 
537 See Beale (2012), 1-3, outlining the argument that Paul reflects non-contextual rabbinic midrashic methods; 

although that influence is called into question. 
538 See Dodd, C.H., (1952). According to the Scriptures. Cambridge: Nisbet. 
539 Hays (1989), 20. Wright (2012b) acknowledges this still to be a “leading edge in the field” which others have 

profitably followed and developed. 
540 Harmon (2010), 10. 
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The Scriptural context behind the text  

Paul’s very thought patterns were undoubtedly shaped by the Old Testament Scriptures, 

whether or not his exegesis is deemed to pay attention to the original context,541 and his 

letters may be expected to reflect this in both explicit citations, intentional allusions and 

unconscious echoes.  

Richard Hays, as we earlier noted, has profoundly shaped criteria for determining what 

constitutes an allusion – “a brief expression consciously intended by an author to be 

dependent on an OT passage”542 – as well as a quotation or echo.543  Thus τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν 

τοῦ πνεύματος (Gal. 3:14) is, for Hays, an allusion by Paul to the promised Spirit, emanating 

from the prophetic literature (e.g. Isaiah 44:1-3)544. Indeed, significant contributions have 

been made in recent years to show how Paul, especially at this point, is influenced by Isaiah, 

Ezekiel and other prophetic literature in the writing of Galatians.545 As I have stated and will 

re-iterate, where there is a distinction between Paul’s scriptural influences and his explicit 

intent to place another text or narrative before his audience for their understanding, my 

methodological interest is in the latter.546  

In addition to this is an understanding that larger scriptural narratives underlie some of 

Paul’s arguments: “Even when texts such as Paul’s do not appear to be telling a story, we 

can detect an implicit narrative: the story both of Israel… and of Jesus himself.”547 We have 

already seen that Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία develops a promise-narrative and I contend that 

the ἐπαγγελία draws not merely on certain individual texts to do so but invites the reader to 

understand the Abrahamic narrative as a whole provides an underlying foundation for Paul’s 

promise-defined gospel. 

 
541 Harmon (2010), 28. 
542 Beale (2012), 31. 
543 See Hays (1989) and (2005). 
544 Hays, (2002), 183. 
545 See, for example: Harmon (2010); Lee (2013); Boakye (2017); see also Morales (2009). 
546 See Porter (2008). 
547 Wright (2012b), 371. From Hays (2002) contention that there is a narrative sub-structure underpinning 

Galatians 3-4; to Cobb’s (2015) case that Paul’s argument follows a covenantal reading of Scripture, to Wright’s 

view (e.g. 2012a; 2013a, 456-537) that Paul invokes a narrative that covers the sweep of Israel’s history and 

more, the conviction abounds that large narratives are reflected in the structure and flow of Paul’s 

argumentation. 
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The competence of Paul’s audience 

Concerning the wider scriptural context behind Paul’s letter, a further issue for 

consideration has been accessibility to the OT for the original audience, through literacy and 

competence. What could the Galatians have made of the context of Genesis for Paul’s 

assertion about the single seed (or of Isaiah if τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος was such an 

allusion)?  

On this matter some scholars have recognised that competence was on a spectrum going 

from Jewish-background believers, for whom the Scriptures were well-known, to gentile 

God-fearers and then to recent converts whose scriptural knowledge may have been 

minimal. 548 Methodologically, again, my particular interest is in Paul’s explicit intent. It is 

possible that some may have caught certain allusions or echoes in Paul’s language. 

However, Paul is clearly most explicit in directing his readers, whatever their level of 

competence, to the Abrahamic narrative as the primary literary context for processing his 

use of ἐπαγγελία.  

Paul’s rhetorical use of Scripture 

From discussion of how Paul interprets Scripture that features in his argument to the 

Galatians, consideration of his rhetorical aims naturally follows. 549 

For Stanley, Paul’s aim, for example, in asserting that the promises were made to Abraham’s 

single seed, Christ (3:16) is an exercise in power-persuasion, through forceful reference to 

authoritative texts that most Galatian hearers would not know well, in order to “close a 

debate.”550 If so, Paul may draw such citations as ad-hoc proof-texts from a scriptural source 

 
548 Beale (2012), 9-11. Sim (2016), 44-45 regards it as unknowable, contrasting the views of Stanley Porter and 

Christopher Stanley. Wright (2012a) regards it as “beside the point” - “Even if we could be sure how familiar or 

unfamiliar Paul’s hearers were with Israel’s scriptures, a major feature of early church life was precisely 

teaching.” Of course, that still leaves open the question of what material was within Paul’s intention to teach. 

See also, Abasciano (2007). See also Oakes (2015), 11-16, on the nature of household churches, in which only a 

few members might have sufficient education to read the scriptures. 
549 Stanley (2004), esp. 114-135. 
550 See Stanley (2004), 52-54, questioning whether Paul always took context into account or expected his 

audience to evaluate his interpretations; and Ehrensperger (2008), 319, partly in response to Stanley; also 

Wright (2012b). 
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for a particular need, perhaps disregarding their context or even their coherence with other 

texts from the same source.551 

For Ehrensperger, Paul seeks rather to “empower the debaters” to see themselves “as 

participating in a discourse that is shaped by a perception of life and the world according to 

the Scriptures, that is according to a Jewish social and symbolic universe.”552 

Or for Beale, “NT writers use the OT rhetorically… [and] the OT contextual meaning of the 

passage cited enhances the rhetorical impact.”553 

My view is much closer to Ehrensperger and Beale than to Stanley. I contend that, as Paul 

uses ἐπαγγελία he draws on the Abrahamic narrative as a whole, coherently and 

purposefully to enable his readers to see themselves as participating in the promise-

narrative that underlies his gospel and is rooted in the story of this foundational figurehead. 

Moreover, his promise-reading of Abraham and his seed, in a way that recognises the 

context and drive of the narrative, enhances the power of the argument he is making. 

 

 

  

 
551 As Wright (2012b) charts in his survey (with Christopher Stanley in mind), a vein of scholarship understands 

Paul simply to have dropped proof-texts into his argument; perhaps from a particular need and having 

searched a written text; or perhaps more freely from his rich scriptural memory. On coherence: noting three 

“different image[s] of Abrahamic descent: sons (3:7) in 3:6-14, seed (3:16, 29) in 3:15-4:11, and children of 

promise (4:28) in 4:21-5:1”, Bradley Trick (2010, iv) observes how many interpreters find them “logically 

problematical, collectively inconsistent, and/or generally unpersuasive, a situation that then leads most 

scholars to identify them as ad hoc responses to the Galatian agitators” His thesis seeks to demonstrate that 

there is actually a coherence in this “simple appeal to Abraham”. As earlier noted, Kwon’s view (2004, 102ff) is 

that there is no true coherence across Paul’s uses of ἐπαγγελία. 
552 Ehrensperger (2008), 310. 
553 Beale (2012), 11, 78ff. 
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5.3 The Genesis Abrahamic narrative as the primary 

literary context for Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία  

The prominence of Abraham in Galatians 3-4 

In this section, I wish to establish from the text of Gal 3-4 the extent to which Paul is 

foregrounding the Old Testament Abrahamic narrative for the Galatians. As Paul begins his 

scripturally-based argument in the middle of 3:1-14, he calls Abraham to the minds of his 

readers (καθὼς Ἀβραὰμ ἐπίστευσεν τῷ θεῷ… v6); and concludes that section, as we have 

seen, closely connecting ἡ εὐλογία τοῦ Ἀβραὰμ with τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος (v14). 

As 3:14ff transitions into a second, developed argument (3:15-29), thematically focused on 

ἐπαγγελία (3:15-22, 29) rather than the experience of the Spirit (cf. 3:1-5, 14), it also builds 

on the foundation of that first section. It is not simply ἐπαγγελία which forms the continuity 

and focus, but Abraham, who is explicit, once again, at the beginning and end (τῷ δὲ 

Ἀβραὰμ ἐρρέθησαν αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι 3:16; … ἄρα τοῦ Ἀβραὰμ σπέρμα ἐστέ, κατ' ἐπαγγελίαν 

κληρονόμοι. Gal 3:29). As promise-language is introduced, this Abrahamic context only gains 

in prominence. 

Three times within Gal. 3, Paul ostensively re-presents texts with a close resemblance to 

text of Genesis and a close connection with ἐπαγγελία (Gal 3:6; Gal 3:8; Gal 3:16). There are 

also marked references to Abraham and / or God’s covenantal interaction with him (3:7, 

3:14, 3:17, 3:18, 3:29) which, as we have observed, Paul refers to as αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι. 

We have noted the simple, punctiliar structure of Paul’s framework narrative: Abraham, the 

law, Jesus Christ and the Spirit. Undoubtedly, Paul manifestly brings scriptures to the 

cognition of his readers in which to process an understanding of the law. For example, in 

v10-13, Paul accounts for the curse of the law with several re-presentations that closely 

resemble source texts from the Torah (Deut. 27:26, Lev. 18:5; Deut. 21:23) and the prophet 

Habakkuk (2:4). I have argued that the law, more broadly, as ἡ γραφη, is also re-presented in 

v22. Paul also explicitly draws on what the Galatians had seen portrayed of Jesus Christ 

crucified (v1) and their experience of the Spirit (v2-5). However, from 3:6-29, the primary 
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literary context that Paul wants to make manifest for his readers - in order to process his 

argument and, in particular to grasp his promise-framework - is the Abrahamic narrative. 

Indeed, as argued in Chapter 4, it is the promise-framework, originating in the Abrahamic 

narrative, which underpins the illustration of 4:1-7. Furthermore, Paul’s allegorical 

explanation of 4:21-31, in which he makes two further uses of ἐπαγγελία (cf. 4:22, 28) also 

draws on the Abrahamic narrative. This underscores the primacy of the Abrahamic narrative 

of Genesis as the particular and foundational literary context in which Paul’s argument, and 

especially ἐπαγγελία, is to be understood. 

While there are other re-presentations and possible allusions within Gal 3-4, the Abrahamic 

narrative is the primary literary context for an understanding of Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία. We 

have seen how the OT Scriptures form the wider literary context of Paul’s argument.  We 

recognise the re-presentation of several scriptural texts in Paul’s argument surrounding 

Galatians 3:15-29. That there are probable allusions, where Paul seems consciously, if 

briefly, to re-present Scripture seems likely in Galatians 3:19-20. The references to the 

angels and the mediator (3:19) and the Shema (Deut. 6:4 / Gal. 3:20) may have been 

manifest in the cognitive environment of a proportion his readers, and for those able to 

identify them, they arguably added a richer level of comprehension. Furthermore, we have 

been aware of how other scriptural texts may have been influential on Paul, if not ostensive 

in his communicative intent. It is possible that Paul’s language was influenced by and thus 

echoes such prophetic literature as Isaiah and Ezekiel. It is also possible that the Galatians 

communally were sufficiently schooled in the Old Testament that Jewish background 

believers, or potentially those from a Gentile background, might have processed cognitive 

connections with these texts, even in the re-reading of them.554 However, there is no 

manifest indication that Paul deliberately chose to re-present these texts or that his 

Galatian readers should necessarily process them as relevant to his intended meaning.555 

What Paul evidently intends the Galatians to understand involves ἐπαγγελία, set within a 

 
554 See Abasciano (2007). 
555 See Jobes (1993) who applies Hays’ tests (1989, p.29f) for Isaiah in Galatians, but also acknowledges: “to 

what extent the Galatians Christian appreciated Paul’s metaleptic use of Isaiah is, of course, unknowable.” 

(318). 
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particular OT literary context: his re-presentation of what we have called the Abrahamic 

narrative. 

There is arguably a wider scriptural context in which to develop Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία; and 

yet Paul’s focus is on the Abrahamic narrative. Paul’s re-presentation of the entire 

Abrahamic narrative, set in the wider context of Genesis - following universal judgement 

and driving towards the single seed who will bring the blessing of Abraham to the nations - 

suggests the appreciation of a larger scriptural narrative, such as Wright advocates.556 

Indeed, Paul’s casting of this account in terms of ἐπαγγελία, a term that implies narrative 

continuity, further strengthens this. From this, one might choose to sketch a promise-

reading of the OT Scriptures, perhaps identifying the development of the themes of land, 

blessing and the single seed and drawing more widely, for example, from the Torah, from 

the toledot of Ruth 4, from the Psalms (e.g. 2, 72, 89), from 2 Samuel 7, and from prophets 

such as Isaiah. Cobb and Lee are among those who do this in regard to covenant (διαθήκη) in 

establishing positions on Galatians, and provide enriched readings.557 

However, while Paul’s re-presentation of the Abrahamic narrative may allow for and even 

invite this as a further consideration for his readers, it is notable that Paul’s ostensive focus 

is on the Genesis account. Paul’s re-presentation is punctiliar, with no overt reference to the 

other patriarchs, the land, the kings or the prophets.558 This does not negate the notion that 

Paul is invoking a narrative understanding. However, rather than wishing to re-tell the 

broader narrative, Paul concentrates on the re-presentation of this foundational account 

and its key themes, leading to the subsequent effect on understanding the law, Jesus Christ 

and the Spirit – crucial matters in the crisis in Galatia as he sees it. Paul in his 

communication may be inviting the Galatians to apply his promise-reading of the OT 

Scriptures in further detail; and as acknowledged, other OT texts may have been influential 

for Paul in his own reading. However, his communicative intent is to bring about a positive 

cognitive effect singularly in terms of their understanding of this formative account, the 

Abrahamic narrative. 

 
556 Wright (2012a). 
557 See Cobb (2015) and Lee (2013). While the language and emphasis of διαθήκη and ἐπαγγελία differ here for 

Paul, there would clearly be considerable overlap across a “covenantal” and “promise” reading of the OT 

Scriptures.  
558 Cf. Martyn (1997), 339, 347. 
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There may already be purposeful and expectant narrative readings of the Scriptures and 

Israel’s history at play in Galatia, broadly concerning divine pledge and delivery.559 Whether 

the agitators first used Abraham in their teaching and/or arguments remains unknown: 

clearly this is plausible, but we have little supporting evidence.560 However, in terms of 

Paul’s communicative intent, it is manifestly clear that ἐπαγγελία is to be understood in the 

context of the Abrahamic narrative.561 Paul’s concern, using ἐπαγγελία, is to clarify where he 

believes his readers have gone wrong in the interpretation of this formative Abrahamic 

account. Paul is communicating how he wants the Galatians to understand αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι, 

and to employ this understanding from the start.  

What do we mean by the Abrahamic narrative? The toledot of Terah, Genesis 

11:27-25:11 (structure and themes) 

Scholars searching for the sources of Paul’s re-presentations in Gal. 3:6, 8 and 16 find 

possible texts in almost every chapter from Genesis 12-24: we will engage with that debate 

shortly. Indeed, some re-presentations recall themes and phrases repeated later in Genesis, 

for example, in the narrative context of Isaac blessing Jacob: καὶ δῴη σοι τὴν εὐλογίαν 

Αβρααμ τοῦ πατρός μου, σοὶ καὶ τῷ σπέρματί σου μετὰ σέ, κληρονομῆσαι τὴν γῆν τῆς 

παροικήσεώς σου, ἣν ἔδωκεν ὁ θεὸς τῷ Αβρααμ. (Gen. 28:4 – the underlined phrases are 

found across Gal 3:14, 16 & 18). 

Significantly, the very themes that Paul brings out of the Abrahamic narrative are 

themselves prominent within Genesis, taken as an integrated whole. However, with Paul’s 

explicit focus on Abraham in Galatians, limits may be set on the context.562  

Having already employed Discourse Analysis with Galatians, we may mark structural 

features of Genesis which help to identify and understand the Abrahamic narrative in its 

present / final form. Such a synchronic approach to Genesis has been the increasing concern 

of more recent scholarship, marked by a greater interest in the “compositional unity” of the 

 
559 Wright (1992), 247, 262, conveys the sense of expectation that pervaded the people of God in the time of 

the New Testament.  
560 Cf. Luhrmann (1992), 56. 
561 See Williams (1988). 
562 Collins (2003), 81. 
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“now received” text that was edited with an “overall intention”;563 or as Amos puts it, 

“exploring the story…as a whole rather than engaging in the kind of ‘excavative’ scholarship 

which was overconcerned to break down the material into smaller units and spend time 

continually delving for sources.”564  

Regarding the structure of the “whole story”, Genesis scholars have noted the importance 

of a key repeated phrase: “These are the generations of…” (2:4; 5:1; 6:9; 10:1; 11:10; 11:27; 

25:12; 25:19; 36:1; 36:9; 37:2) known by the Hebrew   ֹתּוֹלְדת  meaning “generations” and 

transliterated as toledot.565 Structurally, toledot may be understood as intentionally marking 

section headings, throughout Genesis, and providing: 

a. an organisational structure to the content of the book, the material grouped within 

accounts of successive generations.566 

b. a narrowing focus on a particular individual and his offspring.567 The book’s focus 

progressively narrows from the wide-angled lens of heaven and earth, through Adam and 

through Abraham to a zoom lens focus on the sons of Jacob. 568 

c. a direction to that narrowing focus. Although short genealogical accounts of both Ishmael 

and Esau may not be the main focus, they are instances where the toledot mechanism 

determines the particular shape of the Genesis narrative.569 As Thomas points out, the 

inclusion of Ishmael acknowledges him to be one who shares in the sign of the covenant 

with his father, Abraham (Gen. 17:22ff); but his is a secondary story (Gen. 25:12-18). Rather, 

the line of focus is directed back to the subject of the proceeding and lengthier toledot 

section – concerning Isaac (25:19ff). Similarly, whereas Esau is the elder son, his short story 

(Gen 36) must yield to the main account of Jacob’s family (Gen 37:2f), who received the 

first-born blessing.570  

 
563 Alexander (1993), 257. 
564 Amos (2004), xvi, xviii. 
565 See particularly Thomas (2011), 2; see also: Derouchie (2013); August (2017); Patterson (2018). 
566 Thomas (2011), 123-4. 
567 Thomas (2011), 42ff and Alexander (1993). 
568 See Thomas (2011), 49-51, for theories as to why Abraham has no toledot heading of his own. 
569 Thomas (2011), 83-104. 
570 Thomas (2011), 127-9; August (2017), 281: “an identifiable framework that is intrinsically anticipatory in 

nature.”; Derouchie (2013), 225: “transitional headings that progressively orient the reader’s focus from 
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Focus each time on a single seed means, for example, that although Reuben is the eldest 

son of Jacob (Gen 49:10), and the story of Joseph (developing the background to the 

prophecy in Gen 15:13ff) has featured most heavily in the toledot of Jacob (Gen 37:2ff), 

nevertheless Judah (as the focus for the apparent excursus of Gen 38) becomes preeminent, 

with his royal offspring (Gen. 49:10).571  

Within this framework and focus, the section headed by the toledot of Terah, Abraham’s 

father (11:27ff) follow from the context of universal judgement, the climax of the rendering 

of primeval history (11:1-9).572 

The structure of this section (11:27-25:11) may be seen as chiastic. Patterson’s survey 

evidences developing scholarly iterations of how this chiasmus is best appreciated and, 

although there are variations in detail, we might note core themes which are highlighted in 

the narrative as a whole. 573 Patterson’s own rendering of this structure, as reproduced 

here, exemplifies recent scholarly recognition of its importance: 

  

 
progenitor to progeny and narrow the reader’s focus from all the world to Israel, through whom all families of 

the earth will be blessed”; for Alexander (1993), the toledot’s progressive narrowing ultimately targets the 

royal seed (זֶרַע  / σπέρμα) of Judah; for Patterson (2018), 113, the framework follows the righteous line of 

promise, charting the threat  to the survival of the seed externally from the line “not-of-promise” and 

internally from the unrighteousness within the line. 
571 In different ways, the authors of both Ruth and Matthew approve of the toledot framework: Ruth uses the 

toledot heading to introduce the genealogy from Perez, Judah’s son by Tamar (Gen 38) through Boaz and Ruth 

to David (Ruth 4:18-22); Matthew’s gospel introduces his “Βίβλος γενέσεως [cf. LXX Genesis toledot: αὗται δὲ αἱ 

γενέσεις... ] Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ υἱοῦ Δαυὶδ υἱοῦ Ἀβραάμ (1:1) extending the very genealogical line we have seen 

here. See Thomas (2011), 133. 
572 Both Derouchie (2013) and August (2017) posit five major toledot headings and five subheadings, of which 

the toledot of Terah is one of the latter. Such a structure need not detract from its significance in the 

narrowing focus of Genesis. Rather, as per Derouchie (2013), 235 & cf. 242, Gen. 11:10-26 (which leads from 

the account of Babel to the toledot of Terah) forms the introduction of the most extended major section (Gen. 

11:10-37:1) and is “designed to help place the mission of Israel within the context of the peoples of the entire 

world.” (cf. Gen. 12:1-3; Gal. 3:8). 
573 Patterson (2018), 98-101. See also Waltke & Fredericks (2001); Dorsey (1999), 56; Wyse, Z.: The structure of 

the Abraham narrative 11:27-25:11. Variations in detail among these do not remove the validity of the core 

themes established here. 
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A 11:27b–32 Introduction: Abram and his family in Haran  

B 12:1–9 God calls Abram  

C 12:10–13:1 Abraham’s wife-sister story  

D 13:2–14:24 Abram and Lot  

E 15:1–21 God’s covenant with Abram  

F 16:1–16 The birth of Ishmael  

E’ 17:1–17:27 God’s covenant with Abraham  

D’ 18:1–19:38 Abraham and Lot  

C’ 20:1–21:34 Abraham’s wife-sister story  

B’ 22:1–19 God tests Abraham  

A’ 22:20–25:11 Conclusion: Abraham’s family in Canaan 

In recognising such a chiastic structure, it is neither my intention to argue for a particular 

arrangement nor that Paul necessarily recognised any such arrangement. Rather it is simply 

to contend both that such a structure is indicative of the thematic and integral whole of the 

Abrahamic narrative to which Paul refers multiple times in Gal 3-4, and that the themes thus 

highlighted are confluent with those Paul is wishing to draw out in Galatians. 

The main body of the story (Gen. 12:1-22:19) is flanked by the emergence of Abraham with 

Sarah in the context of Terah (11:27-32) and their deaths (22:20-25:11). These are also 

marked in two ways: first, by the detail of Sarah’s inability to have children (11:30), which 

creates narrative tension and is a significant driver in the wider plot of Genesis through the 

important plot-line of the search for a seed; and in the second instance, by a corresponding 

emphasis on the continuance of the line through their seed, incorporating the last recorded 

words of Abraham (Gen 24:7ff) and ending with the blessing of Isaac (25:11).574 

Within the main body of the Genesis account, chiastic views of the text help to highlight 

these core themes: 

 
574 See Waltke & Fredericks (2001), Book 6, on this breakdown; and Janzen (1993), 81-82, on the final section 

(Gen 24:7ff) “re-establishing connections with Abraham’s familial past”. 
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The blessing of God to the nations through the promised seed 

The bookends of God’s interaction with Abraham - present, in the above chiasm, as the 

paired elements B. God calls Abraham (12:1-9) and B’. God tests Abraham (22:1-19) - 

highlight the blessing of God and the promised seed.  

Prominent at the beginning are the LORD’s opening words to Abraham (Gen 12:1-3,7), 

usually dubbed the “Abrahamic promises.” These may be understood in terms of three 

substantial themes that characterise the Abrahamic narrative, the wider account of Genesis, 

and to many commentators, the OT Scriptures as a whole: seed, land and blessing.575 Across 

these three emphases, the dominant language and idea is that of “blessing”, repeatedly 

used in Gen 12:1-3.576 This blessing is promised through Abram in the context of the nations 

(Gen 11) and for the nations (12:3b); and yet in awareness of Sarah’s infertility (11:30). 

Genesis 22:1-19 tests Abraham’s faith in these promises when he is called to sacrifice the 

child that has now been born to Sarah and him. Abraham is not, ultimately, required to 

make the sacrifice. Instead, on the evidence of Abraham’s faith - his willingness to obey - the 

LORD reiterates instead the promise of blessing, through Abraham’s seed, to the nations 

(22:17-18).577 

Of particular significance, for our purposes here, is the way that Paul’s own explicit re-

presentations of the Abrahamic narrative, in Gal 3, are rooted in the concepts prominent in 

these two chiastically bookended texts:  

Gal 3:8 προευηγγελίσατο τῷ Ἀβραὰμ ὅτι ἐνευλογηθήσονται ἐν σοὶ πάντα τὰ ἔθνη·  

Gen 12:3 καὶ ἐνευλογηθήσονται ἐν σοὶ πᾶσαι αἱ φυλαὶ τῆς γῆς  

Gen 22:18 καὶ ἐνευλογηθήσονται ἐν τῷ σπέρματί σου πάντα τὰ ἔθνη τῆς γῆς   

Gal 3:16 τῷ δὲ Ἀβραὰμ ἐρρέθησαν αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι καὶ τῷ σπέρματι αὐτοῦ  

Gen 12:7 καὶ ὤφθη κύριος τῷ Αβραμ καὶ εἶπεν αὐτῷ τῷ σπέρματί σου δώσω τὴν γῆν ταύτην  

Gen 22:18 καὶ ἐνευλογηθήσονται ἐν τῷ σπέρματί σου πάντα τὰ ἔθνη τῆς γῆς   

 
575 Alexander (2002), 144; Moberly (2009), 141-161; Conway (2014), 46: “the author of Genesis uses the divine 

promises to frame the literary structure of the Abrahamic narrative”. 
576 Alexander (2002), 145-6. 
577 See Janzen (1993), 81.  
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We will discuss these re-presentations in greater detail presently, but for now it is sufficient 

to note Paul’s attention to these vital themes, present from start to finish in the main body 

of the Abrahamic narrative. 

The faithfulness of Abraham  

The Abrahamic narrative relates the faithfulness, and indeed, at times, the faithlessness, of 

Abraham in response to the divine promises he is given. 

His faithlessness is illustrated in the wife-sister narratives regarding Sarah (cf. C 12:10–13 

and C’ 20:1–21:34) and ultimately in the conception of Ishmael (F 16:1-16) the section which 

Patterson views at the centre of the chiasm, reflecting the height of confusion and threat 

regarding the divine promise.578 

Yet his faithfulness is also set against the foil of Lot (D 13:2–14:24 and D’ 18:1–19:38).579 

And the promised seed emerges through the faith of Abraham: this is seen in 15:6, before 

the covenant of Gen 15:9-21, then in Gen 17-18, following the covenant of Gen 17:1-22, and 

finally in the words of God following the near-sacrifice of Gen 22:1-18.580  

The Abrahamic narrative paints a faith with flaws, but one which bears up through the 

promises of God.581 Again, it is significant that Paul quotes Gen 15:6 in Gal 3:6 as an 

expression of faith, in the context of the upcoming faithless action of Gen 16; but using the 

covenant name, “Abraham” (cf. Gal 3:6) established in Gen 17:5. Once again, this will be 

discussed further presently, but at this point we note how, for Paul, re-presenting 

Abraham’s faith entails an holistic view of the Abraham narrative. 

The divine importance of the righteousness of the promised seed 

As the narrative follows the faithfulness of Abraham, it conveys the importance of the 

righteousness of his promised seed and the seeming threats to this.582 Thus, in the same 

passages of Genesis as noted above, we note the threat to the integrity of the seed of 

promise through Abraham:  

 
578 Patterson (2018), 106f. 
579 Patterson (2018), 103. 
580 Kidner (1967), 113: “The promise of a son dominates chapters 12-20 by its tantalizing delay, while Abraham 

alternately jeopardizes it by failure of nerve and hope (chapters 12, 16, 20) and holds to it by faith (chapters 

15, 17, 18).” 
581 Waltke & Fredericks, Book 6, Literary Analysis. 
582 Patterson (2018), 102f. 
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• the compromising context of Sarah in the houses of Pharaoh and Abimelech (C 

12:10–13:1 and C’ 20:1–21:34); these accounts serve, in part, to convey the risk of 

Sarah bearing a child other than through Abram;583  

• the lingering presence of Lot as an unsuitable heir (D 13:2–14:24 and D’ 18:1–19:38);  

• Abram’s own concerns (15:2-3), met by God’s promise (15:4) but then resulting in 

the birth of Ishmael (16:1-4).  

Key, for Paul, drawing from this narrative, is the fact that the integrity of the promise is 

safeguarded, and the seed righteously provided, through the promise and faithful action of 

God. (17:15-22; 18:1-15; 21:1-5). τῷ δὲ Ἀβραὰμ δι᾽ ἐπαγγελίας κεχάρισται ὁ θεός. (Gal. 3:18) 

The centrality of God’s covenant-making  

In the heart of the Abrahamic narrative lie the covenants of Genesis 15 and 17.584 These two 

related covenants, which we will return to later, enclose the birth of Ishmael: the child who 

will be fruitful and a great nation (17:20) but who is not the one with whom God’s covenant 

will be established. Rather, the covenants of Genesis 15 and 17 affirm and reaffirm to 

Abraham the elements of seed, land and blessing through the birth of a child of promise. 

Just as the narrative is bookended with God’s words of promise, so at its chiastic heart, 

arguably encapsulating human misadventure, are promises of God which drive the narrative 

resolution in and through the birth and establishment of Isaac.  

In section 5.5, we will take time to reflect on Paul’s sparse use of διαθήκη in Gal. 3-4, 

however prevalent in Gen. 17 LXX. For now, we note instead Paul’s ostensive use of 

ἐπαγγελία, for expressing what he considers to be a core theme of the Abrahamic narrative. 

The contrast of Ishmael / Isaac  

Between the two covenants at the centre of the Abrahamic narrative, comes the account of 

the birth of Ishmael (Gen 16). It may seem odd for this to be marked as the chiastic centre of 

the section, yet it is the height of tension in the story, highlighting the threat of the 

 
583 Waltke & Fredericks, Book 6, Act 1, Scene 2. Along with Gen 27:1-7 (a similar situation involving Rebekah): 

“Viewed as a unity they represent a triple threat to the holy seed.” 
584 Patterson (2018), 98-101, has the birth of Ishmael at the heart of the chiasm. Others prefer to see the 

covenants as the centre-piece - see Waltke & Fredericks (2001), Book 6. Either way, their centrality may be 

understood as evident.  
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“unrighteousness of the seed not-of-promise” to the integrity and righteousness of the 

promises of Gen 12:1-7.585 

The narrative sets up a contrast between Ishmael, born between the covenants; and Isaac, 

born following the covenants and the reiterated promises of God (Gen 18:1-15).  This “seed 

not-of-promise” contrasts with the “seed of promise” (Gen 17:17-22; 21:1-13; 22:15-18).586 

This is the very contrast Paul elucidates in Gal 4:21-31 and whatever scholarly debate may 

have been occasioned by the allegorical interpretation found in this challenging text, Paul 

draws on a clear theme arising from the Abrahamic narrative as a whole.  

We may conclude at this stage that this ‘Abrahamic narrative’ - a reading of Genesis 

naturally and credibly available to Paul – encompasses the section in which Abraham’s story 

is told and where the events and texts which Paul re-presents occur: the toledot of Terah 

(Gen 11:27-25:11), set within the progressively narrowing focus on the seed through 

successive generations. Moreover, even a cursory structural analysis of this narrative is 

sufficient to reveal how its major themes accord with those that Paul wishes to highlight in 

Galatians, in a reading of the Abrahamic narrative that is holistic and organic, rather than, 

say, based on proof-texts. 

Paul’s re-presentations from the Abrahamic narrative (Gal 3:6, 8 and 16) 

We have already alluded to Paul’s ostensive re-presentation of the Abrahamic narrative. It is 

time, now, to consider in detail how he re-presents it, and with what communicative intent. 

Structurally, we recognise that what Paul is communicating through the re-presentations in 

Gal 3:6 and 3:8 draw on the Abrahamic narrative within the argument of 3:1-14. His re-

presentation in 3:16 falls within the particular focus of the promise-narrative framework 

that shapes 3:15-29 in development of the argument in 3:1-14 and explication of promise 

within Paul’s reading of Abraham. Our contention is that Paul’s re-presentation in 3:16 

builds on what he already communicated earlier when drawing on the Abrahamic narrative. 

We turn to the three representations in Gal. 3:6, 8 and 16. 

 
585 See Patterson (2018), 107. 
586 Ibid. 
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Gal. 3:6 

Καθὼς Ἀβραὰμ ἐπίστευσεν τῷ θεῷ, καὶ 

ἐλογίσθη αὐτῷ εἰς δικαιοσύνην· (Gal. 3:6) 

καὶ ἐπίστευσεν Αβραμ τῷ θεῷ καὶ ἐλογίσθη 

αὐτῷ εἰς δικαιοσύνην (Gen. 15:6 LXX) 

 

For this first re-presentation, reproduction appears to be almost exact. Clearly, Paul is keen 

to link keywords of this verse, namely ἐπίστευσεν and δικαιοσύνην into the argument he has 

been making from 2:15-16, in which these terms are important currency.   

However, Paul is seeking to do more than find a text that links faith and justification.587 He 

has Habakkuk 2:4 available if that is all he wishes to do. Two differences in Paul’s re-

presentation show that what counts, for him, is rooting this in the key figure and story of 

Abraham: the marked emphasis on Abraham (over and above believing), with Ἀβραὰμ 

placed first before ἐπίστευσεν; and the use of Ἀβραὰμ, not Αβραμ, reflecting the significant 

covenantal change made only later in the Abrahamic narrative (Gen. 17:5).  

Such small but important features of Paul’s re-presentation evidence how from here 

onwards the reader is being directed to the Abrahamic narrative more widely and its 

overarching theme of Abraham’s faith. Paul, here, is not merely providing a useful proof-

text from the Abrahamic narrative about faith and justification. Nor is he simply making 

various parenthetical remarks about Abraham. Instead, we suggest that Paul is reading the 

wider Abrahamic narrative as foundational for exemplifying faith and its result. 

Gal. 3:8  

This emerges more clearly still in the next two re-presentations where, compared with 3:6, 

resemblance to possible antecedents in Genesis seems looser. For this second re-

presentation, three possible texts from within the Abrahamic narrative qualify, all 

containing the keyword ἐνευλογηθήσονται, but all having a ‘wrong’ element.588 

 
587 Contra Kwon (2004), 60-61: “[i]n using Abraham as a paradigm, his interest is limited to the necessary 

connection between faith and justification, without any intention of reading its present reality out of the 

“already” of Abraham’s justification…”. 
588 See Collins (2003), 80f. Also, note Genesis 26:4 and Genesis 28:14 relating to Isaac and Jacob respectively. 

See discussion in Das (2014), 308. 
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προϊδοῦσα δὲ ἡ γραφὴ ὅτι ἐκ πίστεως δικαιοῖ 

τὰ ἔθνη ὁ θεός, προευηγγελίσατο τῷ Ἀβραὰμ 

ὅτι ἐνευλογηθήσονται ἐν σοὶ πάντα τὰ ἔθνη·  

(Gal 3:8) 

 

ἐνευλογηθήσονται ἐν σοὶ πᾶσαι αἱ φυλαὶ τῆς 

γῆς (Gen. 12:3 LXX)  

This has the “wrong” noun for the subject – 

“the nations”. 

ἐνευλογηθήσονται ἐν αὐτῷ πάντα τὰ ἔθνη τῆς 

γῆς (Gen. 18:18 LXX)  

This has the “wrong” pronoun – “him”, not 

“you”. 

ἐνευλογηθήσονται ἐν τῷ σπέρματί σου πάντα 

τὰ ἔθνη τῆς γῆς (Gen. 22:18 LXX)  

This has the “wrong” referent – “your 

seed”, not “you”. 

 

Perhaps Paul is not quoting from the LXX but thinking of the Hebrew or utilising another 

translation of the Genesis text: his re-presentation in Gal. 3:8 resembles none of the above 

three possible texts exactly. Significantly, however, Paul’s re-presentation closely resembles 

all of them - verses found at the beginning, middle and end of the Abrahamic narrative, each 

of them attributed to the LORD as words to or concerning Abraham.  Gen 12:3 and 22:18 

bookend the main body of the narrative, structurally encompassing the entirety of the 

LORD’s interaction with Abraham. Gen 18:18 presents the LORD’s reflection on Abraham’s 

part in his plans (cf. Gen 18:17-19), following the covenantal centre of chapters 15-17 (cf. 

17:4-8) and the promise of Isaac, as opposed to Ishmael, as the one through whom this 

covenant will be established (17:19-21, 18:10ff).  

These data suggest, not that Paul is citing one identifiable verse but is, rather, re-presenting 

all three in composite fashion.589 Thus this re-presentation in Gal 3:8 evinces Paul’s 

intention to communicate to his audience a repeated motif which he interprets to be a 

 
589 Indeed, Collins (2003), 81, believes this “quotation” might be considered a “composite” of these verses. See 

also Cobb (2015), 37ff; Williams, J (2020), 89.  
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central and overarching theme of the entire Abrahamic narrative: the blessing of the nations 

through Abraham.590 

Gal. 3:16  

For his third re-presentation in Gal 3:16, where the particular keyword phrase is τῷ σπέρματί 

σου/αὐτοῦ, no fewer than seven possibilities emerge: 

τῷ δὲ Ἀβραὰμ ἐρρέθησαν αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι καὶ 

τῷ σπέρματι αὐτοῦ. οὐ λέγει· καὶ τοῖς 

σπέρμασιν, ὡς ἐπὶ πολλῶν ἀλλ᾽ ὡς ἐφ᾽ ἑνός· 

καὶ τῷ σπέρματί σου, ὅς ἐστιν Χριστός.  

(Gal 3:16) 

 

καὶ ὤφθη κύριος τῷ Αβραμ καὶ εἶπεν αὐτῷ 

τῷ σπέρματί σου δώσω τὴν γῆν ταύτην  

(Gen. 12:7 LXX) 

ὅτι πᾶσαν τὴν γῆν ἣν σὺ ὁρᾷς σοὶ δώσω αὐτὴν 

καὶ τῷ σπέρματί σου ἕως τοῦ αἰῶνος  

(Gen. 13:15 LXX) 

ἐν τῇ ἡμέρᾳ ἐκείνῃ διέθετο κύριος τῷ Αβραμ 

διαθήκην λέγων τῷ σπέρματί σου δώσω τὴν 

γῆν ταύτην (Gen. 15:18 LXX) 

καὶ δώσω σοι καὶ τῷ σπέρματί σου μετὰ σὲ 

τὴν γῆν ἣν παροικεῖς πᾶσαν τὴν γῆν Χανααν  

(Gen. 17:8 LXX) 

στήσω τὴν διαθήκην μου πρὸς αὐτὸν εἰς 

διαθήκην αἰώνιον καὶ τῷ σπέρματι αὐτοῦ μετ᾽ 

αὐτόν (Gen. 17:19 LXX) 

καὶ ἐνευλογηθήσονται ἐν τῷ σπέρματί σου 

πάντα τὰ ἔθνη τῆς γῆς (Gen. 22:18 LXX) 

δώσω τὴν γῆν ταύτην καὶ τῷ σπέρματί σου 

(Gen. 24:7 LXX) 

 

 
590 Moo (2013), suggests a likely conflation of Gen 12:3, 18:18 and 22:18 but also states, in keeping with our 

argument, that it is “quite possible that Paul has the general theme of these texts in view.” 
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For those scholars seeking a particular source text with exact resemblance, καὶ τῷ σπέρματι 

σου is found in Gen 13:15, 17:8 and 24:7: bearing in mind the context of words spoken to 

Abraham, many scholars opt for either Genesis 13:15 or 17:8.591  

For others, such options are marred by their association with the giving of the land. The lack 

of reference to the promised land or utility for the concept in Paul’s argument makes these 

verses, it is argued, unlikely referents for Paul.592 Rather, Colins for example, argues that 

22:18, though not a perfect match, better qualifies as the overall text Paul has in mind, with 

its inclusion of the blessing of Gal. 3:8 and reference to inheritance (κληρονομήσει, cf. Gal 

3:18).593 This has merit. 

However, what is striking and significant is the number of references that Paul’s quotation 

closely resembles the repetition of a theme. We may put to one side for a moment the 

connection that certain references have with land and / or inheritance and return to those 

themes later and how they may coalesce. We also need not be unduly distracted with the 

link to Isaac (Gen. 17:19); this at least may bear out the narrowing focus of the toledot. 

Rather our interest is in the overt repetition of this motif throughout - that the promises 

were spoken by the LORD to Abraham and to Abraham’s seed - and, in particular, its placing. 

We note again that this motif occurs in 12:7 and 22:18, forming the structural bookends of 

the main body of the Abrahamic narrative and encompassing the LORD’s interaction with 

Abraham. Collins focus on 22:18 is helpful; not, however, as the particular verse, but in 

recognition that the last words of the LORD to Abraham reiterate this theme that is carried 

through the whole Abrahamic narrative: the promises were spoken to Abraham and to 

Abraham’s seed. We also find the motif repeated in sections that closely follow these 

inclusio texts: in Gen 13:15, establishing the promises to Abraham and to his offspring in 

contrast to Lot and his choice of land; and in Gen 24:7 as the narrowing focus of Genesis 

transitions to Isaac. Furthermore, we find repeated use of this motif in the central 

covenantal section of Genesis 15-17.  

 
591 See Collins (2003), 82; and Lightfoot (1981), 142; Fung (1988), 155; Dunn (1993b), 183; Kwon (2004), 105. 
592 Collins (2003), 82, “the land promise texts… are not an encouraging line of investigation, because… the local 

nature of the promised land would not easily serve Paul’s argumentative purpose for the Gentiles.”; also 

quoting Bruce (1982, 172): “The reference to the land, however, plays no part in the argument of Galatians”. 
593 Collins (2003). 
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In terms of re-presentation, the intention of Paul’s communication takes priority over exact 

resemblance. Therefore τῷ σπέρματί (overtly contrasted by Paul with τοῖς σπέρμασιν) 

becomes a crucial keyword; but καὶ is expressive of the fact that the promises were made 

both to Abraham and to his seed, which is contextually clear in the Abrahamic narrative 

from the start (Gen 12:1-7) and therefore need not be an important factor in pronouncing 

upon potential references.594  The same applies for σου / αὐτοῦ, both of which contextually 

refer to Abraham. Yet Paul’s choice of σου (Gal 3:16) clearly re-presents a key element that 

the promises were spoken by God to Abraham.  

Paul’s re-presentation, rather than pointing to any particular verse, ostensively identifies a 

repeated and summary motif of the Abrahamic narrative as a whole, right up to Abraham’s 

last recorded words (24:7): the promises were spoken by the LORD to Abraham and to 

Abraham’s seed. 

Commentators who seek to identify such re-presentations as relating to one verse or 

another seem to be missing how Paul’s use of the Abrahamic narrative relates, not to any 

one verse (which is anachronistic), but to broader content and context. As indicated above, 

Paul’s three re-presentations drawn from the breadth of the Abrahamic narrative in Gal. 3 

are intended as key thematic re-presentations of the Abrahamic narrative as a whole. 

Namely: 

• Faith, as demonstrated in Abraham, is the key response to God for justification (Gal. 3:6). 

• In Abraham (and his offspring) all nations will be blessed: this is a pre-proclamation of 

the gospel (Gal. 3:8) 

• The promises made to Abraham were made to his offspring: this offspring being a 

singular individual to come (Gal. 3:16). 

It is in relation to this last re-presentation that we will begin the next section. In the context 

of this study centred on ἐπαγγελία and Paul’s promise-narrative elucidated particularly 

through Gal 3:15-22, we will further explore how the Abrahamic narrative as a whole is 

foundational and formative for Paul's understanding and use of ἐπαγγελία; and how it 

 
594 Cf. Oakes (2015), 119 on καὶ being important in judging which verse Paul must be citing. Yet Paul is not 

necessarily citing one specific verse; and Oakes recognises the implicit ideas of Gen 22:18 in Paul’s argument, 

even if Paul is not explicitly citing it.  
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coheres with his argument concerning a singular seed. In short, we will argue for Paul’s 

particular promise-reading of the Abrahamic narrative, (which may, or may not, have 

countered a prevailing reading in Galatia). We will further see how this reading underscores 

Paul’s gospel, captured in terms of the blessing of Abraham (3:8, cf. 3:14).  

The final section will then consider how such a reading might bring further clarity to the 

intended understanding of key concepts identified already as underdetermined in our 

reading of Galatians and yet prevalent in this foundational Abrahamic narrative: διαθήκη, 

κληρονομία and πίστις.  
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5.4 Paul presents a promise-reading of the Abrahamic 

narrative as a whole. 

As we have seen, Paul seems to have the whole Abrahamic narrative in mind as he makes 

his promise-based argument to the Galatians. He picks out and applies various aspects of 

the narrative.595 Nevertheless, the primary lens which Paul provides for his readers to see 

and understand the entire Abrahamic narrative in Gal. 3:15-22 is that of ἐπαγγελία. 

Recognition that readers are supplied with this lens helps us see the natural connections 

that readers searching for relevancy would make, where Paul’s talk of Abraham is 

concerned. 

The following four sections will more firmly establish how Paul uses ἐπαγγελία in Galatians 

to present a promise-reading of this Abrahamic narrative that is foundational to his 

understanding of the gospel. These will focus on: 1. Paul’s use of the plural, αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι, to 

convey the reiteration of divine promise throughout the Abrahamic narrative; 2. Paul’s 

connection of the language of the blessing of Abraham with the content of what is 

promised; 3. The understanding of ἐπαγγελία as “swearing by oneself” re-presenting what is 

explicit in the divine covenant-making with Abraham; 4. Paul’s emphasis on the single seed 

as a promise-reading of the Abrahamic narrative. 

1. By use of the plural αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι, Paul conveys the plurality of referents 

through the narrative. (Gal 3:16,21).  

The plural, αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι, is often taken to be virtually synonymous with Paul’s use of 

ἐπαγγελία in the singular; the difference is said to be negligible, making no functional 

difference. In the preceding close study of the text, we saw that this ignores its pragmatic 

use by Paul: he associates the plural, in v16, with the historical promises-covenant spoken to 

Abraham (and his offspring), whilst appearing to prefer the singular to evoke the promises’ 

immediacy and assurance, for the Galatians, or else the qualitative nature of promise. 

In this context, two understandings of the plural are possible: 

 
595 Alexander (2002), 155. 
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a. It represents various aspects of the blessing given to Abraham, particularly in Genesis 

12:1-7: seed, land and blessing. Logically, the plural would connote separable, plural 

promises within the promise covenant. Although this is possible, we have argued that both 

Genesis and Paul, in their logic, point not to the promises’ divisibility but their completeness 

in the seed of Abraham. 

b. It represents the reiteration of God’s words of promise to Abraham, several times 

throughout the narrative of his life, especially with regard to the nations and to his 

offspring. The plural, αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι, encompasses every repeated moment of promising in 

the whole Abrahamic narrative, from start to finish: αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι, as the repeated 

promisings of God, capture and convey the account’s ongoing covenantal promise. This 

gives a more satisfying understanding of Paul’s language. Through this plural, God’s 

historical interaction with Abraham from 12:1-7 to 22:18 (cf. the multiple possible 

references for Gal 3:16 above) is described, by Paul, as primarily a relationship of reiterated 

promise. 

Paul’s deliberate use of the plural in this context may indeed capture both the various 

aspects of the blessing of Abraham and the repetitions of God’s words of promise through 

the narrative. For the core communicative intention is that in using αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι, Paul 

points to the historical issuance of the Abrahamic covenant; but rather than singling out a 

particular aspect of the covenant, or moment, within the narrative with which he is 

especially concerned, he communicates what he understands to be foundational across the 

length and breadth of God’s covenant dealings with Abraham and his offspring: divine 

promise.  

Not only is the particular, historical issuance of the covenant with Abraham highlighted as a 

promises-covenant, repeatedly expressed throughout Abraham’s life (Gal. 3:16); but so is 

the very nature of God’s interaction with Abraham, as being through promise (Gal 3:18). 

Therefore, Paul’s primarily promise-reading of the entire Abrahamic narrative is conveyed 

both generally, through his use of ἐπαγγελία in the singular, and also more particularly, as 

shown, through αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι.596  

 
596 See Williams J (2020), 115: “When Paul refers to the “promises” to Abraham, he likely refers to the entire 

Abrahamic narrative where God gave multiple promises to Abraham regarding land, seed, and universal 

blessing and where he repeated the same promises more than once.” 
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2. By use of the language of blessing (τὴν εὐλογίαν Αβρααμ, cf. Gal. 3:8, 14), 

Paul chooses an Abrahamic motif to enlarge on αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι (Gal. 3:16).   

That Paul should use the language of blessing is not surprising given the multiple use of the 

term and of the theme of divine blessing of Abraham and his offspring through the 

Abrahamic narrative (cf. Gen 12:2-3, 14:19-20; 17:16, 18:8, 22:17-18.)597 Once again, such 

language indicates Paul’s identification of an overall, representative motif – the blessing of 

Abraham; and one which Paul interprets as justification and for all the nations (Gal. 3:8, 

3:14a). 

However, as Paul forms his argument he conceives the Abrahamic covenant, not in the 

language of εὐλογία but in terms of ἐπαγγελία.598 In 3:1-14, Paul argues that this “blessing of 

Abraham” comes through Jesus Christ crucified (3:1, 13) and is made immediate and 

assured by the (promise of the) Spirit (3:2-5, 14b) through (the) faith (3:14b, cf. 3:6-9). The 

connection of blessing and promise is made and justified through Paul’s particular casting of 

the interaction between God and Abraham in terms of ἐπαγγελία (3:15-22), not least 

concerning the promisee (3:16, 19) in whom will be the blessing to be inherited from 

Abraham (3:22, 29): Jesus Christ. 

We may legitimately speak of God’s blessing of Abraham as the content of God’s promises 

here; and of what God promises as the “blessing of Abraham”. This only strengthens the 

view that Paul reads the whole Abrahamic narrative in terms of promise. 

 

  

 
597 Again, see Alexander (2002), 145-6. 
598 See Chapter 3 under the heading “Notes on the Greek Text”, n.1 for reference to the probable scribal slip in 

3:14 in certain manuscripts, which indicates how closely a reader may associate εὐλογία and ἐπαγγελία. See 

Carlson (2012), 175 notes: Marc. D* F G d b; P46; see also NA28 apparatus. 
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3. By using ἐπαγγελία to convey the notion of swearing by oneself, Paul re-

presents the explicit divine promise given in the Abrahamic narrative.  

We have seen both that Paul uses ἐπαγγελία to speak of the divine covenantal interaction 

with Abraham and the blessing of Abraham given to Abraham, from Gen 12:1-3 to 22:18; 

and that it is δι᾽ ἐπαγγελίας (Gal 3:18) that God grants ἡ κληρονομία to Abraham (and thus to 

all Abraham’s κληρονόμοι (Gal 3:29)). Paul reads the very nature of God’s covenanting 

through the Abrahamic narrative in terms of ἐπαγγελία.   

In reinforcement of this point is the fact that, as noted earlier, ἐπαγγελία as “swearing by 

oneself” is explicit in God’s covenant-making in Genesis 15 and 17 & 22. 

Structurally, we have noted the crucial role the two covenants of Gen. 15 and 17 play in the 

Abrahamic narrative. Whilst we may identify two covenants, we also recognise that they are 

complementary and connected.599 One aspect that unites the two covenants is their explicit 

ratification by God, within himself.  

In Gen. 15, the covenant (  διαθήκη v18) is established through the foregoing / בְרִית 

ceremony in which the smoking fire pot and flaming torch passed between the halved 

animal carcasses and birds (cf. v9-17). This is widely understood to be a divine oath of self-

curse, in which God is undertaking in himself to fulfil the covenant conditions.600 It is 

 
599 Das (2014), 391, cites Hahn on the distinguishing of the covenants. Alexander (2002), 149: “In the light of 

the divine promises given in 12:1-3 it is clear that the covenants in Gen. 15 and 17 complement each other. 

Whereas Gen. 15 focuses on descendants and land, the emphasis in Gen. 17 is upon Abraham the one who 

imparts God’s blessing to others.” See also Williamson (2000), 189: Genesis 17 announces “the establishment 

of a covenant that is different from, while at the same time continues with the covenant already established in 

Genesis 15…. [T]he second covenant in the Abraham narrative not only encompasses the first but also 

transcends it by both broadening and narrowing the promissory focus… the ‘covenant of circumcision’ takes us 

beyond Abraham’s national inheritance to his international significance.” 
600 Westermann (1985), 228: “What is peculiar to Gen. 15:17 in contrast to [other]… parallels and to Jer.34:18f. 

is that the ritual is transferred to God, inasmuch as the ritual self-cursing is meant to confirm a promise he has 

made”; Amos (2004), 89: “The cutting up of animals was often used to ratify a covenant or solemn agreement 

between two parties…By passing through the dissected pieces in this way YHWH is binding himself by the oath 

of the covenant… The verbal promise uttered in 12.2-3 has now been incarnated in deed.” In Westermann’s 

view, the translation of כָרַת   בְרִית  here (Gen. 15:17-18) is best understood in terms of a promise under oath, 

expressive of Yahweh giving a solemn assurance: “[T]he Hebrew does not such mean ‘covenant’ but has the 

broader sense of ‘binding obligation’, so sometimes it is very close to an oath, sometimes to a promise (often 

so Deut.). The translation must express this: ‘On that day Yahweh gave Abraham solemn assurance.’…Nothing 

in this agreement can be cancelled.” Westermann (1985), 229. 
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emphatic of God’s ratification of the covenant, or equally, as we earlier understood 

ἐπαγγελία, swearing by himself. 

In Gen. 17:1-2, the covenant is conditional on Abraham’s obedience. Significantly, it is not 

circumcision itself that establishes the covenant, but Abraham’s obedience. Therefore, time 

must elapse between its initiation and its ratification to test Abraham’s obedience. This 

comes to its conclusion in Gen. 22:15-18 following the near sacrifice of Isaac.601 At this point 

we note the final words of God spoken to Abraham, observed earlier to be a significant 

summary of the focus of the Abrahamic narrative. In introducing this reiteration of the 

promises, we read (Gen. 22:16): 

בִי נִשְבַעְתִּי נְאֻם־יְהוָה כִי יַעַן אֲשֶר עָשִיתָ אֶת־הַדָבָר הַזֶה     

κατ᾽ ἐμαυτοῦ ὤμοσα λέγει κύριος οὗ εἵνεκεν ἐποίησας τὸ ῥῆμα τοῦτο 

It is notable that this covenant requires the faithfulness of Abraham in his obedience: 

“because you have done this word” (v16); “because you have obeyed my voice” (v18). We 

will return to the matter of this διαθήκη and the faith / faithfulness of Abraham later. 

However, the explicit words of God which preface his ratification of this covenant are: “I 

swear by myself…”. Once again, the divine declaration expresses that which ἐπαγγελία at its 

core conveys and in correspondence with the covenant ceremony of Gen. 15. 602 What Paul 

communicates by his use of ἐπαγγελία as the divine pledge in Gal. 3 and makes manifest 

through his re-presentation of the whole Abrahamic narrative in terms of ἐπαγγελία - 

swearing by oneself - is that God’s covenantal interaction with Abraham is made and ratified 

within God himself.  

Not only does this indicate why Paul might use the term ἐπαγγελία; it further demonstrates 

how Paul reads the whole Abrahamic narrative - characterised from Gen. 12:1-3 to 22:18 by 

divine covenantal interaction with Abraham - in terms of promise. This reinforces the 

interpretation given earlier of Gal. 3:20, that ὁ δὲ θεὸς εἷς ἐστίν expresses the overarching 

nature of the promises-covenant under which the law-covenant is subsumed. Unlike a 

 
601 Alexander (2002), 147-149; Williamson (2000), 217. 
602 Janzen (1993), 81, on 22:15-19: “As in 15:17-21, the oath pledges the divine integrity as security for the 

fulfilment of the promise.” 
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covenant mediated between parties, the Abrahamic covenant is made within the oneness of 

the Godhead, God swearing by himself. 603  

4. By emphasising a singular seed, Paul offers a legitimate promise-reading 

of the Abrahamic narrative as a whole. 

Methodologically, our approach seeks to clarify what Paul is intending to communicate. It 

has led us to infer, from Gal 3:16, that Paul understands the promises made to Abraham to 

be made to his singular seed – Christ. Already, we might suggest that this, too, couched in 

terms of promise, is to be taken as thematic of the narrative as a whole. But, given the bold 

and debated nature of Paul’s assertion of a singular seed, it is important to see how this 

assertion is one that his readers – especially those familiar with the Abrahamic narrative – 

could relevantly process from Genesis; 604 and that such a reading also further establishes 

the notion that Paul reads this entire narrative as one of promise.   

We might begin by recalling that Paul is not ignorant of singular and plural uses of σπέρμα 

(cf. 3:16 and 3:29; or, for that matter, זֶרַע).605 Nor should we think Paul insufficiently 

sophisticated to be able to differentiate nuances within the same argument, when, as we 

saw earlier, he is capable, in a given context, of either broadening or narrowing a concept in 

ad hoc fashion. 

It is indisputable that, throughout the Abrahamic narrative, there are many occasions when 

σπέρμα /  is to be understood as referring to the many. One example of this from within   זֶרַע

the Abrahamic narrative will suffice, taken from near its close. 

πληθύνων πληθυνῶ τὸ σπέρμα σου ὡς τοὺς ἀστέρας τοῦ οὐρανοῦ καὶ ὡς τὴν ἄμμον τὴν παρὰ τὸ 

χεῖλος τῆς θαλάσσης  

 (Gen. 22:17) וְהַרְבָה אַרְבֶה אֶת־זַרְעֲךָ כְכוֹכְבֵי הַשָמַיִם וְכַחוֹל אֲשֶר עַל־שְפַת הַיָם 

 
603 Watson (2004), 199, on Gen. 15: “even God cannot modify or annul the unconditional commitment to 

future saving action enacted in the covenant ceremony (cf. Gal 3:15-18). God is so totally identified with his 

promise that he would cease to be God if the promise were invalidated.” 
604 Collins (2003), 75. Also Abasciano (2007), 172: “… Paul would have taken special account of the scripturally 

learned in his audiences and attempt to craft his biblical argumentation so as to be convincing to those who 

were familiar with the original contexts of his quotations.” 
605 Silva (2007), 807. 
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An unquestionable theme of the book of Genesis (and foundational to the ensuing narrative 

of the Torah and the prophetic history) is how the nation of Israel, descended from 

Abraham, would develop as the beneficiaries of the promises-covenant made to Abraham. It 

is inarguable in this context that σπέρμα /  typically carries a collective sense of the   זֶרַע 

many (cf. 12:1-7, 15:13-14). Therefore, Paul’s reading of the Abrahamic narrative - that the 

promises were made to Abraham’s singular offspring - cannot be a worthy claim that every 

instantiation of σπέρμα /  is to be understood as singular. Nor can it seriously deny that    זֶרַע

multiple descendants of Abraham were particular beneficiaries in and through Abraham.  

However, as previously noted, Paul’s explicit use of σπέρμασιν is arguably the most relevant 

way in which Paul can imply some sort of singular understanding of σπέρματι. In the context 

of a typically plural / collective reading of σπέρματι at many points in the Genesis narrative, 

Paul used σπέρμασιν to underline his argument that σπέρματι should also be understood to 

refer to a singular individual. As Lightfoot wrote: “Avoiding the technical terms of grammar, 

he could not express his meaning more simply than by the opposition ‘not to thy seeds, but 

to thy seed’”606.  

Crucially, what becomes important here is our distinction between those who will benefit 

from promises made and those to whom it is made and in and through whom it will be 

delivered. For Paul’s claim is that the Abrahamic narrative should be read to imply a single 

seed as the one to whom the promises were made (Gal 3:16) and in and through whom 

what is promised will ultimately be delivered, to the benefit of the many (cf. Gal 3:29). 

The question is, then: where there seems a tendency to read Genesis almost exclusively as a 

story concerning multiple offspring, how can Paul’s singular reading be considered 

legitimate? As Collins asks: “[C]ould the original audience of that book have perceived this 

meaning?[...] Or was Paul just straining the grammar too far, yielding an artificial and invalid 

interpretation?”607  

Collins lists a range of scholarly dismissals of a singular reading, from those who find it 

untenable or a “contradiction” to linguistic usage, to those who appreciate Paul’s essential 

 
606 Lightfoot (1981), 142. 
607 Collins (2003), 76. 
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point, but find such a reading doubtful and justify it through typological or re-interpretative 

means.608 However, for our purposes other options need only be considered if the current 

path of enquiry yields no relevance. Both Collins and Alexander, as we will show, argue that 

it does. 

In what follows, I wish to offer both syntactical and structural observations that lend 

credence and support to the common conclusion of Collins and Alexander concerning the 

legitimacy – in Genesis generally, and the Abrahamic narrative particularly – of reading a 

single seed alongside a multiplicity of seeds. 609 

a. The syntax of  זֶרַע  points to a singular individual. Collins’ study of זֶרַע  in Biblical Hebrew 

demonstrates how verb inflections and pronouns help to indicate when it should be 

understood as a singular offspring: “when zera’ denotes a specific descendant, it appears 

with singular verb inflections, adjectives and pronouns.”610 This is the case, he observes, in 

Gen 3:15, where he understands the prevailing view to read זֶרַע  as “posterity in general”, a 

multiplicity from which messiah emerges. Rather, argues Collins, “it would be fair to read 

this as God’s threat to the snake, of an individual who will engage the snake in combat and 

win.”611  

b. Alexander builds on this argument by contending that, while  זֶרַע  in the first half of 22:17 

is clearly plural (see above), in the last clause,  זֶרַע  “is the subject of a singular verb and the 

direct object is qualified by a singular possessive pronoun which refers back to  612.” זֶרַע 

 
608 Collins (2003), 76ff. 
609 Alexander’s careful survey of the use of seed ( זֶרַע ) as a keyword in Genesis bears out a conclusion that 

Genesis charts the formative intertwining progress of a single royal seed and numerous offspring: “it is 

apparent that the entire book highlights the existence of a unique line of 'seed' which will eventually become a 

royal dynasty. Members of this lineage enjoy a special relationship with God who actively provides and 

sustains each new generation. We are also informed that the 'seed' of this lineage, from Abraham onward, will 

become very numerous and possess the land of Canaan. Thus, Genesis focuses not only on the early ancestry 

of the David monarchy but also on the beginnings of the nation of Israel. In that the king and the nation are of 

the 'seed' of Abraham, they share a common origin, and, as recipients of the divine promises, a common 

destiny.” (1993), 269-70; see also Alexander (2002), 111, and Williamson (2000), 259. 
610 Collins (1997), 144. 
611 Collins (1997), 146. 
612 Alexander (1997), 365. 
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According to Collins’ thesis, this should be taken as singular and “the blessing of ‘all the 

nations of the earth’ is thus associated with a particular descendant of Abraham, rather 

than with all those descended from him.”613 Thus the Abrahamic narrative, having begun 

with the divine promise of multiple offspring and blessing to the nations through childless 

Abram, concludes with the divine reiteration of such promises of numerous offspring and 

blessing to the nations through Abraham’s singular offspring.  

c. From the early singular seeds referenced in 3:15 and 4:25 through to the blessing of 

Judah, Genesis gives particular focus to the “special relationship between God and 

individual members of the family line.”614 

Moreover, although promises regarding land and nation incorporate the many descendants, 

particular blessing in Genesis is often mediated through the one who receives the blessing 

of the first-born.615  The context of 22:18, argues Alexander, is the developed conclusion of 

the Abrahamic narrative, where, nearing Abraham’s death, the blessing given to Abraham 

and to his offspring is now focused on his singular offspring.616 Thus, promises to Abraham 

benefit multiple offspring; but a particular line of blessing is given through a singular seed. 

The argument that σπέρμα in Gal. 3:16 is a collective family ignores how strongly Genesis 

emphasises this singular.617 For Paul, the climax of this singular focus of promised blessing, 

read from Genesis concerning the special relationship between God and individual members 

of Abraham’s family line, is Christ. 

d. We see this singularity highlighted within and through the Abrahamic narrative in the 

contrast between Ishmael and Isaac, a contrast on which Paul later explicitly draws.  

The narrative of Gen 11:27-25:11 charts the promise of multiple descendants through 

Abraham (12:1-3) necessitating an heir for a man whose wife is unable to bear children 

(11:30). As we have seen, the promise of offspring is reiterated throughout the story, 

alongside the foils of Lot (Gen 13f) and Eliezer (15:2), and notwithstanding the birth of 

 
613 Alexander (1997), 366. He draws further support from Gen 17:6, 16 and Psalm 72:17 for a royal individual. 
614 Alexander (1993), 263, highlights the single line of Davidic ancestry that Genesis establishes but which he 

believes is often overlooked. 
615 Alexander (1993), 267, argues that the patriarchal narratives “associate the mediation of God’s blessing 

with the son who receives the first-born blessing.” 
616 Alexander (1993), 267ff. 
617 Cf. Wright (1991), 157-174; see Derouchie and Meyer (2010). 
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Ishmael (Gen 16). Indeed, in explicit contrast to Ishmael, the birth of Isaac is both promised 

(17:17-22) and delivered (21:1-21): his singular significance is highlighted in his near sacrifice 

(22:1-12) and the promise of Gen 22:18. Following Isaac’s marriage and the ending of the 

Abrahamic narrative (24:67-25:11), his future (and future singular offspring) is narrated 

(Gen 25:19f) in contrast with Ishmael’s (Gen 25:12-18). Through this account, Isaac has a 

singular and distinguishable place in relation to God’s promises-covenant and in contrast to 

Ishmael. 

Gen. 17:19-21 reports that God will establish his covenant with Isaac, not Ishmael. The 

following verses (17:22-27), however, recall how Abraham circumcised Ishmael, who 

received benefit from God’s promises to Abraham, because he was Abraham’s offspring 

(σπέρμα /  cf. 21:13, 25:12-18).  We note, therefore, that while Abraham’s plural    זֶרַע

offspring (and indeed the wider household) benefit from God’s promises, as a result of 

being Abraham’s offspring, the promises-covenant is made to a single offspring.  

e. Circumcision, while a marker of all of Abraham’s multiple offspring, is not a distinguishing 

marker of the seed to whom the promises-covenant and its particular blessing was given. 

Ishmael was a circumcised son of Abraham who received benefit as such; but, outside of the 

singular seed to whom God made the promises-covenant, he was not a recipient of the 

particular “blessing of Abraham” it promised. Indeed, in the ensuing generations of 

Abraham’s descendants - Esau and Jacob, Judah and Israel - circumcision is a marker of all 

those descended from Abraham and beneficiaries of that fact; but not a distinguishing 

marker of the singular seed to and through whom the blessing of the promises-covenant is 

established. Paul’s singular seed reading therefore appears to stay faithful to the Abrahamic 

narrative and reads it as a whole in contrasting Isaac and Ishmael, and thus distinguishing 

the giving of the promises-covenant from the ritual of circumcision.  

How is all of this drawn upon by Paul in Galatians? What does his stark but seemingly 

legitimate reading of a singular seed to whom the promises-covenant was made, achieve? 

He seems to be countering what he understands to be a potential mis-reading of Genesis – 

possibly along the lines that the promises were made to the multiple offspring of Abraham 

and that circumcision was the mark of being a justified son and heir of Abraham. We cannot 

know whether or not the agitators brought Abraham into the debate first. As a foundational 
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father he was presumably a key component of their identity. Whether Paul is being 

proactive or reactive, what we can see is that Paul is re-presenting Abraham, reading the 

Abrahamic narrative as a whole, as a foundational understanding for his gospel.   

What we have seen in considering Paul’s promise-reading of the Abrahamic narrative as a 

whole further underpins our understanding of gospel and promise. Paul understands that 

the pre-proclamation of the gospel to Abraham (Gal 3:8) is seen in the promise of the 

blessing of Abraham, promised by God swearing by himself, and reiterated to Abraham and 

his singular offspring, through whom all nations may be blessed, that is, Christ. Rooting it in 

the foundational story of Abraham, Paul explains the εὐαγγέλιον (cf. 3:8) in terms of 

ἐπαγγελία (v15-22). 618 

We might note in passing that, with the Abrahamic narrative set following the curse of Babel 

(Gen 11:1-9) and the blessing of Gen 18:18 promised in the context of the coming 

destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah (Gen 18:16-19:29), there is a sub-motif of judgement 

(connected, in 12:3a and 22:17b, to possessing the cities of the enemy). This might bolster 

Paul’s definition of the gospel as the promise of “blessing for the nations” (Gal 3:8) issuing 

from the Abrahamic narrative in the context of what he deems to be this “present evil age” 

(Gal 1:4). 

Over against readings that construe Paul’s use of the Old Testament as a perhaps desperate 

attempt to muster proof-texts, what we see instead is Paul’s use of a developed promise-

framework that underpins his understanding of the gospel, read from the foundational 

narrative of Abraham. 

As such, this larger narrative construal of Abraham’s story can serve Paul to promote what it 

is to be of faith; to counter the arguments of his opponents with regard to law and 

circumcision; and to assert who are the true heirs of Abraham, thus answering on the 

matters of identity and assurance at stake in Galatia. This Abrahamic narrative, foundational 

to Paul’s promise-narrative, provides the literary context that helps the processing of some 

of Paul’s terms, as we turn to now. 

 
618 Alexander (2002), 155, says of Paul “it is apparent that his understanding of the gospel was heavily 

influenced by his reading of Genesis 12-25.”  
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5.5 Further key concepts are better processed in relation to 

the Abrahamic narrative as a whole 

In this section, I seek to show how Paul’s promise-reading of the story of Abraham as a 

whole shapes and enriches his broader communication to the Galatians by logically 

incorporating other important concepts that we have noted. Namely, Paul’s promise-

reading of the Abrahamic narrative as a whole: 

a. provides the optimal context in which to process his limited use of διαθήκη in 

Galatians.  

b. underlies his communicative intent to present the inheritance (ἡ κληρονομία) as the 

eschatological realm of the kingdom of God. 

c. provides an enriched understanding of πίστις. 

Paul’s promise-reading of the Abrahamic narrative as a whole provides the 

optimal context in which to process his limited use of διαθήκη in Galatians. 619 

An initial observation concerning Paul’s use of διαθήκη is that Gen. 21:22-34 (LXX), within the 

Abrahamic narrative, provides an example of the use of διαθήκη as a binding agreement 

between two parties that the hearer can easily process without recourse to assuming divine 

involvement nor a particular legal code or notion of a last will and testament.620 This is 

affirmation of our conclusion that Paul uses διαθήκη in Gal. 3:15 with a simple and broad 

concept in mind, as evidenced in this primary literary context which he has already made 

manifest.621  

In these verses in Galatians, we have observed Paul’s clear connection of ἐπαγγελία with 

διαθήκη in his reference to what we have termed the Abrahamic promises-covenant (Gal 

3:15-17). However, we also saw Paul’s limited use of the term διαθήκη, especially 

 
619 I am less interested in the concept of covenant or the notion of Paul as a covenant theologian so much as 

simply the term used here. Cobb (2015) has established helpful ground on this matter and I have benefitted 

from it. This present study on the role of ἐπαγγελία, so closely connected with the concept of covenant, might 

uphold much of what it means for Paul to be a covenant theologian. 
620 Cf. Keener (2018), 260, on the notion that such an idea may not be clear to a predominantly gentile 

audiences unless influenced by the LXX, but that Paul’s general use is underpinned by the LXX. 
621 See Westermann (1985), 229. 
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considering its far greater prevalence in the LXX than ἐπαγγελία, not least in Gen. 15 and 17. 

These chapters, particularly Gen 17, bring to the fore seemingly problematic issues for 

Paul;622 circumcision is associated here quite clearly with Abraham, who is foundational to 

Paul’s argument against circumcision. One might wonder if Paul is avoiding the awkward 

issue of Gen. 17 by avoiding further use of διαθήκη; perhaps this is the language of the 

agitators.623 Even if it has not been, how does Paul, with his argument based on the 

Abrahamic narrative, anticipate the retort that Abraham and his sons were circumcised as 

part of the covenant?  

The answer is this: by invoking the entire Abrahamic narrative, Paul is seeking to place this 

narrower focus on covenant language and circumcision in chapter 17 into a wider 

perspective of divine promise from Gen. 12-25.  

We may appreciate the view that the Abrahamic narrative speaks of distinguishable if 

complementary covenants (διαθήκη) in Gen. 15 and 17.624 However, if we take Paul’s 

argument to be invoking the entire Abrahamic narrative, then Paul’s narrower use of 

διαθήκη in Gal. 3:17 is more relevantly processed as a reference not to one of these 

particular divine covenants, but to God’s covenantal interaction with Abraham as a whole, 

as manifested in the connected use of αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι.  

We have already argued that a factor in Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία is the expression, as 

evidenced in the Abrahamic narrative, of what it is for God to swear by himself. For Paul, the 

overarching characteristic of God’s covenantal interaction with Abraham, foundational to 

understanding the gospel, is that it is made and ratified within the oneness of God (Gal 

3:20). Where there is conditionality in this reading of the promises-covenant, this is not 

ultimately a matter of circumcision but of faith and faithlessness (to which we will 

return).625 

Paul’s argument is precisely that the Abrahamic promises-covenant, in which blessing is 

promised to all nations through Abraham’s singular seed, Christ, is not a covenant ultimately 

 
622 See Uzukwu’s study of Paul’s “theology of promise”, which concentrates on Gen. 15 and 17; (2015), 70ff. 
623 See Das (2014), 304-5; and in 346ff he suggests that Paul is seeking to “unravel” the way in which the 

Galatians were currently being taught about covenant in conjunction with Mount Sinai. 
624 Alexander (2002), 146-9. 
625 See Alexander (2002), 147-149, who argues that what establishes the covenant in Gen. 17 is not the act of 

circumcision itself but obedience to God. 
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marked by circumcision, but a covenant to be understood by the key themes of promise and 

faith.626  

Paul can frame circumcision with the benefit of the logic we noted earlier. Though it was 

enacted on Ishmael (Gen. 17:22-27) and marked his covenantal benefit as the offspring of 

Abraham, circumcision does not in itself denote the singular line of offspring carrying the 

blessing of Abraham as Genesis understands it. That is through Isaac and, for Paul, delivered 

in Christ. Paul’s emphasis on the singular seed emphatically excludes circumcision as the 

mark of the what he understands to be the blessing of Abraham for the nations. Paul omits 

explicit reference to Gen. 17, not simply to avoid it, but because his reading of the 

Abrahamic narrative puts the focus on the single seed and promisee, not on the multiple 

beneficiaries in Abraham who were circumcised.  

Paul’s allegorical argument in Gal. 4:21-31 is to be explained similarly: Ishmael, circumcised 

as a result of the covenant of Gen. 17, is still cast out as one who is not an inheritor of the 

promised blessing of Abraham. The child of the slave is set aside, despite being circumcised, 

implicitly suggesting that this ordinance is ineffective in regard to blessing. Instead, the 

focus is on the “only son” and heir (cf. Gen 21:10-13; 22:2) not the sign of circumcision (Gal 

5:6).627 Paul’s warning is therefore clear to all those who rely on circumcision as a 

covenantal sign that they are offspring of Abraham, but not on the Jesus-Christ-faith of the 

single seed to whom God promised the blessing of Abraham (cf. Gal 5:2f).  

Paul’s re-presentation of the entire Abrahamic narrative thus subsumes διαθήκη-language, 

not least from Gen. 17 and whatever circumcision-related freight it may carry, into this 

ἐπαγγελία-language framework, centred on the single seed, Christ, which is the foundation 

of the gospel. 

 
626 See Williams J (2020), 114 and Das (2014) 342-4, 349-350 on Paul developing the idea of “promises” rather 

than covenant to separate the law and the promises to Abraham. 
627 Gordon (2019), 165: “Negatively, he [Paul] argues that those who observe the Sinai covenant are not 

necessarily Abraham’s heirs (any more than Ishmael and Esau were heirs); positively, he argues that those who 

have faith are in fact his sons and therefore heirs, even if not his genetic descendants.” 
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Paul’s promise-reading of the Abrahamic narrative as a whole underlies his 

communicative intent to present the inheritance (ἡ κληρονομία) as the 

eschatological realm of the kingdom of God. 

We have noted how Paul implies that ἡ κληρονομία is the content of what is promised (3:18), 

tied closely with righteousness. In addition, Paul ostensively acknowledges that he has 

taught the Galatians before about inheriting the kingdom of God (5:21 - βασιλείαν θεοῦ οὐ 

κληρονομήσουσιν).628 However, κληρονομία is also language from the Abrahamic narrative, 

within which it is manifestly contextualised (Gal 3:18), and needs to be considered as 

such.629 Therefore, the cognitive environment for their processing of κληρονομία inevitably 

combines the Abrahamic narrative and the kingdom of God. Kwon similarly concludes that 

Paul’s use of the term connects the motif of Abrahamic inheritance with the future kingdom 

of God. In doing so, Paul is defining the promised inheritance as eschatological salvation: 

rooted in what was promised to Abraham and his offspring, yet “this ancient promise of the 

land is now understood to be the promise of the eschatological land for them, i.e. the future 

Kingdom of God and eternal life.”630 

However, where Kwon believes that Paul uses parts of the Abrahamic narrative in a 

disassociated manner to make arguments in Gal 3, my view is that Paul draws on the 

Abrahamic narrative as a whole. 

As noted earlier, land is a key theme in terms of the promises given to Abraham and his 

offspring throughout the narrative (cf. Gen 12:7, 13:15, 15:18, 17:8, 22:17-28, 24:7): it 

cannot be removed from the concept of inheritance.631 Within the Torah and OT Scriptures 

(LXX) κληρονομ-language is often associated with the land (ἡ γῆ). Although that connection 

is not so intensive in Genesis, κληρονομ-language is frequent in Gen. 15, as God covenants 

with Abraham, not least concerning the land; but the reference in Gen. 21:10 (cf. Gal. 4:27) 

suggests Sarah may have more in view than the land as she considers Isaac, but not Ishmael, 

 
628 See Kwon (2004), 148f. 
629 Kwon (2004), 144f; Williams, J (2020), 118. 
630 Kwon (2004), 147. 
631 Kwon (2004), 144: “Anchored in God’s promise to Abraham, the association of the ‘promise / inheritance’ 

with ‘the Land’ never disappears from its purview, and the ‘promissory’ character of God’s way of dealing with 

Abraham continues to remain normative for its proper understanding (3:18).” 
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as heir. The Abrahamic narrative allows for inheritance to be understood as the land, but 

also something more. 

Returning to the key summary verses of the Abrahamic narrative, Gen. 22:17-18, we note: 

• the inheritance (κληρονομία) as the possession of the singular seed of Abraham (as I have 

argued); 

• the drive of Genesis towards establishing this line of single, indeed royal, seed;632 

• inheritance defined not in general terms of the land (ἡ γῆ), but in terms of “the gate 

(city, LXX) of his enemies” and in the context of the blessing of Abraham for “all of the 

nations of the earth”. 

With these exegetical pointers in mind, we may easily see how Paul interprets the 

inheritance, through Christ the singular seed of Abraham, to be the eschatological realm 

that is the kingdom of God. Moreover, rather than being the gift inherited by virtue of being 

circumcised in Abraham, the heirs are those who participate in the single seed of Abraham 

and promisee, Christ (Gal 3:29).633 Paul’s promise-reading of inheritance is from the 

summation of the Abrahamic narrative.  

This further strengthens the view that Paul is not interested in separating out strands of 

promise to Abraham – namely, blessing, people, land – or dealing with one in particular (e.g. 

blessing), but see the promises-covenant holistically as made to and delivered 

eschatologically through Christ. 

Furthermore, inheritance language in both the Abrahamic narrative and in Galatians (cf. 

5:21) carry an implication of future realisation.634 Indeed, in line with our observation earlier 

concerning δικαι-language that Paul associates several overlapping terms, Kwon holds that 

justification, the kingdom of God, eternal life and inheritance are all epithets for future 

salvation.635 

 
632 Again, see Gen 49:10; Alexander (1993). 
633 Genesis 28:4, beyond the Abrahamic narrative, but expressive of the key themes, may be seen to bring 

together the blessing of Abraham with the inheritance of the land through the single seed of Abraham. 
634 Williams, J (2020), 68. 
635 See Kwon’s (2004) ch. 6 (130-154) and especially his conclusion. See also Campbell (2009), 860 and Conway 

(2014), 207. 
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However, we should make two caveats about the reading of inheritance as future salvation 

in the context of Paul’s promise-narrative. 

First, while inheritance invokes a clear future dimension (and see 5:5, 6:7-9), Paul’s 

deliberate use of it – connected with the Abrahamic narrative - also points back to historical 

promises made to Abraham. Moreover, within the context of his use of ἐπαγγελία, as we 

have seen, Paul is concerned to emphasise the present assurance of justification and of 

believers’ identity as sons and heirs (cf. 4:6-7). Paul’s inheritance language is indicative of a 

future dimension but within a promise-narrative framework of past, present and future. 

Whereas Kwon argues too much, in my view, for an exclusively future realisation, I believe 

that ἐπαγγελία conveys (and Kwon misses) a present sense of immediacy and assurance 

much more in keeping with an approach of already / not yet.636 

Second, notwithstanding what we have inferred concerning chronology above, I still affirm – 

and this in agreement with Kwon – that Paul is largely silent about the what and when of 

the inheritance.637 Paul’s primary concern is not about precise definitions of the inheritance 

or its closely overlapping associated terms; nor about timing. Rather, through the promise-

narrative and immediacy conveyed through ἐπαγγελία, his desire is to assure the Galatians 

that all that was promised to Abraham’s offspring to inherit is theirs, in Christ, through faith, 

as sons and heirs (3:8, 14, 16, 18, 22, 26, 29, 4:6-7). 

Paul’s promise-reading of the Abrahamic narrative as a whole provides an 

enriched understanding of πίστις. 

We have seen already how the Abrahamic narrative that Paul is invoking, and his holistic 

reading of it, informs and enriches how he intends the reader to understand the following 

terms: αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι, σπέρμα, διαθήκη and κληρονομία. The same goes for πίστις in Gal. 3 

We may understand Paul’s re-presentation of Abraham’s faith, in Gen, 15:6, to be broader 

than the capture of a particular moment, re-presenting instead the character of Abraham’s 

ongoing response to God, certain elements of unfaithfulness notwithstanding. Indeed, 

 
636 See Kwon (2004), 130ff.  
637 Kwon (2004), 145: “He simply assumes that everybody knows what the inheritance refers to and the most 

natural inference from this is that all parties involved in the Galatian crisis are in full agreement with its future 

eschatological character.” 
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whilst the narrative as a whole promotes the faithful obedience of Abraham to God from 

Gen 12:4 to 22:18, the episodes of Abraham’s lack of faithfulness (e.g. the “wife-sister” 

stories of 12:10-13:1 and 20:1-17; and the conception of Ishmael, 16:1-16) only serve to 

heighten the emphasis that the continuity of the promises-covenant is ultimately dependent 

on the faithfulness of God to his promises. The Abrahamic narrative underscores a 

potentially richer and nuanced understanding of Paul’s use of πίστις in Gal. 3. 

First, the Abrahamic narrative manifests Abraham’s response to the faithfulness of God as 

that which brings justification to the nations.  

Abraham’s response, as characterised by Paul in Gal. 3:6, is to God’s spoken promises, as 

God swore by himself to Abraham and to his singular seed – the one who would come out of 

Abraham (Gen 15:4) – that this seed would inherit what was promised to Abraham and 

bring about blessing to the nations. 

Abraham saw and accepted the faithfulness of God to these promises; and Paul wishes to 

communicate that the Galatians may see this faithfulness in the coming of Christ as the 

promisee who brings the blessing of Abraham – justification - to the nations. This stops 

short of being an argument for “the faithfulness of Christ” in itself, but it underlines the fact 

that the faithfulness of God in the coming of Christ is in view. 

Second, the Abrahamic narrative manifests the faithfulness of Abraham as his response to 

the faithfulness of God.  

In immediate context, and using the verb ἐπίστευσεν, Paul’s use of Gen. 15:6 clearly 

indicates the appropriation Abraham made of God’s promises concerning his seed and 

inheritance and which led to his justification: Abraham believed God.  

Nevertheless, the narrative also clearly indicates that Abraham lived in obedience to God’s 

voice (Gen. 17:1-2, 22:16-18).  One might imagine the agitators emphasising the 

conditionality of the covenant in Genesis 17 and hence the emphasis on circumcision (cf. 

17:9f). However, the faithful obedience that God calls for from Abraham to establish this 

covenant (17:1-2) is explicitly satisfied not in the ongoing sign of circumcision but in 

Abraham’s particular willingness to sacrifice Isaac (22:16-18). The conditionality is cast not in 
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terms of law or circumcision, but in terms of Abraham’s faithfulness to the God of the 

promises-covenant.638  

Thus, Paul’s recourse to Abraham, highlighting his response of faith, also promotes the 

calling of faithfulness as the lived response (Gal 5:5) to the promises, as Paul is evidently 

concerned to expand upon (Gal. 5:16ff).639 

Third, the Abrahamic narrative manifests the foundation of the faith: the gospel message 

which calls for a response of faith. 

Paul roots the gospel he proclaims in the Abrahamic narrative: the proclamation of the 

faithfulness of God to what he has promised – sworn by himself – to do, bringing the 

blessing of Abraham in Abraham’s singular seed, Jesus Christ; and this is a message to be 

responded to ἐκ πίστεως. With variegated emphasis on faithfulness and faith, manifest in 

Genesis and centred on the singular seed, Jesus Christ, it seems both satisfactory and 

relevant to understand that Paul’s shorthand for this may be ἡ πίστις or even πίστις Ἰησοῦ 

χριστοῦ. 

  

 
638 Alexander (2002), 147-9; Williams J (2020), 118 and 119: “Paul links the blessing of Abraham with his faith 

and faithfulness (Gal. 3:9). He associates Abraham’s faithfulness with faith (Gal. 3:5-9; cf. LXX Gen 15:6), not 

with the necessity to uphold the eternal sign of circumcision (LXX Gen 17:1-27).” See also Luhrmann (1992), 

57-58 – Paul may be reading this contrary to other interpretations of the Abrahamic narrative (see Sirach 

44:19-21 as quoted by Luhrmann). This may also help to indicate a reading of “faithful” in Gal 3:9. However, 

contra Luhrmann, this does not necessarily mean that in Gen 15:6 itself there is “an intimate connection 

between faith and law, one that was even intended in the passage’s origin.” 
639 Cf. Longenecker (1977), 204-206. Moo (2013), 200 on Gal. 3:9 writes: “Paul’s interpretation of the Genesis 

narrative about Abraham, focused on Genesis 15:6, makes clear that his description of Abraham as πίστις 

(pistis) must be taken to mean ‘believing’ (Bruce 1982b:157; R Longenecker 1990:116) rather than ‘faithful’ 

(e.g. Hays 2000:256).” However, while it can mean no less than ‘believing’, the whole Abrahamic narrative on 

which Paul draws cannot be ignored. Abraham is not simply called to believe in its most minimal sense but to 

be obedient to God. That is why Paul addresses the issue of what faith looks like in its lived application – 

expressing itself through love (5:5ff). Similarly, Das (2014), 291-3, emphasises the “believing trust” of Abraham 

in Gal 3:6; but also that “to hear is to heed and to respond in obedience.” Such a call to obedience must not be 

lost in the understanding of πίστις. Gordon (2019) is also helpful here. While maintaining that Abraham’s faith 

was neither exemplary, not was the covenant dependent on it (p.109n13) he later also asserts that “νόμος-free 

means ‘Sinai-covenant-free,’ not ‘ethics-free’ or ‘command free’” (p.209). 
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Conclusion 

Paul re-presents the Abrahamic narrative in its entirety (Genesis 11:27-25:11) in terms of 

ἐπαγγελία, reiterating how God swears by himself, within his oneness, to Abraham and his 

offspring. This promises-covenant is foundational to a larger scriptural narrative about the 

blessing of the gospel (the εὐλογία of the εὐαγγέλιον), centring on the faithfulness of God in 

Abraham’s seed, Christ, to which Abraham’s faith exemplifies an appropriate response. 

Paul intentionally captures and re-presents the focus, in Genesis, on a single offspring to 

whom the promises are made, intertwining it with the many offspring originating from 

Abraham. The many who, like Ishmael, are circumcised according to the covenant are of 

Abraham and benefit from promises made with him; but the blessing of Abraham promised 

for the nations will instead run through a particular line (Isaac, not Ishmael), this singular 

seed who will possess the gate of his enemies. The land-based inheritance promised to this 

offspring (and consequently to all who belong to him, cf. Gal 3:26-29) may ultimately be 

interpreted by Paul eschatologically as the kingdom of God (5:21). 
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Chapter 6. ἐπαγγελία and the Spirit in the 
lives of believers  

6.1 Introduction 

So far, in this study, we have seen how Paul’s rich use of ἐπαγγελία in Galatians 3:14-22 

establishes a promise-framework, rooted in the Abrahamic narrative, while interacting with 

other significant terms and concepts within his broader argument. 

Within this promise inclusio of Galatians 3:14-22, several references are made to the Spirit 

(v14), God (v17, 18,20, 21) and Christ (v16, 22) and we have already explored some 

implications, in Chapter 3, from the way ἐπαγγελία correlates with these concepts. Similarly, 

in his further illustration of his argument in 4:1-7 – a reiteration that we already examined 

when considering promise and the gospel in the whole of Galatians – Paul once more 

employs the language of a father (v2), clearly representative of God (cf. v4, 6-7); his son (v4, 

6); and the Spirit (of his son) (v6). 

A focus on ἐπαγγελία has also led us to observe, already, how Paul identifies God’s 

promisee, the singular seed of Abraham, as Christ (3:16, 19) whom Paul intimates, explicitly 

and implicitly, to be the son of God (1:1; 1:15-16; 2:20; 4:4-6): God, Paul is arguing, makes 

the promises-covenant to his Son. This promises-covenant is also given its unique quality 

(3:20) by the fact that “God is one” and swears by himself. And as I have argued, this means 

that the promises-covenant was made within the oneness of the Godhead, in contrast to 

the mediated law-covenant.  

The logic and language of promises being made from God (the Father) to Christ (his Son), 

within the oneness of God, fits squarely within Paul’s understanding, as expressed in 

Galatians, of Christ’s close relationship to God that receives further expansion in his talk of 

the Spirit.  

Bearing these points in mind, here in Chapter 6 we will explore how ἐπαγγελία contributes 

to an understanding of the activity of the Spirit in the lives of believers in Galatians.   
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In as much as Paul speaks of Christ as the son of God, with all that this may convey, he also 

speaks of believers (τοῖς πιστεύουσιν, Gal. 3:22) as the sons of God (υἱοὶ θεοῦ, Gal. 3:26), by 

nature of faith in Jesus Christ (διὰ τῆς πίστεως ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ, Gal. 3:26). He then declares 

such sons of God to be recipients of the Spirit of God’s Son (Ὅτι δέ ἐστε υἱοί, ἐξαπέστειλεν ὁ 

θεὸς τὸ πνεῦμα τοῦ υἱοῦ αὐτοῦ εἰς τὰς καρδίας ἡμῶν Gal. 4:6). In this explicit phrase - τὸ 

πνεῦμα τοῦ υἱοῦ αὐτοῦ - Paul makes a significant link between Christ and the Spirit; and thus 

believers being in Christ (3:26-29) and receiving the Spirit (4:6-7; cf. 3:14). 

I wish to draw attention, here, to a thread that begins before Gal. 3 - prior to Paul’s use of 

ἐπαγγελία - and then runs through and beyond the promise inclusio into Gal. 4. Such a 

thread is prompted by Das.640 It expressly connects Christ to the Spirit and links believers in 

Christ to the reception and activity of the Spirit in their lives. After examining the 

intertwined thread Christ and the Spirit in the lives of believers (section 6.2), incorporating 

the particular verses Gal 2:20; 3:1-5; 4:4-7; 4:19; and 4:28-29), we will turn to three 

significant strands of this thread that emerge from Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία in Galatians and 

thus develop an appreciation of the activity of the Spirit in the lives of believers. These three 

strands are: the Spirit’s assurance (section 6.3); the Spirit’s ethic (section 6.4); and the 

Spirit’s community (section 6.5).641 

  

 
640 See Das (2014), 271n206: “On the believer’s being “in Christ”, a far more common notion for Paul 

[compared with Christ “in me”], see, e.g. 2:17. Galatians 3 turns to the experience of Christ’s Spirit. The 

experience of Christ’s indwelling in 2:20 leads very naturally to the experience of the Spirit (3:1-5; 4:6), and 

vice versa.” Beyond these verses, and 4:19-20 that is added in his note, we may add 4:28-29; but also return to 

3:14ff. Moo (2013), 216, recognises the importance of 3:14 – “With reference to the Spirit at the climax of this 

section of the letter, Paul also anticipates the important argument about the role of the Spirit in the life of new 

covenant believers (5:13-6:10).” – but what does not emerge is his discussion is the role of ἐπαγγελία in this.  
641 Das (2014), 281, later hints at two of these strands as he acknowledges the place of 3:14, 15-29 within 3:1-

4:11 concerning the activity of the Spirit: “Just as the Spirit is the focal point of 3:1-5 (3:2, 3,5), the larger 

section of Paul’s train of thought (3:1-4:11) closes with the Spirit as proof of the Galatians’ status as heirs (4:6-

7). Paul associates the Spirit’s reception with both the Abrahamic blessing (3:8, 9, 14) and the Abrahamic 

promise (3:14, 16, 17, 18, 19, 21, 29). The pivotal role of Abraham in 3:6-9, 14 is subsumed into the motif of 

the rightful heir in 3:15-29 (3:16, 17, 18, 19, 21, 29). Gal 3:15-29 reaches its climactic point with the unity and 

oneness of believers in Christ (3:28-29), a oneness that Christ’s Spirit creates.” 
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6.2 Christ and the Spirit in the lives of believers 

Paul makes explicit, in Gal. 2:20, the key concept of union in Christ.642  Understanding that 

he has been crucified with Christ (Χριστῷ συνεσταύρωμαι, 2:19), Paul seems to pick up on 

the language of 1:16 (ἀποκαλύψαι τὸν υἱὸν αὐτοῦ ἐν ἐμοι) and 1:24 (ἐδόξαζον ἐν ἐμοὶ τὸν 

θεόν)643 as he declares: ζῇ δὲ ἐν ἐμοὶ Χριστός and ἐν πίστει ζῶ τῇ τοῦ υἱοῦ τοῦ θεοῦ. That he, or 

any believer, is “in Christ” may not be explicit here in his statement - ἐν πίστει ζῶ τῇ τοῦ υἱοῦ 

τοῦ θεοῦ. Yet he has already used language with this effect (cf. ταῖς ἐκκλησίαις τῆς Ἰουδαίας 

ταῖς ἐν Χριστῷ, Gal. 1:22; καὶ ἡμεῖς εἰς Χριστὸν Ἰησοῦν ἐπιστεύσαμεν, Gal. 2:16; ζητοῦντες 

δικαιωθῆναι ἐν Χριστω, 2:17.) In 2:20, Paul continues with first-person pronouns and uses his 

own experience to exemplify the principle of mutual participation of believers in Christ and 

of Christ in believers.  

Paul moves almost immediately on to the reception of the Spirit and the experience of the 

activity of the Spirit among believers (Gal 3:1-5). As we noted earlier, Paul intrinsically links 

ἐξ ἀκοῆς πίστεως (Gal. 3:2) – a message centred on the portrayal of Jesus Christ crucified 

(3:1) - with this reception of the Spirit. The implication of the union of being crucified with 

Christ is that Christ lives in the believer (2:19-20); the implication of the faithfully 

responding to the portrayal of Christ crucified is that the Spirit is received and active among 

believers (3:1-5). 

This link between Christ and the Spirit and in the lives of believers is more fully expressed in 

Gal. 4:4-7. God’s sending of his Son comes with the consequential reception of full rights as 

sons (v4-5). Paul has asserted that we are sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus, a state 

of affairs that he relates to being baptised into Christ (3:27), in Christ (3:28) and belonging 

to Christ (3:29) – a reassertion of the concept of union in Christ. However, because believers 

are sons of God, God has sent τὸ πνεῦμα τοῦ υἱοῦ αὐτοῦ into their hearts. The mutual 

participation of believers in Christ and Christ in believers is re-expressed here but in terms 

of the Spirit, explicitly noted as the Spirit of his Son, namely Christ. Christ, therefore, lives in 

believers through the Spirit. And the experience of the indwelling Spirit is one that attests to 

 
642 See Moo (2013), 171f – “a vital union that dominates the believer’s life in all its aspects.” 
643 Moo (2013), 171; Das (2014), 270. 
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the Father / son relationship between God and believers (4:6), who, as sons, are also heirs 

(4:7, cf. 3:29). 

Paul returns to the language of Christ in the believer using the imagery of childbirth (μέχρις 

οὗ μορφωθῇ Χριστὸς ἐν ὑμῖν, Gal. 4:19), a metaphor he continues (Gal. 4:28-29) as he posits 

the Spirit as the agent of the birth of children of promise (τὸν κατὰ πνεῦμα) and the 

consequent forming of Christ within believers.644 Having expressed his longing that the life 

of Christ may take shape in the Galatians he then goes on to parallel them with Isaac, 

children of promise, born according to the Spirit. Strikingly, where the agent of the 

believers’ sonship in 4:6-7 has been God’s Son, Christ, with the consequent sending of the 

Spirit into hearts; now, Paul expresses the Spirit as the power behind the birth (4:29) and 

Christ as the one indwelling (4:19). Christ and the Spirit, at work in and among believers, are 

inextricably linked. 

At this point we pause to summarise before turning to address the three significant strands 

that emerge from this thread through Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία. By faith in Christ, the Son of 

God, believers are in Christ and sons of God. As sons (and heirs) of God, through faith in 

Christ, believers experience the indwelling Spirit of the Son attesting to their sonship and 

status as heirs. Not only is it clear that there is an inextricable link for Paul between being in 

Christ and receiving the Spirit; it is evident that the experience of the Spirit (of the Son) 

affirms the indwelling of the Son and the status of believers as sons and heirs. Our 

understanding of 3:1-5 was this very point: Paul’s implication in wanting to learn one thing 

from the Galatians (3:2) was that the receiving and activity of the Spirit should have 

intimated to the Galatians that Jesus-Christ-faith (and not ἐξ ἔργων νόμου) was enough to 

assure them of their identity as those who are justified.645  

 

 

  

 
644 Moo (2013), 288: “Paul will not be content until Christ so dominates their lives that there can be no possible 

change from a settled spiritual condition.” 
645 See Luhrmann (1992), 53 “The ‘Spirit’ is what matters to the life of the Christians as a whole: not only in 

regard to ethics (Paul will talk about his under the keyword Spirit in the final part of the letter, 5:13-6:10) but 

as an effect that is experienced as quite real…” 
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6.3 The Spirit’s assurance: τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος 

(3:14) in the lives of believers 

It is through 3:14-29 that Paul lays significant building blocks of that assurance by the Spirit. 

We have seen that the promise-narrative establishes and functions with the notion of 

believers being in Christ. Those of faith are recipients of what was promised through Jesus-

Christ-faith (3:22); that is, they are in Christ (cf. 3:26-29), who is the singular seed of 

Abraham and promisee (3:16, 19). As such, they are now sons of God (3:26) and the 

(multiple) seed of Abraham (3:29). Believers are, then, inheritors of the blessing of Abraham 

– namely, justification - through Christ (3:14, cf. 3:6-9).  

While the very language of promise is assuring - emphasising the divine gift of inheritance 

(3:18, 29), given by God’s swearing by himself (3:20) - in and of itself, the promise-narrative 

does not, in these verses, convey the mutual participation of Christ in the believer. Nor, 

indeed, is the Spirit explicitly mentioned in 3:15-29. 

However, Paul has already linked the Spirit with ἐπαγγελία in 3:14; and in 4:1-7, which as we 

have seen is built on the promise-narrative, he returns to unpack further the activity of the 

Spirit in the believer. And so we may see how ἐπαγγελία actually helps to underpin the 

assurance that the Spirit brings to the lives of believers.646 

Gal. 3:14, as noted in the exegesis, follows 3:1-5 in expressing the inextricable link between 

the work of Christ and the reception of the Spirit; and intimating that the reception of the 

Spirit has implications for believers’ assurance. Indeed, it expresses what believers may be 

assured of as those ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησου and διὰ τῆς πίστεως. The exegesis also suggested that 

while τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος might allude to the history of the Spirit’s being 

promised – “the promised Spirit”, it also conveyed the immediacy and assurance that the 

Spirit brings to believers of the promised justification - ἡ εὐλογία τοῦ Ἀβραὰμ 3:14, cf. 3:8). 

 
646 See Williams, J (2020), 6, “Jewish and Gentile Christians are the seed of Abraham by virtue of their 

identification with Jesus Christ, Abraham’s seed (3:16-29). The chief evidence of this is the indwelling presence 

of the Holy Spirit in both groups (3:1-14; 4:5-6).” 
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It is time to return to the questions I posed earlier in the analysis of 3:14 and more fully 

explore the answers I put forward.  

Revisiting questions about Gal 3:14 

In Chapter 3, in considering the relationship between these two genitive constructs in Gal 

3:14 - ἡ εὐλογία τοῦ Ἀβραὰμ and τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος - we asked three questions: 

1. Given our understanding of Paul’s argument so far, namely that Paul’s focus is on the 

implication (over and above the simple fact) of the reception of the Spirit, what is the 

implication of having received the Spirit that “the promised Spirit” conveys? 

2. If the ἡ εὐλογία τοῦ Ἀβραὰμ is justification and τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος is the 

“promised Spirit”, how should the reader understand the two to relate? 

3. If Paul intends his readers to infer, from τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος that the Spirit was 

promised, how and where exactly are they to locate this promise? 

My contention is that the answer to the second question also provides an answer to the 

first; and that trying to find the answer to the third question prompts us to consider 

whether Paul’s focus is less toward encouraging his readers to locate Old Testament 

scriptural promises concerning the Spirit; and more toward the promising implications of 

their having received the Spirit. I therefore consider the second question first and the move 

on to the third. 647 

How should the reader understand ἡ εὐλογία τοῦ Ἀβραὰμ (as justification) and the τὴν 

ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος (as promised Spirit) to relate? 

We have, along with many other scholars, assumed a parallel relationship between these 

two clauses and consequently these genitive constructs. For some commentators, this has 

led to the assumption that “the blessing of Abraham” is the promised Spirit.648 But while 

justification and the Spirit may well be shown to have a close relationship, the two may only 

 
647 In seeking answers for these questions, I will engage particularly with three scholars mentioned in Chapter 

1 who have particularly examined these verses with a promise-lens: Williams (1988), Kwon (2004) and Lee 

(2013). 
648 See Hays (2002), 181; Cosgrove (1988), 547. 
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be identified on the basis of adequate evidence.649 Williams labels this as a “faulty 

assumption”650 as he counters what he identifies as simplistic and incoherent approaches to 

promise in Galatians. 651 

Another possibility, that “the promise” as referenced here is the blessing of Abraham is 

bolstered by reference to v16, in which Paul states τῷ δὲ Ἀβραὰμ ἐρρέθησαν αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι. It 

might be assumed that the blessing of Abraham (v14a) is what was promised to Abraham 

(v16), which is referenced in the phrase τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος. Such an equation has 

led to the notion of Segensverheissung652- the “promise-blessing”. However, insofar as τὴν 

ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος is read as “the promised Spirit”, this does not escape the critique 

already made of equating the two constructs. 

While no satisfactory account equates justification and the Spirit, we continue to assume a 

close link between these two concepts. The main contention of Williams’ significant article 

is that this definition of the promise as the Spirit (v14) is what should shape interpretation 

of ἐπαγγελία in the following verses.653 His particular target is those commentators who he 

feels fail “to attempt an interpretation of ἐπαγγελία in 3:16, 18 and 19c in the light of 

3:14”.654 Williams charges them with forgetting that they have earlier defined the content of 

the promise as the Spirit when, in approaching these later verses, they make some other 

claim as to what the promises are. Thus, the content of the promises to Abraham is the 

Spirit (v16); the inheritance that is ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας is the Spirit (v18); and what was promised 

to Abraham, to Christ and to believers is the Spirit (v16, 19c, v22). Thus for Williams, 

although the blessing of Abraham as justification is to be differentiated from the promised 

Spirit, the two are closely aligned, with the Spirit bringing the fulfilment of the promise of 

blessing made to Abraham. This begins to suggest some implication for the Spirit with 

reference to the blessing of Abraham. 

 
649 George (1994), 243. 
650 Williams (1988), 713, n.10. 
651 Williams (1988), 709: “a tendency to examine the key promise passages in Galatians separately, without 

allowing the implications of one to affect the interpretation.” 
652 See Eckstein (1996), 94ff; cf. Kwon (2004), 105ff in a critique of the combination of promise and blessing. 
653 Williams (1988). 
654 Williams (1988), 709, n.3. 
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Kwon’s main critique of Williams concerns the realised eschatology embedded in his 

understanding of “the promised Spirit”. Williams maintains that “the dominant temporal 

scheme of Galatians is then / now (e.g. 3:23-25; 4:8-9) not now / yet to come”. He clearly 

states: “The apostle is not talking at all about a present guarantee of some future blessing. 

Indeed, he says explicitly that what was promised has already been given to believers 

(3:22).”655 

In the years since Williams’ article a more future-oriented eschatological framework has 

been widely recognized.656 Kwon goes further than most in critiquing the application to 

Galatians of such realised-eschatological frameworks. He even asserts that “scholars ground 

their idea of ‘fulfilled promise’” on “this single phrase” [the promise of the Spirit]657 and his 

endeavour to disassociate the Abrahamic promises from the promise of the Spirit is driven 

by his desire to undermine the notion that the Abrahamic promises have already been 

fulfilled by the Spirit.  

Although Kwon’s disassociation of the various uses of ἐπαγγελία from each other is at odds 

with our relevant assumption of coherence, his eschatological argument is more compelling. 

For he sounds a note that chimes with RT, saying: “Motifs such as promise and inheritance 

have an inherently futuristic logic built into them.”658  Indeed, Paul’s ostensive use of such 

freighted language at this point and onwards in Galatians (cf. 4:6-7, 5:5) is strongly 

suggestive and supportive of a future-eschatological aspect in Galatians. The issue is not 

merely receiving “the promised Spirit” now, but what this signifies for the future.659 Paul’s 

ostensive use of promise-language suggests that receiving the Spirit now has a future 

implication regarding justification. 

 
655 Williams (1988), 711. 
656 E.g. Kwon (2004) notes the influential “already / not yet” approaches of Dunn (1993b) and Witherington 

(1998). 
657 Kwon (2004), 108. 
658 Kwon (2004), 129. 
659 Martyn (1997), 323: “Coming as the Spirit, God’s promise institutes and constitutes a new state of affairs. 

As Paul makes clear elsewhere, however, this state of affairs is itself promissory of yet more (5:5).”  
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It is Che-Chiew Lee in her major work on this verse who comes to the most satisfying answer 

to this question of how justification and the Spirit relate.660 Carefully building on and 

critiquing the works of Hays, Williams, Kwon and others she concludes:  

“[T]he promise of the Spirit is not the content of the blessing of Abraham in Gal 3:14. 

Rather, the blessing of Abraham is identified with justification, and the Spirit functions 

as the evidence of receiving the blessing [present justification] and the means of 

perpetuating the blessing [future justification].”661  

There seems to be a great deal to satisfy in Lee’s conclusion. Lee holds together the blessing 

of Abraham and the promised Spirit in a coherent relationship, yet properly distinguishes 

them. She does this is the context of the Abrahamic promises (v16f), which she understands 

to convey the “blessing of Abraham”, and within an eschatological framework of now / not 

yet. Moreover, it provides an answer to our expectation concerning the implication of 

having received the Spirit. To paraphrase Lee, the Spirit they have received assures the 

Galatian believers of their justification both now and into the future.   

If the first two questions concerning the implications of receiving the Spirit and the 

relationship with the “blessing of Abraham” find an answer here, a more intractable 

question remains: 

Where was the Spirit promised?662 

There are ostensibly two possible answers offered in response to this question. 

Genesis 

Williams argues that Genesis is the dominant literary context at this point in Galatians. He is 

unsatisfied with the answer of Fitzmyer, Mussner and Hays that it is in the prophetic 

writings: “…the apostle…. draws primarily from Genesis and Deuteronomy, and at the very 

center of his argument stands the Abraham story. These facts allow us to explore the 

 
660 Lee (2013). 
661 Lee (2013), 210. 
662 Cf. Hays (2002), 181-3; Williams (1988), 713 n.10, acknowledges that if one reads τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ 

πνεύματος as “the promised Spirit”, a question inevitably arises; one he says “scholars seldom raise”: where 

was the Spirit promised? See also Williams (1997), 96.  
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possibility that when he speaks of the promise of the Spirit, Paul is thinking of a divine 

pledge given long before Isaiah and Ezekiel”663  

However, he recognises the problematic absence of any reference to the Spirit in the 

Genesis narrative. Williams’ substantial task in the second half of his article, then, is to show 

that the Abrahamic promises of descendants and land can be understood as being fulfilled 

eschatologically in the coming of the Spirit, which makes the Gentiles the descendants of 

Abraham and the world the land-inheritance of Christ.664  

The prophetic literature 

Given that there is no mention of the Spirit in Genesis, Hays, Kwon and Lee are amongst 

those who argue that the basis of the promised Spirit comes from the prophetic literature 

including Isaiah and Ezekiel.665 Lee, whose argument is the latest of these and the most 

developed, argues that such prophetic literature - which she believes Paul is alluding to in 

“the promise of the Spirit” - can be seen as part of the covenantal context shaped by the 

Abrahamic promises; thus establishing a covenantal relationship between the blessing of 

Abraham and the promised Spirit.  

However, while scholarship makes cases for both, my simple question is whether Paul 

intends his readers to engage such substantial processing effort as later scholars have to 

locate the promises of the promised Spirit.  

On the part of Genesis, although Williams understands “the promised Spirit” to be the 

eschatological fulfilment of the promises made to Abraham in Genesis, Kwon does not see 

Paul giving any explicit indication in the text by which his readers might interpret it in this 

light. He considers that in the polemical situation into which Paul writes, the “precarious re-

interpretation” of the Abrahamic promise as the Spirit would have struck Paul’s opponents 

as an “expression of sheer desperation” for which Paul gives no justification.666 Williams’ 

 
663 Williams (1998), 714. 
664 Williams (1988), 714-720. 
665 See also Williams J (2020), 111 citing also Das (2014), 304n318, although Das refutes Williams’ next point 

that Isaiah 44:3 is being paralleled here. 
666 Kwon (2004), 109. 
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connection of the Abrahamic promise of Genesis to the Spirit in such a way, Kwon regards as 

“fanciful”.667 

I would not care to describe Williams’ interpretation with quite such language, but I take 

Kwon to be driving at the point that, in RT terms, to infer, with ease or clarity, that Paul 

intends the Abrahamic promises in Genesis to be understood as “the promised Spirit” 

requires too much processing.  

The issue with Williams’ answer to this question is not that a biblical-theological argument 

cannot be made over the course of an article; rather, it is whether Paul intends or expects 

his readers to make it simply from what he communicates through his letter to the 

Galatians. As Kwon argues, there is no manifest justification from what Paul writes around 

this genitive construct to make such a cognitive move. Apart from reading “the promise of 

the Spirit” in such a way, nothing else suggests that Paul expected his readers to put in the 

required effort to process the Abrahamic promises of Genesis to be “the promised Spirit”. 

On the other hand, while many scholars then turn to the prophetic literature, the fact 

remains – as Williams argues, and our method confirms: Galatians lacks ostensive 

references to any prophetic literature which would support the view that Paul intends his 

readers to process this phrase in reference to such texts. 

It is not that Lee’s covenantal reading of “the promised Spirit” from the prophetic literature 

is theologically illegitimate. Neither is it to deny that Paul may have understood the 

prophetic literature to hold promises about the Spirit which were fulfilled in the reception of 

the Spirit. Nor is it to deny that any particular reader – not least original readers - could 

make cognitive connections between what Paul writes here and the prophetic literature.  

This short construct may well be translated “the promised Spirit”. My question is simply 

whether Paul supplies enough ostensive information for his readers to spend much 

processing effort locating those promises in the prophetic literature.  

My interest here is methodological – that is, RT’s focus on what is being ostensively 

communicated. Therefore, my concern is not primarily with possible influences on Paul’s 

 
667 Kwon (2004), 111, n.36.  
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thought, but with the communicative intent in his writing. Where Paul has explicitly re-

presented texts to draw on the Genesis Abrahamic narrative as the primary literary context 

and has also re-presented Scriptural texts in relation to the law, his references to Christ and 

the Spirit, not least in 3:1-14, have been based on the Galatians’ experience.  

As we noted in Chapter 2, recent scholarship has made much of the possible allusions or 

echoes of the Old Testament in Galatians. In particular, in Gal. 3, an underlying narrative 

structure of Isaiah has been posited, as well as the influence of other prophetic literature in 

understanding Paul’s reference to the promise of the Spirit.668 Once again, we freely 

acknowledge that there are quite possibly echoes in and influences on Paul’s writing from 

the prophets. Indeed, we might expect nothing less from what we know of Paul and his 

background, shaped in the thought patterns and the language of the OT Scriptures. Such 

studies are undoubtedly not only legitimate but stimulating and fruitful, whilst recognising 

that what we can ever know of Paul’s thought and influences and the Galatians’ capability of 

recognising echoes and allusions is limited. 

Nevertheless, what is insightful about Paul’s influences is not germane to my interest in 

what we may observe Paul is intentionally seeking to communicate. Again, this is not to say 

that only explicitly introduced re-presentations which closely resemble a source are worthy 

of interest; nor that subtlety and irony is not possible; nor that layers of richness in 

processing do not exist across those who have greater access to texts in their cognitive 

environment. On the contrary, RT accounts for all of these notions.  

Echoes of prophetic literature may well lie buried within the text, and may possibly have 

shaped Paul’s thoughts: Paul may well understand that the prophets promised the Spirit to 

come. However, when he writes τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος, there is no substantial 

evidence that Paul’s intention is for his readers to spend much cognitive effort processing 

the prophetic promises about the Spirit or the nature and history of the Spirit being 

promised. Rather, the communicative intent seems to be on the implications of what it 

means to have received the Spirit as a result of responding in faith to the portrayal of Christ 

crucified.  

 
668 See, for example, Hays (2002), 182-3; Lee (2013); Harmon (2010); Boakye (2017). 



 

275 
 

Some scholars do discern a reference to Isaiah 44:3 in Gal 3:14.669 Yet Das contends that the 

“presumed echo rests only on the shared words ‘blessing’ and ‘Spirit’” 670, denying that this 

is strong enough evidence for an intentional allusion. Otherwise, Paul does not ostensively 

communicate any context that would lead the Galatians cognitively to process this phrase 

by referring to other such prophetic writings. Further, importing evidence from other 

writings of Paul for his understanding of the promised Spirit does not help answer the 

question of how the Galatians, here, might infer this.671  

Kwon cites Luke 24:49, Acts 1:4 and Acts 2:33 as evidence that “‘the promise of the Spirit’ 

may well be a firmly established tradition” among early Christians reflecting an 

understanding of the Holy Spirit as the fulfilment of God’s promises given through the 

prophets.672 The concept behind this phrase, he continues “was so well established among 

early Christians, including the Pauline churches, that Paul could use it without any fear of 

misunderstanding even in Galatians where the Abrahamic promise takes up a central place 

in his argument.”673  

It might be the case that this phrase, indicative of the promised Spirit, was well established 

in the early Christian community. Kwon’s supporting evidence is not quite as strong as it 

might be supposed, however. Luke 24:49 and Acts 1:4 both contain the phrase τὴν 

ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πατρὸς. In context, they convey the notion of a divine promise which is the 

Spirit, yet do not use Paul’s phrase of Galatians 3:14, nor do they even give any grammatical 

support for taking the promise of the Spirit as a material genitive. Acts 2:33 is a useful 

parallel674, however, given the non-Pauline authorship and issue of dating, this on its own, 

does not constitute strong evidence for Kwon’s claim for a mutually established context of 

 
669 Cf. Keener (2018), 259; Moo (2013), 216; Schreiner (2010), 219. 
670 Das (2014), 334: “Paul, however, does not draw on the phrasing of Is 44:3 here. The presumed echo from 

Isaiah rests only on the shared words ‘blessing’ and ‘Spirit’”. 
671 For example, Eph. 1:13-14 is sometimes cited (cf. Kwon (2004), 115).  Yet it contains a genitive construct 

more readily translated as the “promised Spirit”. In addition to my argument above, it is notable, that this 

genitive construct (τῷ πνεύματι τῆς ἐπαγγελίας) is formed the other way round from Gal. 3:14. Of course, this 

may amount to little given the fluidity of genitive constructs in Greek; but assuming Pauline authorship, one 

might suggest that consistency is at least as arguable as inconsistency in Paul’s use of such a phrase to convey 

intended meanings. 
672 Kwon (2004), 115. 
673 Kwon (2004), 116. 
674 The author of Acts, through the speech of Peter, seems to relate the phrase τήν τε ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ 

πνεύματος τοῦ ἁγίου to the prophecy of Joel 2:28-32 concerning the Spirit, cited in Acts 2:16-21. 



 

276 
 

understanding of τήν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος between Paul and the Galatians. Kwon 

seems to be arguing on the one hand that the apostle is having to make ostensive 

references from Genesis about the central figure of faith, Abraham, whilst regarding the 

Galatians on the other hand as comprehensively clear about the prophets’ distinct promise 

of the Spirit to come, without further reference. Again, we would do well to reconsider how 

much Galatian readers may be expected to know. 

However, whether or not Paul, or other early Christians, had an understanding of the 

prophetic promising of the Spirit is not truly the issue here. The question is whether that is 

what – or all that – Paul intends to communicate with this phrase; or whether this construct 

– and the use of ἐπαγγελία within it – implies something more.  

Understanding the Spirit as promise-giver no less than promised gift 

Lee’s answer concerning the relationship between the blessing of Abraham and the Spirit 

still stands as the most satisfying one: the Spirit they have received assures the Galatian 

believers of their justification both now and into the future.  

My contention here is that, Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία in this construct, conveys the promising 

– or assuring – implication of the Spirit as much as it suggests the promised nature of the 

Spirit.  

It may be too much, given the scholarly reading and potential understanding of τὴν 

ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος as “the promised Spirit”, to read it instead as a genitive of source: 

“the Spirit’s promise”, although interestingly this is a possibility that both Williams and 

Kwon note.675  

 
675 Indeed, for Williams, it is the only way of legitimately avoiding the tricky question of when and where the 

Spirit was promised (1988), 713, n.10. Still, he dismisses it, largely on the basis of his aforementioned 

eschatological reading of Galatians (cf. 711). Kwon also sees its advantages: “this interpretation makes good 

sense in the Galatian context. It also avoids the problematic equation of the Spirit as the content of the 

promise itself.” (2004), 116. Despite this, he too dismisses it as unlikely, given the “abrupt introduction of the 

phrase.”(p117) Yet, arguably, its abruptness counts against too much effort spent processing where the 

promises of the Spirit may be located. Fee (1995), 394-6, also seems to make the same point as I do here, but 

still takes it to be “the promised Spirit”, understood from the prophetic tradition. Luther (1953), 284: “This is a 

phrase of the Hebrew: ‘The promise of the Spirit’: that is to say, the Spirit promised.” Moo (2013), 216 

recognises the genitive might be subjective: “the promise that is mediated to us by the Spirit”. 
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However, continuing to read it translate it more literally as “the promise of the Spirit” allows 

for the possibility of understanding the Spirit as promised gift which might be a natural 

assumption in the cognitive environment; whilst also retaining a sense in which the Spirit is 

also promise-giver. The Spirit delivers to the believer the assured justification and hope of 

future inheritance. 

Interestingly, where grammatical parallels are concerned, it is in fact Galatians itself which 

offers the most intriguing. The only other similar genitive construct involving the Spirit in the 

letter, namely, ὁ δὲ καρπὸς τοῦ πνεύματός (Gal. 5:22), is conspicuously a genitive of source: 

the Spirit not as fruit, but fruit-giver. This clearly does not mean that the promise of the 

Spirit must be read as a genitive of source instead of a material genitive. But it is indicative 

of Paul’s understanding of the Spirit not simply as a received gift, but as an active producer 

of assurance and fruitfulness in the lives of believers. 

In 3:14 Paul uses ἐπαγγελία to show how those in Christ are assured by the Spirit that they 

are blessed in Abraham. In 3:15ff, he then uses the promise-narrative to describe just how 

what was promised to Abraham is theirs in Christ. Paul reiterates this framework with the 

illustration in 4:1-7. It centres on the Son (v4) and Paul has already established through the 

promise-framework how, in Christ, believers might become sons of God through Jesus-

Christ-faith (3:26). In 4:6-7 he returns to develop and make explicit what this means in terms 

of mutual participation. What Paul has in 3:14 described as receiving τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ 

πνεύματος, he now more intimately describes thus: ἐξαπέστειλεν ὁ θεὸς τὸ πνεῦμα τοῦ υἱοῦ 

αὐτοῦ εἰς τὰς καρδίας ἡμῶν κρᾶζον· αββα ὁ πατήρ. 

Once again, we note the identification of the Spirit with the Son. Those in Christ, now 

receive the Spirit of Christ within them. This might be considered as the Spirit that was 

promised. But it is surely also the Spirit that promises – an assurance through the attestation 

of sonship from within the believer. Just as believers are in Christ the promisee, so the Spirit 

of the promisee lives in them, assuring them of their identity and status. It is not law, but 

promise, that brings inheritance and life (3:18, 21-22); the promises historically made to 

Christ are now made immediate by the Spirit to all who are in Christ.  

This unpacks Paul’s own assurance, personally expressed earlier in 2:20 - ζῇ δὲ ἐν ἐμοὶ 

Χριστός. In saying that “Christ lives in me”, Paul is also saying that the Spirit of God’s Son 



 

278 
 

assures him of his righteousness through faith in τοῦ ἀγαπήσαντός με καὶ παραδόντος ἑαυτὸν 

ὑπὲρ ἐμου. This assurance is affirmed in 4:28-30. Here the Spirit is cast in the role of the 

propagator of promise. Believers are children of promise through having their identity on 

the promisee, profoundly by the power of the Spirit.  

If the logic of our reading thus far is correct, then there is real genius in Paul’s introduction 

of ἐπαγγελία into his argument in 3:14. Not only is the term descriptive of God’s promise-

making to Abraham and his seed, or even of God’s promising the Spirit through the 

prophets, but it also conveys with immediacy, to those with faith in Christ, the assurance 

that comes from the Spirit sent by God. There is subtlety in Paul’s linkage of ἐπαγγελία and 

πνεύμα. The Spirit may be conceived of as both that which was promised and also that 

which conceives children of promise. The promise of the Spirit actively assures believers 

that they are recipients of the blessing of Abraham as they are in Christ (3:14): the son of 

God, the seed of Abraham (3:16), the promisee (3:16,19). As such, the promise of the Spirit 

assures believers by Jesus-Christ-faith (3:14, 22) of their identity and status - that they are 

sons of God (3:26, 4:6), the seed of Abraham, heirs according to promise (3:29, 4:7, 4:28-9). 
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6.4 The Spirit’s ethic: ὁ καρπὸς τοῦ πνεύματός (5:22) in the 

lives of those who have received τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ 

πνεύματος. (3:14) 

The thread of inextricable connection between Christ and the Spirit in the lives of believers 

carries on into the ethical exhortations of Gal. 5 and 6. Having finished in Chapter 4: 

“ἐπαγγελία in Galatians as a whole” at 5:12, we will return to consider 5:13-6:10. We will do 

well to recognise the effect of Paul’s prior use of ἐπαγγελία to highlight the Spirit’s ethic – a 

second strand of this thread. For if the Spirit in believers perpetuates promise in Christ, this 

must lead on to the ethic of the life lived as a consequence of the promise of the Spirit.  

As we have noted, Paul longs for Christ to be formed in the believers (4:19); for them to live, 

born by the power of the Spirit, as children of promise (4:28f). Gal. 5:5-6, cast in resonant 

promise-language - ἐλπίδα δικαιοσύνης ἀπεκδεχόμεθα - provides perhaps the most succinct 

expression of the outlook for living that Paul wants to instil in the Galatian believers, as we 

noted in Chapter 4. In the joint force of the opening γὰρ constructions of each sentence 

(ἡμεῖς γὰρ πνεύματι / ἐν γὰρ Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ), Paul again combines what it is to live by the 

Spirit with what it is to be in Christ Jesus. Such living is marked by faith and hope implicitly 

perpetuated by the Spirit (πνεύματι ἐκ πίστεως ἐλπίδα δικαιοσύνης ἀπεκδεχόμεθα). Such life 

takes its shape in faith working itself out through love (πίστις δι᾽ ἀγάπης ἐνεργουμένη) – the 

Spirit forming Christ in believers (cf. 4:19). With such assurance of hope and direction for 

living given in Christ, through the Spirit, by faith, circumcision (and by extension, the works 

of the law) becomes redundant (οὔτε περιτομή τι ἰσχύει οὔτε ἀκροβυστία). 

Galatians 5:13-6:10. The ethic of living by the Spirit based on 

promise 

Indeed, the ethic of this saved community is set in contrast again with the implied 

consequences of the slavery of ἐκ νόμου. The faith that is rooted in and responds to the 

promises in Christ issues in the “law of love” (v14); in contrast to the futile present activities 

being implied: δάκνετε καὶ κατεσθίετε (Gal. 5:15) which will lead to destruction. 
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Here, Paul begins to outline what it is to live by the Spirit.676 Received ἐξ ἀκοῆς πίστεως, the 

Spirit has begun to be at work among the Galatians, a work Paul implies from the beginning 

of his argument is to be completed by the Spirit (3:1-5). Now the promise-narrative has 

enabled Paul to declare that they are birthed as children of promise by the power of the 

Spirit (4:28), he is in a position to instruct them: πνεύματι περιπατεῖτε (5:16f).  

We have seen how Paul develops a biblical promise-narrative, centred on the primacy of ἐξ 

ἐπαγγελίας as opposed to ἐκ νόμου (3:18), as rival rhetorical identity markers. As he forms a 

conclusion to his allegorical argument, that the Galatians are indeed, ἐπαγγελίας τέκνα, and 

thus born κατὰ πνεῦμα, he sets this in contrast with the one born κατὰ σάρκα (4:28-29). 

It is these same entities, πνεῦμα and σάρξ that Paul explicitly takes to be in opposition to 

each other in 5:16-18, urging that the life of those who are ἐπαγγελίας τέκνα is therefore not 

just born κατὰ πνεῦμα but is led by the Spirit (and therefore not ὑπὸ νόμον 5:18). Indeed, as 

he concludes: Εἰ ζῶμεν πνεύματι, πνεύματι καὶ στοιχῶμεν (Gal. 5:25). We see Paul’s 

clustering of terms – promise, Spirit, life; and in opposition, flesh, law. And such key terms 

are once again set in contrast (and marked – see underlining) as Paul sets out the principle 

for life as children of promise who are set to inherit, in 6:8 - ὅτι ὁ σπείρων εἰς τὴν σάρκα 

ἑαυτοῦ ἐκ τῆς σαρκὸς θερίσει φθοράν, ὁ δὲ σπείρων εἰς τὸ πνεῦμα ἐκ τοῦ πνεύματος θερίσει ζωὴν 

αἰώνιον. 

A further linguistic connection - seemingly overlooked by commentators - links promise to 

Spirit and assured identity to ethical living in this section. As we noted in the previous 

section, a significant parallel genitive construct of τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος (3:14) is ὁ 

καρπὸς τοῦ πνεύματός (5:22).677 The source of the assurance of their identity - the Spirit - is 

 
676 See Williams, J (2020), 159 who, comments on Gal. 5:13-15: “This law-fulfilling love is a fruit of the Spirit. All 

followers of Jesus possess this love since they have the Spirit and since this love is distributed by faith by the 

Spirit to all whom Christ, Abraham’s seed, redeemed from the curse of the law and to all who receive the 

inheritance of their new Spirit-empowered reality in Christ, which they inherit as the seed of Abraham (cf. 

3:14, 16, 22, 29…).” 
677 The only other genitive construct in Galatians involving the Spirit is 4:6 τὸ πνεῦμα τοῦ υἱοῦ αὐτου. See, for 

example, the note above in which Das emphasizes that 5:22 is a genitive of source. However, no connection is 

made with 3:14. That this is overlooked may be due to a tendency to conceive of the promise of the Spirit 

solely as the passively promised Spirit and, correspondingly, to overlook the Spirit’s active role as promiser and 

as agent of fruit-bearing in believers. Once again, this does not, in itself, make a case for taking the promise of 

the Spirit to be a genitive of source. Rather, it may richly convey both the promised and promising nature of 

 



 

281 
 

also the source of fruitful behaviour. The promise which may be said both to have brought 

the Spirit and emanate from the Spirit underpins the fruit of the Spirit that is appropriate for 

children of promise.  

Our understanding of ἐπαγγελία thus helps us to see how, for Paul, the Spirit brings 

together the theological and ethical elements of his argument. As those who have received 

the Spirit through the gospel of Christ (3:1-5) the Galatians are to live in the Spirit-given 

promise of inheriting life and righteousness and the kingdom of God (3:14, 4:6-7, 5:5, 21) - a 

life free from slavery to law (5:1f) but marked by Spirit-birthed ethical behaviour (4:28, 5:16-

25; 6:1-10) that truly fulfils the law of Christ (5:14; 6:2). 

The assurance and consequent freedom (5:1, 13) of being ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας (3:18, 4:28) and 

eagerly awaiting what is promised through the Spirit, by faith (5:5) is, for Paul, the call to 

live, not according to the flesh (slavery to law), which will not inherit the kingdom of God, 

but by the Spirit, keeping in step with the Spirit (16-25), bearing the fruit of the Spirit (5:25) 

and sowing to the Spirit (6:8), as part of God’s new creation (6:15). 

Thus, in Gal 5:16ff, Paul calls the Galatian believers to live by and keep in step with the Spirit 

(5:16, 25) and in marked contrast with the flesh.678 The activity of the Spirit within them is 

inextricably related to both: 

• being in and of Christ. In affirmation of what he has already built up to, Paul’s 

expression in Gal 5:18 - εἰ δὲ πνεύματι ἄγεσθε, οὐκ ἐστὲ ὑπὸ νόμον - parallels the life 

lived through the Spirit with that which he has previously asserted Christ has 

achieved (cf. 2:21, 3:13, 3:25, 4:4-5). Further, the crucifixion of the sinful nature (cf. 

2:20) and life by the Spirit are connected with being of Christ. (οἱ δὲ τοῦ Χριστοῦ - 

5:24, cf. 3:29) 

 
the Spirit. By taking both connotations as relevant, the active operation of the Spirit in the lives of believers is 

prevented from being missed, as it is by those who seek only to find precedents for these phrases in prophetic 

literature and not across the text of Galatians itself.  
678 See Chapter 2 and Appendix 2 noting the connections and contrasts Paul exploits, not least through the use 

of ἐκ. Πνεῦμα / σάρξ ( Gal 5:16-25, 6:8) are set against each other, the former connected with being ἐκ πίστεως 

(cf. 5:5); and the latter ἐξ ἔργων νόμου (cf. 2:16). 



 

282 
 

• Christ being formed in them. Following the negative portrayal of τὰ ἔργα τῆς σαρκός 

(5:19), Paul positively depicts the Spirit’s ethically-focussed role in bearing virtue 

among believers - ὁ καρπὸς τοῦ πνεύματός (5:22).679  

Not only, then, do we see the activity of the Spirit of the Son affirming the indwelling of the 

Son and the status of believers as sons and heirs; the Spirit also shapes the life of Christ in 

believers, providing the ethical formation of their life in Christ, by faith.680 Just as we saw in 

Chapter 4 that believers, in Christ, are Abraham’s offspring κατ᾽ ἐπαγγελίαν  (Gal. 3:29) and 

live as ἐπαγγελίας τέκνα (Gal. 4:28); so believers assured by τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος 

(3:14), live lives marked by ὁ καρπὸς τοῦ πνεύματός (5:22). 

Given how identity and ethics in combination are key to understanding Paul’s response to 

the situation in Galatia – as we have seen – together these two phrases capture the very 

heart of what Paul is writing to the Galatians. In a Christ-centred argument that builds 

throughout Gal 3:1–5:12, Paul works to persuade the Galatians – particularly through the 

use of ἐπαγγελία, that, through Jesus-Christ-faith, they are in Christ and enjoy an assured 

identity and status as sons and heirs. They have the hope of righteousness and no need for 

recourse to circumcision or works of the law. Their assurance of this rests on the activity of 

the Spirit among them - τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος (3:14 cf. 4:6-7). Consequently, in 

Christ, by faith, as those eagerly awaiting the hope of righteousness, they are to live, led by 

the Spirit in them (Gal 5:5-6:10). This is the basis of their ethic: not being under the law nor 

living according to the flesh – but rather, living by and sowing to the Spirit – their behaviour 

is formed by the activity of the Spirit in them: ὁ καρπὸς τοῦ πνεύματός (5:21).681 The promise 

of the Spirit assures believers of their identity and hope in Christ and the fruit of the Spirit 

forms the Christ-like ethic of that life of promise.  

 
679 Das (2014), 578 notes how “’fruit’, unlike ‘works’ places the stress on God’s activity and empowerment. The 

noun ‘Spirit’ in ‘the fruit of the Spirit’ is a genitive of source!” Moo (2013), 357-363 notes the contrast of 

“works” with “fruit”, Paul perhaps seeking to accentuate the manner in which the Spirit works to bring out 

virtues. See also Luhrmann (1992), 107; Gordon (2019), 191. 
680 Das (2014), 578: “The Spirit creates a genuinely different person on the model of Christ himself!”. He also 

notes ἀγάπη as first in the list, reminding “the Galatians congregations of the self-sacrificial love of Christ 

(ἀγαπάω, Gal 2:20); See also Luhrmann (1992), 115. 
681 See Williams, J (2020), 164 for emphasis on the fruit as “not something the Galatians produce on their own 

initiative.” 
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6.5 The Spirit’s community: believers living as one in the 

singular seed and promisee - εἷς ἐστε ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ (3:28) 

One particular feature of the Spirit’s ethic among believers, which, though brief is worth 

drawing out in its own right, is Paul’s emphasis on community.682  

Gal 2:11-14 has already illustrated the separation and division caused, as Paul understands 

it, by not acting in line with the truth of the gospel. It is his promise-narrative, with its 

emphasis on the singularity of the seed and promisee (3:16), that provides the basis by 

which Paul may insist that all who are in Christ are one in Christ (3:28). This is in full 

recognition of: the plurality of seed and heirs (σπέρμα in 3:29, as we have seen, operates as 

a collective noun, that Paul has broadened from 3:16, on the understanding that believers 

are in Christ, the single seed, through Jesus-Christ-faith); and the diversity of social status 

(3:28). 

The collective nature of the seed, fundamentally one in Christ, is informative when it comes 

to considering how Paul addresses the work of the Spirit in the lives of believers.  

First, the work of the Spirit in forming Christ in believers is intended not simply for the 

individual believer but the community.683 In addition to the nature of the letter, written to a 

collection of churches; and the use of the second-person plural (e.g. μέχρις οὗ μορφωθῇ 

Χριστὸς ἐν ὑμῖν· Gal 4:19), Paul’s description of the Spirit’s activity (3:5) is corporate. The 

outcome he seeks in believers is strongly relational (5:22-25; 6:1-10, nb. τοὺς οἰκείους τῆς 

πίστεως – Gal. 6:10). This is also in stark contrast with the divisive and destructive nature of 

the flesh (cf. 5:19-21; cf. 5:13-15, 26, 6:8). 

Second, and as a consequence, Paul’s emphasis on unity in Christ by the Spirit contrasts with 

the outworking of prevailing frameworks among the agitators.  It is conceivable that an 

emphasis on an individual seeking to be a “son of Abraham” through circumcision and 

adherence to works of law may lead to comparison (6:4), provocation (5:26) and animosity 

 
682 Williams, J (2020), 164. 
683 Moo (2013), 340-1, 352; Das (2014), 559. 
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(5:15).684 Paul’s promise-narrative counters such behaviour, stressing oneness in Christ by 

faith and the relational fruit of the Spirit rather than the fruitless works of flesh.  

Third, Paul may indeed speak personally and individually of his participation in Christ and 

Christ in him (cf. 2:20). And yet, it is “by faith in the Son of God” – his inclusion in the 

singular seed as one of the many – that enables him to do this. As such, he may present his 

own experience as an applicable model for other believers in Christ who are all united in the 

one seed and promisee.685 For he is speaking not from a unique relationship he has with 

Christ, but one that is experienced, as it is for all believers, by being in Christ. His first-person 

plural language is notable, therefore, in encouraging the life of believers in community lived 

by the Spirit, in Christ (cf. 5:5, 5:25-26; 6:9-10). 

Conclusion 

We have discerned a thread running through Galatians which connects the relationship of 

Christ, the Spirit and believers. It is one of union in Christ and mutual participation: believers 

are in Christ the Son of God, and as such are sons of God and heirs (3:26-29); they also 

experience the indwelling Spirit, the Spirit of God’s Son (4:6-7). Through Paul’s use of 

ἐπαγγελία we note three significant strands to this thread. 

• Alongside the Spirit’s testimony of 4:6-7, Paul’s phrase τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος 

3:14, speaks to believers of the affirmation of sonship and justification that the Spirit 

brings. While the Spirit may have been promised, the Spirit also brings promise. This 

is the Spirit’s assurance. 

• The activity of the Spirit is not only evidenced in affirming the status and identity of 

believers, but also in lives that keep in step with the Spirit (5:16ff). Those born by the 

Spirit as children of promise (4:28-29) and who are assured by the promise of the 

Spirit (3:14) are to display the fruit of the Spirit (5:22). This is the Spirit’s ethic. 

• Paul’s promise-narrative affirms that those in Christ, the singular seed and promisee, 

are united in him, notwithstanding the diversity of social status (3:26-29). The 

 
684 Luhrmann (1992), 101 warns against the “hasty conclusion” of reading these negative descriptions as a 

picture of actual conditions in Galatia: “… what Paul names here is actually nothing that would be thinkable 

only under the law.” This is true, and yet, it may still be a result of being under the law, and given the second-

person address and context, this seems a strong possibility. 
685 See Luhrmann (1992), 48, 78. 
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forming of Christ within them (4:19) and the activity of the Spirit among them (3:5, 

5:22-25, 6:1-10) is corporate and strongly relational. This is the Spirit’s community. 
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Chapter 7. Conclusions 

7.1 Conclusions on the role of ἐπαγγελία in Galatians from 

Gal. 3:14-22 

This study has sought to elucidate the role of ἐπαγγελία in Galatians. It is a prominent term 

in Paul’s letter, especially in Gal 3:14-22, but the study of ἐπαγγελία within Galatians has 

been relatively neglected. The opening three chapters culminated in a careful exegesis of 

Gal. 3:14-22 using insights from Relevance Theory and Discourse Analysis. We outlined 

developing implications for Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία and its correlation with other key 

concepts. Three significant aspects of the role of ἐπαγγελία in Galatians that arise out of this 

research were the object of Chapters 4, 5 and 6. 

1. ἐπαγγελία is a key term for reading Galatians as a whole (Chapter 

4). 

Paul uses ἐπαγγελία to establish a promise-narrative.  

Paul communicates, through ἐπαγγελία, a brief, pointed, covenant-historical overview of 

promise-continuity, incorporating Abraham, the law, Christ and the Spirit, which also 

assures those in Christ that they are sons of God and heirs and of the inheritance to come. 

This narrative arc concerning promise emerges most clearly in the promise inclusio (3:14-22) 

but underlies the entire argument that Paul develops, using reiteration, across the three 

constituent parts of 3:1-4:11.  

The concept presupposes an underlying narrative sequence, enabling Paul, as we have seen, 

to outline a narrative reading of the Scriptures concentrated in several acts. For Paul, 

ἐπαγγελία proves capable of expressing the following: a speech-act; God’s unilateral 

declaration of what he will do, over against a bilateral agreement that God’s partner may 

break; and a particular oath in which God swears by himself. Indeed, ἐπαγγελία aptly 

conveys the notion of God making his promises-covenant within his very oneness (3:20, cf. 

v16, 19; see also the self-cursing ceremony (Gen. 15:17) and God’s words “I swear by 

myself…” (Gen 22:17)). 
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Functioning as a flexible concept template, ἐπαγγελία is used by Paul to depict five closely 

related elements: 

The historical speech-act of the Abrahamic promises-covenant: (αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι 3:16, 3:21; the 

plural emphasises the reiteration of the promises across the Abrahamic narrative.) 

God as promiser and by nature a God of promise: (cf. divine passives of 3:16, 3:19 and 

explicitly 3:17, 18, 21).  

The promisees: Abraham and Jesus Christ, to whom the promises were made (3:16,19 - τὸ 

σπέρμα ᾧ ἐπήγγελται).  

Those who, in Christ, are heirs according to promise: beneficiaries in Christ of the blessing of 

Abraham, through the faith, by the promise of the Spirit (κατ᾽ ἐπαγγελίαν κληρονόμοι. 3:29, 

14).  

The immediacy and assurance of what was promised: Paul conveys the promise that is real 

and immediate for the Galatians now, in Christ, by faith, through the activity of the Spirit 

(3:14, 17, 22). This emphasises the sense of assurance of identity that they may have ἐκ 

πίστεως Χριστου that is not theirs ἐξ ἔργων νόμου.  

Thus, Paul communicates a narrative which is fundamentally ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας and δι᾽ 

ἐπαγγελίας (3:18) beginning with God’s promises to Abraham and his offspring and leading 

to the promise for Paul’s readers, coming through the promisee, Christ, whilst accounting 

for the role of the law. Through ἐπαγγελία he constructs a framework of historical events 

expressing the objective action and faithfulness of God in Christ, whilst also communicating 

the hoped-for gift for the beneficiaries, subjectively appropriated with immediacy and 

assurance by those of faith. 

Paul’s promise-narrative enables him to “encompass the situation” in Galatia 

Galatians is essentially a pastoral letter written, in the words of Kenneth Burke, to 

“encompass the situation” in Galatia. It centres on the truth of the gospel that appears to be 

at risk there. Paul’s promise-narrative contributes to his letter in such a way as to give the 

Galatians compelling proof of their assured identity in Christ, and a resulting ethic for living. 

Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία underpins his understanding of εὐαγγέλιον, the gospel, a frequently 

used concept in the opening chapters (Gal. 1:6, 7, 8, 9, 11, 16, 23; 2:2, 5, 7, 14) and advances 
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certain conclusions from his argument relating to three interpretative cruces that have 

emerged in scholarly study of Galatians: πίστις, νόμος and δικαι-language. It also leads into 

the integral paraenesis of the later chapters of Galatians. 

The underpinning of the gospel 

Exploiting the conceptual and linguistic links between ἐπαγγελία and εὐαγγέλιον, Paul 

connects his use of προευαγγελίζομαι (3:8) with the blessing of Abraham as the assured 

promise which emanates from the promises spoken to Abraham and Christ (3:14, 16). 

Reading broader covenant history within a solid promise-framework, Paul is able to 

underscore his gospel as a message of faith centred on Jesus Christ, the promisee in whom 

the promise is graciously given to all who believe. This reading may significantly differ from 

that of the agitators, but it crucially affirms that the gospel Paul preaches is God-given, 

rooted in the Abrahamic narrative, centred on Christ and assured by the activity of the 

Spirit. Those in Christ may be assured that they are Abraham’s seed and heirs of the 

promised inheritance.  

The place of the law  

Into this promise-framed, Abraham-based, Christocentric framework, Paul puts the law in its 

rightful time and place. It is in the promise-narrative of 3:15-29 that Paul demonstrates that 

the law, emanating from the Sinai-covenant, while ordained by God, yet has a limited, 

temporal function through its subservience to the promises. It does not have the life-giving 

ability to bring about righteousness or the inheritance. 

Crucially, in setting limits on how the law functions in relation to righteousness, Paul does so 

using the chronological promise-narrative, illustrating that by God’s design, the law is 

unable to bring about righteousness / justification. Paul puts the weight of his argument on 

the divinely ordained nature and purpose of promise over law, not on human inability to 

keep that law. 

The assurance of righteousness / justification  

Paul uses the promise-narrative to affirm that the pathway to righteousness is ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας 

(3:18), coming through the gift of God and not achieved ἐξ ἔργων νόμου / ἐκ νόμου (3:21). 

For Paul, justification is both a present reality and a future expectation. Unlike many of his 

interpreters, however, Paul’s interest in Galatians lies neither in the definition of δικαι-
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language (the “what”) nor in its timing (the “when”) – neither of which appears to be 

problematic in Galatia – but rather in using the language of righteousness or inheritance as 

ways to convey what was promised. Paul’s desire is to convince his Galatians readers, 

through the promise-narrative, that justification, which was promised to Abraham and his 

offspring, comes in Christ the promisee and is assured by the Spirit for those who believe. 

Promise, faith and faithfulness 

We have noted how ἐπαγγελία has both objective and subjective aspects, which enable Paul 

also to reflect a nuanced dynamic for πίστις. In conjunction with Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία, the 

reader may infer the faith to be the message of the gospel, centred the faithfulness of God 

in Christ and based on historical realities (cf. 3:1, 13-14, 22). At the same time, Paul 

intimates that, just as the promise is a matter of immediacy and assurance for the believer, 

so faith is a matter of human response and appropriation with respect to this gospel 

message, as modelled by Abraham. It is the sole means for appropriating all that God has 

promised and continues to promise through Jesus-Christ-faith and by the Spirit. Moreover, 

Paul’s recourse to Abraham, highlighting his response of faith, also promotes the calling of 

faithfulness as the lived response to the promises, as Paul is evidently concerned to expand 

upon (Gal. 5:16ff). 

The ethic of living as ἐπαγγελίας τέκνα 

Further, Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία sets up his ethical paraenesis, whereby he may urge the 

Galatians, in light of the promise-narrative, to understand themselves as children of promise 

(ἐπαγγελίας τέκνα, 4:28) and live as such: they are to cast off the slavery of law for freedom 

(Gal 4:28f). In 5:5, Paul uses promise-language to encourage them that, through the Spirit 

(cf. 5:16ff) and by faith - a faith which expresses itself through love (5:6, 13-14) -  “we 

eagerly await the righteousness for which we hope.”  The ethic Paul calls for is grounded in 

the narrative of promise. 

 



 

290 
 

2. Through ἐπαγγελία, Paul draws on the Abrahamic narrative as a 

whole, reading it primarily as a story of divine promise (Chapter 

5). 

Having surveyed scholarly views on how Paul reads and uses Scripture, I have argued that: 

the Abrahamic narrative is the primary literary context for Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία and the 

development of his promise-narrative; and that Paul presents, in Galatians, a promise-

reading of the Abrahamic narrative as a whole, which is foundational to his gospel.  

Paul uses ἐπαγγελία to encapsulate the whole of the Abrahamic narrative (Genesis 11:27-

25:11) and convey it as a foundational account of promise. Alongside Paul’s use of the 

plural, αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι, his re-presentations of the text may be understood not as individual 

proof texts but as drawing on the entire narrative and presenting it in terms of promise. The 

divine words spoken to Abraham, and covenants made with him and his offspring, are 

primarily understood as promissory (cf. 3:16), the reiteration of God swearing by himself 

(within his oneness – cf. Gal. 3.20). Genesis is taken to point towards a singular seed (whose 

story is intertwined with the multiple seed in Abraham) to whom the promise of blessing 

was made and in and through whom it would be delivered to the nations (cf. Gal. 3:8, 14, 

16, 19, 22). The promises-covenant is foundational to a larger narrative of Scripture, to the 

εὐλογία of the εὐαγγέλιον, centring on the faithfulness of God in Abraham’s offspring, Christ.  

We also noted how the reader’s cognisance of Paul’s promise-reading of the Abrahamic 

narrative as a whole better enables processing of further key elements of Paul’s argument, 

namely, διαθήκη, κληρονομία and πίστις: 

Covenant / διαθήκη 

Paul’s promise-reading provides the optimal context in which to process his limited use of 

διαθήκη in Galatians. Given the covenant of Gen.17, Paul’s understanding concerning 

circumcision may be open to critique, and he may seem to be avoiding the term. However, 

Paul subsumes διαθήκη-language into the logic and language of a promise-narrative that 

flows not through the circumcised Ishmael but through Isaac to the single seed, Christ. 
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Inheritance / ἡ κληρονομία 

His promise-reading also underlies his communicative intent to present the inheritance (ἡ 

κληρονομία 3:18) as the eschatological realm of the kingdom of God. With the key summary 

verses of Gen 22:17-18 in view, we may understand this singular seed as the one who will 

possess the gate of his enemies; and the land-based inheritance that is promised to this 

seed (and consequently to all who belong to him, cf. Gal 3:26-29) may ultimately be 

interpreted by Paul eschatologically as the kingdom of God (Gal 5:21).  

Faith / πίστις  

The Abrahamic narrative as a whole also provides an enriched understanding of πίστις. 

Paul’s re-presentation of Abraham’s faith, in Gen, 15:6, is broader than the capture of a 

particular moment. Rather, it references the ongoing (if wavering) faith, exemplified in 

Abraham, responding to the faithfulness of God to his promises to bring justification to the 

nations through Abraham’s seed. Moreover, as noted, the promise-reading of the 

Abrahamic narrative is foundational to the very message of the faith, centred on Abraham’s 

seed, Christ. 

Whether or not Paul’s reading is in response to the use of Abraham by the agitators, the fact 

remains that Paul incorporates the narrative of Israel’s founding father, including the 

covenant of circumcision, into his argument that God’s engagement with Abraham, and 

consequently all his “offspring” – who are in Christ – is of promise; and as for Abraham, so 

for the Galatian believers: response to God is by faith. 

  



 

292 
 

3. Using ἐπαγγελία, Paul provides a foundation for understanding 

the activity of the Spirit in the lives of believers (Chapter 6).  

Following a thread through Galatians concerning the relationship of Christ, the Spirit and 

believers, we have expounded the role that ἐπαγγελία plays in understanding the activity of 

the Spirit in the lives of believers. Believers are in Christ (cf. 3:14, 26-29) – in the promisee 

(3:16,19) – and know Christ formed and dwelling within them through the Spirit of God’s 

Son (2:20, 4:6-7, 4:19); they are children of the promise, born by the power of the Spirit 

(4:28-29) and know the activity of the Spirit among them (3:2-5, 14; 4:6-7) as they eagerly 

await the promised righteousness (5:5). 

Through our interpretation of the relation of ἐπαγγελία to the Spirit we have shown how 

Paul brings together the theological and ethical elements of his argument. As those who 

have received the Spirit through the gospel of Christ (3:1-5) the Galatians are to live in the 

Spirit-assured promise of inheriting life and righteousness and the kingdom of God (3:14, 

4:6-7, 5:5, 21) - a life free from slavery to law (5:1f) but marked by Spirit-birthed ethical 

behaviour (4:28, 5:16-25; 6:1-10) that truly fulfils the law of Christ (5:14; 6:2). In particular, 

we see three significant strands that emerge from Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία in Galatians and 

thus develop an appreciation of the activity of the Spirit in the lives of believers. 

The Spirit’s assurance: τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος (3:14) in the lives of believers.  

Here we saw further evidence of the real genius in Paul’s introduction of ἐπαγγελία into his 

argument in 3:14. Not only is the term descriptive of God’s promise-making to Abraham and 

his seed, but it also conveys the assurance that comes from the Spirit sent by God. The Spirit 

may be conceived of as both that which was promised and also that which conceives 

children of promise. The promise of the Spirit actively assures believers that they are 

recipients of the blessing of Abraham since they are in Christ and thus heirs according to 

promise (3:14, 29; 4:6-7). 

The Spirit’s ethic: ὁ καρπὸς τοῦ πνεύματός (5:22) in the lives of those who have received 

τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος (3:14). 

These two phrases capture the very heart of what Paul is writing to the Galatians concerning 

identity and ethics. Paul uses ἐπαγγελία to persuade the Galatians that, through Jesus-
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Christ-faith, they are in Christ and enjoy an assured identity and status as sons and heirs, 

through the Spirit (3:14 cf. 4:6-7). As those eagerly awaiting the hope of righteousness, they 

are to live by the Spirit and sow to the Spirit – their behaviour is formed by the activity of 

the Spirit in and among them: ὁ καρπὸς τοῦ πνεύματός (5:22). The promise of the Spirit 

assures believers of their identity in Christ; the fruit of the Spirit forms the Christ-like ethic 

of that life of promise.  

The Spirit’s community: believers living as one in the singular seed and promisee - εἷς 

ἐστε ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ (3:28).  

A particular feature of the Spirit’s ethic among believers is Paul’s emphasis on community. 

The promise-narrative underscores the collective nature of believers, fundamentally one 

and united in the singular seed and promisee, Christ (3:16, 19, 22, 26-29). Paul exemplifies 

what it is for any believer to participate personally (cf. 2:20), but only because he, in 

common with every believer, is incorporated into the singular seed as one of the many. The 

work of the Spirit in forming Christ in believers is intended not simply for the individual 

believer but the community. Paul urges this corporate and relational outlook in Christ, by 

the Spirit (cf. 5:5, 5:25-26; 6:9-10). 
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7.2 Further lines of enquiry 

ἐπαγγελία beyond Galatians 

The focus of this study has necessarily been limited to the role of ἐπαγγελία in Galatians. 

However, with Paul’s rich and particular use of it in what is potentially one of his earliest 

letters, the question of how it is used in his other letters and other NT texts arises. Appendix 

3 charts my investigation into this, which is outside of the purview of this particular study. 

Nevertheless, the lines of connection are suggestive of at least five lines of enquiry for 

ἐπαγγελία or, more generally, for further exploration of coherence in NT texts: 

• If Galatians was the earliest of the epistles, was Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία new and 

formative for the early church? Or was he influenced by established concepts of 

ἐπαγγελία already existent in the church?  

• Is Luke’s report of what Paul heard from Stephen and spoke himself reflective of what 

was actually said prior to the writing of Galatians? Or does it reflect the influence of 

Pauline language in Luke’s later attempt to summarise the speeches that were made?  

• Might connections, between Galatians and Acts 13, in relation to ἐπαγγελία language 

and concepts lend support to a South Galatian hypothesis? 

• Given the evidence of clear overlap between Hebrews and the writings of Paul, what 

precisely might be their relation? 

• Is Peter’s use of ἐπαγγελία / ἐπάγγελμα influenced by Pauline use, especially noting 2 

Pet. 3:14? 

 

Promoting a methodological approach to lexical studies 

In my lexical study of ἐπαγγελία in Galatians, there are parallels with Hays’ assertion that 

πίστις is not a “univocal concept for Paul”. Hays states: 

“Some studies… suffer from a tendency to seek a single comprehensive definition that 

will count for every instance in which the word… occurs. This has the result of levelling 
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out Paul’s usage and suppressing the connotative diversity inherent in Paul’s 

language.”686  

I have sought to provide a satisfying account of ἐπαγγελία in Galatians, assuming coherence 

but not seeking to “level out Paul’s usage” but rather, recognising semantics and 

pragmatics, seeking to understand why Paul might use this term, for what purpose and with 

what effect. πίστις, δικαι-language and νόμος all highlight the issue of rich and diverse 

meaning and connotations in the use of words and the effect they have in the structure of 

an argument and in connection with other terms. Our lexical study has demonstrated the 

same for ἐπαγγελία in Gal. 3. My approach seeks to avoid pitfalls characteristic of earlier 

word studies, going beyond indication of what a word means (or has meant) to 

demonstration of what it does and the effect it has, when understood within a 

communicative context. This perhaps offers a method for the clarification of other keywords 

in their communicative contexts.  

 

 

  

 
686 Hays (2002), 161. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Introducing Relevance Theory 

RT is a theory about human communication.687 RT seeks to describe and understand how 

not only a hearer / reader processes communicated inferences but how a speaker / author 

communicates them, with reference to what is explicitly stated and implicitly mediated 

through context. To apply RT to Galatians is not with the aim of interpreting Paul better 

than his original hearers, but of better understanding the interpretative moves that Paul 

intended them to make.688  

In RT, interpretation certainly involves “decoding” words – a matter of semantics – but 

recognises that this is not enough.689 The central issue is that there is a “gap between the 

linguistic meanings of expressions and what speakers actually communicate” and that “this 

gap is filled by inference.”690 Therefore, RT is particularly interested in pragmatics and the 

intentions and inferences we make in communication.   

An example from Clark provides helpful orientation: 

“I was in my local corner shop recently and about to pay for two pots of cream cheese. 

The assistant at the till said to me:  

“They’re three for two just now.””691 

As Clark points out, we have little problem in understanding that the assistant meant him to 

understand that he was currently entitled to get a third pot of cream cheese and pay no 

more for it; even that he still had an opportunity to avail of the offer. However, in as far as 

 
687 See Wilson and Sperber (2002) and Wilson (2014) for introductory articles. It is worth noting the increasing 

use of Relevance Theory in Biblical Studies. Work by Jobes (2007), Green (2007), (2009), (2010) and Sim (2016), 

for example, both highlight its value and credibility and demonstrate its usefulness.  
688 Sim (2016), 28. 
689 Its foundational proponents, Deirdre Wilson and Dan Sperber put it forward as an alternative to the notion 

that we simply encode meaning into the words we use and that hearers, using a similar crib sheet, decrypt that 

code, perhaps even choosing from a semantic range of options; see Wilson and Sperber (2002), 249. 
690 Clark (2013), 16. 
691 Clark (2013), 6. 
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understanding the communication that occurs here, this goes far beyond decoding each 

word.  

First, he had to appreciate the assistant intended to communicate something of relevance 

to him. Second, he had to work out, at least, who or what “they” was referring to; to 

disambiguate what “three for two” meant in the context of shopping (and not, for example, 

as a cricket score); and to process what time-frame “just now” was conveying. Third, in 

doing this, he also had to process what the implications of this were, moving from what the 

assistant explicitly said to what they were intending him to infer as a result. Fourth, as a 

result of a little cognitive processing of these words in context which he assumed to be 

relevant, Clark was able to find a satisfactory interpretation of what the assistant meant 

from what had been said. 

The assumption and search for relevance 

Relevance Theory understands that an utterance raises an expectation in my mind about its 

relevance to me.692 I recognise and infer an intention to communicate, searching for its 

relevance for me. I assume that the communicator intends his utterances to be relevant and 

understood.693 According to RT, the search for relevance is a basic feature of human 

cognition – that is, our mental processes of understanding.  

The process of pragmatic inference 

In RT terminology, simply decoding what has been encoded in a word within an utterance 

still leaves the meaning of what has been expressed underdetermined – a recognition of 

that gap. Key to bridging that gap and determining meaning are the cognitive processes that 

work towards relevance.  

As illustrated above, as a hearer or reader, I seek to enrich the explicatures (what is 

explicitly stated) not only by decoding the semantic meaning of words but by resolving 

references and disambiguating senses of words. I also seek to determine the implications 

that the communicator intends to convey. These are all matters of pragmatic inference, 

 
692 It can involve nonverbal communication, too – but the point is the communicative intent. 
693 Sim (2016), 5.  
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determined by the way in which words are used by the communicator and the assumptions 

we draw in from the context to enable us to process this.694  

Satisfying relevance for a positive cognitive effect. 

Those in receipt of communication stop processing once they reach a satisfactory 

conclusion, within contextual considerations. Relevance (which is more technical than a 

“common-sense” view of relevance695) is the goal of this mental processing – the forming of 

meaning in the mind; as Wilson and Sperber put it, “an input is relevant to an individual 

when its processing in a context of available assumptions yields a positive cognitive 

effect”.696 A positive cognitive effect is, “a worthwhile difference to the individual’s 

representation of the world.”697 That is the endgame of communication: the addition for the 

hearer / reader of new, relevant implications deduced when input and context come 

together; or the strengthening or contradicting of existing assumptions.  

RT theorists Wilson and Sperber identify two core principles: 

Cognitive principle of Relevance: Human cognition tends to be 

geared to the maximisation of relevance  

The cognitive principle recognises in part what we have already seen: the human mind 

attends to what it deems to be relevant, cognitively processing inputs in context until 

relevance is satisfied. But more than this, RT understands that human cognition tends to be 

geared to the maximisation of relevance: achieving the greatest possible cognitive effects 

while exerting the smallest possible mental processing effort in a context of available 

assumptions.698 The greater the processing effort required in the search for relevance, the 

smaller the positive cognitive effects will be. 

 
694 Wilson and Sperber (2002), 250, 261ff. 
695 Jobes (2007), 785. In RT, relevance is the goal of forming meaning in the mind; that is different from 

whether something is relevant to one’s interests once it is understood. 
696 Wilson and Sperber (2002), 251. 
697 Wilson and Sperber (2002), 251. 
698 Jobes (2007), 782-3: “the greater the positive cognitive effect achieved, the greater the relevance of the 

linguistic input and the greater the processing effort expended, the lower the relevance of the linguistic input.”  
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Thus, RT accounts for successful communication: an input can be decoded and pragmatically 

inferred using contextual assumptions (as in the cream cheese example above) such that 

both what is explicitly said (explicatures) and those things that are to be inferred but are not 

explicit (intended implications) can be derived with minimal processing effort resulting in 

relevant, positive cognitive effects.  

RT also accounts for failure in communication. An inept communicator may not provide the 

best input in the context to convey her/his intended meaning. (S)he may not clearly indicate 

the context in which their utterance is to be processed; or a hearer may opt to process it in 

a context other than the one intended by the speaker. If a hearer finds the effort of 

processing greater than any positive cognitive effect (and the goal of understanding the 

input context does not seem worth the effort), (s)he may abandon the cognitive process and 

consider the input as “irrelevant”. 

Nevertheless, this cognitive principle of relevance pertains no matter the intention of the 

input. That is, whether it is an utterance directed to me or the distant sound of breaking 

glass, I process the input drawing upon context and with the assumption of relevance until I 

come to a satisfactory conclusion about its relevance and cognitive effect for me. In the case 

of the breaking glass, or an utterance that turns out to have been directed at someone else, 

I may rightly conclude that it is irrelevant.  

As a theory of communication, however, RT goes beyond accounting for the hearer’s 

cognitive processing of any input; it also seeks to capture the relevance of the 

communicative intention on the part of the speaker. Hence, Wilson and Sperber’s second 

principle of RT:699  

Communicative principle of Relevance: Every ostensive stimulus 

conveys a presumption of its own optimal relevance 

The communicative principle recognises how humans presume communicative acts to be 

optimally relevant. This is to say that not only do we process inputs relevantly, but we 

presume that, as far as they are able, communicators communicate relevantly. In contexts 

where hearers share in a communicator’s utterance, they will presume that the 

 
699 Wilson and Sperber (2002), 256; Clark (2013), 365. 
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communicator seeks to maximise an intended cognitive effect while minimising whatever 

processing effort is required to infer it.700 In the earlier “cream cheese” example, the 

assistant says everything necessary in the context, and no more, to enable Clark to infer 

with little effort what is intended.   

This, however, makes a claim about human communication; namely, that in communication, 

humans convey their intention to inform. RT refers to this as ostensive-inferential 

communication. 

For a hearer legitimately to infer a communicator’s intention to inform701, an ostensive 

communicative intention needs to be made manifest. Key to RT’s understanding of human 

communication is that cognitive recognition on the part of the hearer must accompany the 

expression of intention on the part of the speaker: a communicator provides ostensive 

stimuli to guide the addressee to the most relevant understanding; the addressee, 

presuming optimal relevance for what has been uttered, processes these stimuli relevantly, 

and pragmatically infers a positive cognitive effect. 702 

To illustrate: I might simply empty my glass and put it down in front of me; and you, 

processing this with a number of contextual assumptions, might refill it. However, I had not 

been ostensive in my input that you should infer that I had intended to communicate 

anything about another drink. I might even manipulate your cognitive tendency to relevance 

by subtly and strategically placing my empty glass to be in your eye-line, with the result that, 

following similar processing, you refill it. However, this is still not ostensive-inferential 

communication, because although I intended it, I gave you no evidence that I had this 

intention. 703  

However, if I empty my glass, place it down and say: “Is there any more?”; and you process 

this and refill my glass, then ostensive-inferential communication has taken place. I am not 

communicating explicitly in terms of what I want, e.g.: “Pour me another drink”. Indeed, 

relevantly processed, you might infer this to be rude; it is thus an expression I would wish to 

 
700 Clark (2013), 365: “the most relevant one compatible with the communicator’s abilities and preferences”. 
701 Wilson and Sperber (2002), 255: RT speaks of “the intention to inform the audience of one’s informative 

intention”. 
702 Sim (2016), 9, citing Wilson and Sperber: “it is this intuitive ability to infer a communicator’s informative 

and communicative intentions that relevance theorists are trying to describe.” 
703 Wilson and Sperber (2002), 254. 
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avoid. Nevertheless, by indirectly implying through my utterance, I am providing an 

ostensive stimulus that not only comes from my informative intention, but my desire to 

inform you of my informative intention. 

The “mutual cognitive environment” 

RT speaks of a cognitive environment, which is “the set of assumptions that are manifest to 

an individual”.704 Inherent to this definition is the idea of manifestness – which impacts on 

context: “Something is manifest if it is possible for an individual to perceive it or infer it.”705 

Of course, manifestness can be a matter of degree. Wilson and Sperber’s parallel with 

visibility is helpful. Within an individual’s field of vision, certain objects may be more or less 

perceptible, even though they are there. They may, indeed, not be “seen” even though they 

are perceivable. In cognitive terms, an idea may be manifest, but not consciously 

entertained. A communicator, however, ostensively makes certain things manifest to enable 

the addressee to process what he is intending to communicate:  

“We can understand communication as being about adjusting the manifestness of 

each other’s assumptions. By talking to you or nonverbally communicating with you, I 

make assumptions manifest or more manifest to you. To put it another way, I adjust 

your cognitive environment.”706  

However, what may be manifest in one cognitive environment may not be in another. Paul 

has a cognitive environment; but to speak of what is manifest to Paul is not necessarily to 

speak of what is manifest to the Galatians. What assumptions are open to Paul and what 

influences him are interesting and worthwhile matters of research. But they do not 

necessarily guide us in what he is intentionally communicating to the Galatians, for they are 

not necessarily manifest to them. 

 
704 Clark (2013), 115. 
705 Clark (2013), 115. Preferring, largely because of epistemological issues, to use the term “manifest” as 

opposed to “know”, RT puts forward the idea that what an individual can perceive or infer (e.g. from the text 

of Galatians or their surrounding wider (perhaps social or geographical) context, including cultural 

assumptions) is her/his cognitive environment. This then, is not a strong claim about what they “know” 

(whatever that might mean) but about what is perceivable and inferable to them. See Clark (2013), 114. 
706 Clark (2013), 116. 
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Similarly, the Galatians have a cognitive environment. As individuals, they have a whole host 

of assumptions manifest to them that they may have used to process what Paul wrote, 

many not manifest to Paul. Therefore, while uncovering what might have been the cognitive 

environment for a first-century Galatian could help establish the connections they may have 

made, the real task is to work out what Paul intended any of them to infer from his letter. 

In other words, we have to look to the idea of a shared cognitive environment - the set of 

assumptions manifest to Paul and the Galatians. This in itself narrows the context; not only 

to that which might be perceived and inferred by both Paul and any Galatian, but moreover 

to the Galatians as a whole, rather than any particular individual.  Logically, there will be 

assumptions that may be manifest to either, but not to both; and there will be assumptions 

that are more or less manifest within that shared cognitive environment.  

Yet this must be narrowed further. For if communication is intentional – that is, if ostensive-

inferential communication is happening – then it is not simply a matter of what assumptions 

are shared, but of what assumptions are ostensively shared. This concept of mutual 

manifestness is highlighted in the earlier discussion illustrating ostensive-inferential 

communication. 

In the case in which the glass is simply left empty on the table, there may be a shared 

cognitive environment in which the same cultural assumptions manifest to each of us might 

lead us both to process that the glass should be refilled. But this is not mutually manifest in 

that I do not necessarily know that this is manifest to you, nor do you know that this is 

manifest to me. 

In the case in which I subtly move the glass on the table, there clearly exists a shared 

cognitive environment with the same cultural assumptions manifest to each of us. Indeed, I 

might well understand that this cultural assumption is manifest to you, but again this is not 

mutually manifest in that you do not necessarily know that it is manifest to me: there has 

been no ostensive indication of this. 

In fact, says Clark, “it is not even enough for it to be manifest to each of us that it is manifest 

to the other”707. Essentially, for ostensive-inferential communication to happen, both 

 
707 Clark (2013), 116. 
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communicator and addressee need to know that the appropriate contextual assumptions 

are manifest to both.  

This is what occurs in the case in which I ostensively communicate, making my 

communicative intention mutually manifest, such that you can legitimately infer my 

intended meaning. 

Communication of intentions then, involves more than a shared cognitive environment, but 

is rather a mutual cognitive environment “which is the set of assumptions which are 

mutually manifest to two or more individuals.”708  

  

 
708 ibid., 117. 
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Appendix 2: A diagrammatic illustration of the argument 

of Galatians, understood as two rhetorical communities  

Following is a diagrammatical illustration I developed of substantive parts (2:11-21, 3:1-5:12, 

5:13f) of Paul’s letter to the Galatians (see Chapter 2 for a fuller explanation). I reproduce it 

here as a visual aid. It serves to help: 

• identify the two rhetorical communities which Paul establishes in the letter (left and 

right columns) and the core ground (centre column) which is being contested; terms 

marked by ἐκ are in bold underline. 

• map the argument and its progression as Paul uses particular terms and concepts; 

within this are marked: 

o section breaks (thick grey lines);  

o various connections and developments through the use of arrows; 

o Paul’s use of text-external sources in dotted boxes. 

• understand how Paul is pragmatically associating terms and concepts as he clusters 

them in his argument. 

Originally one unbroken representation, I have split it across the following eight pages with 

some occasional overlap to highlight its continuation.  
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Appendix 3: Exploring the contingent and coherent role of 

ἐπαγγελία across Paul and the New Testament 

Following are my brief observations concerning the use of ἐπαγγελία in the Pauline corpus, 

in Luke-Acts and across other NT writings.  

a. In the Pauline corpus 

Certain implications from this study have resonances in other letters of Paul: 

Varied use of ἐπαγγελία within the same text: 1 Timothy. 

Two of the three distinct uses of ἐπαγγελία in 1 Timothy (2:10, 4:8, 6:21) have the sense of 

profession more than promise (2:10, 6:21). This highlights how care is needed in analysis of 

all instantiations within the same text, even if we were able to assume their coherence in 

Gal. 3. 

The connection between ἐπαγγελία and εὐαγγέλιον: Rom. 1:2 / Eph. 3:6. 

Paul begins Romans by speaking of the gospel, ὃ προεπηγγείλατο διὰ τῶν προφητῶν αὐτοῦ ἐν 

γραφαῖς ἁγίαις (Rom. 1:2). His use of the verb προεπαγγέλλομαι, in relation to the Scriptures 

and to the gospel of Jesus Christ, is echoic of his use of προευαγγελίζομαι to speak of the 

promise-blessing given to Abraham (Gal. 3:8). In Eph. 3:6, Paul’s phrase τῆς ἐπαγγελίας ἐν 

Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ διὰ τοῦ εὐαγγελίου also explicitly connects the two, suggesting the immediacy 

of the inheritance received by the Gentile through the εὐαγγέλιον. 

A promise-framework: Rom. 15:8-9. 

At the end of Romans 15, Paul elucidates a promise-framework in which: promises (τὰς 

ἐπαγγελίας) were given to the patriarchs; God’s faithfulness to these promises is confirmed 

in the coming of Christ as a servant; these promises may be appropriated by both Jews and 

Gentiles.   
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The invocation of scriptural promises centred in Christ and for assurance of 

identity and ethics (2 Cor. 1:20, 7:1). 

At times, Paul uses ἐπαγγελία in the plural more widely than with his Abrahamic focus in 

Galatians. Nevertheless, the referent always relates to the OT Scriptures. In 2 Cor 1:20, the 

many promises of God find their affirmation in Christ. In 2 Cor 7:1, in reference to several 

scriptural promises he has just re-presented, Paul assumes these promises both to effect an 

assured sense of identity and to inspire his readers towards appropriate ethical behaviour. 

ἐπαγγελία in connection with διαθήκη (Rom. 9:4; Eph. 2:12). 

In Rom. 9:4, Paul references both the covenants (αἱ διαθῆκαι) and the promises (αἱ 

ἐπαγγελίαι) as part of the Jewish heritage, leaving underdetermined how he might 

understand the two to relate at this point. In Eph. 2:12, Paul evokes their relationship with 

the genitive construct: τῶν διαθηκῶν τῆς ἐπαγγελίας. He may simply be attributing promise 

as a characteristic of divine covenants; or, he may be indicating that numerous covenants 

are connected by a singular concept of promise.709 

ἐπαγγελία rooted in the Abrahamic narrative (Rom. 4 & 9). 

In Rom. 4, a chapter comparable with Gal. 3, Paul establishes the foundational narrative of 

Abraham from v1 while v13 introduces the language of promise:  Οὐ γὰρ διὰ νόμου ἡ 

ἐπαγγελία τῷ Ἀβραὰμ ἢ τῷ σπέρματι αὐτοῦ, τὸ κληρονόμον αὐτὸν εἶναι κόσμου, ἀλλὰ διὰ 

δικαιοσύνης πίστεως. 

ἐπαγγελία points to the eschatological inheritance of the land / world. We may note that 

ἐπαγγελία is singular (cf. αἱ ἐπαγγελίαι Gal. 3:16) in referring to this historical speech act to 

Abraham and his offspring. However, Paul has in mind one particular element of the 

promises: inheritance of the κόσμος. Moreover, since he is explicitly interpreting the land 

eschatologically as the κόσμος, here in Romans (unlike Galatians) Paul’s language is not 

 
709 See Kaiser (1973), 3: “[T]he key category for understanding biblical revelation is the Bible’s own 

foundational concept, namely, the ‘promise’. If some object saying that the theme of covenant is more 

prominent, the response is simple there were many formal covenants, but the content of these covenants of 

redemption was at once single, continuous and eternal” See also Kaiser (2008), 21ff. 
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necessarily intended to distinguish between the historical promises and their present / 

future fulfilment. 

The single seed – Christ. In Gal. 3:16, the promise is made to Abraham and his seed (note the 

repeated preposition τῷ). In Rom. 4, the one who is to be heir of the world is presumably 

not Abraham (heir only of the land, not the κόσμος), but his singular seed (τὸ κληρονόμον 

αὐτὸν εἶναι κόσμου), most relevantly processed in the context as Christ.710  

Later, in Rom. 9:6ff, Paul’s identification of those who are the children of Abraham further 

reinforces his reading of a single seed in Genesis. Children of the promise are identified with 

Isaac and Jacob, not Ishmael and Esau.711 Paul understands children of promise through a 

singular line of seed, not a multiplicity of descendants. 

The pathway to inheritance is ἐξ ἐπαγγελίας not ἐκ νόμου. Back in Rom. 4, this single seed is 

contrasted with the multiplicity who are ἐκ νόμου (Rom. 4:14 as, by implication in Gal. 3:16). 

Exactly as argued in Galatians, the pathway ἐκ νόμου is shown not to be the pathway to 

inheritance, for if it were it would empty the faith and nullify the promise (κατήργηται ἡ 

ἐπαγγελία, Rom 4:14; cf. εἰς τὸ καταργῆσαι τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν. Gal 3:17)  

Assurance through the faith of Abraham in the faithfulness of God in Christ. In Rom. 4:16, 

Paul’s use of ἐπαγγελία language is clearly for the purpose of bringing assurance (ἵνα κατὰ 

χάριν, εἰς τὸ εἶναι βεβαίαν τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν) and is a gift for all offspring (παντὶ τῷ σπέρματι), 

with Paul again demonstrating the ad hoc concept formation that moves from an 

understanding of a singular seed to a multiplicity. Thus, many may benefit as they share the 

faith of Abraham, the understanding of which is developed in respect to what God has 

promised and his faithfulness in doing it (πληροφορηθεὶς ὅτι ὃ ἐπήγγελται δυνατός ἐστιν καὶ 

ποιῆσαι, Rom. 4:21); and translated for the Romans into faith in the death and resurrection 

of Jesus Christ leading to justification (v23-25). 

ἐπαγγελία and the Spirit 

In our analysis of Gal. 3:14, we noted Eph. 1:13-14: ἐν ᾧ καὶ πιστεύσαντες ἐσφραγίσθητε τῷ 

πνεύματι τῆς ἐπαγγελίας τῷ ἁγίῳ, ὅ ἐστιν ἀρραβὼν τῆς κληρονομίας ἡμῶν. Paul’s genitive 

 
710 Contra Wright (1991), 174, who states that the inheritor is Abraham. 
711 See Jobes (1993), 310, n.25. 
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construct - τῷ πνεύματι τῆς ἐπαγγελίας - most likely does mean “the promised Spirit”, 

although we note again that it is a reversal of the construct of Gal. 3:14. However, his key 

point is that the promised Holy Spirit guarantees the believers’ inheritance. The sense of 

assurance of the inheritance comes from the Holy Spirit. 

Here Paul is making the same essential point as in Gal. 3:14, though he prefers ἀρραβὼν to 

ἐπαγγελία, which he has already used to allude to the historical promising of the Spirit. 

Nevertheless, the communicative intent remains on the fact that the “(promised) Spirit 

promises”. Similarly, this is the intent of 2 Cor. 1:22 in light of God’s promises (cf. 2 Cor. 

1:20) 

b. In Luke-Acts. 

Three sections of Luke’s account of the early church provide fertile reflection concerning 

ἐπαγγελία: the promise of the Spirit (Acts 1-2); ἐπαγγελία in Stephen’s speech (Acts 7); 

ἐπαγγελία in Paul’s speech in Pisidian Antioch (Acts 13f). 

i. The promise of the Spirit (Acts 1-2) 

While Luke 24:29, Acts 1:4 and Acts 2:33 have been used to understand τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ 

πνεύματος (Gal 3:14) as a material genitive, we have previously noted the weakness of this. 

The first two are, in fact, τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πατρός, indicative of the gift of the Spirit, but 

not material genitives.  

That the early church understood the Spirit as a promised gift is clear (cf. Acts 2:38). 

However, even in the use of ἐπαγγελία in Acts 2:39, the promised gift does not seem 

exclusively to be the Spirit but also “the forgiveness of sins”. There is arguably an assurance 

and immediacy of salvation that comes with the receiving of the Spirit. 

ii. ἐπαγγελία in Stephen’s speech (Acts 7) 

Luke records Stephen twice using the term ἐπαγγελία as he talks about the promised 

inheritance which God granted to Abraham and to his offspring (Acts 7:5, 17). There is 

particular resonance if we understand that Paul was present (cf. Acts 7:58) and listening to 

this salvation historical narrative which began with what God promised Abraham (7:2) and 
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climaxed in the death of Christ (7:52), whose rejection is disobedience to the very law 

delivered by angels (7:53, cf. Gal 3:19) 

iii. ἐπαγγελία in Paul’s speech in Pisidian Antioch (Acts 13f) 

In Acts 13 Luke conveys Paul’s own re-telling, to Jews and God-fearers in Pisidian Antioch, of 

a salvation historical narrative rooted in Abraham and the patriarchs (13:17, 26 cf. 26:6).  

He focuses on the promise (ἐπαγγελία) through David’s offspring (σπέρμα) to bring about a 

saviour, Jesus Christ (13:23). He explains that Jesus’ death and resurrection is at the heart of 

this good news (εὐαγγελιζόμεθα) which is the promise that came to the patriarchs (πρὸς τοὺς 

πατέρας ἐπαγγελίαν γενομένην v32), with the result that: διὰ τούτου ὑμῖν ἄφεσις ἁμαρτιῶν 

καταγγέλλεται, καὶ ἀπὸ πάντων ὧν οὐκ ἠδυνήθητε ἐν νόμῳ Μωϋσέως δικαιωθῆναι, ἐν τούτῳ 

πᾶς ὁ πιστεύων δικαιοῦται. (v38-39) 

If these were Paul’s words to the same Galatians to whom the letter is addressed, not only 

does the situational context of Acts 13-14 ring true; but so does Paul’s assumption that he 

left the Galatians clear on the matter of the gospel and justification and that they have 

foolishly been bewitched (cf. Gal. 3:1, 5:7). Furthermore, his recourse to promise-language 

would be to re-establish and develop teaching he had already presented. 

c. In other New Testament Scriptures 

Further considerations arise as we briefly survey three texts in Hebrews and reference to 

the content of ἐπαγγελία in other epistles. 

ἐπαγγελία and Hebrews 

i. Hebrews 6:13-17 – ἐπαγγελία as God swearing by himself. In Heb. 6, the author explicitly 

confirms our notion that God’s ἐπαγγελία to Abraham signified a swearing by himself, 

differentiating ἐπαγγελία from ὄμνυμι in this regard and citing Genesis 22:17 as evidence 

(v13-14). Moreover, such an oath is final confirmation (πέρας εἰς βεβαίωσιν ὁ ὅρκος) as we 

understood the ratification of the promises within the Godhead (v16). The effect of this 

ἐπαγγελία is for the assurance of the heirs of the promise (τοῖς κληρονόμοις τῆς ἐπαγγελίας 

v17f). 
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ii. Hebrew 8-10: ἐπαγγελία and the Mosaic covenant. The writer to the Hebrews also uses 

ἐπαγγελία to speak of the Mosaic covenant (Heb. 8-10), contrasting this old covenant with 

the new: the “better promises” (8:6). This functions as a different argument from Paul’s 

framework in Galatians. Nevertheless, key elements of a future, eternal inheritance that is 

promised (9:15, 10:36) which depends on the faithfulness of the promiser (10:23) are still 

present.  

iii. Hebrews 11: ἐπαγγελία and the Abrahamic promises: Heb. 11, however, brings ἐπαγγελία 

back into an Abrahamic foundation, speaking of the promises (pl. τὰς ἐπαγγελίας 11:17, cf. 

7:6) he received and the land of promise as his inheritance (11:8-9). However, not having 

received what was promised (v13, 39), Abraham and those who followed him looked 

forward to what God would provide – with the communicative emphasis of the chapter on 

the faithfulness of the one who had promised (v11) and the faithful expectation of those 

who heard and appropriated the promises. 

ἐπαγγελία in other epistles 

In other NT epistles, we may briefly note how ἐπαγγελία (or in 2 Peter 3:14 ἐπάγγελμα) is 

described or defined by other epithets of future salvation that cohere with Galatians:  

• “heirs of the kingdom”: κληρονόμους τῆς βασιλείας ἧς ἐπηγγείλατο τοῖς ἀγαπῶσιν 

αὐτόν (James 2:5). 

• “eternal life”: ἐὰν ἐν ὑμῖν μείνῃ ὃ ἀπ᾽ ἀρχῆς ἠκούσατε, καὶ ὑμεῖς ἐν τῷ υἱῷ καὶ ἐν τῷ 

πατρὶ μενεῖτε. καὶ αὕτη ἐστὶν ἡ ἐπαγγελία ἣν αὐτὸς ἐπηγγείλατο ἡμῖν, τὴν ζωὴν τὴν 

αἰώνιον (1 Jn. 2:24-25). 

• “the new heavens and new earth, in which righteousness dwells”: καινοὺς δὲ 

οὐρανοὺς καὶ γῆν καινὴν κατὰ τὸ ἐπάγγελμα αὐτοῦ προσδοκῶμεν ἐν οἷς δικαιοσύνη 

κατοικεῖ  (2 Pet. 3:13 cf. 2 Pet. 3:4, 9) - conjoining the inheritance of the 

eschatological land and righteousness evident in Gal. 3:17, 21.   
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