
Point Four: The Spirit Produces What the Law Cannot Effect

Paul believes that God has given the Holy Spirit to people (3:2) so that Christ 
may be formed in them (4:19), and the benefits of receiving the Spirit exceed 
anything that could be accomplished by being circumcised and keeping the Jewish 
law. His opponents may have presented “keeping Torah” as a path to holiness and 
virtue: the Galatians should be circumcised and live in accord with the Jewish 
law because that law expresses how God wants people to live. But Paul’s position 
is that the law is impotent: it describes holiness but cannot effect holiness. He 
reminds the Galatians that God gave them the Spirit when they first believed the 
gospel (3:2), and he assures them that God continues to supply them with the 
Spirit and to work miracles among them, not because they do works of the law 
but rather because they place their trust in what they heard from the first: the 
gospel of Christ crucified (3:1–5; cf. 1 Cor. 1:23; 2:2). Paul says that the whole law 
may be summarized in the command “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” 
(5:14; cf. Lev. 19:18), and in order to fulfill this, he encourages the Galatians to 
“live by the Spirit” (5:16). Sinful behavior results from human desires and passions 
(called “the desires of the flesh” in 5:16–17). These are bent on selfish indulgence 
rather than on serving others, and they inevitably lead to all sorts of vices and 
unholy activities. The law tells people that these things are wrong but offers 
nothing in the way of controlling the flesh or extinguishing its desires. When a 
person belongs to Christ Jesus, however, the desires and passions of the flesh 
are “crucified” (5:24), and Christ now lives in and through that person (2:20). 
The Spirit takes over and produces a rich harvest of virtuous fruit (5:22–23; see 
fig. 16.3). The result is nothing short of “a new creation” (6:15; cf. 2 Cor. 5:17).

Conclusion

Students might be excused for wondering whether Paul’s letter to the Galatians has 
enduring significance for Christian churches. In our day, few people who believe 
in Jesus are Jewish, and the proposal that Christians should keep Jewish laws 
may seem odd. The idea that people have to convert to Judaism before they can 

Christ crucified: the 
main focus of Paul’s 
preaching accord-
ing to 1 Corinthians 
1:22–24; 2:1–2; the 
phrase seems to 
be shorthand for 
what theologians 
call a “theology of 
the cross” (theologia 
crucis).

new creation: an 
understanding of 
God’s saving activity 
according to which, 
through Christ, 
people are given a 
new life in a new 
age that has already 
begun.

Box 16.8

Distinctions Cancelled
Diogenes Laertius says that Socrates, the wisest of the wise, is reported to have said there 

were three blessings for which he was grateful to Fortune: “First, that I was born a human 

being and not one of the brutes; next, that I was born a man and not a woman; third, a 

Greek and not a barbarian.”*

Paul writes, “There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no 

longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28).

*Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers, trans. R. D. Hicks (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1925), §1.33.
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