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During the course of the debate in the Swedish Lutheran Church on whether to ordain women Krister Stendahl published a very influential essay on The Bible and the Role of Women.
 In it he used Galatians 3:28 to argue that the dichotomy between men and women had been overcome by Christ in the church. Because this applied both in relation to God and in relation to each other, women were therefore eligible for the ordained ministry. Since then Galatians 3:26-29 has provided many Lutherans with the scriptural mandate for the ordination of women. This essay examines that claim.

The Context and Structure of Galatians 3:26-29

This passage is part of Paul’s argument against a group of Jewish Christian agitators. They had confused the churches in Galatia by their claims that Paul had not preached the full gospel to the converts from paganism. Their focus was on the need for circumcision for the reception of the blessing that God had promised to Abraham (Gal 1:6-7; 5:2-12; 6:12-16). They seem to have taught that through circumcision the Gentiles too came to share in the inheritance of Abraham.

The argument that leads up to this passage runs as follows. In 2:15-21 Paul begins with his basic proposition that justification is received by faith in Christ, rather than by the observance of the law. Then comes his first argument about the primacy of faith in 3:1-18. Here he appeals to three facts: the experience of the Galatians with their reception of the Spirit by the hearing of faith (3:1-5); the example of Abraham as the man of faith and the recipient of the promise of blessing, the Spirit (3:6-14); and the priority of the covenant of promise to the covenant of the law (3:15-18). The second argument in 3:19-4:7 deals with the purpose of the law in relation to the promise of inheritance. It is governed by two rhetorical questions, the first in 3:19 about the purpose of the law, and the second in 3:21 about the apparent contradiction between the law and the promises of God. Here Paul makes three points about the law: its addition to deal with transgressions until the coming of Christ, the promised seed, and the reception of the promised inheritance through faith in him (3:19-22); its preparation of people for their inclusion in Christ as sons of God (3:23-29); and Christ’s redemption of those who were under the law for their adoption as sons and heirs (4:1-7).

Translation

26 For all of you are sons of God
 through the
 faith (that is) in Christ Jesus;

27 For as many (of you) as were baptised into Christ
 have put on Christ
;

28. There is
 neither Jew nor Greek; there is neither slave nor free; there is neither male and
 female
; 

For all of you are one
 in Christ.

29. And, if you are Christ’s, then you are seed of Abraham
, heirs
 in accordance with the promise
.

Analysis

This passage is carefully crafted rhetorical unit. It is embedded in its immediate context by the use of the particle gar (‘for’) in 3:26. It signals that this unit explains why Christians are “no longer under the law” (3:25) and how the promised blessing, the Holy Spirit, the inheritance from Abraham, is given to those who have faith in Jesus the Messiah (3:14,18,22). The passage consists of three explicative sentences, each introduced by gar (3:26, 27, 28), that culminate in a concluding conditional sentence that is linked to them by the connective de (3:29). The first and third explicative clauses begin with the same word pantes (‘all’) that highlights the connection between sonship and unity in Christ. This chain of explicative clauses does not give three different reasons for release from the custody of the law; rather, they complement and confirm each other.
 Between the second and third explicative clause we have the insertion of an appositional clause made up of three antitheses that affirm the result of investiture with Christ in baptism (3:28). 

In 3:26 Paul explains why the Galatian Christians are no longer under the tutelage of the law. There is a shift from the third person plural of the previous verses to the second person plural to emphasise that he addresses both Jews and Gentiles. This is reinforced by the emphatic use of “all” to assert that all those who have faith in Jesus as the Messiah are “sons of God.” All share in his sonship, his status and inheritance as the only Son of God the Father.

This is a remarkable claim if it is considered against the backdrop of the Old Testament. In ancient Israel the king, like the coming Messiah, was commonly regarded as God’s royal son, his regent and heir (2 Sam 7:14; 1 Chr 17:13; 22:10; 28:16; Ps 2:7; Is 9:6; cf. Ps 89:26). While Israel too was envisaged collectively as God’s first born son (Exod 4:22: Hos 11:1; Jer 31:9), the Israelites were only once called “sons of Yahweh” (Deut 14:1). Their theological status was normally determined by their membership in God’s people, his human clan. Hosea 1:8-11 gives a prophecy that one day they would be called “sons of the living God.” That would be their new status when they were reunified under a single head. According to Paul, this promise of sonship was fulfilled by the union of Jews and Gentiles with Christ (3:26; cf. Rom 8:13-16; 9:4; 2 Cor 6:18).

Paul holds that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God (Gal 1:15; 2:20; 4:4, 6). By itself that claim was not at controversial for any Jew. But he adds to that the controversial assertion that all those who have faith in Jesus the Messiah are also “sons of God.” That includes the Gentiles. By adoption both Jews and Gentiles share in Christ’s own “sonship” (4:5). Since they have his royal filial status they receive his Spirit as their common inheritance from God the Father, so that they too, like Jesus, may address God as Father (4:6, 7). Even though, by adoption, they are the descendants of Abraham (3:29), they are not just the sons of Abraham (3:7), but sons of God as well (3:26). They do not receive their status as heirs and their inheritance from God by law through Abraham, but by grace “through” God (3:18; 4:7). Through faith they share in the access of the Son to God the Father.

After declaring that all believers are “sons of God,” Paul gives the reason for this assertion in 3:27. They are all God’s sons by virtue of their baptism. When they were baptised into Christ they assumed his status before God the Father. Here Paul’s use of imagery is startling. All those who have been baptised have dressed up as Jesus the Messiah. They have not just dressed up in the same royal regalia; they have dressed up in him and taken on his royal status. The imagery of taking off one set clothes and dressing up in another is most likely derived from the practice of baptism
. Elsewhere Paul uses this imagery for removal of the old self and its lifestyle by those who had been baptised (Rom 13:12; Eph 4:22, 25; Col 2:11; 3:8,9) and their reception of their new self and all God’s gifts in Christ (Rom 13:12, 14; 1 Cor 15:53, 54; 2 Cor 5:3; Eph 4:24; 6:10, 14; Col 3:10, 12; 1 Thess 5:8). This does not just mean that they have taken on “Christ’s characteristics, virtues, and intentions, and so become like him”
; they have taken on Christ himself and a new self in him (cf. Rom 13:12; Eph 4:22; Col 3:8). They belong to Christ and derive their being from him. Everything that belongs to Christ, such as his status as God’s Son, his inheritance, his Spirit, his access to the Father, belongs to them. He is their be-all and end-all before God (cf. Col 3:11). 

In 3:28 Paul draws out the implications of this foundational fact in a series of startling antitheses
. Since they are clothed in Christ, dressed up in him, he, as it were, covers up their former clothing, the dress that had formerly determined their status before God
. Their theological status does not depend on whether they are Jews or Greeks, slaves or free persons, males or females. These attributes do not decide their standing before God the Father in the church. Yet Paul does not base these claims, as the philosophers do, on their common humanity as descendants of Adam, but on their union with Jesus the Messiah. They are all “one” in him. They have their common sonship and their unity in him. All those who are clothed with Christ are one in him.

Paul does not make these negations in order to dismiss all religious, economic, and gender differences as they function in everyday life, but to teach the unity that is given by faith in Christ. Yet even that is far too general and abstract to do justice to Paul’s argument. He argues that the promise of blessing that God gave to the “seed” of Abraham in Gen 22:18 applies to Jesus Christ, the one and only “Seed” (3:16). By virtue of their union with Christ in baptism, those who have faith in Jesus also share in that promise because they are “one” in him, the one person who is “the Seed.” That one person is the giver of blessing and unity for all people, no matter what their human status might otherwise be. He unites them in all their diversity.

At first reading it is hard to say why these antitheses have been included here in this point of the discussion, for the second and third pairs seem to disrupt the flow of the argument about the relationship between the law and the promise of blessing to the seed of Abraham. What do being slave or free, let alone being male or female, have to do with the law and its function as a pedagogue that leads to Christ?

Three main explanations have been given for this insertion. First, the claim is made that Paul has included a partly unassimilated text from the baptismal liturgy of the early church.
 We find variant versions of it in 1 Cor 12:13 and Col 3:11. The assumption is that even though Paul quotes its full text, he was only interested in the first antithesis. That argument does not hold, for Paul clearly assimilates this material quite differently in each of the other two cases.

Second, it is argued that Paul here contradicts the regular Jewish morning prayer in which each adult male thanks God that he is not a Gentile, a slave, or a woman.
 There are two main problems with that explanation. According to the Jewish tradition, this prayer was added to the daily prayers at about 150 AD by Judah Ben Ilai. It therefore was not in common use in Paul’s day. What’s more, even if Judah does sanction an earlier practice that already existed in the first century, Paul’s allusion to that prayer does not contribute anything to his argument about the law, but is, at best, a digression.

Third, these antitheses most likely refer to the law for circumcision. Martin has set out the argument most forcefully that, in contrast to the agitators for the law, Paul here refers to the practice of circumcision and its divine legislation in Gen 17:9-27.
 According to God’s law, three groups were eligible for circumcision and the privileges that ensued from it: the physical offspring of Abraham rather than the Gentile offspring of Adam; the slaves that belonged to his household rather than free men who were employed to work in it; male members of Abraham’s family rather than his female descendants. Thus the law for circumcision provides us with a coherent rationale for the selection of these three antitheses in which the second part of each antithesis lists those who were excluded from the rite of circumcision. We therefore agree with Martin’s conclusion from this insight:

In contrast to the distinctions that determine the extent of the obligations of circumcision, Gal 3:28 states that none of these distinctions is relevant for determining candidates for Christian baptism. The covenant of circumcision distinguishes between Jew and Greek, slave and free, male and female. In these antithetical pairs, those described by the first member of the pair have the obligation to be circumcised in a Jewish community while those described by the second member do not. Although not obligated, the Greek and the free person may chose to become circumcised, but the female may not. This feature of the circumcision legislation probably explains the variation in the syntax of Gal 3:28 from ouk   oude in the first two pairs to ouk   kai in the third… Christian baptism ignores the distinctions required by the covenant of circumcision and provides a basis for unity in the Christian community.

In 3:29 Paul draws his conclusion from his three explanations about why the Christians in Galatia were no longer under the supervision of God’s law and imprisoned by it. He recalls his earlier claim 3:18 that the reception of the promised inheritance did not depend on the law, but was given by grace through God’s promise to Abraham. Since all believers in Christ are sons of God who have been clothed with Christ and so belong to him, they too are Abraham’s seed. Yet they are his seed only in a secondary derived sense, for their status as his “descendants”, his “offspring,” depends on their union with Christ, who is the one and only “Seed” (3:16, 19). Both the promise of blessing for all nations and the blessing itself belong to him. That blessing is the gift of the Spirit (3:14), the Spirit that God has sent through his Son (4:6). The Spirit is his inheritance. The Spirit belongs to Jesus as the Christ. Yet he does not keep the Spirit to himself as God’s Son, but he shares it with all the “sons of God” as their common inheritance from God the Father. They are “heirs through God” (Gal 4:7). God has sent his Son to redeem all humanity from the curse of the law, so that they might receive the blessing of the Spirit as heirs of God and coheirs with Christ (3:13-14; 4:4-7; cf. Rom 8:17). All who are in Christ, no matter what whether they are Jews or Greeks, slaves or free, males or females, are heirs with Christ of God’s promise to Abraham in Gen 22:18. They all share in his sonship and inheritance.

The Implications Galatians 3:28 for the Ordination of Women

1. Galatians 3:26-29 speaks of the transformation brought about by redemption in Christ: that by baptism into him all people receive not only incorporation into the people of God, but also the divine status of “children of God.” Precisely because these verses do not speak directly to order within the church or to the status of women, they are most valuable for our current discussion. Paul is writing here of a new and eternal reality not conditioned by culture or historical situation; indeed, he demonstrates the limits placed on those realities by the new reality of Christ and his body, the church.

2. This means that the fundamental relationship of any Christian is their relationship with God, and that their status as “child of God” is that which now gives shape and meaning to all other relationships. This challenges not only the traditional hierarchies of race and social standing which operate in our world (Gal 3:28a-b), but even the primal relationship of “male and female” (Gen 1:27, Galatians 3:28c) which is now subordinated to the transformation effected by our baptism. This understanding alone opens up the possibility of a changed role for women within God’s order. If our primary status before God rests in the given of unity in Christ, there can be no argument on the basis of inferior status that limits the possibility of anyone’s full participation in the ministry of the church. While “equality” is never to be grasped or demanded within the church, it is God’s gift, given as part of the inheritance shared by all God’s children (“the right to become children of God” John 1:12b). It needs to be acknowledged that “inferiority” has been argued at least by implication as a reason for limiting both the status and role of women within the church, and that such arguments are still current in some quarters of the Lutheran Church. A person’s gifts and training – not their gender or social standing – should be the sole criterion for call into the ministry.

3. Paul’s new order in Christ reflects a restoration of God’s original intention in creation, overthrown by the fall into sin. If the husband’s “rule” is a consequence of sin (Gen 3:16), then sin’s defeat reinstates the partnership in which male and female both “rule” (Gen 1:26). Within the church – if not in the world – it should be possible to begin in faith the work of restoration promised for all creation (Is 65:17 etc). The prophetic vision of Joel 2:28-29 specifically includes an equal partnership of men and women, slaves and free people, young and old, all participating in the Spirit’s ministry of proclamation. The exercise of authority within the church rests on the basis of that proclamation, and – as Jesus taught – derives from an entirely different view of authority than that commonly held in the world-at-large: “It is not so among you”, says Jesus (Mark 10:43).

4. It is a Lutheran principle that “the gospel does not overthrow [the social order]” (AC 16:5). Laws cannot be made on the basis of the gospel, neither in society nor in the church. However, the freedom of the gospel is active in the lives of those who live in society, and who worship and work as members of the body of Christ. The abolition of distinctions between Jews and Gentiles was effected early in the history of the church, but not without a struggle, as witnessed by Paul’s Letter to the Galatians. It took many more centuries of growth before Christians were moved to take a leading role in the abolishment of slavery in Western society. Progress towards the establishment of equal opportunities for women within our society has been an even more complicated journey, but – at its best – represents an achievement which can also be seen as a reflection of the renewed and restored creation implicit in, and derived from, Paul’s teaching here in Gal 3:28 (see also 2 Corinthians 5:17 etc). Human history from the very beginning has involved much change and development within the structures that are sometimes called “the orders of creation.” The ordination of women into the church’s ministry rightly reflects not only their changed status within society, but continues to unfold and implement the full implications of the gospel within the church.

The Misuse of Galatians 3:28 for the Promotion of the Ordination of Women

1. Gal 3:26-29 does not deal, either implicitly or explicitly, with the ministry of word and sacrament. In it Paul teaches that, despite their diversity, all baptised people are united with Christ and so share in his sonship. By grace they have the same theological status before God the Father and have all received the Holy Spirit as their promised inheritance. While Paul’s choice of the three antithetical pairs in Gal 3:28 is determined by the contrast between circumcision and baptism, their similarity to the lists of pairs in 1 Cor 12:13 and Col 3:11 shows that they are meant to teach the unity of all people in Christ, rather than the abolition of racial, economic, and sexual differences.

2. When Paul maintains that all who are baptised “are one in Christ Jesus,” he does not teach their equality with each other, but their unity in Christ that transcends all their diversity. An examination of the idiom “you/they/we are one” bears this out (Matt 19:6; Mark 10:8; John 17:11, 21, 22; Rom 12:5; 1 Cor 3:8; 10:17; cf. John 10:30).
 In each case this idiom describes the unity that is established between different persons, with all their various gifts and tasks, by receiving some common gift from God (eg. Rom 12:5; 1 Cor 3:5; 10:17). That God-given unity does not abolish their diversity, but, in fact, employs it for the common good. Thus Paul does not use this idiom in Gal 3:28 to assert that all people are created - or recreated - equal, but to teach the unity of diverse persons in the body of Christ. 

3. In Gal 3:26-28 Paul claims that both sexes equally share in Christ’s sonship and the gift of the Holy Spirit. They are not just part of God’s extended family as “children of God” but are actually included in Christ’s unique relationship with God the Father. Since by baptism both women and men are “sons of God,” they are also coheirs with Christ, the only Son and heir of God the Father. Their theological status is therefore granted to them by virtue of their union with Christ. Yet even though they are “equal” in status as sons and heirs before God the Father, they do not all do the same work, or have the same gifts. They participate in the work of the church, but they do not do so in the same way. The unity of women and men in Christ does not abolish the order of the family, or establish the church as an egalitarian community. Instead, it confirms their diverse tasks and gifts in both domains (I Cor 14:33b-38; Col 3:11-19; 1 Tim 2:2-3:13; Tit 2:1-8; cf. Rom 12:3-8; 1 Cor 12:12-26). Like Christ, Christian husbands are to be heads of their wives, just as their wives are to subordinate themselves to their husbands, like the church to Christ, its head (Eph 5:21-33). Yet headship and subordination do not imply superiority or inferiority, domination or subservience, but the exercise of self-sacrificial love in the Christian family and the church. The unity of men and women in Christ, and their “equality” before God the Father, presents them with new possibilities for humble service of others in community, each according to their station and vocation. That kind of love, that kind of service, is what is so “new” for them as those who are a new creation in Christ (Col 3:9-4:1). Their terms of service are not derived from any general principle, let alone the principle of equality, but from God’s word and its institution of the family and the church.

4. The use of “equality” as a theological term does not sit well with the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son who did not grasp at “equality” with his Father, but who, in obedience to his will, sacrificed himself for all those who wanted to be equal in status and power and glory with God (Phil 2:6). Thus the New Testament rarely speaks about equality.
 And rightly so! This vague legal term was popularised as a political slogan by the French and American revolutions. Its careless use by the church translates the proclamation of the gospel into legal discourse with its concern for personal rights and privileges, social rank and status, political position and power. If ordination into the ministry were based on the social equality of all Christians in the church, then all Christians, regardless of character, age, education, or ability, have the right to be ordained as pastors.

5. Theological implications may be drawn from a passage in Scripture to confirm, or to elaborate, a point of teaching. But such deductions may not be used by themselves, without further scriptural foundation, to establish doctrine and to impose it on the church. Moreover, these conclusions must not contradict what is explicitly taught on that matter elsewhere. The use of Gal 3:28 as the scriptural foundation for the ordination of women does just that. It contradicts Paul’s prohibitions in 1 Cor 14:33b-38 and 1 Tim 2:11-15, as well the teaching in Eph 5:21-33; Col 3:18-19, and 1 Pet 3:1-7 on the relationship between men and women in marriage. The supposed implications of Paul’s teaching in Gal 3:28 are used, together with arguments about social change and women’s rights, to discount what he says much more clearly elsewhere. Such a procedure does not provide a sound scriptural basis for the abolition of an established ecumenical rule that comes from Christ’s command and the teaching of the apostles.
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