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imprisoned via their disobedience of His commandments, can be enacted. And what does 
this promise involve? The promise is ek pisteōs Iēsou Christou, “from the faithfulness of 
Yeshua the Messiah” (my translation), if the genitive clause is taken to be a subjective 
genitive (discussed previously for 2:16). While people must express faith, belief, or trust in 
Yeshua—here the attention is given to the Messiah’s own faithfulness to die for human 
sinners. Longenecker further describes, 

“Paul saw two strands of God-given material running throughout the Scriptures: (1) 
the law of God, which was given to highlight the true nature of sin and so bring sinful 
humanity under its curse; and (2) 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.”105 

Those, who acknowledge what Yeshua the Messiah has accomplished, can truly benefit 
from the promise. 
 

 
23 But before faith came, we were kept in custody under the law, being shut up to 
the faith which was later to be revealed. 24 Therefore the Law has become our 
tutor to lead us to Messiah, so that we may be justified by faith. 25 But now that 
faith has come, we are no longer under a tutor. 
 
3:23a If one can believe it, vs. 23-25 comprise one of the most difficult passages in the 

entire Epistle to the Galatians, not necessarily because of what Paul was communicating to 
his ancient audience, but instead because of how it has been approached within a history of 
interpretation, especially in more modern decades. One view, which I will argue to be the 
correct view, approaches vs. 23-25 from the perspective of an individual coming to saving 
faith in Yeshua the Messiah. Another view, which is quite commonplace among Christian 
examiners today, approaches vs. 23-25 from the perspective of the Jewish people having to 
keep the Torah only up until the arrival of the Messiah. 

The people who are being talked about in vs. 23-25 are quite plainly, “those who 
believe” (v. 22), meaning those who have placed their trust in Yeshua. Vs. 23-25 may be 
fairly taken to summarize the current status of born again Believers in relation to the Torah 
of Moses. Paul first indicates in v. 23, “And before the coming of the faith” (YLT), with tēn 
pistin appearing with the definite article. Some may claim that “the faith” to which Paul is 
referring is the new Christian movement of the First Century, to be contrasted against an 
old Judaism based on rigid law. Yet, there are other interpreters who do not make this 
assumption, and instead would argue that “the faith” to which Paul is referring is what 
Yeshua Himself emulated. Longenecker concludes, “Paul means not faith generically, but 
the particular faith referred to in v 22b that has to do with ‘the faithfulness of Jesus Christ’ 
and humanity’s response of faith.”106 

 
105 Longenecker, 145. 
106 Ibid., 145. 
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Paul describes how “before faith came” into their lives, the Galatians’ lives and his own 
life, “we were kept in custody under the law, being shut up to the faith which was later to be 
revealed.” Before Yeshua’s faithfulness was recognized by them via the promise, all that the 
Torah could do was condemn both him and the Galatians as sinners. This is life “under the 
law,” shut up as criminals under the Torah’s penalties. 

A condition of being “held in custody under the law, locked up” (TNIV), is rightly 
discerned to be a pre-salvation condition for all persons. Two verbs are seen in the clause 
hupo nomon ephrouroumetha sugkleiomenoi, “under law we were being kept, shut up” (YLT). 
The first is phroureō, “to hold in custody, detain, confine” (BDAG),107 like a jailed prisoner 
waiting for his trial to commence.108 The second, sugkleiō, regards “to confine to specific 
limits, confine, imprison” (BDAG),109 and notably appears in Romans 11:32 where Paul says 
“For God has shut up [sugkleiō; consigned, RSV] all in disobedience so that He may show 
mercy to all.” This describes a universal state of sinfulness for all human beings that must 
exist, in order for God’s mercy to be truly shown to be mercy. But is this the fault of the 
Torah and its instruction? No! It is the fault of all people being cursed by sin and their 
disobedience (v. 22). 

Before Messiah faith arrives onto the scene in anyone’s life, a negative condition of 
living hupo hamartian or “under sin” (v. 22) is present, with people effectively jailed and 
locked up as prisoners “under the law.” 

While he disagrees with this view, thinking that the Jewish people being forced to 
follow the Mosaic Law is actually being discussed in Galatians 3:23-25, Douglas J. Moo 
nonetheless has to recognize that people being subject to the Torah’s condemnation is an 
option before the interpreter. He describes, “If ‘under the law’ is exactly parallel to ‘under 
sin,’ then to be ‘under the law’ could denote being subject to the curse of the law. An 
additional reason for this interpretation comes in [Galatians] 4:5, where those whom Jesus 
needs to redeem are those ‘under the law.’”110 This is precisely the interpretation for “under 
the Law” that we should conclude fits v. 23 best, as the problem of human sin for all (ta 
panta, ta. pa,nta)—“But the Scripture declares that the whole world is a prisoner of sin” (v. 
22, NIV; cf. Romans 3:9)—is being discussed. Yet Moo has to protest this, incorrectly 
concluding, “the assertion of v. 22 about being under sin is something of an anomaly in the 
flow of this context, speaking of ‘Scripture’ (rather than ‘the law’) and of ‘the whole world’ 
(rather than just the Jews).”111 But why would the claim of Galatians 3:22 have to be treated 
as some kind of an anomaly, unless the condition of “under the Law” as affecting all sinners 
is to be discounted? 

 
107 BDAG, 1067. 
108 “The terminology is consistent w. the Roman use of prisons principally for holding of prisoners until 

disposition of their cases” (Ibid.). 
109 Ibid., 952. 
110 Moo, “The Law of Christ as the Fulfillment of the Law of Moses,” in Five Views on Law and Gospel, 362. 
111 Ibid. 
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Is “under the Law” a condition experienced by all people who need salvation or not? Do 
not the Tanach Scriptures serve as God’s torah or Instruction? Elsewhere in Paul’s letters, 
texts aside from those of Genesis-Deuteronomy are actually referred to as “the Law” (1 
Corinthians 14:21; quoting Isaiah 28:11), meaning that his usage of “the scripture” (hē graphē) 
followed by “under the law” (hupo nomon) in Galatians 3:22, 23 need not imply that different 
parts of Israel’s Bible are being referred to; the Tanach Scriptures on the whole as torah 
certainly condemn sinners every bit as much as the Pentateuch proper. Moo has to claim 
that the presence of Galatians 3:22 is “an anomaly in the flow of this context,” precisely 
because all of sinful humanity being “under sin” and “under the Law” would seriously 
weaken his case that “under the Law” is just a condition of the Jewish people having to keep 
the Mosaic Torah. 

The main issue being addressed is stated previously in v. 22 to be common human 
confinement “under sin,” with v. 23 following this up with how a condemnation status of 
being “under the Law” is nullified via faith in the Messiah. Bruce comes about as close as 
anyone to recognize the universal significance of all people being “under the Law”: 

“To be ‘under law’ is in practice to be ‘under sin’—not because law and sin are 
identical, but because law, while forbidding sin, stimulates the very thing that it forbids. As 
will be seen in 4.4, one purpose of the coming of Christ is the redemption of his people from 
their bondage ‘under law’….As Gentiles and Jews alike are ‘confined under sin’ in v22, so 
Gentiles and Jews alike are ‘confined under law’ here.”112 

3:23b-24 A common interpretation present, among Galatians’ examiners today, is that 
in v. 24 when Paul tells the Galatians, “The law, then, was our guardian until Christ” 
(HSCB), he is speaking of the Jewish people having to keep the Torah. Longnecker is one 
who asserts, “The point of the analogy here is not that the Mosaic law was a positive 
preparation for Christ…Rather the focus here is on the supervisory function of the law, the 
inferior status of one under such supervision, and the temporary nature of such a situation 
in the course of salvation history.”113 Yet is this a view—in addition to it leading to a 
conclusion where the Torah is not only effectively nullified for God’s people in the post-
resurrection era, but where it could also be viewed as dishonored—which adequately 
accounts for how all people need redemption from the Torah’s condemnation? 

At this point, many interpreters—in spite of how “the scripture has all men 
‘imprisoned’ under the power of sin” (v. 22, Phillips New Testament)—opt for the “we” 
statements made by Paul to regard only his fellow Jews, and not to all of his audience. So, 
when Paul says “before faith came, we were kept in custody under the law, being shut up to 
the faith which was later to be revealed” (v. 23), such confinement was considered only a 
Jewish issue. The clause eis tēn mellousan pistin apokaluphthēnai, “to the faith about to be 
revealed” (YLT), is thought to be taken with a temporal force, with the proposition eis to be 

 
112 Bruce, Galatians, pp 181-182. 
113 Longenecker, 148. 
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viewed “to denote a certain point or limit of time” (LS),114 hence the common rendering 
“until faith should be revealed” (RSV). The faith in view is undoubtedly the belief or trust to 
be placed in Yeshua and His redemptive work; being “confined under the law” (RSV), 
though, is thought to only be a Jewish issue, with the Messiah’s arrival now abolishing 
Moses’ Teaching. 

If Galatians 3:23 is approached from an individualistic perspective, the statement 
“before faith came, we were kept in custody under the law, being shut up to the faith which 
was later to be revealed,” regards the status of all people who were once condemned by 
God’s Torah as sinners, locked up in some kind of condemnation state before salvation. We 
should agree with Hegg, who says “it seems most natural to understand the phrase ‘before 
the faith came’115 to mean ‘before personal faith comes to those God saves.’”116 Only when 
people are able to recognize the significance of Yeshua’s faithfulness to die as a permanent 
sacrifice for human sin, this reality of faith having arrived to them, can they then be shown 
the great revelation of how faith in the Savior is to significantly transform them and allow 
them to enter into the Father’s destiny for their lives. This is something that the Apostle 
Paul did not want his Galatian audience to forget: what it took to get them to truly arrive at 
the significant faith in the Lord that they possess. 

While many would prefer to take the verb apokaluptō in v. 23b as regarding God’s plan 
in Yeshua “to be revealed” within salvation history, earlier in his letter Paul himself uses it 
to describe how “God, who had set me apart even from my mother's womb and called me 
through His grace, was pleased to reveal [apokaluptō] His Son in me so that I might preach 
Him among the Gentiles…” (1:15-16a). To have the importance of faith actually revealed to a 
newly saved person, who has just been freed from the guilt incurred by sin and Torah-
breaking, is entirely consistent with how Paul himself was redeemed. The initial 
salvation experience of faith in Yeshua is to be followed with a person being shown even 
more how significant the Messiah’s work is. It is more appropriate to render the clause eis 
tēn mellousan pistin apokaluphthēnai as something like: “to the faith intending117 to be 
revealed” (my translation), that which is destined to manifest itself in the redeemed. Paul 
acknowledges the initial entry of Messiah faith in someone’s life, leading to a greater 
revelation of what faith in Him and who He is encompasses. The preposition eis can notably 
also mean “to express relation, to or towards” (LS).118 Paul later specifies how the power of 

 
114 LS, 231. 
115 Grk. Pro tou de elthein tēn pistin; “before the coming of the faith” (YLT), something akin to the “arrival” of 

Messiah faith in someone’s life. 
116 Hegg, Galatians, 128. 
117 Grk. mellousan. 
I have chosen to render the verb mellō here along the lines of “to be inevitable, be destined, inevitable,” 

which for Galatians 3:23 is specifically noted for “w. aor. inf. [apokaluphthēnai] that is destined (acc. to God’s will) 
to be revealed” (BDAG, 628). 

118 LS, 231. 
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the good news is to lead one from faith to faith, meaning that the significant revelation of 
faith in Yeshua naturally gets deeper after one has been forgiven of sin and grows in Him: 

“For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation [to 
salvation, YLT; eis sōtērian] to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. 
For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith to faith [apokaluptetai ek pisteōs eis 
pistin]…” (Romans 1:16-17a). 

A proper view of Galatians 3:23 recognizes that: (1) saving faith is to manifest itself in 
the life of a Believer, (2) because of such faith one is freed from the imprisoning 
condemnation of sin and being “under law,” and (3) this results in being revealed a greater 
significance of faith as growth in Messiah begins. 

Having stated how those who are “under law,” locked up as condemned sinners, must 
have faith in Yeshua come into their lives—and consequently with the redeemed being 
shown the magnificent importance of such faith in Yeshua—Paul follows this by explaining 
a pre-Messiah function of the Torah. As rendered by the NASU, v. 24 reads as, 

“Therefore the Law has become our tutor to lead us to Messiah, so that we may be 
justified by faith.”119 

A majority of today’s interpreters take Galatians 3:24 as being a temporal function for 
Paul’s own Jewish people. From this perspective “our” means “Jewish,” and “the law was our 
custodian until Christ came” (RSV) or “the law was our disciplinarian until Christ came” 
(NRSV). The Torah was the Jewish “imprisoner,” so to speak, eis Christon. Highly reflective 
of this view, and one who definitely believes that the Torah is not to be followed in the post-
resurrection era, is Witherington, who concludes that “the Law as the pedagogue of God’s 
people lasted only until Christ came. Here eivj Cristo,n is surely to be taken in a temporal 
and not a telic sense.”120 Such an interpretation of v. 24 could lead one to conclude that Paul 
is a turncoat Jew, and he is saying that with the arrival of the Messiah that his own people 
do not have to observe the burden of having to keep any of the Law of Moses; it was, after 
all, only “until Christ.”121 

Much of how we look at Galatians 3:24 is influenced by how we look at the role of the 
paidagōgos, which is invariably translated as “tutor” (NASU), “custodian” (RSV/CJB), “child-
conductor” (YLT), “guardian” (HCSB), or “schoolmaster” (KJV), comparable to our English 
word “pedagogue.” Many examiners are in rightful agreement that “tutor” is not the best 
rendering for paidagōgos, as there is something specific to be understood from this term in 

 
119 New English Bible (Oxford and Cambridge: Oxford and Cambridge University Presses, 1970), NT p 241 has 

“the law was a kind of tutor in charge of us until Christ should come,” but notes the alternate rendering “Or a 
kind of tutor to conduct us to Christ.” 

120 Witherington, Galatians, 269. 
121 Longenecker, 149 does notably speak against this, claiming that “One may, of course, as a Jew continue 

to live a Jewish nomistic lifestyle for cultural, national, or pragmatic reasons. To be a Jewish believer in Jesus did 
not mean turning one’s back on one’s own culture or nation,” although he unfortunately further argues that 
things like circumcision or the dietary laws have nothing to do with “the life of faith.” 
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antiquity. In v. 24, we actually see Paul using a classical Greek term to express a Jewish 
concept.122 The paidagōgos was “Orig. ‘boy-leader’, the man, usu.[ally] a slave…whose duty it 
was to conduct a boy or youth…to and from school and to superintend his conduct gener.; he 
was not a ‘teacher’…When the young man became of age, the [paidagōgos] was no longer 
needed” (BDAG).123 In a classical sense, the paidagōgos was a protector who was to guard 
young boys on their way to school until they reached a certain age. This “disciplinarian” 
(NRSV) or “guardian” (ESV) would try to instill within them a basic sense of who a 
responsible citizen was, until they arrived at a point when they were old enough to take care 
of themselves. 

Within much of the ancient period, the paidagōgos had a widescale reputation for 
strictness. Betz indicates, “The figure of the pedagogue is looked upon as a hard but 
necessary instrument in bringing a person to achieve and realize virtue.”124 So here, the 
Torah is not that much more than a merciless taskmaster that has to beat proper behavior 
into someone. Witherington is more tempered, remarking that this point of view “is much 
too one-sided. There were both bad and good pedagogues and the latter were not rarer 
exceptions to a rule.”125 Paul is certainly not expecting his Galatian audience to apply all of 
the possible negative traits of a classical paidagōgos into his usage in v. 24. 

While strict in terms of discipline, and while various interpreters would oppose this 
conclusion, the paidagōgos did have an important educational function. As Plato would 
describe it, “Our sharp-eyed and efficient supervisor of the education of the young must 
redirect their natural development along the right lines, by always setting them on the 
paths of goodness as embodied in the legal code” (Laws 7.809).126 Dunn argues in favor of the 
paidagōgos, again while being strict, having a “responsibility to instruct in good manners, 
and to discipline and correct the youth when necessary.”127 TDNT further remarks that the 
Torah “is a paedagōgós while we are minors. During our minority we are under it and 
virtually in the position of slaves. With faith, however, we achieve adult sonship and a new 
immediacy to the Father which is far better than dependence on even the best 
‘pedagogue.’…It is a taskmaster with an educational role.”128 

The related verb to paidagōgos is paideuō, which can mean both “to provide instruction 
for informed and responsible living, educate” and “to assist in the development of a person’s 
ability to make appropriate choices, practice discipline” (BDAG).129 Paideuō is often employed 
in the Septuagint to render the Hebrew yasar, meaning, “chastise, discipline, rebuke,” and 

 
122 The term “pedagogue” does appear as a borrowed term in some Jewish literature (Ibid., pp 146-148). 
123 BDAG, 748. 
124 Betz, 177. 
125 Witherington, 263. 
126 Plato: The Laws, trans. Trevor J. Saunders (London: Penguin Books, 1970), 253. 
127 Dunn, Galatians, pp 198-199. 
128 G. Bertram, “education, instruction,” in TDNT, 757. 
129 BDAG, 749. 
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“teach, train” (CHALOT).130 It appears in Proverbs 29:19: “A slave will not be instructed 
[yasar] by words alone; for though he understands, there will be no response,” or “A 
stubborn servant will not be reproved [paideuō] by words: for even if he understands, still 
he will not obey” (LXE). Yet, even while the verb paideuō can relate to negative discipline or 
chastisement, it is used in the Apocrypha to represent the education of someone in the 
Tanach Scriptures: 

 
“Therefore set your desire on my words; long for them, and you will be instructed 
[paideuō]...Therefore be instructed [paideuō] by my words, and you will profit” 
(Wisdom 6:11, 25). 
 
“If you are willing, my son, you will be taught [paideuō], and if you apply yourself you 
will become clever” (Sirach 6:32). 
 
Another related term to paidagōgos is paideia, regarding “the state of being brought 

up properly, training” (BDAG).131 This notably appears in 2 Timothy 3:16, where Paul says 
“All Scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for 
training [paideia] in righteousness.” Also to be considered could be 4 Maccabees 1:17: 
“[There] is education [paideia] in the law132, by which we learn divine matters reverently 
and human affairs to our advantage.” 

Whether Galatians 3:24 should be understood in the context of the clause eis Christon 
meaning “to lead us to Christ” (NIV) or “until Christ came” (TNIV) is determined by the 
value judgment of a reader concluding whether or not the figure of the paidagōgos or 
pedagogue had any kind of educational role. No one can deny that the paidagōgos was a strict 
disciplinarian. While Witherington argues that “it was not unusual for the pedagogue to 
chide or even beat a child on occasion to achieve the desired form of behavior,” even he has 
to recognize “The pedgagogue did have a limited educational role…”133 All are agreed that 
the Torah function as a pedagogue regards the issuance of condemnation to Torah-breakers, 
but does this condemnation stir up within condemned persons the need for them to cry out 
to the Messiah—or did the Torah only have a limited function in protecting the Jewish 
people until the Messiah’s arrival? The combined disciplinarian-educator can actually be 
seen when we compare Galatians 3:24 to 2 Timothy 3:14-16: 

 
 
 
 

 
130 CHALOT, 137. 
131 BDAG, 749. 
132 Grk. estin hē tou nomou paideia. 
133 Witherington, Galatians, 265. 
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PAUL TO THE GALATIANS PAUL TO TIMOTHY 

 
Therefore the Law has become our 
tutor…to Messiah, so that we may be 
justified by faith (Galatians 3:24). 

 
You, however, continue in the things 
you have learned and become convinced 
of, knowing from whom you have 
learned them, and that from childhood 
you have known the sacred writings 
which are able to give you the wisdom 
that leads to salvation through faith 
which is in Messiah Yeshua. All 
Scripture is inspired by God and 
profitable for teaching, for reproof, for 
correction, for training in righteousness 
(2 Timothy 3:14-16). 
 

 
The Apostle Paul lauded Timothy for how he was raised by his mother and 

grandmother (2 Timothy 1:5) in the Tanach Scriptures, which are Holy Texts to be employed 
for paideian tēn en dikaiosunē, “training in righteousness” (2 Timothy 3:16). The Torah and 
Tanach are going to train people in ways of righteousness, whether they are redeemed or 
unredeemed, and for the latter such training will undeniably involve chastisement. The 
Torah, Prophets, and Writings are going to always reveal a person’s innate need for a 
Divine Redeemer—One whom the Father has provided in His Son Yeshua (Jesus). Paul quite 
keenly says of the Tanach Scriptures, that they are “able to make you wise to salvation 
through belief in Messiah Yeshua” (my translation), eis sōtērian dia pisteōs tēs en Christō Iēsou. 
In 2 Timothy 3:15, the preposition eis involves Timothy’s training in the Tanach leading to 
his salvation. 

There is no reason at all why the clause eis Christon cannot be viewed as “to Christ.” It is 
true that a version like the NASU has added some words in italics with “the Law has become 
our tutor to lead us to Christ” and the NKJV has the similar “the law was our tutor to bring us 
to Christ.”134 These words are justifiably added to recognize the appropriate preparatory role 
of the pedagogue: eis Christon, “to Christ”—which is comparable to eis sōtērian, “to 
salvation.” In v. 24 the perfect verb gegonen is used, indicating that the role of the Torah as 
pedagogue, while something done in the past, still has an ongoing effect for born again 

 
134 Two notable Messianic versions render v. 24 along these lines. The 2011 Tree of Life—The New 

Covenant has, “Therefore the Torah because our guardian to lead us to Messiah, so that we might be made right 
based on trusting.” The 2011 The Messianic Writings has, “By this the Law has been our childhood guardian to 
bring us to Messiah, so that we might be declared righteous from faith.” 

The Complete Jewish Bible, unfortunately, represents an alternative view for the clause eis Christon: 
“Accordingly, the Torah functioned as a custodian until the Messiah came, so that we might be declared 
righteous on the ground of trusting and being faithful.” 
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Believers. The Torah having once served a pedagogue for the redeemed—a strict 
disciplinarian for those who have now arrived at faith in Yeshua—does not allow for people 
to dispense with its instructions. When Matthew 1:21 informs Bible readers, “Now all this 
took place to fulfill [gegonen] what was spoken by the Lord through the prophet,” are we 
expected to throw away and ignore the Messianic prophecies now that they have been 
fulfilled via the Incarnation of Yeshua? Or are we to understand them in a new light? 

There is every reason to recognize the validity of the Torah serving as the 
pedagogue leading individuals in need of salvation to the Messiah. Yet, even if we were 
to view Galatians 3:24 from the perspective of the Torah serving as a strict disciplinarian 
“until Christ,” meaning “until Christ came into our lives,” this should not automatically mean 
that God’s Law gets cast aside as unimportant. The function of the Torah as a pedagogue is 
over for those who recognize the Messiah, whether you render the clause eis Christon as 
“until Christ” or “to Christ.” 

While some might want to argue against the view that the Torah is to serve as an 
individual’s pedagogue—concluding that the “we” Paul is speaking of in v. 24 is just “we 
Jews”—the Torah did indeed play a role in the non-Jewish Galatians’ own salvation 
experience. Paul’s visit to Southern Galatia in Acts chs. 13-14 reveals that he certainly taught 
about Yeshua from the Torah and Prophets to more than just Jews, observing that He 
provided a forgiveness from sins and freedom that the Torah could not provide (Acts 13:38-
39, 43). 

In various sectors of today’s Messianic movement, Galatians 3:24 has been viewed from 
the perspective of a young man or young woman being prepared for bar/bat mitzvah.135 In 
Judaism, boys and girls are taught the commandments of the Torah from their infancy. The 
commandments are rigorously instilled in them so that by the time they reach puberty, 
usually by the age of 12 or 13, one who goes through his or her bar/bat mitzvah recognizes 
that he is accountable for being a member of the Jewish community. While it is now 
traditional to hold festivities and parties for bar/bat mitzvah, the First Century historian 
Josephus recorded, “when I was a child, and about fourteen years of age, I was commended 
by all for the love I had to learning; on which account the high priests and principal men of 
the city came then frequently to me together, in order to know my opinion about the 
accurate understanding of points of the law” (Life 1.9).136 A major role in a bar/bat mitzvah 
ceremony (or even in a Protestant Christian denomination confirming a youth as a church 
member) is so that young people arrive at the point of being aware of their responsibilities 
before God, and that they have an understanding of the Scriptures. 

The practice of preparing a youth for bar/bat mitzvah is to instill in the boy or girl the 
understanding that he or she is accountable for living up to the Torah’s standards. The 
Torah up to this point serves as the person’s tutor or schoolmaster, and hopefully when the 

 
135 Cf. Ariel and D’vorah Berkowitz, Torah Rediscovered (Lakewood, CO: First Fruits of Zion, 1996), pp 23-24. 
136 The Works of Josephus: Complete and Unabridged, 1. 
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youth gets up to the bema to read from the Torah scroll, he or she has an understanding that 
this is very serious in the eyes of the God of Israel. In a Messianic context, we surely hope 
that a young person undergoing bar/bat mitzvah has truly come to that moment where he or 
she realizes that the Torah is not enough, and that it is the Lord Yeshua to which its 
instructions inevitably point. 

In the view of Galatians 3:24, God’s Law as pedagogue is to rigorously instill within us a 
sense of His holiness and righteousness, but our innate inability to ultimately keep its 
commandments perfectly should lead us to faith in the Messiah. When salvation from our 
sin comes, the key principles of God’s Torah are to certainly remain instilled with us. As we 
then grow and mature in such salvation, with the New Covenant promise of the Torah being 
supernaturally transcribed on our hearts now in play (Jeremiah 31:31-34; Ezekiel 36:25-27), 
we can fufill the Torah in emulation of Messiah Yeshua (Matthew 5:17-19), surely 
demonstrating it in action via good works of mercy and kindness toward others. 

It cannot go overlooked how those who see Galatians 3:24, relegating the Torah for a 
previous era, still have to affirm that Christian Believers today are not dismissed from 
following any set of Biblical guidelines for living. The thought of Witherington, at least, is 
that “the pedagogue [of the Law] is replaced in the life of the Christian by other things, 
namely: (1) the example of Christ; (2) the ‘Law’ or principle of Christ; and (3) the Holy 
Spirit.”137 None of today’s Messianic Believers should think that these qualities are 
unimportant; they certainly are. But how can we truly understand these things as the 
Messiah Himself and the Apostles would have understood them without understanding the 
message of the Torah and Tanach? How can we be everything that Yeshua was without 
adhering to a Torah ethic? Simply stating that one must follow the example of Christ and the 
Holy Spirit is too vague without given some more specific framework. One of the most 
important ways that born again Believers can fairly understand the symbiosis between trust 
in the Messiah, and obedience to God’s Torah, is seen in the John Wesley sermon “Properties 
of the Law”: 

“I cannot spare the law one moment, no more than I can spare Christ: seeing I now 
want it as much, to keep me to Christ, as I ever wanted it to bring me to him…Indeed each is 
continually sending me to the other,—the law to Christ, and Christ to the law. On the one 
hand, the height and depth of the law constrain me to fly to the love of God in Christ; on the 
other, the love of God in Christ endears the law to me ‘above gold or precious stones;’ seeing 
I know every part of it is a gracious promise, which my Lord will fulfill in its season.”138 

Is Paul’s vantage point in v. 24 that the Torah functions only as the Jews’ disciplinarian, 
or the disciplinarian of the individual prior to receiving the gospel and being transformed? 
If Paul is speaking to his “brethren” (v. 15) in Yeshua in Galatia, then surely the Torah has 
played a role for all of them—both Jewish and non-Jewish—“so that we [plural] might be 

 
137 Ibid., 266. 
138 N. Burwash, ed., Wesley’s Doctrinal Standards Part I: The Sermons, with Introductions, Analysis, and Notes 

(Salem, OH: Schmul Publishing, 1988), 350. 
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justified by faith.” The Torah served as a paidagōgos for all of them in their salvation 
experience. The Torah played a role in them understanding their sin nature and how they 
failed to live up to its high and holy standard. More importantly, the Torah showed them 
their need for a Redeemer. 

3:25 In v. 25 Paul can say, “But now that faith has come, we are no longer under a 
tutor,” hupo paidagōgon. Does this mean that the principles that the Torah was to instill 
should be cast aside? Or, when one comes to faith in Messiah has the Torah’s function as a 
pedagogue ended? Are the ethics and morality of the Torah no longer important? The thought 
of many is that this means no longer being “under the supervision of the law” (NIV), and 
that God’s people should not be concerned about keeping God’s Law. Is this a valid approach 
to Galatians 3:25? 

In the previous remarks on Galatians 3:24, we have described how the ancient classical 
figure of the paidagōgos is like a strict disciplinarian. While having an educational role for 
those on the road to saving faith, the paidagōgos is still going to condemn a person more 
often than not. Paul’s word “But now that faith has come, we are no longer under a 
pedagogue” (my translation), should be understood from the perspective that after a person 
has arrived at salvation in the Messiah Yeshua, the Torah’s function as a paidagōgos is over. 
Bruce ably comments, “with the coming of faith believers have come of age and no longer 
require to be under the control of a slave-attendant: [hupo paidagōgon] has the same sense as 
[hupo nomon] in v. 23.”139 A fulfillment of the Torah in acts of love, focused around the fruit 
of the Spirit, is clearly to begin (5:14-6:2). For the redeemed, the function of God’s Torah 
only condemning people with guilt because of their disobedience has ended. 

In what context are born again Believers no longer “under a tutor”? If we are in the 
faith and have reached a point of spiritual maturity where we know what the Torah tells us 
is right and wrong, and we have repented of our sins and been spiritually regenerated, we 
have no need for the Torah to serve as a paidagōgos. We have no need for this kind of 
rigorous training, because if we have experienced the new birth we naturally want to obey 
our Heavenly Father through the empowerment of the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit will convict 
us and remind us as we study the Scriptures, as we pray, and as we sincerely seek the Lord 
about what we should and should not be doing. For those truly saved and earnestly seeking 
the Lord, the Torah no longer serves as a schoolmaster, because we should be naturally 
following God’s commandments as an outward part of our walk of faith. 

The Jewish philosopher Philo also expressed how “there is an undying law set up and 
established in the nature of the universe...that instruction is a salutary and saving thing, but 
that ignorance is the cause of disease and destruction” (On Drunkenness 141).140 The goal of 
any kind of instruction given by God is to be salvation, especially as human beings 
understand their limitations in light of His eternal holiness and perfection. And while it is 

 
139 Bruce, Galatians, 183. 
140 The Works of Philo: Complete and Unabridged, 219; cf. Noah’s Work As a Planter 144. 
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most imperative for our mortal inability to fully obey the Lord to drive us to the cross of 
Yeshua in confession and repentance, instruction in sanctification is to truly follow being 
saved as the Holy Spirit takes up residence within us and transforms us to be more like Him. 
Some of this involves further discipline (1 Corinthians 11:32; Hebrews 12:6; cf. Proverbs 3:12) 
when we err, but it also involves opportunities for God’s people to simply demonstrate His 
good character to others (1 Thessalonians 2:10). 

In order for the Law to have actually once functioned as an individual’s tutor or 
pedagogue: people have to know it. Where in mainstream Christianity today are the 
commandments of the Torah really taught to even lead people to faith? Are God’s 
commandments being taught in Sunday school so that the youth can know that they are 
sinners and that they need a Redeemer? Surely if they were in greater numbers than they 
currently are, some of the moral dilemmas that the contemporary Church faces would not 
be present. Unfortunately, the “salvation history” reading of Galatians 3:22-25, which we 
have just elaborated upon, has done much of the current generation a serious disservice: 
Christian people are really not being instructed in the Law of Moses. The role that the 
Torah plays, or has played, in seeing Yeshua arrive onto the scene of history and into the 
lives of the redeemed—is not that appreciated. Hegg offers us some key observations: 

“[I]n the metaphor Paul uses, when one has arrived at the teacher, one does not 
therefore despise the pedagogue who lead him there! If anything, one is more appreciative of 
the custodian because he has performed his duties faithfully. In the same way, when a 
sinner comes to realize that he is unable to remedy himself of his guilt, and when the Torah 
leads the sinner to Yeshua, the only remedy for sin, he is forever grateful for the role of the 
Torah in leading to Yeshua. Far from considering the Torah to have been worthless, he 
recognizes the strategic role it has played.”141 

Indeed, as redeemed Believers are no longer “under a tutor,” we should nonetheless be 
most grateful that the Torah-function as pedagogue has led us to the Divine Savior, Yeshua the 
Messiah. Following our salvation, we should demonstrate the appropriate respect, honor, 
and obedience that is due Moses’ Teaching. 

Now, with Yeshua’s faithfulness manifest via His death and atoning sacrifice, the 
Torah’s condemnation upon sinners has been lifted. When people acknowledge and believe this 
they can be saved! The purpose of the Torah for unredeemed people is to show them their 
need for a Redeemer, having once served as a schoolmaster or strict disciplinarian for those 
on the road to saving faith (v. 24). God’s giving of the Torah was never to force people to 
earn salvation by keeping it, but rather show people the need for something greater: a 
permanent fix for the human sin problem being required (cf. Hebrews 10:1-7). When any of 
us read the Torah and Tanach, we need to understand how a major trajectory of it is the 
promise that is totally manifested in Yeshua’s faithfulness unto death. 

 
141 Hegg, Galatians, 130. 
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The motive, for obeying God’s commandments as a born again Believer, is in 
recognizing “that faith has come.” The tutor has performed its job well, showing us our need 
for salvation, because without Divine intervention all we will be is condemned. Being 
people of the New Covenant, transformed by God’s Spirit, He will write His commandments 
onto the transformed heart (Jeremiah 31:31-33; Ezekiel 36:26). Being saved, we will obey the 
Father as we strive to emulate the Son’s faithfulness, and mature in the new relationship 
that we have. And, we will know that such obedience comes because He wants us to be holy 
and set-apart, not that we feel that Yeshua’s faithfulness demonstrated for us is insufficient. 

Indeed, one must recognize that in the Torah God’s people are called to be “a kingdom 
of priests and a holy nation” (Exodus 19:6; cf. 1 Peter 2:5). God’s people are called to be a 
missional community active in the world, making a difference. Any good Christian 
theologian agrees with this. Having the Torah’s principles imbued into the human person 
empowered by God’s Spirit makes the Torah even more important following salvation—not 
less important. 

While vs. 23-25 have unfortunately taken more of an anti-Torah connotation in recent 
decades among interpreters, there are some positive developments. Several more modern 
commentaries do not discount Paul as recognizing that the Torah had value for First 
Century Jewish Believers. Longenecker validity asserts, “To be a Jewish believer in Jesus did 
not mean turning one’s back on one’s own culture or nation.”142 He and others would assert 
that for Jewish identity the Torah indeed played an important role. The significant question 
that the Messianic community is trying to answer today, though, is not whether the Torah 
has an important role for Jewish Believers in Yeshua—it does. The question that is being 
discussed and debated today is whether or not the Torah has a role to play in the faith 
experience of non-Jewish Believers, and how to fairly handle the expectation of the 
Prophets, which is that in the end-time the nations were to come to Zion to be taught the 
Torah (Isaiah 2:2-4; Micah 4:1-3). 

To answer this question, I personally believe that we need to take a look at the spiritual 
condition of today’s Christian Church, overwhelmingly dominated by non-Jewish people. 
Much of today’s evangelical Christianity is suffering because of downplaying or outright 
casting aside the ethos of the Torah. The comments of a commentator such as Longenecker 
adequately summarize the difficulty that today’s Church faces: 

“The Christian church today has many who formally oppose legalism but hold firmly to 
nomism. There is a religion of piety that they believe to be God-honoring. What they fail to 
realize, however, is that in many ways they are recapitulating the error of the Judaizers.”143 

While this is likely not his intention, are modern-day Christian “Judaizers” those who 
oppose gross sins such as homosexuality on the grounds of God’s commandments in 
Leviticus 18? Are those who oppose murder, theft, or adultery on the basis of the Ten 
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Commandments “Judaizers”? Note that the remarks above are not directed toward Torah 
observant Messianics who keep the seventh-day Sabbath or eat kosher; they are directed 
against Church going Christians who afford a high regard to God’s Law, mostly as it 
concerns ethical and moral matters. These are the people who as young children were likely 
taught the basics of right and wrong from the pedagogue of the Torah (even if a bit under-
encompassing in some areas). 

It is unfortunate that much of today’s Church has cast aside the relevance of the Torah, 
so much that even sincere theologians consider “nomism” to be a modern manifestation of 
“Judaizing.” Today’s Messianic movement has an awesome responsibility not only as we 
restore the forgotten Hebraic Roots of the faith, but also as we can provide solid theological 
answers to those Church goers who have a high regard for the ethos of the Torah that their 
denomination may be disregarding. We also have the responsibility to demonstrate not 
legalism, but that the pedagogue of the Torah has truly led us to Yeshua, that its principles 
are firmly embedded in our hearts, and that we follow its principles emulating the example 
of Yeshua—most especially by demonstrating His love. 

Galatians 3:23-25 should be a reality that has been made manifest in each one of our lives. 
Prior to salvation, we each stood under the condemnation of God’s Law, having violated its 
statutes. Some of us knew we were dead guilty of transgressing many of God’s specific 
commandments. Others of us knew we were just guilty of doing wrong things, and that we 
would be pretty horrified if we ever stood before our Maker. Specific or general knowledge 
of sin and transgression does not matter in terms of standing condemned before the Creator, 
as James the Just specifies how one who “fails in one point has become guilty of all of it” 
(James 2:10). Such an experience of guilt and fear before the Heavenly Father should have 
led each of us to the salvation provided in His Son (v. 24)! 

 
Excursus: Are Messianic Youth Properly Trained  

in the Torah and All the Scriptures? 
 
When we consider Paul’s description of the Torah as serving as a pedagogue, some 

difficult questions are asked of us as Believers considering whether or not any of us 
were actually trained in the basics of the Torah. If Paul intends the Torah to serve as a 
pedagogue for all, or at least most, who come to faith in Yeshua, what is this to say 
about Christians—and also Messianics—today? Are any of us properly trained in the 
Torah? What role does the Torah play in showing us our depravity as sinners, and our 
inherent need for a Divine Savior? 

One of the most confusing passages in the Bible for many today is Yeshua’s words, 
“Truly I say to you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God like a child will not 
enter it at all” (Mark 10:15; cf. Matthew 19:14). Many in the contemporary Church have 
concluded that what Yeshua is saying here is that the best time to receive salvation is 
when one is a small child. The problem with this is that a small child cannot 
understand his or her sin nature as demonstrated by Scripture. A small child might have 
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some kind of rudimentary understanding of right and wrong, and a small child might 
understand some of God’s love—but a small child cannot comprehend his or her sin 
nature, knowing that condemned sinners are worthy of eternal punishment. 

The purpose of the Torah as pedagogue is to train individuals in what the God of 
Israel considers acceptable and unacceptable behavior, clearly laying forth the 
penalties of disobedience to Him. In the Jewish tradition, it takes anywhere between 
twelve and fourteen years for a child to be prepared for adulthood, knowing the 
principles of right and wrong, and the responsibilities that one is to be cognizant of as 
a member of the Jewish community. During the years between birth and bar/bat 
mitzvah, Jewish children are trained in the commandments of the Torah and principles 
of the Tanach, to prepare them to be accountable. Often this is accompanied with some 
kind of Hebrew study, with the youth also becoming familiar with Jewish history and 
tradition. 

Interestingly enough, many Protestant denominations follow a similar, yet less 
rigorous process with confirmation. Youth preparing to enter their teens go through 
confirmation classes by learning the basic stories and principles of the Bible, Christian 
history, the traditions of the denomination, and their role as young people in the 
contemporary Church. Confirmation classes are often held separately from Sunday 
School, even though they take on a similar format. 

I can remember in 1993 going through confirmation classes in the United 
Methodist Church, where I went to take several weeks of classes independent of 
Sunday School, and our pastor took about a dozen or so male youth on a day-long 
houseboat cruise on the Ohio River. We read Scripture passages, we prayed, and we 
discussed issues that were pertinent to us as young people. One of the prominent 
issues that we discussed, especially as many of us were just entering puberty, was 
human sexuality. The issue had actually been forced because we had all stopped at a 
truck stop on the way to the marina, and several of us had noticed a condom dispenser 
in the men’s room. Some did not know what this was, and our pastor was very gracious 
to discuss the issue. While none of us were Messianic, we certainly did focus on God’s 
commandments and moral expectations of us that afternoon. 

How many of us were trained in the truths of the Torah—even if they were just the 
Ten Commandments from a limited Christian understanding—that we were sinners in 
the eyes of God and needed His salvation? How many of us had the Torah guarding us 
while we were young, so that in the future when we reached a point of maturity, we no 
longer had to be reminded of the basic truths of what was sin and not sin? Did we ever 
have the Torah function as a pedagogue for us in any capacity? 

Boice makes the surprising observation, “the experience of passing from law to 
promise needs to be repeated in everyone who comes to faith in Christ Jesus, for the 
law condemns in order that faith might make alive.”144 Boice is correct; all sinners must 
be shown their sin from their violation of God’s Law. But how often does this actually 
happen in the Christian Church today? In a Christian Church that has largely sluffed 
away the Torah, are new Believers to Christ actually shown their sin from the Torah, 
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told that they need to confess and repent of this sin, and once redeemed discipled in a 
life of holiness? While we cannot speak in broad terms, the problems that the 
contemporary Church faces today are a direct result of the fact that this largely does 
not happen. The majority of people who profess faith in Yeshua did not have the 
Torah serve as their pedagogue, or even limited pedagogue. 

It is not that difficult to enter into a Messianic congregation or fellowship today 
and discover that a great deal of teaching emphasis is placed on the Torah. The weekly 
Torah cycle often dominates a Shabbat teaching. It is certainly good for Messianic 
congregations to focus on Scriptures that too many of our Christian brethren ignore. 
We need to know the essential stories and foundational decrees that compose our faith, 
and ultimately our belief in Yeshua. We need to know what the God of Israel considers 
proper and improper behavior, and have a firm theological foundation that begins with 
Genesis. But what is actually discussed from the weekly parashah, and how the 
material is delivered is a much more complicated issue. Does the Torah actually guide 
us as a standard of holiness? 

It has been my observation over the past ten to fifteen years (1997-2012) that the 
Messianic community as a whole largely does not understand the proper role that 
the Torah is to play as pedagogue. The Torah as pedagogue is to train people on the way 
to salvation in what God considers to be righteous and unrighteous. The Torah 
following salvation is by no means to be discarded, but can then serve as the “ethos 
statement” of one’s life, as consistent study of the Torah as God’s Word is to then 
enable a person to fulfill His Divine mission. Prior to salvation, the Torah serves as a 
person’s pedagogue, and after salvation it serves as a person’s assignment book from 
the Holy One. 

This is largely what we do not see in many Messianic congregations. For too many 
of our Messianic brethren, Torah observance is used to “prove” to others that they are 
“better” than our Christian brethren. Torah observance is not adopted as a proper way 
of holy living, but to indeed demonstrate “superior sanctity,” be it non-Jewish 
Believers embracing their Hebraic Roots or Jewish Believers having an over-inflated 
view of their ethnic and cultural heritage. Torah teachers who adopt this approach 
often do not teach from the Torah’s instruction as a pedagogue would, challenging 
Messianic Believers with whether or not they have truly lived up to God’s high 
standard. Instead, too much of the “Torah teaching” we are submitted to, can be 
disengaged from the ethical and moral demands of the text, and the weekly parashah is 
largely used as a springboard for teachers to “rant” on either the ills of Christianity or 
society—rather than used as a place for providing solutions. And worse enough, the 
solution to the world’s problems, Yeshua the Messiah, is often not provided. Notably, 
in the time I have been in the Messianic movement, pertinent issues like sexuality 
(which the Torah certainly talks about) have never been discussed at any of the youth 
or adult meetings I have been a part of. 

The impact that this has on Messianic youth is going to be quite severe if things do 
not begin to change. Are Messianic youth being properly trained in the Torah? 
Certainly, there are many good traditions from the Jewish practice of bar/bat mitzvah 
that should be integrated into our congregations. I think it is a good thing for a young 
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boy or girl to learn some Hebrew to read his or her parashah, and that young people 
should be honored by the adults as they enter into their “adulthood” and begin to take 
positions of responsibility in the assembly. But preparing for bar/bat mitzvah should be 
more than just learning some Hebrew and having a party. We should integrate the 
elements of the Christian confirmation, where the ethical and moral issues that 
directly concern today’s teens should be discussed. Yet, how can we address those 
issues with youth if we do not tend to even address them with adults? 

Many Messianic congregations do not have a large number of youth (at least 
today) to warrant bar/bat mitzvah classes. At most, such youth prior to bar/bat mitzvah 
might have a few consultations with their rabbi, pastor, or congregational leader. This 
means it is incumbent upon such a leader to make sure that the youth are trained from 
the bema/pulpit in the proper principles of life during the weekly Shabbat service. 
Furthermore, to limit the youth or anyone to exclusively the Torah, and not to provide 
teachings from the Prophets or Apostolic Scriptures, is also a severe mistake. 
Messianic youth preparing for bar/bat mitzvah need to know the commandments of the 
Torah, the stories of the Bible, and the essentials of the gospel. If they have truly not 
had a born again experience by this point in time, the bar/bat mitzvah process should 
be so serious that a true coming to Messiah faith should follow shortly thereafter. 

Questions are being asked today not only about how we properly teach from the 
Torah (not avoiding some of its controversial issues), but also how we are to have more 
well-rounded teachings from all parts of the Bible. Too many Messianic assemblies 
exclusively analyze the Torah. Sadly, they may be just as theologically neutered as those 
in the Christian Church who just focus on the “New Testament.” Likewise, people 
attending a congregation where not only the same parashah is addressed every year, 
but the teaching every year is on the exact same points of the parashah, can become dis-
empowered from fulfilling God’s purpose for their lives. The Torah can become stale, 
dis-enlivened, and also boring. This need not take place with a Bible as big as we have. 
People need to know about the results of disobedience to God, as seen all throughout 
the histories and Prophets of the Tanach, and most importantly the life and ministry 
of Yeshua the Messiah who came to bring us all salvation. 

We need to have leaders and teachers with discernment, who can appropriate 
themes and broad principles from the Torah, connecting them to other parts of the 
Bible when they stand before the congregation to speak. Youth, as well as adults, are 
listening and looking for an appropriate model to emulate. Some congregations 
desperately need to consider the example seen in Pisidian Antioch (Acts 13:15-16), 
where short teachings from the Torah and the Prophets were given. A similar format 
needs to be adapted whereby a small 15-20 minute Torah teaching could be offered, 
later followed by an actual 30-45 minute sermon that might take a broad theme seen in 
the weekly parashah, or address other pertinent issues facing the local assembly and/or 
community. 
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26 For you are all sons of God through faith in Messiah Yeshua. 27 For all of you 
who were baptized into Messiah have clothed yourselves with Messiah. 28 There 
is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free man, there is neither 
male nor female; for you are all one in Messiah Yeshua. 29 And if you belong to 
Messiah, then you are Abraham's descendants, heirs according to promise. 
 
3:26 The significance of v. 26 is very important for Paul asserting to the Galatians, what 

it meant for the pedagogue of the Torah to have led them, specifically, to the Messiah 
Yeshua (vs. 22-25). He says, “in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith” 
(TNIV). This is a place where a more inclusive language translation of huioi Theou as either 
“children” (NRSV/TNIV) or “sons and daughters” would probably be justified, as v. 28 will 
later specify that “there is neither male nor female.” This status of being a child, meaning a 
son or daughter, of God, is afforded dia tēs pisteōs en Christō Iēsou, “through faith in Messiah 
Yeshua.” 

We should not disagree with any evangelical Christian Believer who places a high 
priority on faith in Yeshua, because to disagree with such a person would be to disagree 
with the Apostle Paul. Faith in Yeshua is essential to be considered a child of God, and 
by extension to be considered a member of His corporate people. But, is faith in one’s 
“faith,” as it may be commonly argued, solely enough? What about good works and 
obedience? Is Paul not concerned about these things? This is where we have to particularize 
the Galatians’ situation as approached by Paul, and remember the circumstances he is 
addressing, before we apply these words to our setting(s) today. Whereas in First Century 
Galatia, conformity to (sectarian) works were placed before faith in God, in today’s Church 
one often unfortunately finds obedience and good works rather downplayed. 

3:27 In v. 27, Paul emphasizes the key, outward sign that a person would go through, in 
order to be considered a member of God’s own. The Influencers in Galatia had emphasized 
ritual proselyte circumcision as being necessary. Paul, however, placed a greater emphasis 
on the rite of ritual immersion in water, more commonly called baptism (derived from the 
verb baptizō) when compared to circumcision. He says “as many of you as were immersed 
into the Messiah have clothed yourselves with the Messiah” (CJB).  

If Paul is at all to be considered a sort of moderate, Hillelite Pharisee, then placing an 
emphasis on water immersion over circumcision was in some cases to be possibly 
considered sufficient for one to be a part of the faith community without circumcision. The 
Talmud records that there were instances where proselytes to Judaism did not have to 
undergo physical circumcision: 

“Our rabbis have taught on Tannaite authority: A proselyte who was circumcised but did 
not immerse—R. Eliezer says, ‘Lo, this one is a valid proselyte. For so we find in the case of 
our fathers that they circumcised themselves but did not immerse.’ If he immersed but did 
not circumcise—R. Joshua says ‘Lo, this one is a proper proselyte, for so we find in the 
case of our mothers that they immersed but did not circumcise.’ And sages say, ‘If he 
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immersed but did not circumcise, circumcise but did not immerse, he is no proselyte — 
until he both circumcises himself and immerses’” (b.Yevamot 46a).145 

Similar to this, there would have probably been some Jews in the First Century 
Messianic community, seeing people from the nations come to faith, and being immersed in 
water, realizing that this was sufficient for them to be outwardly recognized as members of 
God’s people. There were certainly Greco-Roman social pressures against being physically 
circumcised, such as those being in some kind of civil service being regarded as traitors to 
the state (and then executed). The community of Messiah followers would have definitely 
regarded water immersion as being sufficient as an outward symbol, in such an 
environment. 

Why does Paul emphasize immersion over circumcision? Certainly, we all know the scene of 
John the Baptist immersing people in the Jordan River, and how Yeshua was similarly 
immersed, and so there is a degree of repetition to be considered. From his own writings 
later on, the emphasis of water immersion is obvious, especially given its connection to the 
death, burial, and resurrection of Yeshua: 

“Or do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Messiah Yeshua have 
been baptized into His death? Therefore we have been buried with Him through baptism 
into death, so that as Messiah was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, so 
we too might walk in newness of life” (Romans 6:3-4). 

A spiritual circumcision of the heart and mind is also emphasized by Paul, something 
that is to come about via the regeneration available in the good news, and this is coupled 
with water immersion representing an identification with the work of the Messiah: 

“[A]nd in Him you were also circumcised with a circumcision made without hands, in 
the removal of the body of the flesh by the circumcision of Messiah; having been buried 
with Him in baptism, in which you were also raised up with Him through faith in the 
working of God, who raised Him from the dead.” (Colossians 2:11-12). 

Also key in Paul emphasizing water immersion, over circumcision, is his later 
comment in v. 28, “there is neither male nor female.” Whereas circumcision could 
technically only be practiced by males (notwithstanding “circumcision” in Galatians widely 
being a shorthand reference to “ritual proselyte  conversion”), water immersion was 
something that both males and females could practice. 

Some of us need to be reminded that Paul’s “baptism” was not necessarily the same as 
the Christian rite of baptism that is present today in either Catholicism or Protestantism 
(especially as there is great diversity among denominational traditions regarding 
“baptism”). Paul’s baptism or immersion is more closely connected with the mikveh bath, a 
term seen throughout in Rabbinical literature.146 This was a special gathering of water used 

 
145 The Babylonian Talmud: A Translation and Commentary. 
146 A mikveh is a “gathering of water, esp. the ritual bath of purification” (Jastrow, 829). 
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for ritual cleansing prior to one entering into the Temple complex, or performing other 
sacred duties as specified in the Torah. 

The result of one actually being “baptized” or “immersed” eis Christon, “into Messiah,” 
is that one has “put on Christ as a garment” (NEB). There are several Tanach passages to be 
considered, which Paul may have had in mind, when asserting this: 

 
“Let Your priests be clothed with righteousness, and let Your godly ones sing for joy” 
(Psalm 132:9). 
 
“I will rejoice greatly in the LORD, my soul will exult in my God; for He has clothed me 
with garments of salvation, he has wrapped me with a robe of righteousness, as a 
bridegroom decks himself with a garland, and as a bride adorns herself with her 
jewels” (Isaiah 61:10; cf. 64:6). 
 
Beyond immersion being something that can be observed by both males and females, 

and in addition to immersion representing one’s identification with Yeshua’s death, burial, 
and resurrection—is how it is something that portrays one’s sin being washed away. A 
person entering into a mikveh bath, declaring his or her trust in Yeshua, has made a 
symbolic action indicating that sin has been remitted by Him. As Isaiah 64:6 declares, “all of 
us have become like one who is unclean, and all our righteous deeds are like a filthy 
garment.” This old status has been taken away by Messiah Yeshua. Ezekiel 36:25 can also be 
considered: “Then I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean; I will cleanse 
you from all your filthiness and from all your idols.” 

By being “clothed” by Him, Believers are to now commit themselves to holy lives, 
following His example, and living according to His righteousness. In living a life like 
Yeshua, the Torah will undoubtedly come into the equation as His mission was to “fulfill the 
Law” (Matthew 5:17). Yeshua’s life actions and teachings are deeply rooted in the Torah and 
Tanach, and it is where His followers’ “good works” (Matthew 5:16) are widely defined (cf. 
6:2). 

3:28 Even though the Apostle Paul may be regarded as “moderate” in regard to placing 
a priority on immersion over circumcision (v. 27), a place where he is most definitely not 
moderate regards the required unity of all Believers in Yeshua. He forthrightly states, 
“There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor 
female—for you are all one in Messiah Yeshua” (TLV). Three categories of people are listed 
in v. 28: nationalities, slave/free status, and gender. These various conditions have 
absolutely no bearing when it comes to being “one.” Unity in Yeshua goes beyond all 
ethnic and gender barriers. The introductory notes for Galatians, seen in the 2011 Tree of 
Life Messianic Family Bible—The New Covenant, are fairly appreciable here: 

“The well-known verse in Galatians 3:28 does not seek to abolish all distinctions 
between Jews and Gentiles (any more than it abolishes all distinctions between men and 
women!), but rather tells us that all people have equal access to God and that all come to him 
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in the same way. As a result, there is a unity in the body of Messiah that transcends Jewish-
Gentile distinction.”147 

V. 28 carries some profound significance for any Messiah follower, which all sectors of 
the worldwide Body of Messiah have struggled with, both in the time that Paul made this 
claim, and in the many centuries following. Paul’s argument is not that natural ethnic, 
cultural, and gender barriers go away—because distinctions among people, especially 
anatomical ones, do exist—but that a strong degree of unity should prevail considering that 
all are sinners in the eyes of God and require the atonement of His Son for salvation. Jews 
are still Jews, and Greeks are still Greeks. Males certainly do not stop being males, nor 
females being females. But Yeshua, who He is as Divine Savior, and what He has 
accomplished in being sacrificed for human sin, is to be the focus of one’s faith or 
religious experience. Yet, even with many distinctions still remaining intact, it can 
definitely be said that a person’s human distinctions mean less to our Eternal God, than they 
do to a limited mortal thinking them to be important. 

Paul’s words, favoring this kind of “radical” unity for Believers in Yeshua, take on great 
significance when viewed against the backdrop of knowing that proselytes to Judaism were 
not often treated as equal members of the Synagogue. The Mishnah indicates a common 
occurrence that “when he [the proselyte] prays in private, he says, ‘God of the fathers of 
Israel.’ And when he prays in the synagogue, he says, ‘God of your fathers’” (m.Bikkurim 
1:4).148 Paul’s attitude runs contrary to this when he would tell the Corinthians, a mixed 
group of Jewish and non-Jewish Believers, “our fathers were all under the cloud, and all 
passed through the sea” (1 Corinthians 10:1). The ancient forbearers of Israel are actually 
considered to be the “ancestors” (NRSV) of the non-Jewish Believers as well, as such people 
can definitely claim Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, etc. as a part of their spiritual heritage to 
be embraced and appreciated. They cannot readily claim them, though—quite contrary to 
Jewish people who know that their physical ancestors stood at Mount Sinai—as a part of 
their ethnic and cultural heritage. 

The kind of unity of which Paul speaks in v. 28 had little precedence in either a Jewish 
or Hellenistic context. One does not have to go that far to see that a common prayer in the 
Jewish siddur, often recited during morning prayers, follows the exact same categories—in 
the same order—that Paul lists in v. 28. The observant Jew proclaims, 

 
Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who hast not made me a 
heathen. 
 
Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who hast not made me a 
bondman. 
 

 
147 Tree of Life Messianic Family Bible—New Covenant (Shippensburg, PA: Destiny Image, 2011), 303. 
148 Margaret Wenig Rubenstein and David Weiner, trans., in Neusner, Mishnah, 167. 
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Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who hast not made me a 
woman.149 
 
A statement attributed to Thales and Socrates is seen in the classical work Vitae 

Philosophorum (1.33) says, 
“[T]hat I was born a human being and not a beast, next, a man and not a woman, 

thirdly, a Greek and not a barbarian.”150 
Noting these distinctions, Bruce concludes, “It is not unlikely that Paul himself had 

been brought up to thank God he was born a Jew and not a Gentile, a freeman and not a 
slave, a man and not a woman. If so, he takes up each of these three distinctions which had 
considerable importance to Judaism and affirms that in Christ they are all irrelevant.”151 
What the Messiah has accomplished means absolutely everything, compared to an 
individual’s presumed pride in ethnicity, social status, or gender. Lest we think Paul is 
railing against his own Jewish heritage, his remarks also affected some Hellenistic views of 
distinctions among people as well. 

Trying to properly apply Galatians 3:28 has doubtlessly been a challenge among God’s 
people since the First Century. If Paul may be regarded as subverting some of the ancient 
prejudices, commonly present among male Jews of his era—as directed against the nations 
at large, slaves, and females—then some reevaluation of these roles for those who are in the 
Messiah is certainly needed. Just as is the case with the Levitical priesthood and sacrificial 
service (Hebrews 7:12), are there some post-resurrection realities that need to be reckoned 
with as it not only concerns the equality Jewish and non-Jewish Believers, but also males 
and females? These are areas that today’s broad Messianic community significantly 
struggles with, and there are no signs of some fair resolution emerging anytime soon. 

Most especially important for consideration, is that today’s Messianic movement does 
need to emphasize equality, inclusion, and in all people being welcome in its assemblies and 
fellowships, regardless of background. Messianic Jews need to remember that the mission 
placed upon Israel by God was to be a light to the world. Messianic non-Jews need to make 
sure that they are pursuing a Messianic lifestyle as part of their sanctification in the Lord, 
not because their own ethnicity or background is somehow insufficient to be accepted 
before Him. We all have gifts, talents, and skills which need to be used for the mutual blessing of 
one another. A Messianic Jewish community, which makes strong efforts to exclude non-
Jewish Believers from its assemblies, might not accomplish everything that Israel was 
chosen to accomplish. And at the same time, non-Jewish Messianics who disregard not their 

 
149 Joseph H. Hertz, ed., The Authorised Daily Prayer Book, revised (New York: Bloch Publishing Company, 

1960), pp 19, 21; cf. Nosson Scherman and Meir Zlotowitz, eds., Complete ArtScroll Siddur, Nusach Ashkenaz 
(Brooklyn: Mesorah Publications, 1984), 19. 

150 Longenecker, 157. 
151 Bruce, Galatians, 187. 
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Hebraic Roots in the Torah and Tanach, but their Jewish Roots in the Synagogue, run a 
severe risk of dishonoring the people who gave the world Yeshua the Messiah. 

Of course, Jewish and non-Jewish inclusion is not the only major issue presented to 
readers by v. 28. A significant debate that has arisen in evangelical Christianity, over the 
past few decades, concerns women and their service in the assembly. Many believe that 
women should not be allowed to teach or occupy any positions of leadership in the ekklēsia, 
based on other statements made by Paul. An hermeneutical question regarding Paul is asked 
from v. 28, concerning whether or not certain negative or prohibitive remarks (i.e., 1 
Timothy 2:11-12) take priority. Because of the sweeping effects of the new status Paul 
describes regarding ethnicity, servitude, and gender, it is best for us to understand v. 28 to 
have higher priority than some other remarks that Paul makes. Bruce concurs, “Paul states 
the basic principle here; if restrictions are found elsewhere in the Pauline corpus…they are 
to be understood in relation to Gal. 3:28, and not vice versa.”152 As the evangelical community 
does struggle with the issue of women in ministry, the Messianic community will not be 
that far behind. Let us be sure to take an approach which rightly honors what Paul says in v. 
28.153 

3:29 The need for responsibility among Believers, especially in obedience to God, may 
be understood by Paul’s remarks in v. 29: “If you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham's 
seed, and heirs according to the promise” (NIV). The key thrust by him making this remark 
is that one is to live like Abraham, reaching out in faith like Abraham. I would suggest that 
Paul’s emphasis on Abraham is tempered by him knowing that the First Century ekklēsia is 
going to begin reaching out into a largely new frontier with the Gentile mission, in a similar 
way to Abraham leaving Ur. 

The concept of Believers tou Abraam sperma este, “of Abraham ye are seed” (YLT), is 
certainly quite controversial in today’s Messianic community, every bit as in the First 
Century. What Paul meant by employing sperma, the LXX equivalent of the Hebrew zera, has 
spurred a great number of opinions among Messianic people. Stern probably offers the most 
comprehensive view of what “you are seed of Avraham” (CJB) means, or can mean, 
summarizing nine different points: 

 
(1) Israel is God’s son. 
(2) The Messiah is God’s Son. 
(3) Israel is descended from Avraham [Abraham], is Avraham’s seed, the children 

of Avraham. 
(4) The true children of Avraham are those who trust. 

 
152 Ibid., 190. 
153 For a much more detailed discussion on Galatians 3:28, consult the author’s exegetical paper “Biblical 

Equality and Today’s Messianic Movement” (reproduced as Appendix B). 
Also consult the FAQ, “Women in Ministry,” as well as the relevant sections of the author’s commentaries 

Ephesians for the Practical Messianic and The Pastoral Epistles for the Practical Messianic. 
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(5) Those who trust in Yeshua are united with him by that trust—they are part of 
his Body, one with him, one, singular. 

(6) In the thinking of the Tanakh, a king represents his people to the point of being 
one with them; and the king of Israel is treated as representing Israel, standing for 
them, being one with them 

(7) The Messiah Yeshua is the King of Israel, the promised Son of David, one with 
Israel. 

(8) By trusting, Gentiles become identified with and in some sense a part of Israel. 
(9) All of God’s promises reach their culmination and fulfillment in the Messiah, 

who is Avraham’s “seed.”154 
 

It is certainly compelling when one reviews these nine different ways involving the 
“seed of Abraham.” Paul’s key thrust is for all the Galatians, Jewish or non-Jewish—and by 
extention all who are in Yeshua—to somehow see themselves as this “seed.” 

As one may argue, we are descendants of Abraham certainly through our union with 
the Messiah; we are descendants of Abraham if we live like Abraham; we are descendants of 
Abraham if we partake of Abraham’s covenant promises. Likewise, many who know the 
Messiah are descendants of Abraham, and are recipients of the promises made to him 
because of progeny. Considering the fact that both Abraham and later Jacob/Israel were to 
have many physical descendants as part of the Abrahamic promise (Genesis 17:4-5), what is 
being implied here? It certainly does not mean that all people have to be his physical 
descendants in order to be his “seed.” 

Likely with multiple dynamics of seed (zera/sperma) in play, what Paul is probably 
trying to do is to not deemphasize any aspect of the Abrahamic promise to the Galatians. 
Such an audience needed to significantly realize that the Abrahamic promise had reached 
its maximum climax via the emergence of the Seed, Yeshua the Messiah, onto the scene of 
history (v. 16). The Jewish Believer in Galatia hearing this was to (re-)remember the Divine 
mandate placed upon Abraham to be a blessing to all the nations (Genesis 12:2-3), and the 
non-Jewish Believer in Galatia was to identify with Abraham via his faith in God. These 
were the primary ways that they were to identify as Abraham’s “progeny” or “offspring” 
(RSV) or “issue” (REB), and such things were to only be fully realized by being united to 
Yeshua Himself via trust in His atoning work. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
154 Stern, 549. 
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