
TSD Online Class – Galatians - Lesson 9
An Excursus Appealing To Past Association (4:8-20)

JIM
Howbeit then, when ye knew not God, ye did service unto them which
by nature are no gods. But now, after ye have known God, or rather
are  known of  God,  how turn ye  again to  the  weak and beggarly
elements, whereunto ye desire again to be in bondage? Ye observe
days, and months, and times, and years. I am afraid of you, lest I
have bestowed upon you labour in vain. Brethren, I beseech you, be
as I am; for I am as ye are: ye have not injured me at all. Ye know
how that through infirmity of the flesh I preached the gospel unto
you  at  the  first.  And  my  temptation  which  was  in  my  flesh  ye
despised not, nor rejected; but received me as an angel of God, even
as Christ Jesus. Where is then the blessedness ye spake of? for I bear
you record, that if it had been possible, ye would have plucked out
your own eyes, and have given them to me. Am I therefore become
your enemy, because I tell you the truth? They zealously affect you,
but not well; yea, they would exclude you, that ye might affect them.
But it is good to be zealously affected always in a good thing, and not
only  when  I  am  present  with  you.  My  little  children,  of  whom  I
travail in birth again until Christ be formed in you, I desire to be
present with you now, and to change my voice; for I stand in doubt
of you.

Verses 8-11. While this section is an excursus from the topic of the
law of Moses, it contains personal notes that relate to the Galatians’
tendency  to  embrace  the  Judaizers’  teaching.  Verse  eight  reminds
them of their former condition as Gentiles, much like he contrasted
the former and present conditions of the Ephesians in chapter two of
that epistle. In their former idolatrous state, they served the works of
men’s  hands—“them  which  by  nature  are  no  gods”—but  by  their
obedience to the gospel (Gal. 3:26-27) they had been delivered from
that bondage, as the Jews had been delivered from the bondage of the
law. Now, he asks, “How can you embrace those elements from whose
bondage  the  Jews  were  delivered?”  That  would  be  to  reject  the
blessings  of  sonship  and  return  to  their  former  state  as  slaves  or



servants—not as Gentiles, but in their embrace of Jewish feasts and
ordinances  which  found  their  fulfillment  in  Christ.  Those  dead
ordinances  of  Judaism  had—and  have—no  efficacy  in  this
dispensation,  for  they  all  pointed  to  Christ  and  his  work  of
redemption. Though the fires of the temple altars still burned, and the
ordinances  and  feasts  continued  to  be  observed  by  the  Jews,  that
system was dead, having been fulfilled and nailed to the cross in the
work of Christ (Eph. 2:15; Col. 2:14).

Jesus  referred to  Judaism as  a  “carcass”  devoid  of  life  in  Matthew
24:28,  and about  37  years  after  He said those  things,  the  Romans
under Titus and Vespasian removed Judaism’s dead carcass from the
world in the destruction of Jerusalem. But the Mosaic covenant was
already  abrogated  and lifeless  when Paul  wrote  to  the  churches  of
Galatia. Therefore, it was foolish to adopt those things which were the
elements  of  bondage,  and  to  relinquish  the  liberty  of  sonship
Christians have in Christ.  Were they to do this, Paul’s labor among
them would be vain, and that is the fear he expresses in verse 11. His
concern is not for them as a monument of his own work, but for their
souls.

JERRY
Verses 12-15.
These verses are obviously a reference to the warmness with which the
fickle Galatians at the first welcomed Paul and Barnabas among them.
In verse 12, the appeal is to be as Paul. He had left the bondage of
Judaism to be as they were—a Christian without distinction of race or
fleshly lineage. The thrust of his statement is that he was one of them,
and his appeal did not arise from any personal offence by them against
him. Should they return to the law of Moses, it  was not a personal
offence to him, but  gravely injurious to  their  souls.  He was free in
Christ and desired them to be free as well. Of all persons who could
glory in the religion of the Jews, and who could have profited from
adherence to it, Paul was a shining example, and he made that clear to
the brethren at  Philippi  in  Philippians 3:4-9:  Though I  might  also
have confidence in the flesh. If any other man thinketh that he hath
whereof he might trust in the flesh, I more: circumcised the eighth



day, of the stock of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of the
Hebrews;  as  touching  the  law,  a  Pharisee;  concerning  zeal,
persecuting the church; touching the righteousness which is in the
law, blameless. But what things were gain to me, those I counted loss
for  Christ.  Yea  doubtless,  and  I  count  all  things  but  loss  for  the
excellency of  the knowledge of  Jesus Christ  my Lord: for whom I
have suffered the loss of all things, and do count them but dung, that
I  may  win  Christ,  and  be  found  in  him,  not  having  my  own
righteousness, which is of the law, but that which is through the faith
of Christ, the righteousness which is of God by faith. Paul’s reference
to “confidence in the flesh” in the Philippian passage is not a reference
to the flesh of man, or works of the flesh, but to the fleshly ordinances
of the law of Moses. In this, there is a contrast between the law of flesh
—Judaism—and the “law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus” (Rom.
8:2)—“the faith of Jesus Christ.” It was not the fleshly works of man in
which Paul had formerly placed his confidence, but in the works of the
law of  Moses,  here called “the flesh,”  in which he had trusted and
formerly placed his confidence for salvation.

In his book, The Work of The Holy Spirit, Franklin Camp says,

The  word  ‘Spirit’  is  also  used  in  two  ways  in  the  New
Testament. The word is used sometimes as a synonym of the
gospel. The gospel is spiritual. It has to do with man’s spirit.
The word ‘Spirit’ is sometimes used where it simply means the
gospel. The old covenant was a covenant of the letter and not a
covenant of the spirit. Judaism, with all of its privileges, was
only the shadow of better things to come. The condition of the
Jews under the law was as different from the Christian under
the  gospel  as  flesh  is  different  from  spirit.  Their  standing
under  the  law was  as  much unlike  the  Christian  under  the
gospel as the difference in the position of a servant and a son.
This  is  the  reason  that  Paul  represents  the  Jews  as  being
under the flesh, while being under the law or covenant of the
letter. (pp. 230-231).



JIM
It is from this premise that Paul says he had confidence in and trusted
in the flesh. His reference was to his adherence to the law of Moses in
the strictest sect of Judaism—the Pharisees. But now, he admonishes
the Gentile Christians in Galatia to be as he—to give up those things of
the flesh (the law of Moses) that only engender bondage, and to be free
from them in the system of the faith of Jesus Christ. In verses 13 and
14,  Paul  speaks of  his  work among the  Galatians and preaching to
them “through infirmity of the flesh.” What that infirmity was, no one
knows and it is useless to speculate. Had details of his infirmity been
necessary  for  us  to  know,  we  are  confident  that  God  would  have
revealed them to us. The “infirmity” of which he speaks in verse 13 is
called “my temptation which was in my flesh” in verse 14. The word
“temptation” does not exclusively refer to temptation to sin, but also to
trials,  tribulations,  and  tests  which  come  upon  us.  That  was  the
meaning of James’ statement when he wrote,  “My brethren, count it
all joy when ye fall into divers temptations; knowing this, that the
trying of your faith worketh patience” (Jas. 1:2-3). The word “tempt”
is also used of God’s command to Abraham to offer Isaac upon the
altar in the land of Moriah: And it came to pass after these things,
that God did tempt Abraham, and said unto him, Abraham: and he
said, Behold, here I am. And he said, Take now thy son, thine only
son Isaac, whom thou lovest, and get thee into the land of Moriah;
and offer him there for a burnt offering upon one of the mountains
which  I  will  tell  thee  of  (Gen.  22:1-2).  The  word  “tempt”  in  this
passage “signifies no more than to try or prove,” according to Adam
Clarke's Commentary on Genesis. When God “tempted” Abraham it
was not a solicitation to do evil, “for God cannot be tempted with evil,
neither  tempteth  he  any  man”  (Jas.  1:13),  but  simply  a  trial  of
Abraham’s  faith.  Clarke  says  the  passage  literally  reads,  “And  the
Elohim he tried this Abraham.” So Paul’s “temptation” was not of a
spiritual  nature  to  do  evil,  but  probably  some  sort  of  physical
deformity  or  injury  which  could  have  hindered  his  preaching  and
which tried his faith. But, even this did not keep the Galatians from
receiving him, and in spite of his “infirmity of the flesh” they warmly
welcomed him. In fact, he says, they not only warmly welcomed him,
but received him “as an angel of God, even as Christ Jesus.” And well



they should,  for he was an “angel,”  which signifies no more than a
messenger, and as an “ambassador” his preaching was as though Jesus
Christ Himself stood before them and proclaimed the saving gospel (2
Cor. 4:18-20).

His question in verse 15, “Where is then the blessedness ye spake of?”
is rendered in the American Standard Version as, “Where then is that
gratulation of yourselves?” The word “gratulate” means, “To greet or
welcome with joy” (Britannica World Language Dictionary) and the
noun form in the ASV simply refers to their warm reception of Paul
and the gospel he preached. His question, then, is to call to mind their
former dealings with him and their open arms in receiving his person
and his message. In fact, he reminds them of their love for him in their
willingness to “pluck out your own eyes” and give them to him, had
that been possible. This is another indicator of the fickle nature of the
Galatian people. They had gone from the deepest devotion to Paul—
even a willingness to blind themselves on his behalf—to denying that
he  was  an  apostle  sent  from  the  Lord.  That  was  probably  why  he
expressed  his  amazement  in  Galatians  1:6  that  they  had  so  soon
departed from the gospel and embraced a perverted one. His question,
basically,  was  “What  happened  to  that  spirit  which  not  long  ago
moved you to receive me?”

JERRY
Verses 16-17. Paul still preached the same gospel he had preached
among the Galatians. His message had not changed. It was the same
message they had once eagerly embraced. Now, he asks, “Am I become
your  enemy  because  I  tell  you  the  truth?”  Neither  Paul  nor  the
message he proclaimed had changed. He was still  the same apostle
they had received and still  preached the same message he preached
among them. What was the difference now? Who had changed? The
difference was that Judaizing teachers had “bewitched” the Galatians
and they had changed. How often is that witnessed in our postmodern
world!  Many  are  those  today  who  once  held  to  the  old  paths  and
commended the preaching of great men who are now gone from us,
but because they have embraced a perverted gospel, they now reject
those same men and the gospel  they  preached.  Yes,  the  Truth will



often  make  enemies.  Faithful  adherence  to,  and  preaching  of,  the
gospel  will  result  in opposition from those who have embraced the
errors  of  men,  though  they  once  loved  the  Truth.  The  Judaizing
teachers  had  certainly  “zealously”  affected  the  Galatians  with  their
false doctrines, but Paul says they had not been affected “well.” Like
those of whom Paul spoke in Romans 10, they had “a zeal of God, but
not according to knowledge.” Indeed, Paul had been as zealous in his
persecution of Christians, but his zeal was applied in ignorance (1 Tim.
1:12-13).

Zeal toward God is a good thing if it is a zeal for truth, but zealous
propagation of error endangers the souls of those who propagate it
and their hearers who embrace it. That was precisely the condition of
the Jews who sought justification through the law of Moses. Of those,
Paul wrote in Romans 10:1-3, Brethren, my heart’s desire and prayer
to God for Israel is, that they might be saved. For I bear them record
that they have a zeal of God, but not according to knowledge. For
they,  being  ignorant  of  God’s  righteousness,  and  going  about  to
establish  their  own  righteousness,  have  not  submitted  themselves
unto the righteousness of God.  The basis of salvation is Truth (Rom.
1:16-17). All the zeal in the world cannot save a single soul if that zeal
is directed toward such things as “church growth” without regard for
preaching the gospel of Christ. Like those Jews of whom Paul writes in
Romans, the Judaizing teachers in Galatia were an extremely zealous
lot, but they were ignorant of God’s standard for righteousness—the
gospel  of  Christ.  Nor  were  they  content  to  practice  their  perverted
gospel among themselves, but were obsessed with binding it on others
as  well.  Like  today’s  Mormons  and  Jehovah’s  Witnesses,  they
zealously affected people, but not well. Theirs was a zeal that led not to
salvation, but to the destruction of men’s souls. The Judaizers not only
sought to turn the Galatians from the truth by adding the precepts of
the law to the gospel for salvation, but to also turn them from Paul and
other sound teachers. In effect, the Judaizers excluded the Galatians
from the gospel with their false doctrines, and in turn the Galatians
became  dependent  upon  the  Judaizers  instead  of  Paul  for  their
instruction. In verse 17, the ASV says, “...they desire to shut you out
that ye may seek them.” The false teachers in Galatia, served “not our



Lord Jesus Christ, but their own belly,” (Rom. 16:18), and that’s a fair
and accurate  description of  most false  teachers  in the world today.
They seek not the good of their hearers but self-aggrandizement, to
line their own pockets at the expense of the souls they deceive. Zeal,
like  many  things,  can  be  used  for  good  or  evil.  There  is  nothing
inherently good or evil in zeal and Paul points that out in verse 18. In
fact, he says, it is good to be zealously affected in good. In the phrase,
“zealously  affected  always in  a  good thing,”  the  article  “a” and the
word thing preceding and following the  word “good”  are  italicized.
That  means  these  words  are  not  in  the  original  Greek  text,  but
supplied by the translators to give a sense of the statement. It literally
reads, “zealously affected always in good.” It is never a bad thing to be
zealous if zeal is in the cause of good, and Paul adds that their zeal
which was demonstrated while he was present among them should
also characterize them in his absence.

JIM
In David Lipscomb's commentary on these verses, he says,

He assures them that the zeal they showed for God under his
teaching was a worthy zeal in a good cause,  and he desired
that they should continue that zeal for Jesus Christ and not be
diverted from it as well when he was absent as when he was
present with them. They were of that class of people easily led
by plausible men who might be present with them. This class
of people are common and have no convictions of their own,
but are led by every wind of doctrine (p. 249).

Coupled  with  their  departure  from  the  gospel,  Paul’s  absence  and
distance from the churches of Galatia was a source of deep anxiety for
him. Affectionately addressing them as “my little children,” he speaks
of his travail in birth “again.” Like the Corinthians, Paul had fathered
them in the faith by begetting them through the gospel (1 Cor. 4:15),
and he uses  the figure as  it  pertains  not  only to  a  father,  but  to  a
mother  in  travail  bringing  forth  a  child.  He  had  begotten  them
through the  gospel  (Jas.  1:18),  bringing  them into  Christ,  but  now
travails again because of their departure from Him. His anxiety is also



expressed in his desire to be with them again and bring about their
return to Christ, so his voice might be changed toward them—that he
might be confident in their faithfulness to the Lord—for their present
condition  presented  doubts  in  his  mind  and  fear  that  they  would
complete their apostasy.


