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Galatians is a clear witness to a basic conviction of Paul: the
gospel is not about human movement into blessedness, but
about God’s liberating invasion of the cosmos. Christ’s love
enacted in the cross has the power to change the world
because it is embodied in the new community of mutual ser-
vice.

t is neither a cliché nor an instance of crying wolf to say that our time is one of cri-

sis. At no point has the health of the church been more dependent on distinguishing

God’s good news from various forms of its counterfeit; and when the health of the
church is threatened by a counterfeit gospel, the world itself is in jeopardy. As Melville’s
Ishmael put it, “the world’s a ship on its passage out . . . and the pulpit is its prow.”! When
apparently good news is proclaimed as God’s good news, all of the people suffer, for it is as
though poison had been poured into the ear.

VISITING EVANGELISTS WITH THEIR OWN GOSPEL

In the task of distinguishing the real from the counterfeit, none of our early Christian
documents can be of more help than Paul’s Galatian letter. The major threat to the life of
the fledgling congregations that Paul had established in Galatia lay not in the seductive
temptations of the surrounding culture, but rather in the highly effective work of evange-
lists who arrived after Paul’s departure. Proclaiming what they explicitly called “the gospel,”
while paying scant attention to the figure of the crucified one, these new evangelists—for
convenience I will refer to them as the Teachers—brought to the Galatian congregations an

'H. Melville, Moby Dick (New York: Norton, 1967) 44.
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extraordinarily attractive message that quickly claimed the allegiance of nearly all members
of those churches.

Paul’s singular purpose in writing is to re-preach to the Galatians “the truth of the
gospel” (2:5, 14); but given the highly successful work of the Teachers, he can do that only
by drawing contrasts between the true gospel and its counterfeit.? In this vein, then, after
launching his initial attack on the Teachers and their message (1:6-9), he makes three state-
ments about his own gospel, two negative, one positive.

[Cloncerning the gospel preached by me, I want you to know, my brothers and sisters, (a) that it
is not what human beings normally have in mind when they speak of “good news”; (b) For I did
not receive it from another human being, nor was I taught it; (c) it came to me by God’s apoca-
lyptic revelation of Jesus Christ (1:11-12).

Turning first to the two negations, we ask what a gospel looks like when, having been
received from a human being, it does correspond to normal ideas of good news.

The Two Ways. At numerous points in the letter we sense one of the major dimensions
of such a gospel. It consists of what we might call potential good news. Basing their gospel
on the Law, the Teachers placed before the Galatians an alternative to their present pattern
of life, saying in effect:

If you Gentiles continue in the path of sin, you will be shut out of God’s kingdom (cf. 4:17). But
if, alternatively, you will commence observance of the Law, repenting of your sins, we can
promise you — on the basis of the Law’s blessing, now affirmed by God’s Messiah—that God
will respond to your repentance, forgiving your sins, releasing you from the Law’s curse, and
assuring you of life.

On its face, this message appears to be nothing more than a restatement of the venera-
ble doctrine of the Two Ways. We can imagine the Teachers offering their own interpreta-
tion of one of the traditional texts in which God lays the Two Ways before ancient Israel:

I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Choose life so that you and your
descendants may live (Deut 30:19; cf. Jer 21:8; Jas 2:8-11).

The circular exchange and its corruption of the Two Ways. There is, however, more to the
picture than that. In the Teachers’ message, the announcement of the Two Ways was mar-
ried, so to speak, to the notion of the circular exchange, “this for that.” Indeed, its being
linked to this notion is surely a major reason for the fact that the Teachers’ message proved
highly attractive to the Galatians. For like all other human beings—ourselves included—the

2A sketch of these persons and their message is given in J. L. Martyn, Galatians: A New Translation with
Introduction and CommentazAB 33A (New York: Doubleday, 1997) 117--26, 302-06. Unless otherwise noted, all
$llotations of Galatians are drawn from the Anchor Bible translation (those of Gal 3:2, 23-25; 6:14 are slightly

anged). The italicized word Galatians refers to this volume. Numbers in parentheses not preceded by the name

of a biblical book refer to chapter and verse in Galatians.

Cf. M. Mauss, The Gift: Forms and Functions of Exchange in Archaic Societies (London: Cohen and West, 1954);
S. H. Webb, The Gifting God (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996). At the present juncture, I am speaking of
the circular exchange as it is conceived in the relation between human beings and God.
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Galatians were doubtless glad to think that there could be between themselves and God a
secure and dependable exchange, set in motion by an act carried out by themselves.
Instructed by the Teachers, the Galatians apparently reasoned somewhat as follows:

Good news! What is wrong—sins—is a matter about which we can do something. We can
repent, commencing—in the holy rite of circumcision—observance of what the Teachers call the
venerable Law of Sinai. Moreover, as the Teachers have informed us, there is that dependable cir-
cular exchange. When in repentance we commence observance of the Law, we place God, as it
were, in our debt. And finally, we can be confident that God will respond. For, in the circular
exchange, God has pledged himself to acknowledge our repentance by forgiving us. Blessed be
the name of this dependable God!

Here, as I have said, the venerable doctrine of the Two Ways has been firmly linked to
the notion of the circular exchange. We have to add, however, that that linkage has funda-
mentally altered the ancient doctrine.

In Israel—and in Jewish traditions from Ben Sira to Qumran, and on to the rabbis—
the God who lays the Two Ways before the people is the God who has already elected this
people in the gracious move that has no presupposition other than God’s own love (Deut
30:20). For Israel, the drama began with God’s act of grace, not with threat and an exhorta-
tion to choose and follow one of two ways. Taken to Gentiles, the Teachers’ message of the
‘Two Ways is another matter altogether. It does not begin with God’s gracious, presupposi-
tionless, and powerful good news. Beginning with a form of bad news, this highly religious
drama calls upon the hearers to move from bad news to good news via the religious form of
the quid pro quo.*

We can say yet again that it is precisely for this reason that, as Paul writes his letter, the
Teachers’ gospel is proving to be a source of great comfort to the Galatians. As we have
seen, in this drama what has gone wrong is something about which human beings can do
something, knowing that God will do God’s part in response to their action. The comfort of
being able to place the other party—especially God!—in one’s debt is universally attractive.

Returning to the text of Galatians, then, we ask why Paul should uncompromisingly

*Here and elsewhere, I use the terms “religious” and “religion” to speak of the various communal, cultic
means—always involving the distinction of sacred from profane—by which human bein%s seek to know and to be
happily related to the gods or God (e.g., eusebeia; Epictetus, Ench. 31:1; reli{lia as respect for what is sacred: religio,
id est, cultus deorum [Cicero]). In the sense in which I employ the word, religion is a human enterprise, and thus
the polar opposite of God’s apocalyptic act in Christ. It is patriarchal (i.e., human) tradition, by which one knows
what is sacred and what is profane, instead of the apocalypse of God that effects the end of that distinction
(patrike paradosis instead of xokalypsis; Gal 1:13-16; cf. Gal 5:6; Rom 14:14). Religion, therefore, provides the
human being “with his most thorough-going possibility of confusing an illusion with God” (E. Kisemann, New
Testament Questions of Today [London: SCM, 1969] 184). The Christ who is confessed in the formula solus
Christus is the Christ in whom there is neither Jew nor Gentile. Instead of being the holy community that stands
apart from the profane orb of the world, then, the church of this Christ is the active beachhead God is planting in
a war of liberation from all religious differentiations. In short, it is in the birth and life of the church that Pa
Ferceives the polarity between human religion and God’s :Komlypse‘ Thus, a significant commentary on Paul’s
etters can be found in the remark of Dietrich Bonhoeffer that “God has founded his church beyond religion . . ”
(No Rusty Swords: Letters, Lectures and Notes 1928~1936 [ed. E. H. Robertson; New York: er & Row, 1965] 118;
cf. idem, Letters and Papers from Prison [New York: Macmillan, 1953] 168). See C. L. Morse, “Bonhoeffer’s
Dialogue with America” (paper read at AAR, November 1995).




























































